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        Rogue Replacement: A Marvel Story

    
    
    
    
                Tyson's confusion is palpable when he wakes up disoriented in the back of a truck. But the real kicker? He's replaced the X-Men's signature hero, Rogue, and gained her superpower, a gift and curse combined. His touch becomes a danger to all, but holds near-limitless potential.

            

    
        Arc 1 - Ch 1: Laughlin City

    
    
    
    
                The eighteen-wheeler barreled down the solitary road, its ominous headlights piercing through the curtain of darkness. It pulled up alongside a lone standing building; its only company was the parking lot filled with trucks and the surrounding alpine forest. The truck parked with an echoing groan, settling into a spot among its kind. The driver's door creaked open, and a pair of burly men climbed down from the cab.

From the other side, a young man clambered out. He squinted into the weak light of the truck stop as if emerging from a long slumber. His face was too lean and etched with lines of exhaustion. His hooded coat swallowed his thin frame, concealing the layers of mismatched clothing he wore underneath. He held the hallmark air of a runaway.

"Where are we?" His voice was hoarse, grating against the chilling wind.

One of the truckers, a broad-shouldered man with a grizzled beard, sneered at him, "This here's Laughlin City, kid. I told ya that's as far as we were goin'. You're on your own now."

He laughed. It was a deep, throaty sound that echoed into the twilight. His companion joined in, and without another glance, they ambled toward the building. The flickering neon sign indicated it was a bar. As they entered, their laughter was swallowed by the thrum of commotion inside. The doors swung shut behind them leaving the young man alone in the cold.

Tyson, the young man, stood rooted in place. Snowflakes danced around him, landing on his hair, and eye lashes. He stared at the bar, the muffled sounds of laughter and clinking glasses made him feel even more alone. He squinted at the surroundings beyond the truck stop. Nothing. No other buildings, just an endless expanse of wilderness.

"Some city," he muttered, his breath visible against the biting cold. His eyes lingered on the bar for a moment longer before he squared his shoulders and trudged towards the doors.

Inside the bar, Tyson found himself swept up in a maelstrom of noise and tightly-packed bodies. The place was packed, primarily with men who had the hardened look of blue-collar locals. Their faces were like the landscape outside, worn and rugged. They gulped down beer and whiskey with abandon. Laughter roared from the back of the place, causing Tyson to crane his neck to see what was drawing the attention of the patrons. A rhythmic slap-thud resonated through the din, followed by a wave of cheering.

Tyson's curiosity was piqued. He shouldered his way through the swarm of bodies, following the strange sounds toward its source. Finally finding a break in the crowd, he maneuvered into a position with a clear view. A makeshift boxing ring stood in the back of the bar. It was crudely cordoned off by ropes and a freestanding cage. The area was illuminated by a single, dangling bulb, which lit the center of the ring but left the edges shadowed. Tyson watched as a man fell to the ground with a loud thud. His collapse was punctuated by the metallic clamor of a bell signaling the end of the fight. The crowd roared its approval as the victor retreated into the shadowy corner of the cage. The fallen fighter tried to pick himself up but fell flat.

Tyson was distracted from his thoughts by a gruff voice next to him, "Hey, ain't you going in? He's gotta be tired by now." He glanced towards the speaker, a burly man with scars across his face who was trying to goad his friend into fighting next. Tyson then turned back to the ring where the downed fighter was being hauled away by a couple of his friends. The winner, who was still shrouded in the shadows, sat nonchalantly on a stool; his only distinguishable feature was the beer bottle in his hand.

Just then, a figure emerged from the sidelines. The man held a microphone loosely in his calloused hands. "Gentlemen," his voice boomed over the commotion. "In all my years, I've never seen anything like this." The crowd erupted into cheers. Unfazed, the man continued, "Eight men have been dragged from this ring tonight." He gestured towards the enigmatic figure in the shadows. "Don't tell me you're going to let this man walk out of here with your money."

A voice rose from the crowd, "I'll fight him."

All eyes swiveled to the source of the challenge. A hulking man in a lumberjack jacket rose from his seat. The crowd cheered in unison as approval washed over the room.

"Ladies and gentlemen, our savior," the announcer mocked, a smirk playing at the corner of his mouth. Unfazed by the attention of the crowd, the challenger shrugged off his jacket, and the fabric fell to the ground as he stepped into the ring.

The crowd around Tyson exploded into a frenzy as the man on the winning streak finally broke free from his dark corner, stepping into the slivers of light cast by the flickering bulb. He wasn't particularly big, especially when compared to his opponent. But his stature did nothing to diminish his presence. His arms rippled with a wiry strength, his knuckles were scarred and raw. He wore a simple, fitted white tank top and a pair of worn denim jeans. Hanging around his neck was a solitary silver dog tag, its surface was scratched and weathered. A shock of unkempt hair framed his face, leading into muttonchops. A pair of worn, leather boots completed his ensemble.

Tyson sucked in a sharp breath and his eyes widened in disbelief. He knew that face knew that hair. There was no mistaking it. It was Wolverine. But how was that even possible?

Confusion ran through his thoughts. This was no ordinary bar, no ordinary town, and certainly, that was no ordinary man. His heart pounded like a drum, each beat a question echoing in his mind. How? Why?

Recognition flashed in Tyson's eyes as pieces of the puzzle began to align themselves. He had seen this before, an echo of a superhero movie he'd watched long ago. The bar, the fights, Wolverine. It was all part of a script that had already been written. But there was a key character missing, someone integral to this narrative.

Rogue.

In the movie he remembered, the teenage mutant had run away from home after her powers first activated, ultimately finding her way to Canada. Yet scanning the crowd, he couldn't spot many women, and none were teenagers that resembled Rogue.

Then, a cold realization crashed over him like an icy wave, sending chills down his spine. The eighteen-wheeler, his worn-out clothes, the arrival at this particular bar in Canada. Was he... was he, Rogue?

Frantically, Tyson touched his face. He felt light stubble. Some relief washed over him at the sign he was still a man. To further confirm, he discreetly grasped himself. Thankfully, he still had all the working bits down below. He was still undoubtedly male. But what about the powers? He wondered if the winter gloves he'd been wearing all this while seemed to be more than appropriate winter wear.

Tyson removed one glove, exposing his bare hand. After a moment of hesitation, he reached out and brushed his fingers against the arm of the nearest person; a man engrossed in the ongoing fight. The reaction was immediate, almost visceral. The man's muscular arm went rigid under his touch, and his face contorted in a silent scream. His eyes rolled back and his skin paled. The veins in his forehead bulged as though under immense pressure.

Tyson's world spun as the flood of information rushed into his mind. The man was named Hank, a rugged blue-collar worker from the sprawling plains of Alberta, Canada. Tyson suddenly knew the world from Hank's perspective.

He could smell the fresh, open air and feel the wide expanse of the prairie surrounding him. He saw a rustic log cabin, his home. The faces of a warm, loving family. His kind-hearted wife and two energetic children. He spent days working labor in the oil sands. He understood the intricacies of hydraulics and the mechanics of heavy drilling equipment. The hard, calloused textures of his hands were a familiar roughness. He knew the right way to handle hazardous materials, and could now drive a tractor, weld metal, and even repair a diesel engine.

His mind was filled with new sensations and knowledge. Suddenly, Tyson was back in the crowded bar, a jarring juxtaposition to the oil fields and open prairies he had just experienced. He glanced over at Hank, who was now on the ground, having fainted from Tyson's touch. Feeling an odd connection to the man he'd never truly met, Tyson quickly withdrew his hand and slipped further into the crowd, away from his unconscious victim. He shoved his glove back on, not wanting to risk inadvertently triggering his power. His mind raced as he grappled with the horrifying reality. If this was truly Rogue's power, then he was a mutant. If he remembered right, in this world, mutants weren't a secret subspecies that hid in the shadows. They were known by the public and considered by most to be a walking danger to those around them. In Tyson's case, the stereotype was true.

His thoughts were interrupted as the bell sounded, marking the start of the next round. The challenger wasted no time; his fist slammed into Wolverine's stomach while he still had the beer in his hand. The crowd erupted in cheers as the short mutant doubled over, only for the larger man to land a second punch squarely on his face. The challenger shook his hand, grimacing, as if he'd just hit a wall instead of flesh and bone. But, he continued fighting, landing two swift kicks to Wolverine's midsection. A third kick was aimed lower. It earned a collective "oooh" from the spectators as it landed right between Wolverine's legs.

With a low growl, Wolverine rose to his feet. As the challenger threw another punch, Wolverine met it with his fist. The impact sounded with a sickening crunch. The crowd gasped as the challenger's hand and wrist visibly contorted, snapping under the force. The big man staggered back, a low scream tearing from his lips. Wolverine wasted no time. He lunged forward, landing another solid punch to the gut before his head smashed into the challenger's face in a vicious headbutt. The challenger's body hit the floor like a ragdoll, his eyes rolling back as he passed out.

The bar erupted into cheers. The announcer stepped forward once more; his eyes held a glint that seemed to feed off the crowd's anticipation. "Anyone else up for the challenge?" he bellowed, "Anyone brave enough to take on the Wolverine?"

Before Tyson could think too much about it, before his logical side could wrestle control back, he heard his voice echoing through the bar. "I'll fight."

The cheers around him swelled louder as the crowd parted to let him through. He made his way toward the ring and stripped off his jacket, then his shirt; leaving him standing in just his worn jeans and battered Nike shoes. He was a stark contrast to Wolverine. The mutant stood only 5'3" with pale skin.

Tyson was darker, with a rich, brown skin tone. He was taller at 5'10" but his physique was emaciated. Toned and chiseled, but gaunt, evidence of his runaway status. Tyson's face was reasonably handsome but rugged from the road. His face was framed by an unkempt goatee that accentuated his strong jawline and a pair of intense brown eyes. His hair, once a neat fade, was edging closer to afro at this point.

The crowd roared in approval as he climbed into the ring, each cheer igniting a thrill of exhilaration in him. Challenging Wolverine was insanity, he knew that. But maybe he could leverage his new power to his advantage.

The announcer seemed energized by the audience's fevered anticipation. He wasted no time in hyping up the fight. "Once again, the unstoppable Wolverine!" He paused for dramatic effect, his gaze turning towards Tyson. "And introducing, the dashing Rogue!"

A mix of cheers and laughter swept through the crowd at the audacious title, but Tyson paid little mind to the comments or the ironic moniker. With a deep breath, he settled into his best mimicry of a boxer's stance.

Across the ring, Wolverine looked him over, a trace of amusement danced in his eyes. "Okay, kid," he said, his voice barely audible above the clamor. "I'll give you the first shot, but it's the only freebie you're going to get."

For a moment, Tyson considered his words. An open invitation to strike first? It was a golden opportunity. Instead of aiming a punch at Wolverine's face as he'd expected, Tyson decided to use his newly discovered power to his advantage. He charged and wrapped his arms around the smaller man in a bear hug.

It was like being hit by a freight train of memories, knowledge, experiences, and most of all, pain. A floodgate of a century's worth of living was suddenly unleashed within his mind. Tyson's vision blurred as images washed over him like an unstoppable tide.

He was in World War II, grappling with the raw brutality of war and the loss of comrades. He endured the excruciating Adamantium procedure that transformed him into a virtually indestructible weapon. He was in a covert operation, infiltrating enemy lines and facing off against dangerous foes. There was a woman named Mariko, whose face filled him with a profound sense of love and loss. A relentless figure, Victor Creed, who brought feelings of rage and rivalry. Every fight, every wound he had ever endured, he felt them all. He experienced the phenomenal healing factor, the wounds closing up as swiftly as they appeared. He could feel the strength provided by the unyielding Adamantium within his bones, the repetitive sting of claws springing forth from his knuckles. But there was more; mastery in various forms of combat, his agility, and his uncanny stealth. He was an expert martial artist, a formidable hand-to-hand combatant, and a skilled swordsman. He saw himself wielding a sword in a Japanese dojo, moving with a fluidity and precision he'd never known. He could feel his senses amplified to a superhuman level, every smell, sound, and movement in the world around him pronounced with crystal clarity.

Tyson clung on through the onslaught of memories. His arms squeezed around Wolverine, desperate to maintain the skin-on-skin contact that was crucial to his new power. Tyson could feel the energy transferring from Wolverine to himself. He had no idea how long he could maintain his grip or the consequences, but he was betting on the element of surprise. This was his best chance, perhaps his only chance, to hold his ground.

In an explosive movement, Wolverine forced Tyson back. Laying on his back, he used his powerful legs, propelling Tyson away and breaking the intimate contact. But the damage was already done. His brief struggle to escape Tyson's grasp had taken more out of him than any of the previous fighter's attacks. He staggered a bit, momentarily off-balance. As for Tyson, the energy coursing through his veins felt like an electric shock, jumpstarting his every cell. The hollow feeling of malnourishment, and the lingering lethargy from a presumed life on the road, was replaced by a wave of rejuvenation. More importantly, his mind was flooded with a surge of new memories, experiences, and skills. Wolverine's memories. He knew more about fighting now that he'd absorbed the man's technique. The knowledge felt as natural to him as if he'd spent his entire life training. Stepping forward once more, Tyson adopted an improved stance, one that showcased his newly acquired fighting skills. His eyes locked onto Wolverine's, and with a smirk, he made a 'come hither' gesture, taunting the wild man into attacking him.

Wolverine responded with a speed and ferocity that made Tyson instantly regret his decision. His punch connected with the force of a runaway vehicle. Tyson was sent sprawling with stars exploding behind his eyelids. He could hear the crowd cheering, their collective voices added to the ringing in his ears.

Tyson clambered to his feet, tasting blood in his mouth. He may have absorbed Wolverine's powers and skills, but he did not have the man's adamantium skeleton. Every punch from Wolverine was a crushing blow, evidence of the man's heavy metal frame. Tyson spat out blood, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. Round one may have gone to Wolverine, but the fight was far from over.

The ring became a stage for a brutal battle. Every punch landed brought the crowd to their feet. The harsh, guttural sounds of the fight echoed through the dimly lit bar. Sweat and blood splattered across the ring, as the battle unfolded. Both men seemed to shrug off the damage inflicted by their opponent almost as soon as it occurred. Each blow was quickly followed by the knitting of skin, the mending of muscle tissue, and the dulling of pain.

The stalemate persisted, neither gaining a distinct advantage. But as minutes stretched on, Tyson's guard slipped, just for a moment, but that was all Wolverine needed. Like a predator pouncing on a weak spot, he struck. The blow landed heavily on Tyson's temple.

Tyson's eyes rolled back and his body went limp as he crumpled to the ground.

The crowd erupted in cheers. This was the longest fight yet. They had hoped that the newcomer would finally put down the Wolverine. But instead of being disappointed they were hyped from the nearly even battle.

The fight was over. Wolverine had won. But even as Tyson lay unconscious in the ring, his body already began to heal. Before anyone could drag him out of the ring, Tyson regained consciousness. He stood and moved to regain his clothes before anyone accidentally touched his skin.

Tyson had given everything he had to the fight. It hadn't been enough to beat Wolverine, but he'd gained something more valuable than a fleeting victory in the makeshift boxing ring. He'd learned more about his powers, about his capabilities, about his resilience. Stolen healing powers were still coursing through his veins, making him whole again, knitting together his wounds, and healing his bruises as he staggered back onto his feet. He swayed slightly, disoriented from the heavy blow, but his body felt surprisingly good. The aches and pains were gone, replaced with an energy he hadn't felt before. He ran a hand along his face and through his hair, feeling the absence of the injuries. Every welt and cut had disappeared. It was as if he'd not fought at all.

The crowd cheered, and several men clapped him on the back as he exited the ring. Tyson was glad for the full coverage of his jacket and gloves which prevented his power from being exposed.

Now that he knew what and where he was. The question remained. What would he do next?

            

    
        Arc 1 - Ch 2: Roadtrip, Interrupted

    
    
    
    
                As the clock ticked later, the crowd around the bar dwindled significantly. The bawdy laughs and raucous cheers were now a faint echo, replaced by the quiet clinking of glasses and the muffled whispers of the remaining patrons. The place wore a desolate look, a stark contrast to the vibrant chaos it had been just hours ago. The few patrons left were slouched over their drinks or nursing the last of their whiskey.

Tyson’s body was completely healed thanks to the traces of Wolverine's power that he'd absorbed during the slugfest earlier. His fighting had impressed some of the regulars; they had rewarded him with a bit of pity money for putting up a decent effort. It allowed him to buy a meal with his charity winnings. His stomach no longer growled with hunger as he sat at the bar sipping on his water. His attention was fixed intently on a newspaper spread out on the table. His eyes flitted over the lines, even though he'd read it several times, he was still having difficulty believing its contents. 

His gaze fell on a particular line at the top of the paper. It wasn't an article or story that held his attention. Tyson's eyes darted toward the date. June 2, 2010. He blinked, rubbing his eyes, making sure he wasn't seeing things. He was in 2023 just a day ago, or at least he thought he was. He stared blankly at the paper, his mind churning with questions. 

This was no elaborate prank, he was certain. This grimy bar, with its chipped wooden tables and worn-out bar stools, was the farthest thing from a vintage memorabilia shop. There was no way they'd keep an antique newspaper around just for kicks. His thoughts circled back to the rowdy crowd from the fight. There had been a lot of people, all shouting, cheering, and making bets. But no one was recording. He didn't see a single phone held aloft, no flash of camera lights, no one peering through their screens to capture the moment. An incredible fight, and no one thought to record it?

A sinking feeling gnawed at him. The evidence was mounting. He accepted he had somehow landed in a parallel universe where he was a super-powered mutant, Rogue. Now he had to cope with being in the past as well. Tyson picked up the newspaper again, rereading the articles, looking at the advertisements, taking in the details. 

Stark Industries Stock Value Begins Recovery Amidst Shift to Clean Energy 

By Betty Brant, International Business

NEW YORK - Stark Industries, once the foremost leader in weapons manufacturing, has shown signs of a stock value rebound since announcing its unprecedented shift toward clean energy initiatives. Investors and industry insiders were initially skeptical about the company's unexpected pivot, especially after its CEO Anthony Stark was captured during a weapons demonstration in February, leading to a plummet in share prices. Stark's sudden disappearance lasted until May when he made a mysterious and dramatic escape. While details remain undisclosed, Stark's return has spearheaded the company's reinvention.

Initially, Stark's return and his public declaration of moving away from weapons caused a precipitous drop in the company's value. In the month since, there has been a 12% recovery in stock value, which experts attribute to both Stark's reputation for innovation and a growing global demand for sustainable energy solutions. Experts speculate that Stark Industries may reveal plans for an improved Arc Reactor. Arc Reactors were a promising clean energy source but were abandoned when the technology hit a development ceiling. The reactor was considered a publicity stunt by many, but with Stark moving away from weapons the Arc Reactor has garnered significant interest from those in tech industries and eco-activists alike.

However, the departure of Stark Industries from the weapons sector has paved the way for other defense companies to step up. Leading the charge is Hammer Industries which witnessed a massive surge in stock prices and signed several key defense contracts over the last couple of months. Justin Hammer, CEO of Hammer Industries, commented, "While Tony's position is, uh, noble, we at Hammer Industries are committed to ensuring global security, and someone has to take the helm."

Other energy corporations like Roxxon Energy have also seen fluctuations in their values at Stark Industries' sudden jump from weapons to energy. The shakeup continues as insiders place several corporations as considering expanding into weapons manufacturing to fill the void left by Stark. Oscorp, primarily a chemical manufacturer, already has several military contracts, but insiders report the corporation has fallen behind on its promises to the government. Other notable newcomers expanding into the sector include Advanced Idea Mechanics, Essex Corp, and Trask Industries.

The market waits with bated breath to see if Stark Industries' gamble pays off in the long run. For now, Tony Stark's return and his ambitious vision for a sustainable future have offered a glimmer of hope to investors. Yet, one can't help but wonder about the circumstances of his disappearance and what truly transpired during his time in captivity.

Tyson gulped down the last of his water, the cold liquid doing little to settle the thoughts in his mind. There was so much information for him to unpack from that article. His brow furrowed as he pondered his strange predicament. But he was interrupted when out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a figure moving toward him. His gaze lifted, locking with the unmistakable eyes of the man he'd recently squared off with. Wolverine. 

The bartender ambled over, dropping a thick wad of cash in front of Wolverine. He grunted in acknowledgment, scooping up the money with a smirk that crinkled the corners of his eyes. "Your winnings, Logan," the bartender said, clapping him on the shoulder.

Wolverine, or Logan as the bartender had just called him, turned towards Tyson. He leaned over, the bar stool creaked beneath his weight. Logan's rough voice stated, "You take a hit pretty well for a scrawny kid."

Tyson barely had time to digest the gruff compliment when a shadow fell across the bar. The man who had suffered a humiliating defeat at the hands of Wolverine was back. His face was a map of fresh bruises, his wrist and hand were wrapped, but his eyes clearly showed his desire for revenge. The huge man turned his penetrating glare towards Logan, "No man takes a beating like that with nothing to show for it. I think you owe me some."

Before Logan could respond, Tyson's laughter echoed through the room, drawing the attention of the few stragglers still occupying the dimly lit bar. The man's attention swiveled to Tyson. A threat passed in his eyes as he snarled, "Something funny?"

Tyson's shoulders shook with his last chuckles. He finally looked up at the large man, the shadow of a smile still playing on his lips. "Yeah," he admitted, "You. You want him," he gestured at Wolverine, "to pay you. For kicking your ass? That's crazy." 

His chuckles filled the tense air once again, proving to be the only source of lightness in a room packed with tension. It was contagious, and soon enough, a few stray laughs joined his. Wolverine looked on, a slight smirk crossing his lips, as Tyson managed to lighten the situation, if only for a moment.

The man responded by grabbing a fistful of Tyson's jacket around his shoulder, lifting Tyson with startling ease. 

"You don't want to do this," Tyson advised. His voice was steady despite his precarious situation. 

Ignoring Tyson's warning, the man easily hauled him to his feet. Tyson just stood there seemingly unimpressed by the display of strength. 

His nonchalance infuriated the man even more. "Think you're tough, eh?" he sneered. The man balled his hand into a fist and wound back.

The punch hit Tyson hard across the face. The blow sent him sprawling backward, careening into the barstools and crashing onto the ground. The impact echoed through the nearly deserted room, drawing cheers from the lingering patrons. 

The man had hit Tyson hard enough to send him sprawling, but in doing so, had unwittingly triggered Tyson's unique ability. The moment his fist connected with Tyson's face, a sharp, visceral pain shot through him, the likes of which he'd never experienced before.

He was a young boy, full of potential, slowly succumbing to the pressures of high school and dropping out. He had a turbulent marriage, scarred by loud arguments and acts of domestic violence, which ultimately led to a bitter divorce. He felt anger, regret, and self-loathing. He worked as a mechanic and knew how to repair cars. But also had a side hustle of hotwiring and stealing. All his bar fights lent him proficiency in a simple style of street fighting.

Tyson groaned as he slowly got to his feet, his hand exploring the tender spot on his cheek. Fighting without Logan's power wasn't as fun. He could already feel his skin blossoming into a dark bruise. But he knew that in that short exchange, regardless of the hit he'd taken, his odds of winning the fight increased. The man's strength and experience advantage had been nullified when they made contact. 

His eyes narrowed on the large man, who now held his hand in surprise, pain etched onto his face. Tyson's power allowed him to absorb not just the life force, but also the skills and strengths of the person he touched. The man might not have been a mutant, but in the fleeting moment their skin made contact, Tyson had siphoned off some of his essence. Stolen strength flowed through his veins and the man's knowledge of fighting was transiently embedded in his mind. 

There was a sudden shift in the energy of the bar as Tyson lifted his guard. His hands, though, didn't shape into fists as one would expect. Instead, his palms were open, almost like he was about to engage in a slap-boxing match. Tyson took some hits, absorbing each punch with a grimace. But he didn't strike back with fists but with open-handed swipes. To any onlooker, it would seem comical, and a poor strategy for winning a fight.

But each slap that landed on the man's skin was more devastating than any punch thrown. The man began to falter. His veins bulged under the stress, a wild look of fear dawning in his eyes. With each slap, his strength dwindled. It wasn't about brute force; it was about siphoning off his opponent's life force and strength, one slap at a time. With every contact, Tyson was gaining the upper hand, and the crowd around them could sense it. The cheers had transformed into stunned silence. 

Tyson was about to wind up for another slap when the chilling sound of a shotgun being cocked echoed in the bar. He froze, turning his head slowly to find the grizzled bartender pointing the barrel of the shotgun at him.

"Your kind isn't welcome here," the bartender growled, his eyes narrowed dangerously at Tyson. The bar, which moments ago was filled with raucous cheers, had now fallen deadly silent, the patrons carefully watching the unfolding drama.

Tyson wanted to say, It’s cause I’m black, but he held his tongue; he doubted his attempt at humor would diffuse this situation. His heart pounded against his ribcage. Despite his newly gained powers, a close-range shotgun blast would kill him. He lifted his hands in surrender, showing no intention of escalating the situation further. Now that his focus had been broken, he noticed the state of the man he’d been fighting. His veins bulged from his face, and blackness was spreading through them. It was faint but noticeably unnatural.

"Then I'll be going... peacefully," he announced, trying to keep his voice steady. The bartender, still scowling, nodded towards the door, gesturing with the gun for him to make his exit. 

With his hands still raised, Tyson began to back away towards the door. He exited the bar, stepping out into the night.

Tyson's breath fogged up in the frigid air as he stepped outside the bar. The newspaper had claimed it was June, but the biting Canadian winds told a different story. He was practically in the middle of nowhere, with no transportation and no money. 

As Tyson pulled his thin jacket tighter around himself, he heard the creak of the bar's door behind him. He turned to see the figure of Logan, stepping out into the night air, his breath also clouding in front of him. Logan's eyes met his, his gaze steady and unreadable under the dim light of the moon.

"Need a ride, kid?" Logan's gruff voice carried across the parking lot. He jerked his thumb in the direction of a beat-up camper with a small trailer hitched to the back. It wasn't much to look at, but right now it felt like a lifeline.

Tyson was surprised but didn't hesitate, knowing he didn't have much of a choice. With a nod, he made his way towards Logan. Tyson slipped into the passenger seat of the camper. The worn leather seat creaked under his weight. Logan turned the key and the engine rumbled to life before he pulled out onto the deserted road. The two sat in silence for a while, the only sound being the gravel crunching under the tires and the soft hum of the camper's engine. 

Logan was the first to break the silence, his tone gruff yet curious. "Your hits hurt, kid," Logan started, his eyes stayed trained on the dark road ahead as he spoke, "And you bounced back in the ring faster than any normal man should have. I saw the lines on that guy’s face, that’s not from a normal slap. What's your secret?"

Tyson took a deep breath, his gaze shifting from Logan to the passing trees that were barely visible in the night. He had nothing to lose by telling the truth. "I can absorb other people's life force. With skin contact," Tyson admitted, "When we were in the ring... I... borrowed some of your strength. Your healing abilities. It was temporary, but it was enough. I can’t control it, it's always on. Anyone I touch starts to die."

Logan glanced at Tyson, one eyebrow raised in surprise before he chuckled, "Now that's a neat trick. Girls must love it."

Tyson couldn't help but smile at the humor in Logan's voice. He banged the back of his head against the headrest. “Fuck, hadn’t thought about that. I haven’t gotten that far yet.” 

"Don’t worry, kid. Maybe it’ll happen one day," Logan mused, a hint of a smile playing on his lips. His fingers drummed rhythmically on the steering wheel, the old camper's headlights slicing through the night.

"That’s not what I meant" Tyson mumbled, hanging his head. Now Logan thought he was a virgin. He stared out the window, watching as the dark shadows of the forest zipped past them. 

"But you handled it well, kid," Logan added, a note of approval in his gruff voice. He gave Tyson a sidelong glance, "Not everyone can go toe-to-toe with me in the ring and have a gun pulled on them and keep their cool."

Tyson chuckled, rubbing the back of his neck sheepishly, "Well, I had a bit of help in the ring. From you, actually."

As the camper chugged through the winding Canadian roads, Tyson found the cab was surprisingly comfortable. Logan was not like he expected; far from being just a fierce combatant, he was a man willing to extend a helping hand to a kid in need, like himself. 

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

They were on the road through sunrise and most of the day. Dark, heavy clouds unfurled across the mid-afternoon sky, an ominous sign of an approaching storm. Light flurries of snow began to flutter down, dappling the weathered hood of the camper in a fresh, white dusting. The snowfall gradually intensified, turning the world outside into a swirling, white wonderland. 

Logan was in the middle of a sentence, recounting a bar brawl in Saskatchewan when, without any warning, a massive, frost-bitten tree came crashing down onto the road ahead of them. His eyes went wide with alarm, but there was no time to swerve or brake, the ice-slicked road offered no grip.

The impact was deafening. Metal screeched, glass shattered, and the harsh jolt knocked the breath out of Tyson's lungs. Logan, who hadn't bothered to put on his seatbelt, was suddenly hurtled through the windshield by the violent collision.

Tyson's seatbelt bit into his chest, jerking him forward, but locked too late. It failed to prevent his forehead from smacking against the dashboard with an audible thud, leaving a throbbing, raw wound that immediately started to seep with warm blood. The world wavered before his eyes, spots of darkness flickering at the edges of his vision.

The violent rattling of the camper stilled, replaced by an eerie silence that was punctuated only by the sound of his ragged breaths. Tyson’s heart pounded in his chest as he processed the sudden turn of events. Logan was gone, thrown from the vehicle, and he was left alone, dazed, and bleeding in the wreckage of their camper.

Logan's body hit the ground with a sickening thud, rolling over the snow-covered road like a rag doll. His body was an unnatural collection of twisted limbs and jutting bones, an image that would've spelled death for any normal man. 

But Logan wasn’t a normal man.

His body twitched like he was one of the living dead. With a grimace that held more annoyance than pain, he slowly rose to his feet. He cracked his neck, the sound of Logan’s bones relocating was grotesque and unnatural. His arms moved, manipulating bones back into their rightful positions. His legs straightened, the bones sliding back into place with an audible pop that had Tyson wincing in sympathy. A deep gash ran down the side of Logan's head, blood glistening against his matted hair. But even as Tyson watched, the wound puckered and closed, leaving behind only a streak of dried blood.

"You okay, kid?" Logan called out. His gruff voice was filled with concern as he turned his attention back towards the wreckage of the camper.

Tyson glanced down at his predicament. The impact had caused the dashboard to collapse, pinning him in place and making it impossible for him to reach the buckle of his seatbelt. The acrid scent of smoke began to permeate the air, sending a jolt of panic through him. 

"I’m stuck!" Tyson yelled back, his voice strained. He could feel the cold dread settling into his bones, reality setting in. He was trapped in a wreckage that was possibly about to become a car fire.

Tyson's head throbbed like an overblown drum, each beat a pulsating echo of pain. His thoughts skated around like slippery eels, impossible to grasp, let alone hold. He was aware he should remember something, something crucial. The words swirled around in his foggy mind. Wolverine. X-Men. Car accident. Then the pieces clicked into place, like a well-solved puzzle. Sabertooth. The tree falling wasn’t an accident, it was an ambush. They were under attack. Tyson's breath hitched, and his lips parted to shout a warning, but it was too late. 

He could see Logan through the cracked windshield, the metallic snikt of his claws extending was audible even from Tyson’s position in the camper. But just as swiftly, a monstrous figure exploded from the trees, seizing Logan and sending him flying into the forest.

Tyson caught a glimpse of the attacker. He was massive, a terrifying figure that dwarfed Wolverine. His long, matted blond hair cascaded around his broad shoulders. A wild beard added to his feral appearance. His eyes glowed an eerie amber, holding a predatory gleam that froze the blood in Tyson's veins. And the teeth were far too large for a human, pointed and sharp, reminiscent of the claws that extended from his fingertips. 

Sabertooth had come calling and Tyson was stuck in the middle of their battle, quite literally. The smoke in the cabin increased, something in the back was on fire.

Feverishly, Tyson squirmed in his seat, his fingers stretching towards the red button of his seatbelt clasp. But the dashboard was pressed tight against the latch. He twisted his wrist at an awkward angle, but still couldn’t reach it. The lingering scent of gasoline and smoke teased his nostrils, and the fear of being trapped in a fiery, metal coffin began to rise in his throat.

Past the fallen tree, Sabertooth roared. It was a throaty, primitive sound. With a savage grin that revealed an unsettling array of sharp teeth, the blond behemoth spoke, "Happy Birthday, Logan. It's been years since I nearly killed you. Have you missed me?"

Sabertooth grabbed a fallen tree and swung it like a bat. Wolverine was caught off guard and launched through the air as easily as if he were a baseball. With a resounding crunch, he landed atop the crumpled hood of the camper, clearly unconscious. Tyson watched helplessly as the menacing silver claws retracted into Logan's knuckles. It was a bad sign. Wolverine was down.

The hair at the back of Tyson's neck stood on end as Sabertooth's malicious gaze drifted to the camper van. The terrifying grin stretched wider on the savage man's face, revealing his gleaming, monstrous canines. The realization struck Tyson. He was next. Trapped and defenseless, he was easy prey for Sabertooth.
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                "Fuck this," Tyson mumbled under his breath. Determination filled him as he peered through the shattered windshield where Logan's body lay unconscious and unmoving on the hood of the camper. He extended his arm through the gaping hole left when Logan broke through the windshield. The tips of his fingers were able to just graze Wolverine's ear. 

It was enough. An immediate jolt of life force coursed through Tyson. He felt a rush of vitality and memories surge within him. His mind cleared from the fog of his concussion and the gash on his forehead began to knit together. He sighed in relief as the warm blood ceased dripping down his face. 

Still, Tyson's situation was dire, he was trapped. But not for long. Not with Logan's powers coursing through him. Concentrating, he felt the uncomfortable sensation of his bones reshaping. Then, with a sharp pain that faded in a moment, three bone claws erupted from his knuckles. They mirrored Wolverine's unique weapons but lacked the adamantium bonding. 

It was an alien sensation, to feel his body morph in such a way, but there was no time to dwell. His heart pounded against his ribs as he turned his new claws on his seatbelt, slicing through the tough nylon material. The strap snapped back and Tyson sucked in a breath of relief. Free at last. The acrid scent of smoke filled his nostrils indicating there wasn't much time left before the camper went up in flames.

Tyson scrambled to escape the vehicle. He squeezed himself over the console and out through the driver's side door. As he fled the flickering flames threatening to consume the vehicle, his singular focus had been on escaping the burning camper. But as he felt a gust of cold Canadian air against his face, he realized that in his scramble to escape, he had lost sight of Sabertooth.

A vicious snarl filled his ears, sending a chill down his spine, even as the heat of the car fire licked at his back. Before he could react, a monstrous clawed hand gripped his jacket, hoisting him into the air as if he weighed no more than a ragdoll. Sabertooth stood towering over him; he lifted Tyson into the air until they were face to face. 

But Tyson was far from helpless. With his newfound claws still extended, he reached up, wrapping his hands around the massive mutant's head. The moment their skin connected, an influx of energy coursed through Tyson's veins, and a shocking jolt of life force siphoned straight from Sabertooth. 

He was a young child who killed his brother over a trivial disagreement. As punishment, he was imprisoned by his father. The man would regularly remove his sharp teeth with pliers in a twisted attempt to exercise his demons. He escaped by biting off his chained arm, which later regrew. He met Logan and they were similar, but he would beat the man within an inch of his life every year on his birthday. Embroiled in their rivalry, he raped and killed the woman Logan loved. From then on, with each battle, their feud deepened, marked by hatred. Aside from these haunting memories, he had the power to regenerate from injuries in mere moments, heightened senses that made the world more vibrant and detailed, and enhanced strength and agility. The skill sets of hunting, tracking, hand-to-hand combat, and various weapon expertise coursed through his mind. Beyond the heightened senses that painted the world in a sharper, more vivid light, there was a dark thrill that bubbled up from deep within. It was a deep-rooted delight in inflicting pain, both physically and mentally. The world was a playground where the weak could be toyed with and the strong challenged. Every interaction became an opportunity to assert dominance, to relish in the fear and anguish of others. 

Sabertooth's claws shredded Tyson's jacket as if it were mere paper. Tyson felt the sharp, cruel bite of those claws digging into his skin, each slash left a trail of pain in its wake. With each violent swing, Sabertooth seemed intent on ripping him apart, his eyes glinting with a dark, sadistic satisfaction as he delivered each brutal attack. 

The wounds that Sabertooth inflicted on Tyson began to serve a dual purpose. They became points of contact, accelerating the rate at which Tyson drained Sabertooth's life force. And with the blend of his and Wolverine's regenerative abilities now in his arsenal, every gash and tear on Tyson's body began sealing almost as quickly as they appeared. The amalgamation of these two forces within him not only mended his wounds but also seemed to invigorate him, pushing him further into the fray with barely contained savagery.

Tyson could feel Sabertooth weakening in his grasp, but a new, darker urge whispered not to relent. The satisfaction of dominating his fierce adversary was tantalizing. His blood ran down his back from Sabertooth's relentless clawing, but as the pain mingled with adrenaline, it was overshadowed by the intoxicating rush of absorbing such raw power. Initially, Tyson had barely kept pace with Sabertooth's wild strength. Yet, with every passing second, the balance shifted. Tyson's muscles pulsed with an energy he had never known, his body grew to match Sabertooth's massive size, and a hint of sadistic pleasure gleamed in his eyes as he felt his power eclipsing that of the weakened Sabertooth.

As their roles reversed, Tyson's fingers flexed, his nails morphing into bone-like claws reminiscent of Sabertooth's own. Holding onto the beastly mutant, Tyson's new claws pierced Sabertooth's tough skin, securing his grip. Yet, within the fierceness of the struggle, a dark pleasure began to tinge Tyson's mind. The intensity of Sabertooth's once fierce resistance began to wane, and his struggles lessened. But Tyson, who was caught between survival and an emerging satisfaction, barely registered the diminishing fight in his adversary.

And then, a torrent of energy hit him, a tidal wave so potent it was almost physical. He felt it surge through him, a wildfire igniting every cell, every nerve in his body. It was as if a dam had burst within him, a flood of raw, uncontrolled power, instincts, and knowledge. The very essence of Sabertooth was absorbed into Tyson, the complete synthesis of his being. He was no longer drawing from Sabertooth; he had consumed him. 

The instant Sabertooth died was unmistakable. The flood of energy surged into Tyson, and then, it was gone. Just like that, the wild, untamed force ceased abruptly, leaving a deafening silence in its wake. The sudden absence was as shocking as the torrent had been. A cold realization washed over Tyson. 

He killed Sabertooth.

Automatically, Tyson's hands fell away from the man. Sabertooth's once imposing form dropped to the ground, an empty husk void of the life it once contained. 

A torrent of emotions swept over Tyson. Relief, undoubtedly, for he had survived and triumphed. But alongside this triumph, there lay a combination of remorse, regret, and a sense of loss. He had taken a life, snuffed out an existence, but somewhere in the depths of his feelings, there was a twisted glint of satisfaction.

Before Tyson could fully process the maelstrom of his feelings, a voice sliced through the silence. "Are you alright?" it asked, startling him. 

The voice was unexpectedly soft. When he turned he found it belonged to a breathtaking woman. Her skin was a flawless shade of brown contrasted by silvery white hair that cascaded around her shoulders. Her eyes were a vibrant blue, further enhancing her unique look. She was clad in a sleek, form-fitting black uniform, a silver X emblazoned over her heart. Tyson was frozen as he looked at the mesmerizing image of Storm from the X-Men. Beside her stood a man wearing a similar uniform, though his featured a ruby-quartz visor over his eyes. The visor gave away his identity as Cyclops. He walked with an air of authority, moving over to the camper to retrieve Wolverine's unconscious body from the hood. 

Storm’s gaze fixed on Tyson as she said, "You should come with us." It was not a command, but there was an undeniable undertone of urgency in her voice.

Tyson was numb. The events of the day washed over him like a tidal wave. The adrenaline was wearing off, replaced with a surreal sense of reality. He looked at Storm, then glanced at Sabertooth's lifeless body, and finally at Wolverine's unconscious form in Cyclops' arms.

"I..." He started, then paused, took a deep breath, and nodded. There was nothing left for him here. Going with the X-Men would at least get him back to civilization. "Alright," he agreed, his voice barely a whisper against the falling snow.

Tyson moved toward the woman, who was the mirror image of the actress who played her in the movie. She extended a comforting hand to him. But he abruptly halted, shaking his head with a pained expression.

"You can't touch me," he said with a hoarse voice as he gestured toward Sabertooth's lifeless body. "Or what happened to him will happen to you."

Then, his gaze fell on something that momentarily distracted him from the harsh reality of his situation.

An aircraft stood exuding an air of quiet power. Sleek and jet-black, it looked like a futuristic military fighter, poised and ready to penetrate the skies. Blue lights pulsed softly from its side, adding an ethereal glow to the snow beneath. An imposing 'X' emblem was emblazoned boldly across its side, signaling it was the X-Men's famed Blackbird jet. It looked like they copied the blueprint for the SR-71 and modified it.

He followed Cyclops, who carried the unconscious Wolverine in his arms, and Storm, with her untamed white hair dancing in the chilly wind. As the jet's hatch closed behind him, his mind was a whirlwind of emotions; confusion, fear, a morbid fascination, and a hint of a thrill. But above all else, he felt a sense of isolation. The chilling realization that his gift, his curse, had put him on a path he could no longer stray from. He’d taken a life. It was a lonely thought, but as the Blackbird lifted off into the frigid Canadian skies, Tyson knew he was alone. He wouldn’t be able to touch anyone without killing them. How would the other mutants respond to him now that he’d taken a life? And the most glaring question of all… How would he hide his extra-universal origins from the telepaths he’d soon be in the presence of?

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

When the Blackbird landed, Tyson was led through corridors that seemed pulled straight from a science fiction flick, which they were. Clean, stark, and giving an impression of advanced technology. Eventually, they arrived at a small, utilitarian changing room, the gray walls interrupted only by a full-length mirror and a simple bench. His clothes were shredded remnants of their former selves. Soaked with blood and the unsightly remnants of his life-or-death battle with Sabertooth. Tyson stripped off his dirty rags and hesitantly looked toward the mirror, anticipating the transformation he was about to behold.

What stared back at him was a blend of his familiar appearance and the uncanny.

His eyes, usually a soft brown, were now an intense, predatory amber, the color of Sabertooth's. The high cheekbones and angular jawline were now highlighted by an unnatural ruggedness, a hardened edge reminiscent of Sabertooth's brutish features. His hair lengthened and changed, its previous wooly texture relaxed from an afro into a wild wavy mane. His skin was still the light brown color Tyson had grown up with. But his physique had expanded starkly. He'd been thin when he arrived, now his shape held the raw, untamed strength of Sabertooth, with the muscles to match. 

Staring intently into the mirror, Tyson felt a dissonance between the man he had been and the image staring back at him. His once emaciated build had evolved into a towering and muscular form. Subtle hints of wildness peeked through his eyes, suggesting a dangerous edge. A smirk played at the corners of his mouth as he flexed, admiring his enhanced physique. Beneath the satisfaction of his newfound strength, there lurked a dark thrill when he considered the potential damage this new form could wreak.

Just as Tyson was trying to reconcile his new reflection with his self-image, Storm called from the other side of the door. “Are you finished in there?”

Stepping out, Tyson found himself face-to-face with Storm, "My name's Ororo Munroe," she said, her voice was warm and carried an accent he couldn't place, “But most here call me Storm, or Professor Ororo. The Professor would like to see you now." Emphasizing that 'The Professor' wasn't just 'a professor' like she was.

Storm, or Ororo as she’d introduced herself, had traded her black uniform for casual attire. The simplicity of her ensemble only served to heighten her natural elegance. She wore a form-fitting charcoal gray turtleneck that highlighted her toned arms and the curve of her bust. The black skinny jeans she wore accentuated her lithe, athletic figure, and a pair of low-heeled boots completed her look, giving her an air of relaxed sophistication. Her short, white hair was styled in a way that added to her presence, and her blue eyes were captivating. He was taken aback by her striking beauty. 

Catching himself mid-stare, Tyson cleared his throat and turned his eyes back to meet Ororo’s gaze. “Who’s The Professor?” he asked, trying to divert his thoughts from the enchanting woman standing before him.

Ororo offered a slight, reassuring smile. "We're currently in the Xavier Institute for Higher Learning. It's a safe place for people like us. Mutants." She paused, allowing Tyson to process this before she continued.

"The Professor is Charles Xavier. He's the founder of this school. He has dedicated his life to fostering peace between humans and mutants, and providing a sanctuary for mutants to learn and grow." The sincerity in her voice was convincing, and Tyson felt a small measure of relief wash over him. 

As they ascended, Tyson couldn't help but marvel at the building around him. Every wall, floor, and ceiling of the institute was sleek, polished to a shine, and vibrantly colored. Artistic murals covered the walls. He could hear the faint echoes of distant laughter and chattering voices, suggesting a thriving, lively community. Sunlight streamed through tall, stained-glass windows, casting kaleidoscopic patterns of light on the pristine floors. As they made their way through the hallways, Tyson glimpsed what looked like classrooms, a library filled with an overwhelming number of books, and even a game room where a group of young mutants were engaged in an intense ping-pong match. The institute felt like a cross between a university and a home.

With each step, Tyson's apprehension lessened. Ororo's calming presence and the strangely welcoming atmosphere of the institute began to lull his fears into submission. Causing him to hope that perhaps he wasn't in trouble.

The door Ororo opened revealed an office that was as much a testament to the man who occupied it as it was a workspace. The room was spacious, with tall shelves lined with books on all sides. Tyson caught sight of titles varying from advanced theoretical physics to classic literature. A large mahogany desk sat at the center, with a computer screen displaying complex diagrams and figures on its surface. An antique chess set was carefully arranged in one corner. Against the backdrop of a floor-to-ceiling window, showcasing a panoramic view of the institute's grounds, sat the unmistakable figure of Professor Charles Xavier. He was in a state-of-the-art wheelchair, his fingers steepled in contemplation, eyes focused on Tyson with an expression that seemed to mix wisdom, kindness, and a hint of curiosity. 

"Tyson," he greeted, his voice carrying the gentle warmth of a teacher welcoming a new student. 

He looked much as Tyson expected. What Tyson hadn’t expected was that he had a strange urge to call the man, Captain. 

Professor Xavier continued, breaking Tyson from his thoughts. "Welcome to the Xavier Institute. I'm Charles Xavier, but most of the students around here call me Professor X. I've been looking forward to meeting you."

His gaze was understanding, not invasive, yet Tyson couldn't help but feel like the man could see right through him. He didn't feel threatened, though. Instead, there was a strange sense of acceptance, like he was exactly where he was supposed to be. 

"I'm aware of your abilities, Tyson," Professor X said in a measured tone. "You have a very unique power. One that you must handle with care."

"Am I in trouble?" Tyson asked, getting straight to the point. He expected there might be consequences for killing Sabertooth. Apprehension flickered in his amber eyes as he waited for Professor X’s response.

"No, Tyson. Quite the contrary," Xavier replied, holding the young man's gaze steadily. "You're not in trouble. Rather, I believe you're at a crossroads, and that's why I wanted to speak with you."

Tyson exhaled, a weight lifting from his shoulders, but his anxiety didn’t lessen. The professor continued, "Your power does not merely copy another mutant's abilities. It absorbs the essence of that person, for lack of a better term. When you absorbed Sabertooth's powers, you also took in his aggressive tendencies, which compounded similar traits from Logan. It wasn't your intention, but it significantly altered your mindset."

Xavier paused, letting his words sink in and giving Tyson a chance to process this revelation. The professor's words resonated with his own recent experience and the aggression he had felt during and since the fight with Sabertooth.

"I'm truly sorry about what happened to Sabertooth," Xavier went on, the sorrow evident in his voice. "It was never my intention for such a tragedy to occur. Ororo and Scott were en route to help, but unfortunately, they arrived too late.” After a moment of silence, he continued, "That's exactly why this school exists, Tyson. It’s not just to protect mutants from the world, but also to help them protect themselves and others from the unforeseen consequences of their powers. We aim to guide young mutants like you in learning control, understanding their abilities, and using them responsibly."

The sincerity in Professor X's words was palpable. This was a man who had devoted his life to helping others like him. 

Tyson stared at Professor X, his gaze expectant. As the silence stretched on, the question tumbling around in his mind slipped out. "What about my past?"

The professor hesitated for a moment before responding, "Tyson, my abilities allow me to explore the minds of others in ways that most can't comprehend. However, even my abilities have limitations."

Tyson waited.

Xavier wheeled himself closer, his expression serious. "There are moments, rare ones, where certain details elude even my psychic abilities. I’ve encountered this phenomenon in the past, and it's always baffling. It's like trying to read a book where chapters have been torn out."

He paused for a moment, gauging Tyson's reaction. "In the case of your associate Logan, there are surprisingly large parts of his history that I cannot see. For you, I can't access anything before you woke up in that truck in Canada. Reading you is exceptionally difficult given the second set of memories floating through your mind. The second psyche overlays on top of your own gives you a significant resistance to telepathy."

Tyson’s heart rose. The mystery of his past, it seemed, would remain a mystery.

"We might not be able to uncover your past, Tyson," Xavier said softly, "But we can certainly help you navigate your future." 

The silence that followed Xavier's words was potent, filling the room with a hopeful tension that wrapped itself around Tyson. He chewed his lower lip in contemplation, gaze dropping to his hands. Xavier's offer was tempting, it was a good start to acclimating to this new world. But this was a lot to take in. Finally, he raised his eyes to meet Xavier's steady gaze. Tyson nodded, signaling that he accepted the professor’s offer. "What now?" he asked.

Xavier's eyes softened, a warm smile forming on his face. "Now, we try to get you settled in."

"Settled in?" Tyson echoed. 

"Yes," Xavier responded, his voice rich with reassurance. Just as the words left Xavier's mouth, a gentle knock sounded at the door, muffled by the thick wood. It cracked open and a voice, bright and full of energy, piped up, "You called for me, Professor?"

"Yes, please come in," the professor responded in a warm inviting tone.

The door swung open wider to reveal a young woman in her late teens. She was dressed in a yellow trench coat, which was left unbuttoned to reveal a pink crop top that showed off her flat stomach. Her tight blue shorts highlighted her athletic build. Her black hair was cropped short, sticking up in places, giving her an edgy look. A pair of round sunglasses rested on her forehead, casting a rosy hue on her almond-shaped eyes. Her vibrant personality seemed to radiate off her, and her confident manner, and colorful sense of style, made her the kind of girl who turned heads wherever she went. Her mouth was curled into a cheeky grin, and her complexion revealed her Asian heritage.

The professor gestured with his hand towards Tyson, "This is Tyson. He's new to our institute. Tyson, meet Jubilation Lee. We all call her Jubilee."
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                Jubilee had a broad grin as she gave a quick wave, "Hey there, Tyson. Welcome to the madhouse."

Tyson cracked a small smile, "Thanks."

Turning back to Jubilee, Xavier continued, "I was hoping, Jubilee, that you could show Tyson around the school. Help him get acclimated."

Jubilee's eyes sparkled with excitement. She loved the school, and the prospect of sharing her passion for it with someone new was invigorating. "Absolutely, Professor! Consider it done."

"Thank you, Jubilee," Xavier said with a nod of gratitude.

Jubilee looked back at Tyson with a mischievous grin, "Ready for the grand tour?"

Jubilee's attitude proved infectious as she led Tyson on a whirlwind tour of the Xavier Institute. She talked non-stop and her hands moved animatedly to match the flow of her words. Her enthusiasm was a live wire, electrifying the air around her, and Tyson found himself drawn in by her exuberance. As they walked, Tyson's initial guardedness seemed to fade away, replaced by a growing sense of ease in Jubilee's company. She was unlike anyone he'd met before; a beacon of light and cheer in the aftermath of the chaotic events that had landed him at the institute.

"So," Jubilee began, her eyes glinting with curiosity, "where are you from, Tyson?"

Tyson paused. He couldn’t admit his extra-universal origin. "The Professor wasn't able to tell me about my past," he confessed. 

Undeterred by his answer, Jubilee nodded sympathetically. "That must be tough," she said, her voice softer now. "What's the last thing, or first thing, you remember?"

Tyson looked away, his gaze distant. "Waking up in the back of a truck," he started slowly, "Somewhere way up in Canada." 

Jubilee's eyes widened with interest as he recounted his experiences. He told her about the bar, the cage fight with Logan, and the ambush by Sabertooth. He didn't hold back the gruesome details, and Jubilee listened, enraptured. His voice was steady, but the tension in his frame told a different story. She marveled at his adventure and she found herself wanting to know more.

Jubilee's curiosity was insatiable, "So, this power of yours," she asked tentatively, "what exactly does it do?"

Tyson glanced at her, assessing how much he should reveal. But there was an openness about Jubilee, a genuine desire to understand, that made him feel comfortable in sharing his truth.

"When I touch someone, I absorb their life force," he explained, "I gain their memories and experiences, hints of their personality and their powers if they have any. Sometimes I gain their physical characteristics too."

"Whoa!" Jubilee exclaimed, her eyes lighting up with fascination. "So, like, you have all of Sabertooth's powers now? Is that why you’re so big? Is it... permanent?"

Tyson nodded. "Yeah, as far as I can tell. I look like a cross between what I used to look like, and his appearance. I absorbed his strength, his healing factor... and even some of his instincts and skills. They're all a part of me now."

Jubilee digested this, her brows furrowed in thought. Tyson couldn't help but appreciate the way she didn't recoil from his explanation but rather seemed to regard his abilities with a mixture of awe and empathy. It was a reaction that spoke volumes about her character, and Tyson found himself feeling grateful for her presence. They walked, the echoes of their conversation lingering in the air. "So, you can't touch anyone?" Jubilee asked in a somber tone after a moment's silence. 

Tyson shook his head and a wave of sadness washed over him. He tried to shake it off, tacking on a joke to lighten the mood. "Not without consequences. It's safe to say my love life is pretty much on hiatus for the foreseeable future," he replied, managing a wry smile. 

Jubilee looked at him, her expression softening. She seemed to be studying him, her gaze making him feel seen in a way he hadn't in a long while. "You're not bad looking, you know. Maybe you'll figure out how to control it, or find a workaround."

The comment was unexpected, catching Tyson off guard. "Yeah, maybe," he replied, the barest hint of a smile playing on his lips. The thought was comforting, and for the first time since he woke up in that truck, he felt a flicker of hope, a glimmer of the possibility of a future beyond his isolation. 

Tyson found his curiosity piqued as he asked, "So what about you? Tell me your story."

Jubilee shrugged, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. "My story isn't as...exciting as yours, Tyson. I was born in Beverly Hills, California. Both my parents worked in business. They had money, but they were too busy for me."

She led him down a hallway adorned with old portraits of distinguished-looking people. "My mutant powers showed up when I was around thirteen," she continued, her voice echoing in the marble corridor. "My parents didn't know how to deal with me, so they sent me off to an institution. Not this one, mind you. After a couple of years there, I ran away. I lived on the streets for a while, getting by with my light show."

Jubilee stopped to look at Tyson, her expression serious. "But one day, the Professor found me. He brought me here. This place, these people...they became my family."

He matched steps with Jubilee when she continued, walking beside her, "So, this is the main corridor," she said, her voice filled with enthusiasm. "It connects the classrooms, the training rooms, and the residential wings."

Tyson nodded, absorbing every detail. He raised an eyebrow, curious. "I told you about mine. All you mentioned was a light show. Will you tell me about your power?"

She hesitated for a split second as if considering how best to explain. Then, with a sly smile, she held out her hand. Sparks that were vivid, electric, and shimmering in an array of colors danced from her fingertips, illuminating the corridor.

"They're like fireworks," she explained with a twinkle in her eye. "I can generate pyrotechnic energy plasmoids from my hands. Sounds fancy, huh? I can shoot these dazzling bursts of energy. Sometimes, they're just for show, but when I focus, they can pack a real punch."

Tyson watched in awe, captivated by the light show before him. "That's incredible," he murmured. "It must have been quite the Fourth of July when you discovered your power."

Jubilee laughed, the sparks fading. "Oh, it was! But like all mutants, I had to learn control. That's what this place is about. Understanding who we are, and using our gifts responsibly." A warm smile spread across her face. "Being a mutant isn't the end of the world, Tyson. It's just the beginning of a different one. And trust me, it's quite an adventure."

Tyson felt a sense of admiration for the girl beside him. Behind her perky demeanor was a story of resilience. A girl who’d struck out on her own, using her power to get by on the streets. He found himself looking at Jubilee, really looking at her, seeing past the energetic girl who was showing him around the school. There was a strength in her, hidden beneath her charm. 

The tour ended at a distinctly modern section that stood out compared to the rest of the grand institution. Jubilee turned to Tyson, gesturing broadly to the structure. "Welcome to your new home, the dormitory building. Guys on the first floor, girls on the second."

Tyson looked at her in surprise. "Wait, how do you know this was my room?" he asked, pointing to the door she had stopped in front of. 

Jubilee tapped her temple with a mischievous grin. "The Professor told me. He's kind of a big deal around here."

As he turned the handle, he paused, glancing back at her with a teasing smirk. "I'd invite you in, but..." He let the sentence trail, his eyes subtly pointing to his gloved hands, a constant reminder of his uncontrollable power.

Jubilee grinned, pressing her back into the doorframe, her trademark yellow coat seeming even brighter in the soft light. "Oh, you're such a boy," she playfully retorted, a glint of mischief in her eyes. She moved a bit closer, crossing her arms in a mock-serious pose, "You could invite me in and we wouldn't be doing anything that involved touching anyway." She informed him, "You might be good-looking, but I don't know you like that… Yet. Besides, the real connection, the one that matters, it's deeper." Her voice took on a light, teasing note again, "And for the record, there are things we can do to get closer that don’t involve touching." She raised an eyebrow suggestively but then burst out laughing, "Like, you know, talking, sharing stories, playing video games…"

He chuckled, "Video games? Really?"

Jubilee shrugged, her bracelets jingling, "Hey, nothing brings two people closer than teaming up to save a digital world. Plus, you get to know a lot about someone by how they play." She winked.

Tyson nodded, taking in her words. "I guess I've been so focused on what I can't do, I've forgotten about what I can."

Jubilee's gaze softened, "Everyone here has their challenges. It's how we face them that defines us."

He looked deep into her eyes, seeing the wisdom behind her bubbly exterior. "Thanks, Jubilee. Hadn't pegged you as the local relationship counselor and philosopher, but I needed to hear that."

She flashed him a bright smile, "Anytime. Now, about those video games…"

Tyson’s curiosity was piqued, and he leaned in slightly. "Alright, Jubilee, enlighten me. What have you been playing recently?"

Her eyes lit up, shining with a familiar gamer's passion. "Ever heard of ‘Assassin's Creed II’? It dropped last year. The graphics, storyline, and gameplay are seriously next-level. And the parkour! Man, makes me wish I could run on rooftops."

His eyebrows shot up in genuine surprise. "I played that on my PC!" He left out the part that it had been years since he played that game.

Jubilee’s grin widened, "No way! I've been playing it on my Xbox 360. Honestly, nothing beats the feeling of a controller in hand."

Tyson laughed, "PC is where it's at! Customizable hardware, mods, and let’s not forget the precision of a mouse."

Jubilee nudged him gently with her elbow, "Oh, come on! You can't tell me you've never accidentally clicked out of your game window or had some random software update, or anti-virus warning in the middle of a game. Console is straightforward. Insert a game disc, play. Plus, split-screen multiplayer is a blast."

He chuckled, "Okay, you got me there with the anti-virus pop-ups. Split-scree multi-player is fun if you like peeking at other people’s screens.” he taunted, accusingly, “But there's nothing like PC gaming. Like when you stumble upon a game-changing mod. And don’t even get me started on MMOs."

Her eyes twinkled, clearly loving the friendly debate, "Alright, Mr. PC Master Race, ever tried playing 'Halo' on PC? Nothing beats the console experience there!"

He leaned in conspiratorially, "Between you and me, I may or may not have had an Xbox for Halo. There's something about that game... It's just different."

Jubilee burst out laughing, the sound echoing down the corridor, "Ah-ha! I knew it!"

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Tyson watched as Jubilee's back disappeared down the corridor, leaving him alone in front of his room. With a sigh, he turned the doorknob and pushed the door open, stepping into his new space. The dorm room was a far cry from the cramped truck cabin he'd woken up in not so long ago. Twin beds, their covers pristinely folded, sat on either side of the room, each with its accompanying nightstand. An uncluttered desk stood against the adjacent wall, a chair tucked neatly under it. A floor-to-ceiling window bathed the room in the soft, warm glow of the setting sun, casting long shadows that danced across the polished hardwood floor. On both sides, were large wardrobes that offered ample space for clothes he didn't own yet. The walls, painted a soothing shade of blue, held a corkboard for personal items, and pictures.

A quick inspection revealed that both wardrobes were empty. Tyson wouldn’t have to share his space with another student. Likely a reasonable precaution given the danger presented by his power. Tyson moved to the desk, pulled out the chair, and sat down. He pulled open the top drawer to find it filled with pens and a stack of notepaper. He took out a pen and a piece of paper, spreading them out before him.

He found himself staring at the blank sheet for a moment, then, began to write. The words flowed from his pen, detailing all the powers he now possessed: 

Absorption,

Healing Factor,

Increased Longevity,

Superhuman Strength, 

Superhuman Speed,

Superhuman Agility,

Heightened Senses,

Claws and Fangs.

Underneath each power, Tyson began to sketch out a plan, a way to test them, to understand them better. To control them. As the sun dipped below the horizon, painting his room in shades of twilight, Tyson leaned back in his chair, his eyes scanning over his notes, his mind turning over possibilities and plans. This was his start, the first step toward controlling his abilities.

Tyson regarded the list he'd made for a moment longer before setting his pen down, his gaze landing on the last item on his list. Claws and Fangs. This power was simple enough to test without leaving his room.

He pushed the chair away from the desk and stood, crossing the room to the full-length mirror propped against one of the walls. His reflection stared back at him; a light brown-skinned young man, his features hardened by his recent trials. Though Tyson guessed he was around sixteen, his height, muscle mass, and wild hair made him look older.

He leaned closer to the mirror as he opened his mouth. His lips curled back, revealing a row of normal, human teeth. He thought of Sabertooth, of the sharp canines that man had displayed. Focusing, Tyson tried to draw on Sabertooth’s memories to force the change. He felt a tingling sensation in his gums as a strange pressure built. In the mirror, he saw his canines elongate, growing sharper and deadlier. They were not as prominent as Sabertooth's but unmistakable all the same.

His brows knitted together in focus as he attempted to retract them. After a moment, they returned to their normal state. Tyson let out a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding, his gaze fixed on his now ordinary teeth.

One power confirmed. 

Tyson kept his gaze locked onto his reflection as he slowly unfurled his fingers. He let his mind return to Sabertooth’s memories, remembering the glint of the monstrous mutant's deadly claws. There was a faint prickle at the tips of his fingers, followed by a sensation similar to pins and needles. Then, a more powerful jolt surged through his palms and down each digit as claws slid forth from his cuticles, overlaying his fingernails. They were each about three inches long, deadly sharp and curved, resembling those of a wild beast. He flexed them, feeling the danger radiating off his new appendages. Despite the sudden change, they felt surprisingly natural, as if they were always meant to be a part of him.

With another mental command, the claws receded into his hands, leaving behind unmarred skin. Tyson stared at his hands for a moment longer with a sense of satisfaction. He was about to continue his testing when a knock rattled his door, pulling him out of his thoughts. He walked over and cracked it open. Jubilee was there, a playful smirk on her face.

"Stop playing with yourself, it's time for dinner," she teased.

Tyson squinted at her, an eyebrow raised in question. "How'd you—"

Before he could finish his sentence, Jubilee swung the door open fully, revealing another girl standing just behind her. His eyes widened slightly as he took her in. A figure with fiery red hair that cascaded over her shoulders and down her back. Her deep-set eyes were a remarkable shade of green. An air of gentleness hung about her, a stark contrast to the palpable energy that Jubilee seemed to radiate. She wore a simple, fitted green dress that accentuated her slender figure and stopped just above her knees. Her bare arms were lean yet strong, adorned with a simple silver bracelet. 

As she looked at him, her lips curved into a small, warm smile, creating a pair of faint dimples. "Hi there," she greeted. 

Tyson blinked, taken aback by the striking resemblance the girl bore to a character, and not exactly the one he expected. He mumbled, almost to himself, "Sansa Stark?"

Jubilee's brow furrowed in confusion. "No," she corrected, "This is Jean, Jean Grey." A pause, and then, "Who's Sansa Stark?"

Tyson chuckled awkwardly, rubbing the back of his neck. "Sansa is a character in a book, 'Game of Thrones'..." He trailed off, realizing his blunder. He couldn’t remember when the first book was released but knew it should've been out by now. "Anyway, sorry about that. I'm Tyson, by the way. Nice to meet you, Jean."

Jean's smile was warm and genuine, her eyes sparkling with amusement. There was a sense of understanding in her eyes that was hard to ignore.

"And since Jubilee seems to know exactly what I was doing," Tyson guessed, turning his gaze to Jean, "I'm guessing you told her. So, your power is...stop me when I get it. Precognition, astral projection, mind-reading…"

Jean laughed softly at his conjecture, her green eyes twinkling. "Telepathy," she confirmed with a nod and a bright smile, not at all surprised by his guesses. 

Tyson paused, taken aback. He turned to her, his expression one of surprise. "I thought my mind was difficult to read? The professor mentioned I had some resistance to telepathy."

Jean nodded, her lips pressed in a thin line. "It is noticeably harder to read you. Your mind is quiet except for when you're broadcasting your thoughts like that."

Jubilee wagged a finger at him, playfulness flickering in her eyes. "Jean knows everything that's going on around here, Tyson. So you better behave yourself."

Tyson gave her a nod, but inwardly he found himself mulling over the implications. If he had been, say, actually playing with himself, Jean would have known. The thought sent a pang of awkwardness through him. Then, an entirely different, somewhat amusing idea popped into his head. Given his new, more muscular frame, he should probably check if other aspects of his physicality had changed as well... like his size down there. As the thought entered his mind, he couldn't help but steal a glance at Jean. He watched, almost amused, as her face transformed from its normal peach hue to a brilliant crimson. Jubilee, however, seemed oblivious to Jean's reddening face. At least until she glanced over to see why no one was speaking. Her eyebrows shot up when she noticed Jean's flushed features. "Hey, what's he thinking about that's got you all flustered?" she asked curiously.

Jean stammered, the blush on her cheeks deepening. "N-nothing," she hastily replied, quickly seizing Jubilee's arm and guiding her away. "Come on, let's go get dinner."

Tyson watched the sway of their hips as they walked away, imagining that Jean knew he was doing so. A grin tugged at the corners of his lips as he followed the girls.

The cafeteria of the Xavier Institute was a hive of energy and animated chatter from young mutants. As Tyson followed Jean Grey and Jubilee, he took a moment to absorb the scene. Amid the typical high school banter were sights that would be deemed extraordinary elsewhere: students with skin tones of various hues, trays levitating without being held, and some other casual uses of superpowers.

But it was the aroma that truly captivated Tyson. The tantalizing scent of roasted chicken, the tangy freshness of a Caesar salad, and the inviting aroma of garlic bread wafted through the air. Sabertooth’s enhanced senses allowed him to identify the meal before he’d even cleared the room’s threshold. 

His eyes widened, and he eagerly filled his plate. Jubilee remarked, "Not bad, right? Trust me, the food's as good as it smells."

Tyson grinned, "I'm just surprised. Most cafeterias I've been to serve stuff I wouldn’t feed to my worst enemy." He paused, recalling his worst enemy. Logan. No. Tyson knew that wasn't right. Logan wasn't his enemy. 

Jean's lips curled into a gentle smile. "Professor Xavier believes that a healthy body complements a healthy mind. Our chefs are talented, and given the unique makeup of our student body, they've learned to prepare dishes for every kind, in case there's a mutant with unique culinary needs."

Jubilee chimed in, “Looks like you're one of them, Tyson!” He looked up confused, before she jokingly continued, “You need a lot of food! That's more than I eat in a day."

Chuckling, Tyson balanced his hefty tray, "I'm like 3 times your size. Alright, so where are we sitting? Do you have a set spot, what's the breakdown around here?"

Jean pointed toward a table filled with familiar faces: Cyclops, Storm, and a few others he’d yet to meet. “Over there are the professors. The ones you haven't met yet are probably curious about the new recruit, especially after hearing about your... encounter with Sabertooth."

Jubilee winked, "Word's gonna spread fast about the huge new guy who got into a real fight before even arriving. Everyone's probably going to want to find out how you beat a known villain. That’s some serious street cred."

Jean's gaze was comforting. "Just remember, here at the institute, you're surrounded by friends."

As they walked to an empty table, Tyson felt a burgeoning sense of camaraderie. He was about to dig into his meal when Jubilee's hushed voice interrupted. "Uh oh, here comes Magik."

Following Jubilee's gaze, Tyson spotted a figure of cool, detached beauty approaching. Her skin was a delicate shade of porcelain which contrasted sharply with her intense blue eyes. Platinum blonde locks hung in a chic, modern style, framing her face perfectly. Her stride was a mix of self-assuredness and practiced grace. Those knee-high black boots made a statement with every step. Her fitted outfit was a blend of the latest fashion and rebellious edginess, which combined with her figure made heads turn.

She reached their table, her gaze scanning over Tyson dismissively before landing on Jubilee and Jean with a smirk. "So, this is the newbie everyone's been whispering about?" Her Russian accent added an exotic touch.

Tyson cleared his throat. He didn’t appreciate being talked about like he wasn’t sitting right in front of her. Her casual dismissal was quickly causing him to become angry. He said tersely, "I'm Tyson."

She sized him up with an exaggeratedly bored look, "Illyana Rasputin. But around here, they call me Magik." 

Tyson asked, “Because you’re a witch?”

Jubilee, burst out laughing, adding, "She doesn’t have any actual magic. But she can teleport and create armor and a sword out of thin air, like magic.”

Jean, trying to defuse the tension, commented, "We just finished giving Tyson an overview of the Institute."

Illyana's smirk deepened, her eyes darting toward Tyson, "I thought I'd come to see what the fuss was all about. But, honestly? Color me unimpressed." She gave a theatrical sigh, clearly enjoying the moment.

Jean's patience seemed to wear thin, "Illyana, if you don't mind—"

Illyana raised a hand, interrupting, "I was just leaving. Enjoy your meal, newbie." 

In a final gesture of mock politeness, she stretched her manicured hand toward Tyson. A clear challenge, and invitation for him to kiss it. 

Tyson hesitated for a moment, his face impassive. But as he gazed at her fingers, a darker thought urged him forward. With a slow and deliberate movement, he accepted her hand in his gloved one, lifting it toward his lips for a ‘gentleman’s kiss’. His darker intentions grew with each moment. But suddenly, an unseen force stopped his movement in mid-air. 

Inside his head, clear as a bell, he heard Jean's voice, This isn't you.

The words echoed, piercing through the fog of anger and ill-will that had momentarily clouded Tyson's judgment. He suddenly realized how Sabertooth’s malice had seeped into his psyche, subtly influencing his thoughts and actions. 

Tyson stared down at Illyana's hand, still suspended in his grip, and felt a rush of shame. Using his power against someone out of petty spite? That wasn’t him. 

Drawing in a deep breath, he gently lowered her hand, shaking it lightly and releasing it without another word. With a final, lingering look of amusement, Illyana sauntered away, convinced she’d outmaneuvered her newest opponent in the battle of high school hierarchies.

Tyson glanced at Jean, her face was calm, but her eyes radiated concern. Jubilee, sensing the tension, tried to diffuse it with a light chuckle. "Well, that was... intense. Tyson, remember, we're all trying to get along here."

Tyson nodded, struggling to articulate his gratitude to Jean. "Thanks," he whispered to her, his voice carrying a weight of realization. "I almost... I almost lost myself there."

Jean simply nodded, her eyes softening. "Just remember, every choice we make defines us. It's a constant battle, especially here, where we're all trying to find ourselves."

Tyson exhaled, letting the weight of the moment settle around him. He realized that Sabretooth's influence ran deeper than he had imagined. But with friends like Jean and Jubilee around, he had a fighting chance of keeping that darkness at bay.

            

    
        Arc 1 - Ch 5: Classes

    
    
    
    
                Date: June 4, 2010.

Location: Xavier Institute, Scarsdale, NY.

The following morning dawned bright and early for Tyson. He was up with the sunrise, heading down the long, carpeted corridor of the dormitory. Like any other dorm, there were communal bathrooms strategically located at the ends of the hall. The early morning silence was soothing, the sleepiness of the school a comfort as he pushed open the bathroom door.

He stepped into the empty shower room, shed his borrowed nightwear, and stepped into one of the tiled cubicles. The hot water cascading down his muscular frame was a welcome, invigorating sensation. A mischievous thought flitted through his mind. He could enjoy this alone time, and give in to some self-pleasure. But he refrained, casting the idea aside. His eyes roved over his body. He was decently sized even when soft, but there was a potential problem. Jean. He didn't know if she was awake yet and the last thing he wanted was for her to feel awkward or uncomfortable around him. Living here was going to be... difficult, to say the least. He couldn't touch any girls because of his absorbing ability, and self-gratification was now a mental landmine thanks to his telepathic friend, headmaster, and who knows how many others. He chuckled to himself, shaking his head as he lathered up with soap. Life was certainly throwing him curveballs. He rinsed off, letting the hot water wash away his musings. 

With a resigned sigh, Tyson sat down at a desk in his first-period class, Physics, which was led by none other than Professor Xavier himself. For all his acquired superpowers, enhanced learning was not on his list. And trying to understand a physics class in June was proving to be an impossible task.

Complicating matters was an entirely different kind of distraction. Magik sat next to him, then seated only a few desks away, was a girl he hadn't yet been introduced to, but he was sure he'd seen before. Try as he might, Tyson couldn't remember why she looked familiar, and he couldn’t help but sneak occasional glances her way as his focus was inevitably pulled from the physics lecture to the young woman nearby. Whenever Professor Xavier spoke, the class would usually hang onto his every word. Yet, Tyson's concentration wavered.

Illyana’s voice dripped with a malicious sweetness and broke his already sporadic attention. "Physics isn't your forte, is it, Tyson? Or is it just my presence that has you so... lost?"

There was a silent urging in the back of his mind, compelling him to snap back. Instead, he chose his words carefully keeping his aggressiveness at bay but leveraging a fragment of its intensity. "Maybe if you didn’t radiate such a distracting aura, I’d find it easier."

Her eyes gleamed with amusement. She gloated in her heavy Russian accent, "It's not every day someone recognizes true power when they see it. You should be grateful. At least one of us here has an aura worth noting."

Throughout the class, she seemed to enjoy finding subtle ways to prod at his restraint. Magik's every move in the classroom seemed designed to interrupt his focus. 

She let a pen slip deliberately from her fingertips, her electric blue eyes, framed with dark, mischievous lashes, met Tyson's for the briefest second. She pulled a stray lock of hair from her face, guiding it to join the cascading waves past her shoulders. The corners of her plush lips lifted ever-so-slightly, hinting at her intentions. With a graceful, deliberate slowness, she leaned forward from her seat. Her black fitted top clung snugly to her toned frame, its low neckline now hinting at the soft curve of her chest as she descended. As she bent, the length of her lithe legs, hugged by dark jeans, became more pronounced, drawing the eye upwards, past the curve of her waist, and inevitably to the deliberate display at her neckline. In that stretched-out moment, she seemed to inhabit a world of her own, and Tyson was drawn into it. She was making a statement, not with words, but with the seductive pull of her presence. And Tyson, as much as he tried to resist, found himself ensnared. If she couldn't rile him with words, she'd use other means to capture his attention. It was a subtle declaration of her power, even in her posture, even in a mere retrieval of a pen. He could sense the beast within him, urging a certain type of response. But Tyson restrained himself.

Just as the period was on the cusp of ending, the classroom door creaked open. Logan, clad in worn jeans and a simple white t-shirt, walked in. His eyes flickered around the room, and a hint of paranoid tension ran through his posture, giving him the appearance of a tiger on edge.

Professor Xavier was unphased by the interruption and merely turned his attention to the burly man. "Good morning, Logan," he greeted warmly. Then, he added for the class, "I would like your definitions of the weak and strong anthropic principles on my desk by Wednesday."

Tyson watched this interaction, his eyes shifting between the professor and Logan. Sensing Logan's tension, Tyson raised his hands in a gesture of appeasement. His deep voice cut through the silence. "Chill, Logan. It's all good. It's just a school," he said, trying to defuse the palpable tension in the room.

Magik stood up, giving him one last challenging look before striding out of the classroom. Meanwhile, the girl who bore an uncanny familiarity, rose from her seat, packing her books into her bag. "Bye, Professor," she said.

"Goodbye, Kitty," Professor Xavier replied warmly. The name clicked in Tyson's mind, filling in the missing piece. Kitty. That was it. Kitty Pryde, also known as Shadowcat.

Logan's gaze finally landed on Tyson, his eyebrows furrowed in confusion. "Kid, is that you?" he asked, his gruff voice filled with bewilderment.

Tyson chuckled, a grin tugging at the corners of his lips. "Yeah, you missed a bit while you were taking a nap," he responded, his tone light yet respectful. And so, he began recounting the rest of the encounter with Sabertooth. His voice painted a vivid picture of the harrowing battle. As Tyson spun his tale, the door opened once more, admitting three new figures. The first was Ororo Munroe, whose blue eyes beautifully contrasted with dark chocolate skin. Her silver-white hair fell in a cascade of curls around her shoulders. Following her was Scott Summers. Close on Scott's heels was the redhead student Tyson had met yesterday, Jean Grey. Tyson couldn't help but feel a slight jolt in his chest at the sight of her red hair and warm emerald eyes. He could almost hear her voice in his head, telling him to remain himself.

As he continued to tell his story, the room now filled, each of their faces displaying varying degrees of shock, concern, and curiosity. Upon the completion of Tyson's recount, Professor Xavier replied, "You'll be safe here from Magneto."

Logan’s brows furrowed, "What's a Magneto?" The question hovered in the air, echoing the perplexity in Logan's voice.

With a patient sigh, Professor Xavier leaned back in his chair, the wheels humming against the smooth floor. "A very powerful mutant who believes that a war is brewing between mutants and the rest of humanity. I’ve been following his activities for some time. The man who attacked you was an associate of his, called Sabertooth," he explained, his tone carrying a note of grave concern.

"Sabertooth?" Logan repeated, his tone incredulous, his attention now fully directed to the conversation. Then, with a glance at Ororo, he grumbled, "Storm." His gaze then swiveled back to the Professor, a challenge flickering in his eyes. "And what do they call you? Wheels?" he scoffed, his words dripping with disbelief and annoyance. "This is the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard."

Tyson's jaw tightened at the tasteless jab, a knot of disapproval forming in his gut. He knew Logan was disoriented and likely grappling with the unfamiliarity of his surroundings. Still, making light of the Professor's disability was a step too far. 

Just as Logan was making a move to leave, Scott Summers planted himself in the doorway. The two men locked eyes, an unsaid tension passing between them. 

"Cyclops, right?" Logan said, his voice laced with a hint of mocking. "You wanna get out of my way?"

Watching the scene unfold, Tyson felt a sudden understanding. Logan's aggressiveness was a reflection of the violence Tyson himself had demonstrated just a day ago. It was clear that Tyson's personality change had been far more than just physical. Before anyone else could respond, Professor Xavier's voice cut through the rising tension. His tone was filled with a certain sadness. "Logan, it’s been almost 15 years, hasn’t it?" Xavier's gaze was steady, his eyes unwavering. "Living from day to day, moving from place to place, with no memory of who or what you are."

“Shut up,” Logan snapped, a growl threading through his words. 

Unfazed by the hostility, Xavier’s voice remained as calm as ever, the storm around him failing to break his tranquil exterior. "Give me a chance," he offered softly, his gaze still unbroken. "I may be able to help you find some answers."

Tyson, who had silently been observing from a corner, interrupted, breaking the tension. "Your name is James Howlett," he interjected. "Logan is just a nickname."

The weight of that simple statement brought a heavy silence to the room. Both Professor Xavier and Wolverine turned towards Tyson, their expressions a mix of shock and disbelief.

Logan's sharp eyes now reflected a sudden vulnerability. "How could you know that?" he growled, fists clenched, clearly agitated.

Tyson responded while tapping his temple with his pointer finger. "Sabertooth knew you. He remembered James Howlett. And now, his memories are mine."

Professor Xavier's brow furrowed in concentration, attempting to glean the depth of Tyson's insight. Logan, on the other hand, looked like a wounded animal, defensive yet curious. "Explain," he demanded tersely.

Tyson’s eyes took on a faraway look, "Sabertooth had two brothers. The first he killed when they were only boys and his powers manifested," He paused momentarily, drawing in a deep breath as if steeling himself for what was to come. "He had a tradition, a cruel one, with his remaining brother. Every year on his birthday, he'd seek him out, no matter where he was, and beat him. It was a display of dominance, a showing of his greater strength." Tyson continued, his voice tinged with Sabertooth's simmering rage, "But one year when he sought his brother, he couldn’t find him. Turned out, he’d been killed." he said, locking eyes with Logan, "It was you. You killed him."

A growl rumbled deep in Logan's chest, "I don't remember," he muttered defensively, looking away.

Tyson's gaze remained fixed on a point in the distance, lost in the sea of memories. "He was angry. More so that he enjoyed the game than any sentimental attachment to his brother. He needed a new target for his annual ritual, a way to channel the rage that consumed him. And who better than the one who took his brother from him?"

Logan's face was ashen, but his eyes bore into Tyson, desperate to understand, to piece together fragments of a life lost to him. "Keep going," he urged.

"He tracked you," Tyson continued, detached, "finding you amongst the Blackfoot people. You had found solace there, and love, in the form of a woman named Kayla Silverfox." The room seemed to grow colder at the mention of her name, the way Tyson spoke revealed that the end of this story would be tragic.

Logan's asked in a trembling voice, "What happened to her?"

Tyson swallowed hard, emotion seeping into his otherwise detached narration. "Sabertooth took her from you, just as you had taken his brother. And then, to seal his vengeance, he made a new tradition. Every year, on his birthday, he'd find you and beat you, just as he'd done with his brother."

Logan sank into a chair, head bowed, grappling with the weight of the memories he didn’t have. The air grew thick with a mix of sympathy, anger, and a need for closure. Professor X placed a gentle hand on Logan's shoulder, offering silent support. The revelations left a heavy cloud in the room. For Logan, it was a journey into a past riddled with pain and betrayal. For Tyson, it was a heavy burden, bearing the memories and emotions of another.

Every gaze fixed on Tyson as he stood, eyes distant, drawing on memories from a lifetime not his own. The hint of a smile playing at the corners of his mouth, "You might not believe it, but there were times when both of you were on the same side."

Logan's brow furrowed in skepticism, and he scoffed. "You’re right kid. That is hard to believe."

Tyson chuckled lightly, nodding. "I can see why you'd think that. But war changes things. Wars to be more precise. The Civil War, World Wars 1, and 2. Nations were crumbling, people were dying."

Logan rolled his eyes, "So, what? Sabertooth and I decided to play soldier?"

Tyson's eyes twinkled, "Not just any soldiers. You fought alongside Captain America."

A brief silence settled in the room. Even Logan seemed taken aback. Professor X adjusted his position, his interest piqued. "That's a part of history not many are privy to. Go on, Tyson."

Lost in the mists of the past, Tyson's gaze turned inward. "You two were a force to be reckoned with. Sabertooth, with his brute strength and sheer ferocity. You, Logan, with your agility, tactics, and claws. Both of you were able to heal from any wound. And then, there was Captain America, the super-soldier, the embodiment of hope and freedom wielding an unbreakable shield. The three of you were unstoppable." Tyson continued, voice softening. "It was a different time. War has a way of making strange bedfellows. Enemies became allies. The world needed heroes, and for a brief moment in time, despite all the odds, you two were just that."

Logan's face paled, his hands visibly shaking. "What else?" he whispered.

There was a thickness in the air, an intensity that hung around. Logan looked as though he was waiting for the other shoe to drop, while Professor X exuded a patient calm, awaiting Tyson's next words. The young man began, his voice carrying the weight of memories that weren't truly his. "The war changed many things, Logan. But some habits... they die hard."

Logan's fingers tightened into fists. "Get to the point."

Tyson's gaze was far-off, almost as if he was watching scenes unfold from another time. "Sabertooth... he kept up with his yearly traditions. No matter where you went, no matter who you became close with, he always found a way to track you down."

Logan’s eyes narrowed, clearly not pleased by the trip down memory lane. 

“You spent time in Madripoor,” Tyson continued, “and then Japan. There was peace, a semblance of normalcy, and... love. He knew you found happiness again. That you were starting a family." Tyson, undeterred by the growing tension, went on, "Sabertooth found out she was pregnant. He intended to... end it. But fate intervened, and the woman, Itsu was taken from you before he could act.” 

Tyson hesitated, a flash of recognition crossed his face as he whispered. “It was… the Winter Soldier?" Tyson mumbled to himself at the unexpected revelation. "What the fuck? That can't be right.” But as he considered what he knew of the Winter Soldier's past, he had to admit it was possible.

Empathy was evident in Tyson’s tone when he next spoke. "But the past didn’t end there. There was... the Weapon X program."

Logan flinched, visibly disturbed. "I remember flashes of that."

Professor X intervened, "Logan, it’s important to understand—"

Tyson interrupted, “They took you in, played with your mind, your memories. They grafted the unbreakable adamantium to your skeleton, turning you into... what you are now. Sabertooth was there, envious of the weapon they turned you into. Afterward, he lost track of you until he encountered us while following Magneto’s orders."

Logan sighed, his anger replaced with weariness. "What's done is done. Anything else?"

"That's most of it," Tyson replied, his voice returning to its detached tone. "Memories tinged with hatred, jealousy, and a thirst for power. Sabertooth's perspective of your past is tainted, and distorted. But it's a window, nonetheless."

The silence that followed was thick, a mix of pain, revelation, and reluctant acceptance. Professor X finally spoke in a gentle tone, "These memories, as painful as they might be, are a part of who you are, Logan. It's essential to face them, learn from them."

Logan nodded and met Tyson's eyes. "Thank you. I learned more about myself in the past 15 minutes than I have in the last 15 years. I know it can’t be easy for you to trudge through a century of experiences. You might have his memories, kid, but you aren't him."

Vulnerability was etched across Tyson’s face. His voice wavered slightly, “More than a century. I’m older than you are, I lived a lifetime before we even met for the first time.” Tyson shook his head trying to divest himself from Sabertooth’s memories. He took a few calming breaths before speaking again, “I know, intellectually, that I’m not Sabertooth. But when I tap into his memories I feel the raw emotions and experiences... It’s hard. It’s hard not to think that was me, that those were my choices."

Professor Xavier nodded thoughtfully, fingers steepled. "The mind is a complex entity, Tyson. It's not merely about memories but the emotions and experiences attached to them. It can be challenging to separate oneself from such potent recollections."

Tyson exhaled slowly, “I need help, Professor. I feel like two people fighting for control in one body. I’m thankful to Logan for helping me when I arrived, but at the same time I want to fight him to continue a feud that is, but isn't mine.”

The professor nodded in understanding. “You are in the right place, Tyson. The school is equipped to help mutants hone their abilities. I think, along with the class for power control, you would benefit from the telepathy classes we offer."

Tyson looked surprised as he echoed Xavier's words. "Telepathy classes? But I’m not a telepath.”

"No, you aren't," Professor X agreed. "But the techniques we teach can help in organizing and compartmentalizing memories. It can give you a structure, a means to separate what is truly yours from what you've absorbed."

From the corner of the room, Jean stepped forward. Her green eyes met Tyson's, and she offered him a reassuring smile. "Tyson, I'd be more than willing to assist. With both my telepathic abilities and my training, we can work through this."

Tyson's eyes flicked between the Professor and Jean, gratitude evident. "Thank you, both of you. I just... I just want to be able to look in the mirror and recognize who I'm looking at."

“You will,” Jean promised, her voice soft yet firm. “It will take time and effort, but you’ll find your way.”

Logan finally broke from his reverie, he asked, "So, what is this place?" 

All eyes turned to Professor Xavier. "Anonymity," he began, his voice echoing through the room, "is a mutant’s first defense against the world’s hostility. To the outside world, this is merely a school for gifted youngsters." He paused, letting his gaze linger on Scott and Ororo. "Cyclops and Storm were some of my first students. I protected them and helped them understand, and control their powers. And in time, they learned to impart this knowledge to others." His wheelchair moved slightly, turning to take in the room, "Most of our students are runaways. Frightened, alone. Some carry gifts so profound, so extreme, that they've become a danger to themselves and those around them."

Then, his gaze landed on Tyson, causing a sudden jolt in the younger mutant. The professor's eyes held a certain warmth, a depth of understanding that felt like a soothing balm on a fresh wound. "Take your friend, Tyson, for example. A boy burdened with extraordinary power, incapable of physical human contact. Likely for the rest of his life. Yet, here he is among peers of his age, learning, and growing. Not shunned or feared, but accepted." Professor Xavier's monologue reverberated through the room, casting a spell of understanding and empathy, not just about the school, but about their very existence as mutants.

As the professor's words hung heavily in the room, Tyson's throat grew dry. The weight of the words pressed down on him. 

The rest of his life. 

It echoed in his mind like a death sentence. But Tyson wasn't going to let this decree rule him. Under his breath, barely audible, he mimicked the professor's words with a determination that shone in his eyes, "The rest of my life?” He took a deep breath, “Not if I can help it."

At his silent declaration, Jean's emerald eyes softened. His thoughts, as clear as day, washed over her, and she couldn't help but feel a pang of sympathy for him. His mental voice was full of defiance, and it resonated with her. It was a sentiment she knew all too well. Burdened with her potent power, she knew the struggles of living with a gift that often felt like a curse. Jean stood from her seat. A small, yet significant, smile graced her lips as she turned to Tyson, "Come on, let's go," she urged him gently. "The professor wants to continue speaking with Logan, and we have physical education next."

Tyson glanced at Jean, then down at himself, taking in the changes to his body. He looked back at her, his eyebrows arched up questioningly as he met Jean's gaze again. His voice, gruff with skepticism, questioned, "Really? What's gym class going to do for me?" 

A rosy hue bloomed across Jean's cheeks at his incredulity, and her smile grew even more. The warmth in her eyes was unmistakable as she explained, "PE is as much about learning to control your powers as it is to use them."

A spark ignited in Tyson's eyes at her words. All traces of skepticism were replaced by a determined gleam. "Alright then, let’s get on it!" he agreed with contagious enthusiasm. Turning back to Professor X, "Respectfully, professor.” He pointed a finger, his voice ringing out with determination as he did his best to channel an anime protagonist while boldly stating, “I’m going to prove you wrong, old man!" 

In a calmer tone, Tyson then addressed Logan, "If you decide to leave. Don’t go without saying goodbye." With those parting words, Tyson spun on his heels and strode out of the room, Jean trailing behind. 
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                The day was clear with the sun’s rays dappled by the tall trees that lined the pathway. Jean Grey walked beside Tyson. Her green eyes displayed an empathy that few could match. A slight wind brushed past them, rustling the leaves and tugging at Jean's flowing red hair. She finally broke the silence, "Tyson, when you recounted Sabertooth and Logan's history... I felt it. All of it. Through your mind."

Tyson searched for words to describe what he felt. "It's like... I have two souls warring inside me. One my own, the other a ghost of Sabertooth's."

Jean took a deep breath, "Sometimes, I feel a similar tug. A sense that there's another entity, another personality inside of me, vying for control."

A moment of shared understanding passed between them. Tyson looked at her, worry in his eyes. "You do?"

Jean’s eyes turned introspective. "Yes. There are moments, especially when my powers flare uncontrollably, that I feel... fractured. Like there’s something else inside, something powerful and dark. But working with Professor X has helped. I've learned control techniques, and they’ve made a difference."

As they approached the gym entrance, Jean stopped and faced Tyson. "We'll get together soon. I promise. If I can manage, so can you. I'll help you find balance." Tyson didn’t meet her eyes as they stood outside the entrance. "I know you're lonely," she said, her voice gentle, understanding. He didn't reply, didn't need to. His silence was enough of a confirmation. She continued, "It's hard...watching everyone greet with high-fives and hugs, being able to touch, and not being able to do it yourself." She said the words carefully, knowing they hit too close to home for Tyson.

He nodded, the gesture stiff. He didn't want to get depressed, didn't want to wallow in the unfairness of it all. All he could do was work through it, push past it, and try to find a way to overcome it. Sensing his struggle, Jean moved closer, placing a hand on his sleeve. "I know what it's like," Jean finally broke the silence. 

Tyson glanced at her, his eyebrows furrowing in confusion. "How so?"

She looked at him, her eyes searching his face. "I...I know everything about everyone," she admitted, her voice almost a whisper, as if she was telling him a secret. "I know when they're lying or keeping secrets. It's...hard to be friends with people when I know everything they're trying hard to filter or repress."

There was a quiet understanding in her words, a shared sense of loneliness. Their powers were different, but the aftereffect, the isolation, was the same.

Tyson looked at Jean, a sudden understanding dawning on his face. "So you're like me then?" He asked, his voice dropping low. "You can't turn it off?"

Jean's response was a small, sad smile, her gaze meeting his in shared understanding. "No," she admitted softly. "I can't. It's always there, always... whispering."

He watched as she said the words, saw the way her eyes lost focus for a moment, drifting off somewhere far away as if the voices were calling her even now.

"And the more people there are, the louder it gets," she continued, her voice barely audible. "Sometimes it's just whispers, other times... other times it's like a crowd shouting all at once."

The vulnerability in her eyes made him realize that they were indeed similar. Tyson felt a compulsion to comfort her. After all, she was like him, trapped in unusual circumstances by an incredible power. Curiosity kindled in his eyes as he asked, "What about Professor X? Isn't he supposed to be the most powerful telepath in the world? Can't he help you control it, or suppress it himself?"

Jean took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "He's tried," she admitted, "But it's not that simple. It's... It's like asking someone to stop hearing or seeing. The thoughts... they're just there. Everywhere. He helps me build walls, like mental barriers to keep it all at bay. But it's a constant effort, a battle that never ends."

Her words echoed in Tyson's mind, and he found himself relating deeply. They might have been different, but they were bound by a common struggle. He was silent for a moment, the weight of her words hanging heavy between them. Then he spoke, his voice filled with a sincerity that caught Jean off guard. "If there's anything I can do to help you, Jean, I'll do it."

Jean glanced over at him, taken aback by his offer. A small smile curved her lips, but there was a sadness in her eyes that hadn't been there before. "Thank you, Tyson. But this is something I have to deal with on my own. It's... It's part of who I am" she said quietly. "Thought being around you is nice. Your mental voice is so quiet… Well, when you’re not shouting your thoughts." she added with a small smile. Her voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper, "You know, it's okay. Everyone does it," she murmured.

Tyson looked at her, his brows furrowing in confusion. "Everyone does what?"

There was a hint of mischief dancing in Jean's eyes as she turned to face him. "You know... checking themselves out. Or...pleasing themselves," she said, her tone remained low but became more casual. "Everyone's hesitant when they first get here and realize a telepath or someone else will know they're doing it. But most get over it when they realize everyone else is doing it anyway. So they aren't special."

Tyson blinked in surprise before a grin slowly spread across his face. "So you're saying... I'm not special?" he asked, the laughter clear in his voice. This was the most relaxed he'd seen Jean since he'd arrived, and he found her candidness refreshing. 

Jean laughed, the sound light and genuine. "You're about as special as I am, Tyson," she admitted, her green eyes sparkling with humor.

Tyson looked at her, his grin still in place but with a slight blush creeping up his neck. "You know, I'm going to be honest," he confessed, "I'm not sure if that made me feel less or more awkward." His words brought forth another laugh from Jean.

Jean and Tyson strolled into the physical education class a few minutes late. To their relief, the teacher, Cyclops, was also just stepping into the room. A pair of sleek, ruby-quartz sunglasses hid his eyes. He nodded at the two newcomers before clapping his hands together, grabbing everyone's attention.

"Alright, everyone. It’s a nice day today. Let’s go out and play some basketball!" he announced. 

At the announcement, a smirk of anticipation crawled onto Tyson's face. Thanks to Sabertooth, he stood 6’6” and was far beyond human speed and strength. In his mind, he was already envisioning himself scoring basket after basket. However, as the game kicked off, Tyson's self-assured grin faltered. One of the kids caught the ball, then passed it to noone. Tyson barely had a moment to be disappointed by the kid’s skills when astonishingly, there was a blur as the kid disappeared, only to reappear a few feet away, and catch the ball in his hands. With two rapid passes and blinks of teleportation to the ball’s impending location, the kid scored a clean shot. All eyes turned to the kid, who shrugged modestly and chuckled. The room burst into applause.

Tyson's smirk returned, this time tinged with an excited thrill. This was no ordinary game of basketball. He thought to himself, leaning into the challenge with a wicked grin, 'Well, at least it'll be interesting.'

The shrill of the whistle signaled the continuation of the game. With rapid movements, the ball was passed from player to player, finally reaching Tyson. Taking his stance, he leaped with the ball in hand, his elbow in a textbook L position as he aimed for the basket. His release was smooth, but as the ball reached its zenith, it halted, hanging in mid-air. Baffled, Tyson spun around, scanning the court for the cause. His eyes finally landed on Jean Grey, standing with a mischievous grin, her outstretched hand subtly controlling the ball. With a playful wink, she directed the ball to one of her teammates.

Tyson jogged over to Jean, feigning annoyance. "Telepathy, you told me about. But you didn’t mention you were a telekinetic too. I forgot that you held my hand yesterday with your power."

Jean smirked, her emerald eyes sparkling with amusement. "Playing with powers keeps things interesting, doesn’t it?"

He chuckled, shaking his head in mock exasperation. "Oh, it sure does. Just wait until I get the ball next time."

Jean leaned in, her voice dropping a note lower, "Looking forward to it."

The rhythmic bounce of the basketball echoed in the gymnasium. Every mutant in the room was intently focused on the game, the usual rules of basketball given an unpredictable twist thanks to the student’s unique abilities.

As the opposing team regrouped, one of Tyson’s teammates threw the ball his way. Confidently, he extended his hands to catch it. But to his shock, the ball phased right through his fingers and torso as if he were made of air. 

He stumbled for a moment, feeling slightly disoriented before a sensation on his back snapped him back to reality. Whirling around, he found Shadowcat, her hand passing through him as she tried to recover the ball. The ghostly feel of her power still tingled on his skin. Yet, thanks to Sabertooth's enhanced speed now part of his arsenal, Tyson quickly raced ahead of her to seize the ball. He sprinted towards the three-point line. But just before he got there, in a display of sheer athleticism, he leaped into the air, higher and farther than any normal human could. The entire gym paused, eyes fixed on the airborne Tyson. As he soared through the air, the ball was palmed firmly in his hand, his arm cocking back to prepare for the slam. And then, in one fluid motion, he dunked the ball straight through the hoop, causing the net to snap back with a satisfying swish. 

The court erupted with cheers. But before Tyson could even touch the ground, a sharp whistle cut through the noise. Professor Summers, walked forward, a slight smirk on his face. "Nice one, Tyson. That's two points."

"What?!" Tyson exclaimed, facing his gym teacher. "I took off from behind the three-point line!"

Cyclops raised his hand, flashing three fingers. "Alright, three points it is." causing Tyson to grin triumphantly.

On the next possession, as Tyson dribbled the ball down the court, he found himself face-to-face with Illyana. Given his size, the power he emanated, and the sheer agility he displayed, any regular opponent would have been daunted. But Illyana was anything but regular. Her blue eyes locked onto his, not a hint of fear in them. Instead, they glittered with mischief and challenge. Suddenly, she disappeared, reappearing at his side and snatching the ball from him mid-dribble. 

Magik smirked, clearly pleased with her steal. "Not so good at this basketball, are you?" she teased.

Tyson used his superhuman quickness to lunge for the ball, but Illyana disappeared again, popping into existence beyond his reach. He glanced up, only to be met with her smug smirk. The vibrant lights from the teleportation shone brightly with his struggle as he attempted to close the distance between them.

"Well, well," she purred, circling him like a predator studying its prey. "Looks like the big, bad new guy met his match, didn't he?"

She paused in front of him, tilting her head with feigned sympathy. "What's the matter, Tyson? Can’t brute force your way with me any better than you could brute force your way through Physics?"

Tyson's jaw tightened, his eyes burning with a mix of anger and embarrassment. But he refused to give her the satisfaction of a response. She tossed the ball to one of her teammates but remained focused on Tyson, more interested in him than the game. Seeing his silent defiance, Magik's smirk only grew wider. "You know," she continued in a taunting whisper, "this could have been avoided if you'd just played nice."

He straightened up, dwarfing the girl, and looked down to meet her challenging gaze. "Illyana. What do you want?"

She slowly, deliberately, reached up to cup his cheek. It was a mocking gesture of condescension not meant to show affection or comfort. Instinctively, Tyson dodged back, the speed of his reflexes should have been far beyond Illyana’s ability to track or match. But Illyana wasn’t one to be outdone. In a flash of white light, she teleported, matching his every move. 

As he looked around, startled, she was right beside him again, "You're fast," she murmured, her voice soft but with an underlying threat. "But not fast enough."

She lightly brushed her hand across his face. The world faded away as a rush of memories engulfed Tyson. 

She was kidnapped but escaped her tormentors by retreating into her personal realm, Limbo. She had a mystical weapon, the Soulsword, forged from her very soul. Her stuffed-dragon companion, Lockheed, the plushie was her only company through a traumatic childhood. Then, she was with her brother, Colossus, escaping to the institute. She trained rigorously to control her portals and teleportation. Her youth had left scars, both visible and invisible. Those years shaped her resilience yet underneath her tough exterior lay vulnerability and a deep-seated mistrust of the world.

The chaos of the basketball game, the thumping of sneakers on polished wood, the shouts and cheers of the players and spectators, all seemed to fade into the background for Tyson. 

Illyana flinched back from the pain of touching his skin. Whatever Tyson’s power had done, it was clear she wasn't expecting it and the effects had struck her deeply. Her pale skin turned a shade paler, and her breath caught. "You—!" she began, voice quivering with a mix of pain and fury. "You're not allowed to—"

Tyson interrupted, trying to defuse the situation, "Look, I just—"

But Illyana's fury was a force of its own. Cutting him off, her voice thick with anger, she retorted, "You'll regret that!"

Without another word, Illyana's expression twisted with rage. She swept her arm dramatically. The gymnasium's atmosphere suddenly grew cold, and under Tyson, a swirling portal manifested. The very air seemed to vibrate with dark energy as the opening revealed glimpses of a nightmarish realm.

Before Tyson could react, gravity took hold and with a cry of surprise, he fell into the portal.

The sensation of falling was disorienting, but the sudden shift in temperature jolted Tyson to his senses. Gone was the warm, summer sun, replaced with a cold, biting wind. The sky was a haunting shade of red, casting the entire realm in an eerie crimson glow. Towering rock formations, like giant fingers of a monstrous hand, reached up, clawing at the blood-colored expanse. The distant wails of tormented souls echoed through the air, and the acrid stench of sulfur was suffocating. Tyson witnessed the first sight of Limbo from far in the sky… as he plummeted to the ground.

Pain seared through Tyson's body as he collided with the hard rock, the impact breaking several of his bones. He gasped for breath, each inhale sharp and stinging. But then, an incredible warmth spread through his body as his healing ability worked to fix the damage. Flesh mended, bones knit back together, and soon the young mutant was whole again. The intensity of the sensation was overwhelming, but it also gave Tyson a momentary reprieve to pull himself together.

Tyson cautiously got to his feet, taking a moment to assess the infernal realm he had been thrown into. Limbo was a terrifying realm of contradictions. The ground was a mosaic of molten lava, hardened rock, and jagged obsidian. The sky above was a swirling tapestry of dark red and black, casting the realm in a foreboding light. Massive spires and pillars jutted out randomly. The air was thick with smoke and the stifling scent of brimstone, making every breath an effort. In the distance, on some of the jagged peaks, Tyson could see dark, foreboding shapes moving. Their howls and roars echoed hauntingly, adding to the eerie symphony of Limbo. Everywhere he looked, there was an overwhelming sense of despair and malevolence. The land itself seemed alive, pulsing with dark energy that was palpable. Despite the absence of any immediate danger, Tyson felt an unshakable sense of being watched, of being unwelcome in this nightmarish realm.

The loud thud of a basketball being dribbled, and the shouts and cheers from the court, all came to a sudden stop. The gym fell eerily silent as every player and spectator stood frozen, their gazes locked onto the spot where Tyson had been just moments before. The vibrant energy of the game had been violently disrupted by Illyana's rash act.

Her eyes were filled with fury, her breaths were heavy, and a visible aura of dark energy surrounded her. Her eyes glowed silver and her left arm was encased in metallic armor. She wielded a magically glowing, fiery longsword whose aura matched the color of her scintillating eyes. Illyana's decision to banish Tyson to Limbo had been impulsive, driven by raw emotion, but showed no signs of regret.

Scott Summers recognized the danger of the situation. "Illyana!" he shouted, his voice echoing on the court, "Bring him back, now!" His ruby-quartz visor gleamed under the fluorescent lights as he sprinted towards the still-seething Russian mutant, ready to intervene if necessary.

But it was Jean Grey, on the other side of the court, whose reaction was the most palpable. Her heart raced, and a cold dread settled in her stomach as she watched the portal, with its fiery depths, swallow Tyson whole before disappearing. "Oh no, Tyson," she whispered, her voice trembling. Her green eyes, usually so composed, were now filled with panic and sorrow. The potential friendship, the bond they were just starting to form, seemed to have been cruelly snatched away.

Scott reached Illyana, grabbing her by the shoulders. "Illyana! You have to bring him back. We don't harm our own!"

But Illyana, still looking defiant, responded, "He hurt me first! Let him rot in Limbo."

The gym's atmosphere changed abruptly. A cold gust of wind blew through, carrying with it the sensation of a storm's approach. Most of the students reflexively looked around, half-expecting to see Professor Ororo Munroe, better known as Storm, with her white hair signaling the change in atmosphere. But she was nowhere in sight. Instead, the source of the disturbance became evident, and it was not what anyone had anticipated.

As Illyana’s words settled within Jean's mind, her feet began to lift off the pavement. She elegantly floated, surrounded by an almost palpable aura of raw power. Her usually sleek, red hair danced around her, alive and defiant. Her deep green eyes now burned a fiery red. It was a sight that captured everyone's attention.

"Bring. Him. Back. Now!" Jean's voice echoed through the gym, but it wasn’t just her voice. It sounded as if another, deeper voice spoke in tandem with hers, amplifying her command.

The atmosphere in the gym was so thick with tension, that you could cut it with a knife. Every pair of eyes was trained on Illyana and Jean, two of the most powerful mutants at the academy, their showdown impossible to look away from.

Illyana, known for her stubbornness and fiery nature, always held her ground. Few, if any, had ever seen her back down from a challenge. Yet, as Jean's voice echoed, there was something different in the air. A force, a presence. It wasn’t just Jean speaking; it was as if the very essence of her psychic abilities reached out and wrapped around Illyana’s mind, compelling her to comply.

The Russian mutant's usually fierce eyes lost their spark, replaced by a dazed, almost trance-like expression. Jean’s influence was evident. Silence fell, broken only by the soft hum of energy as Illyana summoned her portal. It unfurled before her, a rippling expanse of shimmering silver that seemed almost otherworldly. The normally defiant girl looked lost, her usual swagger absent. This wasn’t just her acquiescence to Jean's request. It was a psychic command, a direct manipulation of Illyana's will.

Illyana didn’t glance back at her peers or the professors who looked on, concern etched on their faces. Instead, she stepped through the portal with a single-minded focus: to bring Tyson back.

Those who knew about Jean's psychic prowess whispered amongst themselves. It was rare to see it displayed so openly, and even rarer to witness its effects on someone as strong-willed as Magik. Usually when she displayed excessive power, it was in an accidental or uncontrolled manner. The realization that Jean had not only commanded but perhaps even controlled Illyana sent shivers down many spines.

            

    
        Arc 1 - Ch 7: Limbo

    
    
    
    
                Limbo was nothing like Earth. The sky, if it could be called that, was a swirling vortex of fiery oranges and deep purples, dotted with sporadic flashes of white lightning. The ground was a jagged mixture of rock and magma, with spires of obsidian jutting into the sky like colossal tombstones. The air was thick, almost palpable, and the scent was an overpowering mix of brimstone and sulfur.

Echoing roars and distant screams punctuated the eerie silence, while grotesque creatures roamed the land. There were patches of dark, murky water that gave off an unnatural green glow, reflecting the apocalyptic scenery above.

Desperation gnawed at Tyson. He needed to get back to Earth, back to the Institute. Drawing upon Illyana's memories, he tried to harness her power, to open a portal that would take him back. He concentrated, imagining the familiar corridors of the Xavier Institute, but nothing happened. He tried again, this time visualizing the faces of Jean, Jubilee, and the others, but still, the portal refused to open.

Panic surged through him as he realized that Magik's power had slipped away. She had only touched him for a fleeting moment, the fall and his subsequent healing had used up all the time he had. He took a deep breath, trying to steady himself. Every ounce of logic told him that panicking would only make things worse. He was trapped in Limbo, an alien dimension outside of reality. The sky was a tapestry of ever-changing colors, the ground unstable, and the air thick with an almost tangible sense of menace.

He paced back and forth on the craggy surface, hands balled into tight fists. "Think, Tyson, think," he muttered to himself. He only had transient knowledge of Limbo and Illyana's memories, which were so clear moments earlier, were becoming hazy. One thing he knew for certain, was that time passed differently here, and unless Illyana willed it, minutes could stretch into who knew how long. There was no sun, no moon, no reference point to determine the passage of time. He could very well be trapped here for what would seem like eons. That idea was more terrifying than any of the creatures that roamed in the distance. 

Wait.

As Illyana’s memories faded, one unmistakable piece of information stood at the forefront of his mind. 

There were no creatures in limbo.

Illyana wasn’t certain how time passed, or how long she’d spent in this hellish dimension, but one thing was unquestionable. Limbo was empty. There were no living creatures here, no animals, and certainly none of whatever he was seeing and sensing in the distance.

His options were limited. Waiting for Illyana to come and rescue him wasn't a choice. From their brief encounter, he wasn't certain she'd be in any hurry to come to his aid, especially after he'd inadvertently used his power on her. Tyson wouldn't wait for a rescue that might never come; he would actively search for a way out. He needed to learn more about this place. Perhaps there was someone or something here that could help. "First thing’s first," he said aloud, trying to motivate himself, "Time to meet the locals."

The enhanced senses Tyson had acquired from Sabertooth gave him an acute awareness of his surroundings. Amidst the tumultuous scents of brimstone, he distinguished a putrid odor, reminiscent of decaying meat and damp, moldy soil. Guided by the smell, Tyson found himself atop a jagged outcrop, looking down at its source. 

The creature was pathetically wretched in appearance. Short, standing barely above four feet, its body was corpulent. Its skin was mottled blue and gray and hairless, with patches where maggots fed or fluid dripped. It had a round, bald head with a gaping maw, filled with sharp teeth that drooled with hunger. The creature’s arms were thin, ending in clawed hands, which it used to scrape at the ground and probe its surroundings. The sight was both pitiable and unsettling. This wasn’t some powerful adversary, but resembled a tiny old man, covered in rolls of fat and given claws to make him a threat. It seemed almost feral or lost, its movements were hesitant and uncertain; as if it lacked purpose.

As Tyson watched, conflicting emotions rose within him. Sabertooth's instincts viewed it as easy prey, something to be put out of its misery. But another part of Tyson wondered if it might be possible to communicate with this being. To discover its knowledge or seek its help in navigating Limbo.

Tyson began to approach, ready for whatever reaction the creature might offer. It was unmistakably clear when the wretched creature caught Tyson's scent. It swiftly turned its focus onto him. Its mouth drooled more profusely as it let out a chilling shriek, charging forward.

"Hey, easy!" Tyson raised a hand in a calming gesture. "I'm not here to fight, I just have some questions."

The creature seemed unfazed, oblivious to Tyson's words. Its eyes focused intently on him, and its clawed fingers flexed in anticipation of an attack.

Describing the thing’s attack as 'charging' might be an overstatement. Its movements were lumbering, like a bloated zombie roused into action. It took exaggerated swipes at Tyson, every attack telegraphed by its uncoordinated movements. The sight might've been comical if it weren't for the threat posed by those sharp claws.

Tyson easily sidestepped the creature’s advances. Every time it lunged, Tyson was already a few feet away. "Last chance, stand down," Tyson said after evading yet another clumsy attack.

But it was clear that communication was off the table. The fat little creature was relentless in its single-minded pursuit, driven by some primal urge that Tyson couldn’t decipher. Each failed attack only seemed to spur it on with renewed vigor. Although it posed no real danger to Tyson, he had no interest in dodging the aggressive thing in perpetuity. 

Tyson took a defensive stance regardless of how clumsy and slow the creature appeared. As it lunged once again, Tyson flexed his fingers. Talon-like claws extended from each nail. His attacker’s feral nature overpowered any semblance of self-preservation. It screeched, mouth agape, and made another reckless charge. Tyson pivoted, using the creature's momentum against it. With a swift motion, he slashed, leaving a deep gash on its side. The creature faltered, as it tried to regroup, Tyson lunged, plunging his claws deep into its chest. 

The connection was immediate. A torrent of wild, chaotic thoughts rushed into Tyson's mind. Unlike the structured memories of a human, these were disjointed and primal.

Flashes of hunger, rage, and fear. He felt no complex emotions or layered experiences, just base urges. He experienced the cold, relentless drive of an existence where survival was the sole motivator. 

Gasping, he retracted his claws and pulled back. The creature lay motionless, dead. It had been killed before he absorbed its essence. But its influence lingered in the corners of Tyson's mind. Its raw nature left knowledge of an existence without reason, driven only by instinct.

Sitting back, Tyson tried to shake off the unsettling experience. When the thing’s memories faded, he continued his exploration. His heightened senses served him well. The distinct, pungent odor of the demon became a familiar note, allowing him to effortlessly avoid the groups they gathered in.

But as he continued his journey, a new scent tickled his nose. It was strong, overpowering even, and unlike anything he had encountered before. It was a mix of burning sulfur and rancid meat. Tyson's instincts immediately went on high alert. Whatever this was, it was different from the fat, little thing he'd easily dispatched.

Following the scent, he soon found himself face-to-face with an enormous creature that dwarfed him, standing around 8 feet tall. It was roughly humanoid but covered in coarse, dark green feathers. Its head was vulture-like, with beady yellow eyes that pierced right through him. In place of its mouth was a large, wickedly curved beak that opened and closed, making an odd clicking noise. From its back sprouted enormous, powerful wings that looked more suited for a dragon than this strange hybrid creature. Muscular legs ended in taloned feet, while its hands, too, were tipped with razor-sharp talons. Around its waist, it wore a belt of bones and skulls.

Tyson tensed, preparing for a possible confrontation. The creature regarded him with a mix of curiosity and disdain, its head tilting as it studied the newcomer to its domain.

They stood like that, in silent assessment, each sizing the other up. Tyson remained firm despite the monstrous visage of the creature before him. He cleared his throat and asked, "Can you understand me?" he ventured, keeping his voice even.

The demon tilted its head, the sinewy muscles on its neck twisting with the motion. For a moment, Tyson feared he'd get no answer or worse, a sudden attack. But then the creature laughed. It was a guttural, raspy sound that sent shivers down Tyson's spine. "Understand? Yes," it croaked, the words dripping with malevolence. Its beady yellow eyes narrowed, fixating on Tyson like a hawk on prey. "But what I see is food. A morsel that has lost its way."

Raising his chin defiantly, Tyson responded, "I might be lost, but I'm no one's meal. So, if you're thinking of trying something, think again." Tyson's claws, though retracted, were ready to spring out at a moment's notice, the tension evident in his stance. His eyes remained sharp and intent on the demon before him. For a fleeting second, he felt out of his depth, but the resolve won over. "Listen," he said, his voice dripping with a challenge. "You can answer my questions willingly and for every question I ask, I’ll answer two, in turn... Or I'll pry the answers forcefully from you. Your choice."

Tyson tried negotiating under the assumption that this creature was a demon. He might have believed the first creature he encountered was undead given its appearance and actions, but this bird creature was unmistakably alive. Many demons in mythology were associated with making deals with mortals, and he attempted to lean into that stereotype; even offering a deal that was in the demon’s favor.

The demon gave a malicious laugh, its eyes glinting in the dim light of Limbo. "Such bravery from a snack," it sneered. The muscles on its massive wings flexed, revealing their full span and sending an unmistakable threat. "Do you think you can force anything from me?"

Without waiting for a response, the demon lunged at Tyson, its talons extended, ready to rip and tear. But Tyson was quick on his feet and thanks to his mutant reflexes, narrowly dodged the creature's attack. He could almost feel the rush of wind as the claws just missed his face. The demon was undeterred by its missed strike and came at Tyson again, this time with a sweeping kick from one of its clawed feet. But Tyson was ready. Using his agility, he ducked and rolled, evading the demon and positioning himself for a counter-attack.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

The moment Illyana stepped out of her portal into Limbo, she shook off the daze of Jean’s compulsion. Limbo was her domain, her dimension. She was stronger here; able to draw on the very dimension as an extension of herself. Strong enough to resist the commands of an outsider. Though Jean’s missive was powerful, she dismissed the command as a request from a distressed friend. Even with the resistance granted by her will and Limbo itself, Illyana didn’t recognize that she’d been controlled. She would still seek out Tyson, believable of her own will spurred by the pleading of Jean and Professor Summers.

But there was a problem. Limbo was a part of her. She should be at peace here, as she had always been. It was her sanctuary. Yet something felt unsettlingly wrong. The usually dim and eerie light of Limbo seemed to flicker menacingly and she felt a shiver run down her spine. She could feel the realm was filled with unfamiliar presences. Something that has never happened before. Something that should be impossible. Only Tyson and herself should be in Limbo. But she sensed other strange and foreign beings. 

And the intrusion angered her.

Zeroing in on Tyson's distinctive aura, she made a portal beneath her feet. Within seconds, she arrived at his location.

The sight that met her eyes was one of chaos. Tyson was locked in combat with a massive creature, its twisted form vaguely resembling a giant vulture, with a beak-like snout, leathery wings, and grotesque, clawed talons. Large plumes of feathers covered parts of its body, giving it an even more menacing look. It screeched and lunged at Tyson, who was skillfully evading its every move. Every time the creature swiped or bit at him, he dodged. When he couldn’t and it landed a blow, his mutant healing ability ensured that every wound closed up almost instantly. His agility made him a difficult target, allowing him to land heavy hits on the creature, leaving it snarling in pain. She watched as Tyson dodged behind the creature. With one swift move, he jumped onto its back, using his claws to hold onto it. The creature thrashed and roared, trying to throw him off, but Tyson's grip was iron-tight. With an almost brutal elegance, Tyson in a single, swift motion, ripped the creature’s throat out. The beast stumbled, a guttural sound escaping its beak-like mouth, before collapsing heavily to the ground. Its massive body convulsed momentarily, its claws scraped the earth, before it lay still, lifeless.

Illyana, having seen enough from the shadows, stepped forward, her boots crunching softly on the gravelly surface. She had to find out how these creatures had invaded her dimension and eliminate the threat. But as she neared Tyson, a gasp escaped her lips. He had transformed. While he was undoubtedly still the huge man she recognized, now there was something... different.

His once human face was now more avian, with a prominent beak-like structure. His fingers had elongated into sharper, more vicious claws, much like those of the creature he had just felled. But what struck her the most were the leathery wings spread out from his back, their span casting an impressive shadow on the ground.

Illyana's brow furrowed, confusion and concern evident in her eyes. "What the hell is that thing? And what happened to you?" she demanded, her voice echoing slightly in the vast expanse of Limbo.

Tyson, his new wings flexing unconsciously, met her gaze with eyes that seemed darker, and wilder. "You sent me here," he replied accusingly. His voice carried a rough edge, "You don't know?"

Illyana could only stare in awe as the grotesque features that had overtaken Tyson began to recede. The avian beak shrank back, reshaping itself into his familiar chiseled jawline. The elongated, menacing claws returned to their human form — fingers that she had seen many times before. Most strikingly, the wings that spread from his back seemed to dissipate, melting away into his back. Within moments, the transformation reverted, and the Tyson she knew stood before her.

His once wild eyes, now a beautiful shade of amber, met hers. "Illyana," he began, his voice carrying a hint of hesitancy. “My powers... they're not like others. I can absorb memories, skills, even physical traits and powers just by touch." Tyson's voice grew more distant. "It's always on. I can't turn it off. I can't control it. Every touch, every handshake, every accidental bump... Creates a flow of memories, emotions, and abilities." 

Tyson gave a further explanation of his powers to Illyana. She took a moment, her blue eyes clouded with contemplation. The very essence of Limbo hummed around them, echoing her silent thoughts. "I understand," she said softly. Tyson could see the haunted look in her eyes. She shook her head. "Each of our powers is part of who we are. And we learn to deal with it." A moment passed before she added, "I accept your apology." 

He replied, "Uh… Thank you?"

She gestured to the now motionless body of the demon. "You said you absorb memories, did you learn anything from that creature? Anything that might explain why they're here?"

Tyson frowned. The memories he'd absorbed were fleeting, but he'd learned enough. "Yes. That thing,” he pointed to the dead demon. “Is called a Vrock. They usually moved in small packs, but this one was alone. They followed someone here. A... leader, I think. A demon or a devil. He found this dimension and saw it as a realm to conquer. His presence drew in other demons." Tyson's face darkened. "His name is Azazel."

Illyana's eyes widened. "Azazel?"

Tyson clenched his fists. "And I know where he is."

            

    
        Arc 1 - Ch 8: Azazel

    
    
    
    
                Illyana and Tyson trudged forward, their boots crunching against the uneven terrain of Limbo. Before them, a structure was being crafted from the raw stone of the dimension. Demons of varying sizes and forms worked tirelessly, lifting boulders and chiseling away at the rock.

"I didn't expect them to be organized," Illyana muttered, her eyes darting around, taking in every detail.

Tyson looked at her, "Isn't this your dimension? How can they be here, let alone building something without your knowledge?"

Illyana scowled, gritting her teeth in frustration, "I don’t know. For a long time, I thought Limbo was a part of my imagination. It wasn't until years later that I realized it was real. I thought no one could get here without me bringing them. I don't understand any of this."

As they neared the structure, they noticed something unusual. None of the demons seemed interested in stopping them. They simply continued with their tasks, ignoring their presence completely.

"The other demons I came across were hostile. Either these or different... or we're expected," Tyson noted.

Illyana frowned, but her confidence was unwavering. "It doesn’t matter."

Pushing the massive doors open, they stepped into a grand hall. At the end of it, atop a makeshift throne of jagged rock, sat what must have been Azazel. His skin was a hue of deepest crimson. Chiseled, sharp features carved out a face that was both hauntingly beautiful and deeply terrifying. His eyes were pools of jet black, devoid of pupils, making it impossible to discern where his gaze truly landed, yet one could feel the weight of his scrutiny like a physical touch. His lean and muscular physique was deceptively lithe, betraying his agility. Long, sinewy fingers ended in talons that looked razor-sharp, hinting at the ease with which he could rend flesh from bone. But it was his tail, a devilish appendage, thick and serpentine, that thrashed with a mind of its own, adding an extra layer of menace to his presence.

The devil’s face split into a sardonic grin, revealing sharp teeth. He was dressed in a mix of armor and cloth, with his tail swishing slowly behind him. "Ah, the mistress of Limbo," he began, his voice dripping with mockery. "And... a guest. How delightful. To what do I owe the pleasure?"

As Illyana stepped forward her armor appeared and the Soulsword manifested in her hand. "This is my realm. What are you doing here?"

He chuckled. It was a low, menacing sound. "Your realm? Sweet child, realms are meant to be conquered. And I have found this one to be... accommodating."

Illyana bristled. "You think you can just take over? I won't let that happen."

Azazel leaned forward, eyes fixed on Illyana, "You? You're a mere child playing in a world you don't understand. You're hardly fit to rule this place."

Illyana's grip tightened on her sword. "You don't know anything about me."

The red demon smiled. "Oh, I know enough. And I also know that you are not strong enough to stop me."

The tension in the room was palpable. Illyana and Tyson knew they were playing a dangerous game. But they also knew they couldn't back down. Whatever Azazel was planning, they had to stop him.

Azazel's piercing eyes shifted from Illyana to Tyson. "As for you…” he said, voice dripping with intrigue, “Who are you?"

Tyson's amber eyes met Azazel's unwavering stare. "Forgive my rudeness, but where I come from, giving a devil or demon your name is considered... foolish. It's said to give them power over you."

A slow, appreciative grin spread across Azazel's red face, his sharp teeth glinting menacingly. "Ah, cautious. I respect that," he admitted, leaning back against his rocky throne, the tip of his prehensile tail curled and bobbed. "But, regardless of whether I know your name or not, you're in my domain now. And trust me," he added with a smirk, "I won't be going anywhere."

Illyana took a protective step closer to Tyson, her sword glinting in the dim light of the chamber. "Neither will we, Azazel," she declared defiantly. "Not until Limbo is free of your influence."

Illyana stood tall, flexing her indomitable will. Regardless of Azazel's confident posturing, she could feel Limbo remained under her control. It responded to her and resonated with her very being. 

Azazel moved with supernatural speed. He vanished in a flash, leaving behind a puff of red flame and sulfuric scent, only to reappear instantaneously at Illyana's side. He appeared with a slender rapier in his hand. The blade whistled sharply as it cut through the air toward Illyana's side.

Illyana raised her Soulsword to parry Azazel's thrust. The metallic clang echoed in the cavernous room as the blades clashed and energy sparked and crackled from the point of contact.

Tyson, not one to stand idle, lunged forward, claws unsheathed and ready to aid Illyana. But before he could close the distance, Azazel vanished once more in his characteristic flame. The scent of sulfur lingered, taunting them with his elusiveness. Tyson skidded to a halt, eyes scanning the area, ready for Azazel's next move. Beside him, Illyana stood with her Soulsword at the ready, and her blue eyes narrowed.

A battle like no other ensued. Every time Azazel's flame-fringed silhouette flashed into existence, Illyana was there to meet him. They reappeared in different parts of the room engaged in a fierce dance of blades. Azazel's rapier, with its ornate hilt and slender blade, would dart out, only to be blocked by the gleaming Soulsword or find that Illyana had already teleported away. Each jump was a burst of light, be it the crimson of Azazel's flame or the iridescent shimmer of Illyana. As Azazel reappeared on a jutting rock, Illyana materialized beside him, their swords clanging in a burst of sparks.

And then there was Tyson. Though unable to match the movements granted by their teleportation, he used his agility and the environment to his advantage, he would leap off of or dodge around stone pillars, or vault off rocky outcrops, always trying to predict where Azazel would appear next. Every so often, he'd get the drop on the demon, slashing with his claws, adding another dimension to the battle. Tyson wasn’t well versed in sword fighting; it wasn’t one of Sabertooth’s skills. But it was clear to him that Illyana was outmatched in the duel with Azazel. Tyson’s interference was the only thing keeping her from being overwhelmed. 

"You fight well," Azazel acknowledged to Illyana during one of their brief pauses, a hint of respect in his otherwise mocking tone. "But Limbo will be mine."

Illyana smirked, her blue eyes were filled with a fiery determination. "This is my world," she retorted.

Azazel stared intently at Illyana. The intensity of his crimson eyes bore into hers. "Why fight me, child?" he began, his voice dripping with honey. "Look around. Together, we can rule this realm. Imagine the power we'd possess as allies, rather than enemies."

Illyana's expression wavered. For a moment, she seemed caught in the snare of his words. Her focus dimmed, replaced with a vacant glaze that clouded her vibrant eyes. 

Watching from the sidelines, Tyson noticed the change in her. He couldn't imagine seeing Magik, fierce and independent, swayed by Azazel so easily. He retracted his claws and approached her cautiously. Reaching out, he touched her cheek, the merest hint of his power flowing through. Illyana's reaction was immediate. A sharp hiss escaped her lips as she recoiled, the glaze in her eyes shattering. Her gaze refocused, the pain acting as a sharp wake-up call.

Tyson withdrew his hand quickly, eyes filled with concern. "Illyana?" he whispered, hoping she was back with him.

She turned to him, the fire in her eyes now blazing even brighter. "Thanks," she muttered, her voice filled with gratitude. "I owe you one."

Azazel smirked, not deterred in the least. "A touching moment," he taunted. "But it won't save you."

Tyson, standing protectively aside from Illyana, responded defiantly, "Let's see about that."

The characteristic crimson glow of Azazel's teleportation shrouded him. For a split second, Illyana thought they had a reprieve; she had been matching his teleportation by feeling his presence through Limbo. And now that presence was gone. But then, with an eerie stillness, Azazel reappeared. Not in an attack against her, but behind Tyson.

Without missing a beat, the sharp, gleaming rapier in Azazel's grasp pierced through Tyson's back. The shining point of the blade emerged from the young man's chest, darkened with his blood. It was ruthless, an executioner's precise strike.

Illyana's icy blue eyes widened in horror, her usually composed face contorted in disbelief. The Soulsword seemed to waver in her grip, its glow flickering uncertainly.

With a sinister smirk, Azazel effortlessly withdrew his weapon, its length dripping in a scarlet hue. Tyson crumpled to his knees, gasping and clutching the grievous wound. It was a haunting sight for Illyana, seeing one of her classmates sustaining a mortal wound.

Azazel, with a casualness that only heightened the gruesomeness of the act, kicked Tyson's weakened form, sending him sprawling onto the rough terrain of Limbo. 

He stepped closer, voice dripping with a sweet venom. "You see, dear Illyana, there’s no sense in fighting me. Join me. Together, we can reign supreme over this dimension and all others."

Illyana, though stunned by the shocking turn of events, felt an invisible pull, an enchanting allure emanating from Azazel. His words began to weave an intoxicating spell, and her mind hazed over, losing itself in the depths of those beckoning eyes. Azazel moved closer to Illyana, his eyes locking onto hers with an almost hypnotic intensity. The power of his seductive charm worked its way into her psyche. The devil's voice dripped with a silken allure, coaxing her deeper into his thrall. "You and I, Illyana," he purred, his voice weaving a siren's song, "imagine the worlds we could conquer. The power we'd wield together."

Each syllable he uttered dripped with a bewitching resonance. Illyana's resolve wavered, the usually fierce woman slowly succumbing to the mesmerizing dance of his words. The Soulsword dimmed in her grasp, reflecting the internal battle she fought against Azazel's beguiling influence.

Unbeknownst to Azazel, just a few feet away, the grievous wound on Tyson's chest began to seal itself. The gaping hole through which the rapier had pierced started to close, skin knitting back together with remarkable speed. But even as his body mended, Tyson's mind raced.

He could feel the power borrowed from Illyana. The ability to blink through space and this dimension. And with Azazel so focused on charming Illyana, he would never see Tyson coming if he attacked. 

However, Azazel was not one to be trifled with. He had already shown he could easily handle them both. With only a minute or so of borrowed power, the odds were slim. Yet, Tyson knew he had to try. To save Illyana and reclaim Limbo.

And at that moment, he launched his surprise attack. Tyson blinked into existence right behind Azazel. Without hesitation, his hand snaked around the devil's throat, fingers digging in, attempting to choke the life out of him. The moment Tyson's skin brushed against Azazel's, it was as if a tsunami of memories, emotions, and raw power crashed into him. He was momentarily disoriented, trying to discern his thoughts from the flood of alien sensations that threatened to engulf him.

He was one of the Neyaphem, an ancient race of demonic-looking mutants. He and others like him were banished to the Brimstone Dimension by the Cheyarafim, a group of angel-like mutants. Unlike the others, he could breach the dimensional void and return to Earth for brief periods, but eventually, the banishment took hold again. Regardless, over time, he would command a powerful following and develop a plan to return permanently. He was on Earth, with a lover, a blue-skinned beauty that could shift her appearance. She was not the only one. He experienced betrayal and regret. Over the millennia he honed his swordsmanship to a master level. He felt the depth of his teleportation abilities and knowledge of the arcane arts. He could feel the pull and push of the dimensional portals and knew the precision and control required. He was defined by ambition and cunning. His charm was an inherent power that he used to manipulate, control, and influence. Underpinning it all was his overwhelming desire for power and recognition.

Azazel was no novice. The very moment Tyson's grip tightened, the air shimmered, and both Tyson and Azazel disappeared, only to reappear several feet away. Then again, and again, in a frenzied dance of teleportation, each trying to gain the upper hand. 

The memories and experiences of Illyana flowed through Tyson's mind. He felt the connection to Limbo and utilized it to match the devil's teleportation as he clashed with Azazel. He struggled to adapt and blend the influx of knowledge and power from both Illyana and Azazel. He foresaw Azazel's tactics before the devil even employed them, countering his every move with precision. With each teleportation, Tyson's understanding of Azazel deepened, the devil's soul interweaving with the others inside him, shifting the battle in his favor. His healing factor mended any inflicted wounds instantly. His heightened senses, combined with the cunning of both Azazel and Illyana, made him a formidable opponent. He twisted, turned, and outmaneuvered Azazel, predicting each move and countermove.

Azazel, not used to being outmatched, growled in frustration. "How are you doing this?!" he hissed, his black eyes narrowing in fury. "Who are you? Mephisto? Lucifer?"

Tyson lunged, grappling the devilish entity in a vice grip. As he made contact again, Azazel's life force began streaming into Tyson further shifting the fight closer to his victory. The devil's eyes, normally glowing with malice, widened in fear.

“Release me!” Azazel spat, his voice cracking. His energy depleted rapidly, leaving him a weakening shadow of the formidable foe he once was. Azazel desperately tried teleporting; a burst of crimson engulfed the two, but when the light faded, Tyson’s grip remained unbroken. Azazel tried once more, again failing to free himself. This time they emerged near Illyana, who was just starting to shake off the remnants of the charm that had ensnared her. 

Panic set into Azazel's eyes. The fingers of his free had danced in a pattern that Tyson recognized, arcane spellcasting. An abyssal word of power squeaked past Tyson's iron grip.

Time seemed to warp for Tyson. With his heightened senses, the moment felt stretched. In the space of a heartbeat, Tyson recognized the sensation building around them. It was familiar, something from the depths of his mind; knowledge came to him from Azazel's understanding of magic. This wasn't a spontaneously cast spell. Its effects manifested too quickly. This was something Azazel prepared in advance. 

Private Sanctum.

As realization dawned, the atmosphere in the room changed. The few flickering candles went out, leaving only the afterglow of their light. The hum of magic grew louder in Tyson's ears, like the droning of bees.

Tyson's mind raced faster. The pulsing of the spell signified the barrier solidifying. Tyson understood; Azazel had the foresight to prepare contingencies. His thoughts whirred.

Private Sanctum disabled all teleportation. Tyson's, Illyana's, and Azazel's as well. Could he break it? No. Counter it? No. They were trapped… but so was Azazel. Why would he use that spell when he was already at a disadvantage?

Unable to free himself from Tyson’s draining grasp and growing weaker with each passing second, Azazel made a desperate move. His rapier, gleaming menacingly, thrust toward Illyana’s heart. The sharp tip of the sword shimmered as it sailed through the air, aimed with lethal precision. 

Tyson finally recognized the trap.

With his current position, if he maintained his grip on Azazel, Illyana would die. 

Tyson tried to teleport them both away but nothing happened thanks to Azazel’s prepared spell. Until the spell ended or Azazel willingly dismissed it, they’d be unable to teleport. 

Tyson relinquished his hold on Azazel, using his free hand to alter the sword’s trajectory. The blade missed her by inches as he deflected it away from Illyana.

Illyana, finally free of the trance, saw the scene unfold. She watched as Tyson sacrificed his advantageous position to save her. She saw the flash of Azazel's sword and the determination in Tyson's eyes. She barely had a chance to begin to react as the blade sailed harmlessly away. 

Tyson swiped his claws in a jab toward Azazel. Beside him, Illyana’s Soulsword blazed with renewed light as she prepared to join the fight once again, positioning it defensively in front of her. But with a mumbled word from Azazel, Tyson felt him release his spell. The crimson flash that heralded Azazel's teleport away was never accompanied by his reappearance. Instead, a thick haze of red smoke wafted around the spot where he'd last stood. It dissipated slowly, revealing nothing. No Azazel. The room, previously alive with the sounds of battle, fell silent.

Tyson and Illyana exchanged a cautious look. They remained on edge, their every muscle coiled and ready for an ambush. Minutes felt like hours, but the anticipated attack from the cunning demon never came. As the weight of the silence bore down on them, Illyana finally let out an exhale. “Do you think he’s gone?” she asked, lowering her Soulsword slightly but not dismissing it.

Tyson flexed his hand, feeling the familiar sting as his claws retracted. “I think so. I felt when he released his spell, he wouldn't have been able to retreat otherwise.” He paused, mulling over the experience. “When I held him, I felt… his memories, his magic, everything. He is powerful and cunning, but I think I took enough out of him to force a retreat. At least for now.”

Illyana looked at Tyson, a hint of gratitude leaked through her heavy accent. “You saved me back there. That's two I owe you now. Thank you." Her eyes roved over Tyson, a mischievous glint in her eyes. "I wonder," she began, her tone teasing, "was he afraid to fight us, or another devil? The look suits you." She gestured to his now reddish skin and the long, sinuous tail that snaked behind him.

The change had felt so natural, Tyson hadn't noticed when he grew a tail and took on the appearance of a devil. He considered Illyana might be right. The fight had turned when he absorbed Azazel's life force. His appearance may have been as much a factor in deterring the devil as his strength. Fighting two teens was far less daunting than fighting one who was allied with another hidden devil.

When their gazes met again a deep urge overcame Tyson. A small voice tried to speak, but it was drowned out by predatory instincts and a conquering drive. A spark ignited in his eyes, and Illyana couldn't look away. Low, cryptic words tumbled from his mouth before he could discern their meaning. "She kissed a devil, and in return, the hellfire no longer burned." His tone returned to normal and a sly grin plastered itself on his face. "Why don't you come closer and inspect? Tell me you like what you see."

The mischievous sparkle in Illyana's eyes dulled for a moment, replaced by an almost trance-like state. Then her eyes regained their sharpness and she began to walk towards him. With the grace of a predatory cat, she circled him, her eyes not missing a single change. The weight of her gaze sent shivers down Tyson’s spine.

"Hmm," she murmured, her voice dripping with a sultriness Tyson had never heard before. "The color of your skin, that tail…”

He swallowed hard, "Illyana?" he questioned, "Are you okay?"

She stopped in front of him, her face inches away. The intense look in her eyes was slowly replaced by her usual fiery spirit, but the sultriness remained. "Just admiring the view," she whispered, smirking. "I like what I see."

A chill seeped into Tyson's bones. It began to spread through his chest, then spilled down to fill the pit that had formed in his stomach. He could feel the power of Azazel's charm. He’d unintentionally used the ability on her. Illyana stood in front of him, her eyes were now uncertain; they reflected a mix of confusion and vulnerability. 

Tyson wanted to push away the intoxicating lure of this newfound power. He wanted to apologize. But then, another voice whispered in the depths of his mind. It was seductive and commanding, pulling at his basest desires. 

Use it, the voice seemed to purr. She's never been this vulnerable. 

Tyson shook his head violently as if physically trying to dislodge the insidious thoughts. Sabertooth's wild instincts roared in agreement with Azazel's sultry suggestions, and he could feel himself teetering on the edge of a dangerous precipice.

Illyana's fingers lightly brushed against his shirt. She looked up at him with wanting eyes.

Illyana whispered, her voice barely audible. Tyson was so much taller that he had to lean down to hear her words. Once he was closer, she leaned in as if telling a secret, but instead placed a chaste, tentative kiss on his cheek. Her uncertainty made her seem all the more appealing, stoking the fires of the primal urges battling within him.

"Stop," he growled, his voice low and threatening. But there was a hint of desperation in his tone, a plea for her to resist the pull he unintentionally exerted over her.

She blinked as if waking from a dream. "What did you do?" There was no accusation in her voice, just a lingering confusion.

"I... I didn't mean to," Tyson stammered, horrified by his fleeting desire to wield Azazel's charm maliciously. "It was Azazel. I…"

He could feel the internal pull of Azazel’s powers urging him to take control, to exert his dominance. But he was determined to resist, to prevent himself from harming Illyana or anyone else. He teleported to the opposite side of the cavernous room putting some space between himself and Illyana, hoping that the physical distance would lessen the instinctual pressures.

Tyson held up his hand to ensure Illyana didn’t approach. He delved into Azazel’s memories and began explaining. “He’s like you, he can teleport across dimensions. He stumbled upon Limbo by accident and he set about conquering it," he called out to Illyana, trying to keep his voice even. "Check on the rest of the dimension. I'll wait here until this power fades. It shouldn’t take longer than a few minutes." He didn't trust himself around her right now.

Illyana’s armor glowed a brilliant blue as she disappeared in her signature bright teleportation. The room was silent. Tyson focused on his breathing, mentally counting each exhalation. With every passing second, the allure of Azazel's power waned, the seductive call growing fainter. Several minutes passed, feeling like hours, before Illyana's distinct teleportation portal erupted in the center of the room. She stepped out, her hair slightly disheveled, a concerned frown on her face.

Tyson looked at his hands, relieved to see that the reddish hue of Azazel's influence had faded. "It's gone," he whispered.

Illyana's face softened, but her eyes remained wary. "There are hundreds of demons scattered around Limbo," her tone grave was grave as she reported, "It seems that when Azazel left, their coordination was broken. They're disorganized, but there are too many for me to hunt down." Illyana continued, "I should bring you back to the institute now. "

Tyson agreed. With a nod from Illyana, she grabbed his shirt and opened a portal.

            

    
        Arc 1 - Ch 9: Consquences

    
    
    
    
                The net gently swayed in the breeze, and the tension still lingered as Tyson's feet met the familiar asphalt. He could've sworn he glimpsed Illyana stepping into a portal on the opposite side of the court. It was as if they were caught in some cosmic time loop, or as he suspected, this was his first glimpse at how time passed strangely while being inside Limbo.

However, his brief moment of déjà vu was interrupted by a vision that sent chills down his spine. Floating above the court was Jean, though not the Jean he last saw. Her once gentle eyes were now colored a blazing red. Her hair, which usually flowed free, now whipped around her face and shoulders like wild, fiery tendrils. The very air around her crackled with energy; power radiated from her, almost visible like shimmering heat waves on a hot day. She was the epitome of dangerous beauty and Tyson couldn't help but find her captivating; he felt both drawn to and afraid of her.

He hadn't been gone that long had he? What did he miss? Illyana took a cautious step back, her movement revealing her concern. But Tyson barely noticed. The sheer power Jean radiated, was all at once awe-inspiring and deeply unsettling. The air was dense with a palpable tension that coiled around every living being, Illyana most of all, making her tremble with unease. 

"Jean?" Tyson called out cautiously. 

For a moment, nothing changed. But as the weight of Tyson's voice settled, recognition stirred deep within Jean. The intense glow in her eyes began to dull as the flames were replaced by a soft, muted green. The tempestuous winds causing her hair to dance furiously around her face began to diminish, gradually transforming into a gentle breeze that played with her tresses. The eerie, fiery silhouette that danced around her in waves slowly dissipated, melting into the air like smoke fading into obscurity. It was as if reality itself was heaving a sigh of relief, the very world exhaling as the tension receded. Inch by inch, she was drawn back to the earth, her feet making contact with the cool, hard ground. With the last vestiges of that potent, enigmatic force vanishing, Jean's hair gracefully rested on her shoulders. The hard lines of her face softened, returning to the gentle contours they always held. Standing there, Jean appeared fragile and disoriented, like a person waking up from a haunting dream, guided back to reality by the grounding presence of Tyson.

Before Tyson could process her change, Jean closed the distance between them and wrapped him in a tight embrace. "You’re okay!" she exclaimed, her voice thick with relief and emotion. The warmth of her hug contrasted sharply with the cold, distant entity she had been mere moments ago.

Illyana watched the reunion with a guarded expression, her fingers still wrapped around her Soulsword. While Tyson hugged Jean back, careful not to make contact with her skin. He tried to offer her comfort despite the myriad questions swirling in his mind. 

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Professor X's office was bathed in warm light, filtering in through the large arched windows. There was a blend of old-world charm and modern sophistication in the room, and it reflected Professor X's nature. He was a seasoned educator with a deep connection to history, but also a forward-thinking individual.

Tyson, Jean, and Illyana sat in a row opposite the professor. Their expressions varied from remorse to defiance, but all three had one thing in common. Apprehension.

Professor X's sharp yet gentle blue eyes took in each of them in turn. He steepled his fingers and began, "It is natural for teenagers to have disagreements. Throughout the ages, youthful energy combined with the quest for identity often results in confrontations, even conflicts." He paused, ensuring he had their undivided attention. "However, when those in question are bestowed with abilities, these confrontations are not mere squabbles. They have the potential to escalate and wreak havoc." Jean shifted uncomfortably in her seat. Her eyes met the professor's. The weight of her recent actions bore heavily on her. Xavier continued, "I established this school with the vision of providing young mutants a sanctuary. A place where they could be educated, grow, and hopefully learn to harness their powers for the greater good. Our abilities are a gift, but they also carry a great responsibility."

Illyana started, the edge in her voice was unmistakable, "But Professor..".

Tyson interrupted, “I take full responsibility for what happened. It was my power that started the altercation.”

Professor X held up a hand. "I'm not placing the blame solely on any of you. However, each of you must understand the gravity of your powers and the consequences they can bring."

Tyson added, "We didn't mean for any of this to happen. It just... got out of hand."

"Indeed," Professor X said with a nod. "But that is why you are here, to learn control, to understand your powers, and to ensure that they're used wisely."

Jean's voice was soft, "We're sorry, Professor."

The room was silent for a moment before the professor replied, "All I ask is that you learn from this experience and strive to do better. Each of you could have avoided the incident on the basketball court." His eyes landed on Tyson, "Had you communicated to your peers about the limited control you have over your powers, the entire misunderstanding may have been sidestepped."

Tyson started, "I was trying…” But he stopped speaking. From deep within his mind came an understanding. He knew that his power was a danger to all and if he couldn’t control it, he needed to be more aware of its dangers and avoid contact with others. “I’ll do better," he stated, the weight of regret evident in his tone.

Turning next to Illyana, Xavier's expression became slightly sterner. "Illyana, since coming to the institution, it’s been rare for you to be challenged by your peers. The first young man to truly do so, and you respond by banishing him from our reality."

Illyana's icy blue eyes met Xavier's without flinching, her accent giving her words a sharp edge. "No one gets away with hurting me, Professor. But we’ve settled our differences, it won’t happen again."

Xavier sighed and slightly shook his head. Lastly, his gaze softened as he addressed Jean. "Jean," he said with an almost fatherly tone, "We've been working on your control for years. We have made tremendous progress, but there's still much to do. I can sense that the barriers we erected together are weakening. We'll need to reinforce them in the coming weeks."

"I'm trying, Professor," Jean whispered, her voice shaking slightly. "Every day, I try. But sometimes, it feels like the power is just too much."

Xavier nodded, his face softening. “The power is yours, it's part of you and ultimately yours to control. You will get there eventually.” Believing his students sufficiently chastised, he changed topics, "Now, let's discuss your encounter in Limbo. I understand you had a run-in with Azazel."

At the mention of the name, Illyana's back straightened and her demeanor seemed even more on edge. Her eyes snapped to meet the professor. "You know of him?" she questioned, her voice carrying an undertone of surprise.

The professor leaned back in his chair, "I'm familiar with him from past events. During the early days, a rogue group of mutants, intended to start World War III, believing it would lead to mutant ascendancy. Azazel was one of them. His teleportation abilities made him quite formidable." Professor X continued, "I’m going to reach out to a contact of mine who is more familiar with the sort of threat he poses, especially considering that Limbo is involved."

Illyana’s eyes darted between Professor X and Tyson, anxiety evident in her features. She pushed a strand of hair behind her ear, a gesture she unconsciously did when stressed. "So, what do we do in the meantime? Limbo is filled with demons, and if Azazel returns, I can't fight him off alone."

"Sometimes, discretion is the better part of valor." The professor folded his hands neatly on his desk. “If you find yourself face-to-face with Azazel, the best course of action is to retreat. You're safe here. Even if Azazel possesses the capability to reach the institute, he would be ill-advised to attempt it. There are many powerful mutants within these walls, myself included."

Illyana’s posture shifted as she processed his words, the weight of responsibility for Limbo bearing down on her. "But the demons. Limbo..."

"We'll find a way," Tyson said reassuringly.

A hint of a smile tugged at Illyana’s lips as she questioned. "We?"

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

As the darkness gave way to the pastel hues of dawn, Tyson found himself wide awake before dawn for the second day in a row. He had spent an unknown amount of time in Limbo the previous day, slept a mere four hours, and yet he still felt fully revitalized. A quick assessment of Sabertooth’s memories brought him to the conclusion that his body required very little rest. Tyson showered and then headed for breakfast. No sooner had he sat down with a plate of food than Jean Grey slid into the seat across from him. The two of them sat in companionable silence, broken only by the sounds of their cutlery against the plates. Jean seemed to bask in the calm, explaining, "I enjoy the quiet. When most of the institute is asleep, the mental noise is much less."

Their silence was soon broken by the arrival of Jubilee. Bright and energetic even at this early hour, she bounded into the dining hall, her powers sparking off her fingertips in her excitement. She greeted them with a cheery "Good morning!" before plopping down at their table. Their breakfast became a little more lively then.

Near the start of the first period, Professor Ororo approached the trio's table. Her exotic accent tingeing her words as she explained, "I heard about what happened in PE yesterday.” Tyson had hoped that the issue would be swept under the rug. But he was surprised by her next question. “Outside of that mishap, do you like basketball?"

"Uh, Sure," he replied, pushing his plate aside. He was uncertain where this was going, but the professor had his attention. 

"Would you like to see a game? After the events that happened yesterday, maybe it's best if you get a night away from the institute." Ororo suggested, looking at both Jean and Tyson. 

He furrowed his brow in confusion. "Like an actual basketball game?" he asked.

In response, Ororo dropped three tickets on the table with a secretive smile. Tyson picked up the tickets. His heart skipped a beat as he took in the embossed writing on them.

Lakers vs. Knicks. 

And the date… The game was happening that evening. It was June, basketball should be late into the post-season. A quick inspection of the tickets confirmed these thoughts, "Finals tickets?" he asked incredulously, "How?"

Jean eyed the tickets with suspicion, her green eyes narrowed as she shifted her gaze to Ororo. "Is this a good idea, professor?" she asked carefully. "Tyson hasn't been here very long. He's still adjusting to being in the institute. And I lost control yesterday. I’ll need to spend time with Professor Xavier trying to repair the damage to my mental walls, and a basketball game will have thousands of people in range."

Ororo responded, looking at Tyson and Jean in turn, "What better way for you to adjust than bonding with your friends? And being together outside of this place might help you take your mind off your troubles, if only temporarily?"

Jean's suspicion lingered but she remained silent even though her doubts were not fully assuaged. Her instincts screamed at her, sensing the possible dangers that could come from stepping out of the safety of the school. Suddenly, Jubilee's voice pierced through her thoughts. 

"We'd love to go," she said, her youthful enthusiasm adding a layer of excitement to her voice.

Tyson glanced at Jean, but in the end, the opportunity to experience something mundane, something normal, was too tempting to pass. It was a chance to forget, even for a moment, the extraordinary circumstances that brought them together.

With a genuine smile, Tyson turned to Ororo. "Thank you, professor," he said. A blend of gratitude and disbelief tinged his voice. His sentiment was echoed in the voices of Jean and Jubilee, who joined in the chorus of thanks. Ororo merely nodded, her regal demeanor unchanging as she walked away.

Tyson watched her go, his brows furrowed in thought. Turning back to his friends, he asked, disbelief coloring his tone, "You guys normally go to games like this?"

"Nope," Jubilee answered, popping her ‘P’ with an exuberant grin. "But this is awesome! I'm going to get Kobe’s autograph… oh and Lebron's too." Her enthusiasm was contagious, causing a smile to flicker on Tyson's face.

Tyson looked at her like she was crazy. “Lebron?” He asked confused.

Jubilee exclaimed, “How do you not know who Lebron James is? He’s like the king of New York!”

Jean, however, remained silent. She sat with her hands clasped around her mug, her gaze distant. Tyson leaned over the table towards her. "Hey, Jean. You okay?" 

Her lips twitched into a slight frown, "Professor Munroe has always been harder for me to read, but just now it was much harder. I couldn’t sense any of her thoughts," she admitted. 

Tyson's brows furrowed, “Maybe she's been practicing? Or maybe this could be a test? Like, check the character of the new guy, see how they respond." His question hung in the air between them, causing Jubilee to pause amid her excitement.

The energy that bubbled from Jubilee simmered down as she shook her head in response. "Doubt it. All their tests happen in class. They don't do real-world tests until you start training to be an X-man." Jubilee leaned forward, anticipation dancing in her eyes. "So, we doing this?" She asked, her voice filled with an excitement that couldn't be dampened.

Tyson glanced over at Jean. He shrugged and flashed a charming smile, attempting to inject some levity into the air. "You heard the lady, her heart’s set on Kobe, there's no room for backing down now."

Jean, still somewhat lost in thought, nodded after a moment. "Yes," she chimed in. "Let's do this."

The day sped by. Evening fell and the trio gathered at the entrance of the institute sharing the excitement for the upcoming game. The sunset painted the sky as they anxiously waited for Professor Ororo. But as the minutes ticked away, their enthusiasm began to give way to concern. "Where's the professor?" Tyson finally voiced out the question that had been looming in their minds. 

Jean scanned the area, her fingers brushing her temple subtly in an indication that she was trying to reach out with her mind. She shook her head. "I can't find her," she admitted, her eyebrows knitting together in a frown.

Jubilee shifted her weight from foot to foot, her gaze nervously darting to the long driveway and then back to Jean. "You think something's up?" she asked the group.

"We don't have much time," Tyson said, "We need to decide if we want to get to the game before tip-off." His gaze locked onto Jean. Out of all of them, she had been the most hesitant. He respected her instincts and knew her powers gave her a perspective they didn't have otherwise. 

For a moment, Jean looked lost in thought, her emerald eyes clouded with worry. She chewed on her lower lip, something she did when deep in thought. Then she finally spoke. "I don't...I don't know," she admitted, her voice barely more than a whisper. "Part of me feels like we shouldn’t go."

Jubilee rolled her eyes, throwing her arms up in exasperation. "Dudes, can we not overthink this? I mean, it's a game. Just a game," she reasoned, her usual energetic demeanor replaced with an air of pragmatism. "If the professor wanted us to go, then that's what we should do, right? She might turn up later, it's not like she can't find us. She knows where we’ll be, she gave us the tickets."

Tyson pondered for a moment, taking in their words. He appreciated Jubilee's straightforward approach, but he also understood Jean's concern. A decision had to be made and fast. With one last glance at the time, he sighed, "Well, what's the verdict, ladies?" 

Jean glanced at Jubilee and then back at Tyson. Her eyes fluttered closed for a moment, deep in concentration. The faint furrow between her brows hinted at her mind reaching out, again searching for Professor Ororo. Finally, her eyes flickered open, a determined look on her face. "Let's do it. Let's go to the game."

Tyson felt a strange mix of relief and anxiety. They were going, but the sense of uncertainty lingered. Jubilee, on the other hand, practically exploded with excitement. 

"Yes! We're going to see the Lakers!" She leapt up releasing some fireworks from her hands in excitement. Her exuberance spread to the others. Tyson gave Jean a reassuring smile. Jean returned his smile with a slight nod, and the earlier apprehension momentarily receded. And so they headed out of the Institute grounds. Jubilee was already bouncing on her feet as they passed the gates. 

When they reached the train station, she gestured dramatically at the map scrawled with multicolored lines. "Alright, so we're taking the Metro-North," she began, her finger tracing the route on the map. Her tone was a mixture of excitement and seriousness, as she outlined their route. “The Metro-North will zip us straight into Grand Central Terminal." Her fingers then made a walking motion from the blue circle indicating Grand Central to the green square symbolizing Madison Square Garden. "From Grand Central, we have some options. We can jump into the subway again. Penn Station is right under the garden, but it's gonna be crowded. Then there are the cabs, but Manhattan traffic is the worst. Or, we could use our legs and walk the mile and a half or so. It's a straight shot down 7th Avenue and the sidewalks will be packed with fans." Jubilee sat back, crossing her arms and looking at Tyson and Jean with a triumphant smile. It was clear she was proud of her knowledge of New York's public transportation system. "So, team, how do we roll?"

Tyson looked at Jubilee and Jean, a playful smirk tugging at the corners of his lips. He flexed his arm and said, "You know, I could just pick you both up and run us there. Shouldn't take more than a few minutes."

Jean rolled her eyes but there was a small smile on her lips. "I appreciate the... chivalrous offer. But I think we'll survive the walk. Plus, it's New York. There's bound to be a hot dog stand or two on the way. You'll need your hands free for that."

Tyson laughed. He had been scarfing his face during meal times; it wasn't his fault, thanks to Sabertooth, he was huge. As the train chugged along, station after station, the trio continued their playful banter. Crestwood, Tuckahoe, Bronxville. The landscape outside the windows transitioned from the green, open spaces of suburbia to the densely packed urbanity of the city, their journey punctuated by Jubilee's sporadic information. "Fordham station, we're definitely in the Bronx," Jubilee announced, pointing at the station sign. "Welcome to New York City."

Despite being in New York City, the skyline was distinctly devoid of the towering skyscrapers that typically characterized the image of the city. Jean turned a questioning gaze to Jubilee, who seemed to anticipate her query. "We're not in Manhattan yet," she said, a sly smile on her face. "That's where you'll find the big, tall buildings. The Bronx is more... rustic."

Their conversation continued as the train rattled on, each stop bringing them closer to their destination and the excitement of the night that lay ahead. And despite the looming questions about Professor Ororo's mysterious disappearance, for now, they were just three teenagers on an unexpected adventure. Tyson thought Jubilee's choice of the word 'rustic' to describe the Bronx was indeed a generous one as he watched the borough rush past them through the train window. His eyebrows rose in surprise at the sights that greeted him. The institute might have been filled with mutants and their unusual abilities, but this... this was a different level of strange.

A man was dragging a casket down the crowded street, attracting a blend of curious and indifferent glances from passersby. "Is that...is that a casket?" Tyson said, pointing with a mixture of incredulity and amusement in his voice. "Who drags a casket down a street in broad daylight?"

Jubilee burst into laughter, "Welcome to the city, Tyson. It's not all high-rises and glamor. It's got its fair share of weirdness too. You see the strangest things and everyone just ignores it and goes on about their day."

Tyson was about to point out another eye-catching sight when the train's sliding doors opened, and someone entered their increasingly crowded compartment. As he turned, he was greeted by a familiar face. "Professor Ororo," Tyson greeted, genuinely pleased. "We were looking for you earlier, we didn't mean to leave you behind."

Ororo simply offered a placid smile in response. "No need for apologies, Tyson," she said. 

In a swift movement, Ororo pulled out a needle from her pocket and her arm shot out, aiming straight for Jean's neck. Time seemed to slow, Tyson's eyes went wide, but he wasn’t fast enough to prevent the needle from sinking into Jean's skin.

Jean gasped, her eyes shooting open in surprise and confusion. The needle was pulled out as quickly as it appeared, leaving Tyson and Jubilee in stunned silence. As the needle was retracted, Jean's eyes blinked rapidly, a soft gasp escaping her lips. Her body stiffened, the color quickly draining from her face. A second later, her eyes rolled back, and her body slumped sideways, unconscious, her head landing gently on Tyson's broad shoulder.

            

    
        Arc 1 - Ch 10: Repercussions

    
    
    
    
                "Professor, what the hell?" Jubilee hissed, shrinking away as the needle glistened in Ororo's hand. Ororo lunged for Jubilee, the needle slicing through the air. Panic erupted in Tyson's chest, instinct propelling him into action. 

His mind shifted into a hyper-focused state. Everything became crystal clear, the noise and chaos of the train drowned out. He wasn't Quicksilver or the Flash, capable of moving at lightning-fast speed. But he had absorbed Sabertooth, gaining superhuman reflexes and senses. Tyson shot his hand out like a striking jungle cat. His fingers closed around Ororo's wrist with a vice-like grip. The needle halted mere inches from Jubilee's neck, time seeming to hold its breath as the three of them froze.

He glanced at the needle, then back at Ororo. A flood of sensory data washed over Tyson, his mind spinning as he grappled with the scene unfolding before him. When his mind didn't provide the answers, he had to trust his body to do the thinking for him. His nostrils flared as he focused on the woman he held at bay. One of his most unique abilities was his heightened sense of smell. He hadn't just memorized scents. He could recognize and differentiate them, down to the most minor discrepancies. Ororo Munroe's scent was imprinted in his memory.

The subtle perfume of nature and the faint but unmistakable undercurrent of rainstorms. He first encountered it in the Canadian wilderness, amid the pine trees and fresh, icy air. It was an aroma he'd grown familiar with during their close proximity in the Blackbird.

But as Tyson's heightened senses scanned the woman before him, he realized something was very wrong. His nostrils picked up a different scent altogether. Where he expected the fragrance of impending rain, the scent lacked the natural allure of Ororo, as if a hose had sprinkled the lawn instead of a rain shower. The revelation struck him like a bolt of lightning, his grip on her wrist tightening. He realized that earlier today, the woman at the table, her scent wasn’t Ororo’s either, it was this woman’s. She was not Ororo Munroe. But if that was the case, who was she? And why was she masquerading as their professor? 

Tyson’s mind went into overdrive as time around him froze. His mind was so caught up in the thrill of new powers, the intrigue of the Institute, extradimensional forays, and admittedly, the novelty of the world and women around him. He hadn't stopped to remember the important details of the world he'd somehow fallen into. It felt like a dream until this very moment, this very instant, when reality - or rather, the movie plot - struck him. Everything fell into sharp focus; he was living the plot. In the movie Rogue, the girl whose place he’d somehow taken, was the key to Magneto's plan. Suddenly, every scene surged through his mind in a tidal wave of realization. The central plot had been about Magneto's desire to capture Rogue, to use her powers in a machine that would turn humans into mutants. A chill ran down his spine as the realization clicked into place. His eyes narrowed at the woman he was still holding at bay. If this reality followed the course of the movie, then there was only one person who this could be. The shapeshifter, the one who could mimic anyone down to the last detail. 

Mystique.

The face of Ororo Munroe stared back at him, but he knew better. Now, Tyson knew exactly who, and what, he was dealing with. His heightened senses worked in overdrive, picking up the details that most would miss. His eyes traced the outfit 'Ororo' was wearing. A long-sleeved turtleneck and gloves were similar to the outfit he’d seen her wear when he first arrived at the institute. It hadn’t raised any flags, but now that he looked, he noticed that it provided no opening for him to make skin contact. Clothes were like armor against his power. Mystique was no fool; she had come prepared, aware that his power required direct contact.

Tyson's mind spun with possibilities. His hand held Mystique at bay, but his other arm was occupied, the unconscious form of Jean leaned against his side. Another problem prickled at the back of his mind. If this was playing out like the film then Mystique wasn’t the only adversary lurking around. Sabertooth was out of the picture, but there were others. Toad, the agile, tongue-lashing mutant, and, of course, the mastermind himself, Magneto. The thought of coming face-to-face with the magnetic manipulator set his nerves on edge. Regardless of Tyson's strength, Magneto was incomparable. 

Tyson wasn’t his match, especially sitting inside a train car, which was essentially…

A giant metal box…

Tyson mentally cursed himself. The scene from the movie played out in his head. Rogue was kidnapped from a train. And that happened with Wolverine, Cyclops, and Storm nearby. Tyson only had Jubilee and an unconscious Jean as backup. He desperately needed to get off the train.

All these thoughts raced through his mind at a breakneck speed, but thoughts alone wouldn’t resolve this situation. Time was not on his side. He had to act, and he had to act now. 

The strain in his eyes was evident, struggling against the reality he faced and the choices he was forced to make.

"Sorry about this," Tyson murmured. One hand still gripped Mystique as he reached around Jean with his arm that was cradling her. The movement pulled her close to him in a one-arm hug. His arm was long enough to allow his fingers to reach his chest. He sliced his shirt with his claw, while still holding his unconscious friend. The fabric began to fall away revealing his well-defined muscles underneath. Jean's head slumped toward his exposed skin. He didn’t want to hurt her, but he knew what he had to do. He darted that claw straight for the imposter Ororo's face. The movement tipped Jean even closer. 

However, the faux Ororo tilted her head, narrowly avoiding the deadly swipe aimed at her. Her mocking laughter rang out. "Did you think it would be that easy?"

With a shimmer, her appearance began to ripple and change, her skin transitioning from the deep brown of Ororo's to a blue hue. White hair turned to vibrant red, and soon Mystique stood in front of them, smirking. 

Tyson looked into Mystique's yellow eyes, "You're making a mistake," he warned, his voice laced with tension.

Mystique smirked with confidence. The corners of her lips curled up. Even though he maintained his hold on her, the woman's body language revealed she was unconcerned. "Am I? Or is it you who has made the mistake?" she responded, her voice dripping with condescension.

Amidst the tense conversation, Jean, still unconscious, slowly leaned into Tyson. Time slowed; he felt the weight of her head, every strand of her hair brushing against his shirt. As he mentally prepared to count the seconds, her forehead touched his bare chest.

She was playing in a suburban backyard, laughing as she levitated toys around her. She felt fear when she first discovered she could hear people's thoughts. Her powers bursting forth unpredictably made her feel isolated and different. Whispers followed her in school corridors, children pointing and parents pulling them away. She struggled to keep the voices in her head at bay and was discovered by Magneto and Xavier. In her teenage years, she found her place at the institute, a home where she wasn’t an outcast. She was compassionate and protective of those she loved. She bore the weight of her powers with grace, always striving for control. She was a mediator, often the voice of reason. The mental walls she built with Xavier helped her in the battle between her immense power and her human side. Beyond the walls was…

One...

Suddenly, a sharp sensation pricked at Tyson's temples. It was as if a dam had broken, unleashing a deluge of thoughts, emotions, and voices. He could hear the distant thoughts of every passenger on the train, their fears, hopes, memories, and desires. It was overwhelming. The cacophony of inner voices threatened to drown him. Everything was laid bare for Tyson to hear. He could sense the mother's worry for her child, the young man's anxiety about a job interview, and the old woman's nostalgia for her youth. With Jean's telepathy now intertwining with his senses, Tyson felt a new level of empathy. He could almost taste the emotions. Sweet joy, spicy arousal, bitter jealousy; each one distinct. The power was intoxicating.

Two…

The incessant rush of voices echoing in Tyson's mind made him dizzy. With her memories, he gained Jean’s level of control. He felt the years of mentoring under Professor X's watchful gaze as if he’d undergone them himself. But Xavier had built walls to keep her powers in check. Without these barriers, Tyson was a raw conduit for the swirling vortex of psychic energy.

Amid the chaotic jumble of thoughts, one emotion pierced through the rest: anger. It was a seething, boiling rage. It may have come from himself or emanated from a passenger a few rows behind. But it didn’t matter, the sheer intensity of it drew Tyson in like a moth to a flame. He felt the burning heat of resentment. All that mattered was the overwhelming power of the emotion itself. It was as if a floodgate had opened, letting Jean's suppressed power rush through Tyson unrestricted. 

Three…

A wave of telekinetic energy, far more potent than Jean normally displayed, surged out of him.

Mystique didn't anticipate the raw power that encapsulated her. His hand remained locked around Mystique's arm, gripping her like a vice. She watched Tyson reach for her, but when she tried to dodge, an invisible hold kept her in place, preventing her from avoiding the attack. He brought his free hand around and clamped it over her face. The contact was immediate and intense, his large fingers spanning her features, from chin to hairline, and silencing any words she might have uttered. 

She was a young blue-skinned girl shunned by a world that couldn't understand her. She attempted desperately to fit in, hiding her unique complexion and constantly shifting to meet society's standards. She felt the potential to become anyone, or anything, with just a thought. When she learned to control it, the world around her became a canvas, and she was the brush, able to paint herself into any scene or situation. There was an alliance with Magneto, a kindred spirit who understood the pain of being 'different'. Their shared dreams of a world where mutants wouldn't have to hide who they were. She initiated intricate plots and battles they had against those who sought to harm their kind and felt the betrayals that came from friends and foes. She was a baroness, a mother, a terrorist, a crime lord, a murderer, and more; she had taken as many titles as she had forms. There was time spent with the Brotherhood, her dealings with other mutants, and her constant struggle to find where she belonged in a world that kept shifting beneath her feet.

As the memories flooded him, Tyson felt a sudden malleability in his cells. The rigidity of his form loosened, becoming fluid and adaptable. More importantly, along with Mystique's shapeshifting, came a certain level of mental discipline. Raven Darkholme, the woman behind the blue skin, had learned the hard way to compartmentalize her feelings, her plans, and her true intentions. This ability to maintain multiple facades without losing herself granted Tyson a fraction of relief against the onslaught of Jean's telepathy. Although it was far from perfect, Mystique's mental fortitude did give Tyson a toe-hold, a slight chance to filter through the barrage of sensations and emotions. The storm in his mind abated if only a little, and he could feel the weight of both Jean's and Mystique's presences, guiding and influencing his actions.

Four…

The momentary clarity that surged through Tyson's mind brought with it an acute awareness of the intentions of those around him. It was like a sixth sense, buzzing with a near-electric intensity. Amidst the din of emotions and thoughts on the train, one strand of malice stood out, clear and potent. Another enemy was nearby. 

Toad.

Tyson's eyes darted around the car, narrowing onto Toad just in time to see the villain's elongated tongue darting out towards Jubilee, aiming to ensnare her. She was still in shock from Ororo’s sudden attack and Tyson’s response. She looked vulnerable and unprepared for Toad's sneak attack.

Without wasting a moment, Tyson’s newfound telekinesis honed in on Toad. In his mind’s eye, he visualized lifting the slimy mutant, and with a forceful mental shove, Toad was lifted off his feet and hurtled through the air. The world seemed to slow down as a surprised look registered on Toad's face. Then, with a loud crash, Toad collided with the back wall of the train car, his body slumping down in a heap.

The passengers screamed, grabbing onto anything stable, their fear palpable in the cramped space. Jubilee, recovering quickly, looked at Tyson with surprise. 

Five…

Tyson moved Jean into the seat next to him. His five seconds of contact should give him five minutes with her power. He said to Jubilee shortly, “Keep her safe. Don’t worry about me. Escape if you can.” 

Suddenly, with a force borne from superhuman strength, Tyson moved. His feet pounded against the floor of the carriage as he lunged for the side wall. Mystique’s head was still captured in his grip, and she was forcibly carried along as he dragged her. They were a blur of motion, as they made contact with the wall, the window beside them shattered from the force, allowing the wind to whip around the train car. The train's metal wall groaned under the sudden pressure, bending under Tyson's superhuman strength.

The abruptness of the movement and the terrifying sight of their conflict sent shockwaves through the passengers. Some had been knocked down with Tyson’s monstrous leap or telepathic wave. Others scattered or screamed as they struggled to move away from the epicenter of the fight. Confusion reigned as they stumbled over each other, and tripped over abandoned bags and briefcases. Their panic created a chaotic tide within the moving train. 

Tyson's attack was swift and unyielding. Mystique’s head and upper body were embedded in the train’s wall. The potent rush of life force from Mystique coursed into him like a river. Time seemed to crawl as chaos swirled around Tyson. It was like he was the eye of a storm; all was clear and calm in his immediate vicinity while pandemonium reigned just beyond as passengers tried to escape his ferocity. His focus was entirely on his target, Mystique. Underneath the grip of his hand, he could see the spread of black veins, a stark contrast against the pallor of her skin. It was as if a wave of darkness was spreading through her, taking her life energy back into him as it did so. She struggled and fought, hitting his forearms and trying to remove his fingers, but he had her strength and Sabertooths, there was no comparison between them.

Tyson took a brief instant to remember a flash from Mystique's past. The tide of life experiences had triggered a familiar glimpse. As he parsed the memories, an evil grin spread across his face.

His fingers tingled, signaling the onset of a transformation. The skin on his hands started to darken, turning a deep shade of crimson. As the change surged up his arms, it felt like fire running under his skin, hot and vibrant. His nails elongated into talons, each sharp enough to cut through steel. Tyson's face contorted, jaw elongating slightly, skin pulling tight against high cheekbones. His eyes turned a flat black that extended beyond the pupil, engulfing all the white. His hair became a jet-black mane, and his skin went blood-red. A devilish tail sprouted from behind, curling with a sinister grace. As the transformation was completed, Tyson stood there, a perfect imitation of Azazel.

Mystique was pinned against the wall, his hand engulfing her face. She stared at him from between his splayed fingers, yellow eyes wide with a mix of recognition and horror. The malicious pleasure that bubbled within Tyson was unmistakable, it was a feeling of power, of control. He leaned in, close enough that the cool mist of his breaths tingled her face. His voice, deep and dripping with malevolence, whispered, "I'm back, Raven... and I want our child."

The weight of his words hung in the air. Tyson had tapped into one of Mystique's most closely guarded secrets, intending to twist the knife and make her squirm.

Tyson didn’t possess Azazel’s charm. But the devil wasn't the only one who possessed the ability to dominate minds. The car resonated with an unseen force as Tyson channeled Jean's overwhelming psychic power. It was like a roaring wave, rushing forth, seeking an entry into Mystique's defenses. The raw might behind it caused the air to feel charged, and the atmosphere grew dense.

Mystique had always been adept at shielding her mind from unwanted intrusions. Over the years, her mental barriers had been honed and strengthened. Her brain was ever-shifting, matching her appearance, making it difficult for telepaths to read her thoughts. But Tyson's uncanny transformation and intimate knowledge of her darkest secrets created a momentary chink in her armor. He seized on it without hesitation. With a focused intensity, Tyson bore down on her mind, Jean’s power acting like a battering ram against a fortress. The sheer magnitude of the mental onslaught was overwhelming. As he bore down, his new devilish form loomed over her. His face came closer, his whisper chilling in its intimacy. "You belong to me," he murmured with a cold certainty, "Forever tainted by my touch."

The psionic attack felt like fingers weaving their way into the fabric of Mystique's psyche, pulling at the threads of her identity, unraveling her. There was a momentary lapse in her once fierce demeanor. Her yellow eyes appeared clouded, filled with fear, confusion, and a hint of anguish. Her flailing movements seemed staggered as if trying to distance herself from the physical and mental intrusion.

The strong-willed shape-shifter looked fragile, shaken to her core. Tyson's words and brutal psychic assault aimed to leave a lasting mark.

Then, from the corner of his eye, he detected movement. It was as if the world around him had suddenly morphed into a surrealist painting. The metal of the train car peeled away, its rigid structure contorting and tearing open. It twisted and formed into metallic tendrils, all reaching out for him. Above, the roof split apart, unveiling the sky and the figure floating down.

Magneto.

 

He descended with his arms outstretched as if he were the Messiah himself. An aura of raw power emanated from his very being. He appeared to defy gravity, his descent steady and deliberate, resembling a deity descending upon his mortal subjects. 

Tyson’s world was a swirl of slow-motion chaos. The metal lining the walls, chairs, and frame of the train car twisted and warped under Magneto's control. Time continued to stretch, each second a lingering moment as the reality of his predicament crystalized. The metal looked almost liquid under the influence of Magneto's power, slithering towards him like some monstrous creature. He knew, however, that the supposed fluidity of the metal belied a strength that, under the control of an Omega-class mutant, would be impossible for him to break.

Despite the looming danger, Tyson was reluctant to let go of his captive. He could feel her life force dwindling under his touch, her energy ebbing away. Mystique’s eyes were wide with fear, the truth of her imminent death dawning within them. Yet, Tyson's grip remained unyielding. A flash of uncertainty flickered within him, a moment of introspection amidst the chaos. He wondered if his brutality was the remnants of Sabertooth's influence, the bestial instinct seeping into his psyche. Or was it a calculated move by Mystique’s influence? An unwillingness to give up a nearly defeated enemy. And was it Jean’s compassion that led him to consider releasing her? Tyson didn’t have an answer.

He didn't know who was more valuable to Magneto; his shapeshifting ally, or himself. Was Magneto willing to sacrifice Mystique, his confidante and right hand, for the chance to capture him? Would the mutant supremacist's devotion to his cause outweigh his loyalty to his ally? The questions spiraled in Tyson's mind, yet he knew, he couldn’t afford the luxury of time to think. He needed to act, and fast.

Under the perceived slow motion of his enhanced senses, Tyson sprang into action. His arm tightened protectively, almost possessively around Mystique. He was forced to shift his grip, halting the life force streaming into him. He wasn’t sure how strong Sabertooth had been exactly, but Mystique felt light as a feather, barely noticeable against his formidable strength. He thought of her as no more than an awkwardly large football that he had to safeguard from the line of encroaching metal as he stormed down the aisle of the train.

Every muscle in his body coiled and uncoiled, each movement calculated, each step precise. The Sabertooth within him lent him a predatory agility, the raw power to move with ease even under the most challenging conditions. Magneto’s metal tendrils squirmed like serpents, thrusting toward him. But Tyson was a step ahead. The confines of the train car served as both a hindrance and a playground. Fearful passengers became obstacles in his path, their cries and panicked scrambling adding to the chaos. But Tyson moved with a feline grace, navigating the turmoil as though it were second nature. He bobbed and weaved, sidestepped, and leaped, his every action guided by the predator lurking within. Each dodge, each swerve brought him closer to the train’s exit. His escape was near.

As Tyson barrelled forward, a sudden jerk stopped him in his tracks. Confusion ran through him. Magneto had planned for this eventuality. Mystique had worn a weighted vest beneath her costume. The pull of his power was strong enough to yank Mystique from his grasp. The clothes that she wore had not just been a disguise and an armor against Tyson’s power. But they also hid a contingency plan. Tyson’s strength was too great to notice the weights; when he delved into her memories, he’d been so focused that he’d glossed over any current plans. It was an oversight similar to the one he’d made against Azazel. He’d again failed to examine memories for any incoming traps.

But Tyson was quick-thinking. He used Jean’s telekinesis to halt Mystique’s flight, countering Magneto’s pull on the weights in her clothes. It left her hanging in mid-air. With a swift motion, his claws carved through the vest. The metal weights, now unobstructed, soared back toward Magneto as a collection of metallic projectiles.

The deftness of Tyson's actions had left only superficial scratches on Mystique's blue skin, minute cuts that marred her otherwise smooth surface. But there was no time for guilt, no room for hesitation. Tyson adjusted his grip on Mystique's body. The shreds of clothing still covering her blocked his power from draining her. 

With the metal released, Tyson wasted no time. The train car, now partially torn open by Magneto's assault, offered him a swift route to escape. He sprang back into motion, the urgency of the situation lending speed to his retreat. 

Suddenly, an impact akin to a gunshot rocked Tyson from behind. His feet staggered, and he bit back a grunt as the pain reverberated through him. It felt like being struck by a charging bull. His skin, toughened by absorbing Sabertooth, was more resilient than any human's, yet even it couldn't wholly negate the impact. The hits kept coming. One, two, three. Each blow slammed into him, a ceaseless barrage chipping away at his formidable endurance. He stumbled, his grip on Mystique faltering, but he refused to relinquish his hold. His muscles screamed in protest, but he fought against the pain, struggling to regain his footing.

At last, Tyson spun around, his black eyes flared with a mix of anger and shock. The source of the relentless assault came into view. The weights from Mystique's vest had altered into a pair of menacing bullets. He'd turned Tyson's clever move against him, using his powers to wield the weights into instruments of his downfall. Tyson realized he wasn't just being shot. He was under a barrage of cannonballs. The metal spheres accelerated to bone-crushing speeds under Magneto's power. With every hit, Tyson felt the ground beneath him shuddering, the strength of each impact echoing through the narrow confines of the train car. His bones broke with each strike, only to heal in time for the next.

Tyson had only been a mutant for a few days. Yet, he found himself caught in a showdown with one of the most formidable mutants on the planet. 
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                For a novice, Tyson felt he'd held his own. But he was no fool. He could see the writing on the wall; it wasn't promising. The frantic cacophony of emotions echoing in his mind was becoming unbearable. He could feel the metal around him pulsing with the life of Magneto's menacing presence. Making a quick decision, Tyson tightened his grip on Mystique. The safety of his friends and the numerous innocent bystanders drove him to create distance between himself and the rest of the train's passengers. He crouched low, his muscles coiling like springs, ready to release the pent-up energy within them. With a powerful thrust of his legs, he launched himself upward, using every ounce of his superhuman strength to clear the train car as he leaped into the sky.

The train continued forward, leaving behind Tyson, pursued by the hovering Magneto.

With a silent plea, he hoped Jean and Jubilee would be okay. Tyson engaged Jean's telekinesis and continued ascending. The gusty wind whipped around him, tousling his hair and rustling his clothes, but he remained steady, afloat by sheer willpower.

For a moment, Tyson enjoyed floating in the open sky. He’d cleared the buildings. He was flying. There were no hiding places here, no shadows to duck into. Only the blue, purple, and reds of sunset met his gaze. It created the feeling of a vast, empty battlefield. But the moment was broken when he looked down. Tyson could see the city and the glint of the rapidly advancing army of metal. A barrage of metallic tendrils, like writhing serpents, moved toward him. Each metallic fragment glistened ominously under the fading sun. And with it came Magneto.

Bracing himself, Tyson faced the onslaught. He lacked fine control over Jean's power and couldn’t fend off all the individual metal tendrils within the train. Now, without having to worry about his friends or the passengers, he could tap into that reservoir of strength and cut loose. Drawing his arms back and then thrusting them forward, Tyson directed a massive wave of telekinetic force straight at the incoming metal storm.

The metal momentarily halted in its tracks, stunned by the sheer force of Tyson's telekinetic push. But as the invisible wave dissipated, the army of jagged shards lunged forward once more, driven by Magneto's indomitable will.

He felt the weight of Jean's telekinesis within him, and for the first time, he recognized the immensity of her gift. She had no training to tame the vast forces he had access to. Magneto's experience overshadowed Tyson's raw, unchecked power.

"For a moment I thought I miscalculated, and you were Azazel. But come boy. You must know, you can't win this!" Magneto's voice echoed in the distance, dripping with a mix of confidence and condescension. Tyson grimaced at the truth in Magneto’s words. He couldn't continue on the defensive; the older mutant had proven too adept at controlling the metal around him. Tyson needed a new strategy.

Flexing his mental muscles, Tyson split his focus. One part of his mind reached out, wrapping around the spiraling fragments of metal, attempting to halt or at least slow their advance. The other delved downward, seeking a different weapon. Below, streets held parked cars, sparse trees lining the sidewalks, and copious amounts of gray-black asphalt. Seizing upon this, Tyson tore out chunks of the street, each piece a jagged projectile, launching them with a furious intensity straight at Magneto.

The air was filled with chaos. Sharp fragments of street clashed with whirling metal, creating a spectacular and deadly aerial ballet. Each asphalt projectile Tyson launched was met with Magneto's defensive metallic shield. But the sheer volume and unexpected nature of the attack seemed to catch Magneto off guard. 

As one particularly large chunk of asphalt narrowly missed Magneto, Tyson allowed himself a triumphant smirk. But his victory was short-lived, for the master of magnetism regained his composure. Magneto suddenly brought his hands together. The air shimmered around him as he created a magnetic shield. No longer would he waste energy blocking each projectile; instead, he'd let them come and his shield would deflect them.

Tyson narrowed his eyes, noticing the shift in Magneto's strategy. He started testing the shield by hurling massive slabs of asphalt directly at Magneto. But as expected, the chunks were effortlessly deflected or dodged, merely skimming the surface of the magnetic shield and diverting to either side.

Undeterred, Tyson quickly adjusted his tactic. He envisioned a new type of attack. Focusing his telekinesis, he began shredding the chunks into tinier, more granulated pieces, turning them into a barrage of high-velocity projectiles. With a deep exhale, he gathered them together and then launched them all at once, allowing them to spread out like pellets from a shotgun.

The result was spectacular. The sky was filled with a blur of these asphalt pellets, each one traveling with incredible speed. Magneto's shield deflected most of the attack, but a few found their mark, leaving traces of dust and scratches on his armor. None had the strength to harm him. 

It was evident to both of them. While Magneto had the advantage of experience and mastery over his powers, Tyson had unpredictability and sheer strength.

"Impressive," Magneto called out, his voice dripping with mockery. "But how long can you keep this up?"

"With Sabertooth's stamina and healing, I can keep this up all day. How about you, old man? Think you can match my pace? The better question. Which do you think will last longer? My ability to maintain this fight or Mystique's ability to survive my life drain?" Tyson shouted as he shifted Mystique so that his hand was once again around her face. Making good on his threat.

"It won't be long now. I can feel her waning." His devilish voice echoed between the buildings as he channeled Mystique’s acting ability. Tyson had no idea how long it would take to completely drain Mystique. His power gave him no indication if she was genuinely close to death.

For all the raw energy he was expelling in his battle with Magneto, it was this quiet moment, this threat, that held the most weight. Magneto, still shielding himself from Tyson's relentless assault, turned his gaze to where Mystique lay in Tyson's grasp. The fact that she was barely struggling was a clear sign that Tyson wasn't bluffing. The sight of Mystique, one of his most loyal and closest allies, in such a vulnerable state caused a flicker of unease to cross Magneto's eyes.

"Mystique!" he called out, his voice edged with concern. She didn't respond. 

"You may have the advantage of experience," Tyson continued, looking Magneto dead in the eyes, "but I have something you don't. Desperation. I have her memories, I know why you want me. This isn't a recruitment pitch, it's a death sentence."

Magneto's usual air of calm dominance wavered for just a split second. He was used to adversaries trying to get under his skin, but this... this was different. Tyson wasn't just challenging him. He was fighting for survival. 

"Young man," Magneto said, trying to regain his composure. "Let her go. This fight is between you and me."

Tyson's grip on Mystique tightened momentarily, and then, with an abrupt motion, he landed on the nearest rooftop and gently laid her down. She was weak but alive, her breaths shallow. He accessed Mystique’s power to return to his normal appearance, so Magneto could look him in his own eyes.

The stalemate between the two mutants thickened the tension in the air. Mystique lay limp. She wore no metal; Magneto had few options to retrieve her, and none that Tyson wouldn't counter easily. Tyson's posture exuded confidence despite the odds stacked against him. His powers granted him great abilities, and right now, he had leverage.

"Leave me free. Let me go," Tyson called out to Magneto, "In return, I'll release her. She'll live. And you? You can chase me down, hunt me to the ends of the earth. And we can have another one of these little dances."

Magneto's eyes, usually so sure and unwavering, narrowed at the younger mutant's audacity. "Or what?" he retorted, his tone dripping with disdain, trying to regain control over the situation.

A smirk crossed Tyson's face as he tightened his grip on Mystique ever so slightly. "Or I drain her dry," he threatened. "I will come for you. And even if I can't win today I'll have her ability. I could be anyone in the world. At best you'll lose track of me for good, at worst I'll come for you. Who knows if Toad is even still alive? If he isn’t, you’re alone. And I’ll be hunting you. You won't even realize it's me until it's too late."

Magneto's usually composed demeanor displayed a hint of concern. The two were at an impasse. Tyson was playing a dangerous game, pushing an adversary to his limits, and Magneto was caught in a rare moment of vulnerability, torn between the safety of a trusted ally and the challenge posed by a young, unpredictable foe.

Tyson’s threat was his attempt to escape Magneto. He fought the mutant to a standstill, but it wasn't enough. He knew his time with Jean's power was almost up. He hoped Mystique’s ability to bluff would secure his freedom. 

But he made a mistake. 

One that countless before him had fallen victim to. He had given in to the temptation of monologuing.

While Tyson was focused on Magneto, the master of magnetism had been working silently. Streams of liquid-like metal snaked their way up the building facade. It was a move so silent and so swift that Tyson didn't catch a hint of it with his senses or telepathy. As Tyson spoke, thinking he was bartering for his freedom, Magneto acted. 

Without warning, multiple metal tendrils shot out from the surroundings. They pierced through Tyson's body, causing him to gasp in shock and pain. The element of surprise had been on Magneto's side, and he used it ruthlessly. Before Tyson could even process the searing pain or mount any defense, the metal pierced through him completely. He was caught like a fish on a hook. 

Cruelly, the metal continued passing through him and the tip curled then pierced him again as if sowing through Tyson. Again and again, it began to wrap around him. It cocooned him, constricting him tighter and tighter. The strength he'd stolen from Sabertooth could not break the metal vice. His eyes once filled with confidence and defiance, now widened in fear and shock.

Magneto coldly watched the younger mutant struggle feebly. "You're strong," he admitted grudgingly, his voice dripping with both admiration and contempt. "But you’re no Azazel, and you’re no match for me. You’re a mere thief, stealing that which makes others great."

The metal tendrils had ensnared him in an agonizing grasp. Breaths came shallow and strained, and every inhale carried the metallic scent of his blood. While Magneto pierced him repeatedly, Tyson focused on using Mystique’s power. Her shapeshifting ability wasn’t only skin deep. As the metal drove through him, he quickly shifted his internal organs as best he could to preserve them, moving their position to avoid being punctured or destroyed. 

Despair began to overshadow his pain. He knew Magneto's intentions. In his mind's eye, Tyson could see himself, strapped and powerless, fueling Magneto's machine to convert humans into mutants. The thought of being used, of being reduced to nothing more than a battery, clawed at Tyson’s mind. His fingers twitched weakly, trying to reach out to something, anything, that might give him leverage. But the suffocating grip of the metal only tightened, biting deeper into his flesh, reminding him of his impending doom.

Suddenly, something stronger than fear, stronger than despair, surged through him. It was so raw and powerful that it consumed him, channeling into the remnants of Jean's power. His gold eyes which had dulled with pain, now lit up with a fire of defiance. Every ounce of agony he felt, he funneled into one final, desperate act.

A mixture of a scream and a roar emanated from his metal prison. It was a sound of pure anguish using the last of his breath. Accompanied by a telepathic pulse so strong that it brought those nearby to their knees. People clutched their heads, eyes squeezed shut, as a tidal wave of pain washed over them.

Tyson focused this raw energy, this collective suffering, on the one target in his sight: Magneto. An aura of fire erupted around the young mutant as he bore down on the master of magnetism's shields with all he had left. Massive telekinetic forces squeezed on the magnetic barriers causing them to fluctuate.

In response, Magneto's expression changed from one of victory to one of alarm. He retaliated by squeezing the metal coils around Tyson even tighter. The metal needles transformed, no longer just thread that weaved through his body. Now they morphed into hundreds of sharp spikes that punctured skin, muscles, and organs. They bit into Tyson's body, drawing copious amounts of blood and eliciting another gut-wrenching scream from him. 

The image of a flaming bird flashed in his mind’s eye. The pressure on Magneto's shields increased as it was squeezed with every ounce of Tyson's will. Every pulse sent a rumble through the world as if there was an earthquake affecting reality itself.

As the last of Jean's borrowed power faded, Tyson's world began to dim. He waned and the world went silent. It was like the city that never sleeps, was finally put to rest. The fight, the pain, the hopelessness — all of it disappeared as the darkness consumed him.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Charles Xavier swiftly gathered his team of X-Men. Illyana Rasputin had gone looking for Tyson at dinner and had come to him when she realized Tyson wasn’t in the institute. Her news about Tyson's absence from dinner was alarming enough. But finding Jean and Jubilee we also missing made the situation more pressing.

"Tyson is missing," Xavier stated, his tone heavy with worry. "and his friends are not responding to my telepathic calls."

Cyclops adjusted his visor and looked around. "Any idea where he might've gone?"

"I'm not certain. But we need to find them and ensure they're safe," Xavier replied.

Storm gave a nod. Colossus clenched his fists, the metallic thud echoing over his heavy Russian accent. "We will bring them home."

Logan didn't need any convincing to join the search, he'd come of his own volition. The connection he'd formed with Tyson from the boy having revealed so much of his past, was strong. As they prepared to depart, Xavier held up his hand. He telepathically honed in on something a student elsewhere in the mansion was watching. 

At Xavier’s heed, Cyclops turned on the television. A news feed showed chaos in the city. There were glimpses of flying debris, a train roaring by, and silhouettes of figures fighting. The headline screamed, "Mutant Battles Demon in the Bronx!"

"That's gotta be where he is. Kid’s always fighting." Logan growled. 

Without wasting another second, the X-Men sped off toward the chaos, the Blackbird jet cutting through the skies.

Arriving at the scene, the jet hovered momentarily before landing on a nearby rooftop. The X-Men swiftly disembarked and headed towards the source of the commotion.

The devastation was immediately evident. The entire rooftop and surrounding block looked like a warzone. Chunks of asphalt, torn from the very street below, were scattered haphazardly, evidence of a fierce battle. Bent, twisted metal snaked around the area, as though a powerful tornado had passed through.

And at the heart of it all was a sight that caused every X-Man to halt in their tracks. A tightly wound cocoon of metal sat in the center, with the still form of what appeared to be a person inside. Just a few feet away lay Magneto. His body was sprawled awkwardly, unconscious or worse.

"Is that...?" Cyclops started, but the grim look on Logan's face stopped him. 

Storm approached the metal cocoon, a sad recognition in her eyes. "It's Tyson," she whispered, her voice quivering with a mix of anger and sorrow.

Logan clenched his fists, his claws emerging with a slick sound. "We need to get him out. Now."

The team quickly converged on the singular goal to free Tyson. Logan approached the metal cocoon. With a determined grunt, he began slicing through the metal coils with precise and swift strokes. But as he peeled back the outer layer, a horrifying sight met their eyes. The innermost coils weren't merely wrapping around Tyson; they were cruelly embedded into his body. Thin metal spikes pierced through his skin and anchored him to the spot, puncturing vital organs and tissues.

Cyclops took a sharp breath, "Logan, are you sure–"

Logan silenced him with a fierce look, "We've got no choice. We have to get him out of this, now."

The sight was ghastly, and it took every ounce of Logan's willpower not to recoil. Each movement, each slight pull on a spike was met with a sickening squelch and the sight of torn flesh. Blood pooled around them, making the scene even more gruesome.

Storm's eyes welled with tears, "Can he survive this?"

Logan grunted as he carefully gripped another spike, using his claws to create a small gap around its base. "If he heals like me, he's got a shot." But the doubt in his voice was evident. The extent of Tyson's injuries was beyond anything they'd seen.

Colossus turned to the side and puked. When he recovered, he stood, frozen, unable to assist in any meaningful way. Scott ordered, "Storm, Colossus, go check the train station for Jean and Jubilee. Look for a damaged train car."

Logan's hands, despite being stained with Tyson's blood, worked with an agility that belied his rugged appearance. Each spike pulled out as much metal as it did pieces of Tyson with it.

"He's just a kid," Logan murmured, almost to himself, as he continued his grim task. The weight of responsibility, the bond he'd formed with Tyson, bore down on him. And in that moment, he wasn't just Wolverine, the fierce mutant with unbreakable claws. He was a guardian, doing everything in his power to save a life that he’d taken as his ward.

The last spike was the hardest, wrapped around Tyson's displaced heart. Taking a deep breath, Logan worked his claws around it. With one swift move, he removed it, holding his breath, waiting for any sign of life from Tyson.

            

    
        Arc 1 - Ch 12: Aftermath

    
    
    
    
                Magneto's cell was a stark room devoid of any metallic materials. The entire room was constructed of thick, transparent plastic, giving it an unsettling, sterile appearance. The only furniture was a plastic cot, a plastic table, and a matching chair. Even the bolts holding them down were made of a hard, non-metallic compound. The designers of the cell had ensured that there was not a single scrap of metal in sight, or within range, rendering Magneto's powers useless.

Despite the minimalistic surroundings, Magneto carried himself with an air of regality. His silver hair flowed neatly past his shoulders, and his piercing blue eyes stared defiantly at the walls surrounding his enclosure. 

Yet, even a man of his stature could not hide the signs of pain that occasionally flickered across his face. Encasing his leg was a thick, transparent plastic cast. Inside, you could see the angry bruise that covered his femur, a dark purple blotch that signified where the bone had been broken during the battle with Tyson. Every movement, every shift caused a jolt of pain that shot through him. Memories of the fight with the young mutant played in his mind. He thought of the raw power Tyson had demonstrated and the potential he possessed. A small smirk played on Magneto's lips. The boy had given him a worthy challenge, something he hadn't felt in a long time.

Magneto leaned back in his chair, his thoughts swirling. The pain in his leg was a mere inconvenience. In time, it would heal. But the world outside? That remained to be seen. The boy's power had changed things, had stirred something. And for Magneto, that meant opportunity. 

Outside the cell, guards watched the master of magnetism through the monitors with wary eyes. They had heard tales of his power and his plastic prison was a testament to his capabilities. But for now, all they saw was an old man in a cast, lost in thought.

The pristine clear platform, designed to allow visitors to access Magneto's plastic cell, extended smoothly with a gentle hum. Within moments, Professor Charles Xavier, using a specially designed plastic wheelchair, began his journey across the bridge. Once at the cell's entrance, the two former friends, now on opposing sides of a great divide, locked eyes. Their shared history, filled with highs and lows, was evident in that gaze.

"Erik," Xavier greeted.

"Charles," Magneto replied, his tone dripping with irony. "I wasn't expecting company. To what do I owe this visit?"

Xavier exhaled slowly, "I came to speak to you about your path, Erik. The violence, the anger. It's not the answer."

Magneto chuckled, a cold, hollow sound. "You always were one to preach peace. But the world isn't as black and white as you see it."

"It's precisely because the world is filled with shades of gray that we must lead with compassion and understanding," Xavier argued.

Magneto shifted, leaning forward slightly,  wincing with the movement. "Do you remember when we found Jean? The raw, untamed power she had? It was... beautiful. But you took that power, hid it behind walls, hobbled it with your 'teachings', made her less than she was."

Xavier’s eyes tightened, a rare sign of agitation. "I helped her control it, Erik. So she wouldn't hurt herself or others."

Magneto waved this off. "Control. Always control. That boy, Tyson, had that same magnificent power with none of the control. And what happened? The world trembled beneath it. And you… What will you do? Dull it? Diminish it like you did with Jean?"

Xavier’s voice remained steady. "What happened was hundreds of innocents got hurt. You did millions of dollars worth of damage and made a spectacle that had the world watching… You were fortunate he maintained his guise as Azazel in front of the cameras or you’d be in even more trouble. His deception helped paint you as a hero. And you’re even more lucky he didn’t kill you.” he took a steadying breath to maintain his calm demeanor. “I will guide him, teach him. Help him understand himself, and his place in this world."

Magneto leaned back, a smirk playing on his lips. "And if he doesn’t fit into your neat little boxes, Charles?” Erik gestured to this plastic prison, “Will you cage him too?"

"He deserves a chance, Erik. Just like you did. Just like we all did."

Magneto's expression hardened. "The world has changed, Charles. Power is the only language it understands. And Tyson... he speaks it fluently."

Xavier's gaze was unwavering. "Then I'll teach him to use that voice for good."

Magneto laughed, but it lacked genuine amusement. "Our definitions of 'good' have always been different, old friend. But by all means, try. It will be... entertaining to watch."

Xavier sighed, realizing that this visit might not bear the fruit he had hoped for. Yet, he remained determined. "Remember who you were, Erik, before the world made you believe you had to be something else."

Magneto's gaze held Xavier's for a long moment before he looked away. "Some memories are best left in the past, Charles."

But as Xavier rolled away, he couldn't help but wonder if, deep down, a small part of the old Erik, the friend he once knew, was still there, buried beneath the anger and the pain.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Inside the Xavier Institute, the medical recovery room was a stark contrast to the classic architecture of the mansion. High-tech monitoring devices lined the walls, beeping in harmony. A row of hospital beds lined the room, surrounded by various pieces of advanced medical equipment. The large bay windows on one side of the room allowed the soft light of dawn to pour in, casting a golden hue on the sterile surroundings. Potted plants sat on the windowsill, adding a touch of nature amidst all the technology.

By the bed, Jubilee sat, her characteristic glasses now resting on the nightstand, revealing eyes filled with worry. Her vibrant yellow coat, usually worn with such confidence, was draped over the back of the chair she occupied, leaving her in a simple t-shirt. Her short black hair framed her face, which bore an expression of deep concern. Her fingers played nervously with her hoop earrings as she watched Tyson, hoping for any sign of improvement.

Jubilee's voice, usually filled with youthful enthusiasm, quivered as she spoke, "Come on, Tyson. You've got to pull through." She gently took his hand, squeezing it with hope. She'd added a pair of gloves to her typical outfit just so she could hold his hand.

The room was silent save for the soft hum of machines and the rhythmic beep of the heart monitor. Until, slowly, a flicker of movement broke the stillness. First, it was just a slight twitch of the fingers. Then, his eyelids quivered. A soft groan emanated from deep within his throat, the sound filled with a mixture of pain and confusion. His chest’s rhythmic rise and fall grew slightly more pronounced, indicating his journey back to consciousness.

Jubilee immediately perked up, leaning forward, her eyes wide and hopeful. "Tyson?" she whispered, her voice filled with a mixture of excitement and anxiety.

His head turned slightly toward the sound of her voice. His eyes began to crack open, revealing slivers of amber, clouded, but searching for something familiar. As he tried to focus, his brows furrowed, a frown forming on his lips. The machines around him picked up pace, indicating the change in his vitals. Tyson's hand, resting by his side, clenched into a fist, then relaxed. His breathing became more regular, but the signs of distress were evident in every line on his face.

Jubilee gently placed her hand on his, squeezing it reassuringly. "Hey," she said softly, her smile bright yet filled with concern, "You gave us quite the scare, you know."

Tyson blinked, trying to take in his surroundings, his gaze finally settling on Jubilee. The recognition in his eyes was slow, but it was there, bringing with it a rush of relief to the young girl by his side.

Tyson's eyes, heavy with fatigue and lingering pain, darted around the room in a daze before landing on Jubilee. Panic flared momentarily as memories of the battle began to flood back. "Shit, Magneto caught you too? I had hoped I did enough that you got away," he rasped, trying to lift his hand but finding the motion more strenuous than he remembered.

Jubilee laughed. It was a sound that was a mixture of relief and disbelief. As she did, a tear escaped from the corner of her eye, rolling down her cheek and catching the soft light. "Magneto didn't get anyone," she said with a quiver in her voice. "We're in the institute. You beat him, Tyson."

Tyson's brow furrowed, the weight of her words sinking in. His gaze was still clouded with confusion and weariness as it met Jubilee's. "Didn't feel like I beat him," he mumbled with a bitter edge to his voice. The memory of being bound by Magneto's metallic grasp, the spikes piercing his flesh, and the overwhelming hopelessness he'd felt, all contrasted starkly against Jubilee's words.

Jubilee, picking up on his somber mood, squeezed his hand reassuringly. "It doesn't always have to feel like a victory to be one," she murmured.

Tyson took a moment, absorbing her words, letting them wash over him. A small smile began to form on his lips. "Guess you're right," he admitted, his voice stronger now, reflecting a hint of his usual confidence.

Jubilee grinned back. "Always am."

Tyson attempted to reconcile his fragmented memories of the last few hours. He shifted in the bed, turning his attention back to Jubilee. "So," trying to muster up some humor, "What did I miss?"

Jubilee's eyes lit up, sparkling with mischief. "Oh, you know, just the usual. Superpower showdown, dramatic rescues, the evening news drama. So, around here, a typical Tuesday evening," she teased. But then her tone shifted, becoming more somber. "When you didn't show up for dinner, Illyana got worried and went straight to the professor. She said you two had a telepathic link or something?"

Tyson shook his head. "We don’t have a link. Not as far as I know. I thought I had a reasonable resistance to telepathy and Illyana isn’t a telepath... But I'm glad she noticed. I'll ask her about it later."

Jubilee continued, "Then, your fight with Magneto? It made the news! You became quite the celebrity, you know?" She smirked, "But they think you're the bad guy since you were disguised as a devil and dragging the blue woman around… by the time the X-Men got to the scene, both you and Magneto were out cold."

Tyson's eyes widened in realization. "Wait, everyone saw me... like that?"

Jubilee nodded solemnly. "Yeah. Everyone’s going crazy about it. Claiming it's the ‘end times’. Magneto is in jail, but there’s a big movement to free him." She swallowed hard, emotion clear in her eyes. "You told me to keep Jean safe, and I did. We were at the next train station when Professor Ororo found us."

"Oh," Tyson interjected, a hint of surprise in his voice, "That's good."

Jubilee chuckled softly, shaking her head. "At first, I thought she was that blue lady again. My first instinct was to put up a fight, especially after everything that had happened. But then I saw Colossus with her, and," she sighed, "I figured if he trusted her, I should too."

Tyson let out a chuckle, "Sounds like quite the evening. Thanks, Jubilee. For everything."

She smiled softly, squeezing his hand. "Always got your back, Ty."

Jubilee fidgeted with the bracelet on her wrist, biting her lower lip as she gathered the courage to speak. Her voice was barely above a whisper when she said, "I... I'm sorry."

Tyson frowned, confusion evident in his eyes. "Sorry? For what?"

She exhaled deeply, struggling to find the right words. "I didn't help. When Magneto attacked... and that blue woman, Mystique... I just froze up... I didn't do anything."

Tyson's expression softened as he studied Jubilee's guilt-ridden face. "Do you know what happened to me after I left?" he asked, his tone gentle.

She shook her head, the glimmer of tears forming in her eyes. "Not really. They only told us it was bad."

He took a moment, gathering his thoughts, trying to find a way to explain. "Magneto did things... unthinkable things," Tyson began, his voice quivering slightly. "He used metal to bind me, coils that wrapped around and pierced through me. It was like being trapped in a cage of pain. Honestly, Jubilee, I don’t even know how I survived." He paused, taking a shaky breath. "And I never, ever want to see you, or any of our friends, in a situation like that."

Jubilee's eyes widened in horror as she imagined the torment Tyson must have endured. "But I could've helped! I could've-"

"No," Tyson interrupted firmly. "In situations like that, when you’re outmatched. If you see a chance to get away, you take it. Promise me."

"But Tyson-"

"Promise me, Jubilee," he insisted, his tone adamant.

She nodded slowly, tears spilling down her cheeks. "Okay, I promise."

Tyson gave her a gentle smile, reaching out to hold her hand. "Good. Remember, there's bravery in knowing when to fight and when to flee. You did the right thing. And look at us now, we’re all safe."

Jubilee stared at their intertwined hands, contemplating Tyson's words. "I know you're strong, Jubilee," Tyson said, "But it's different when you're an X-Man. With training, with backup... it changes things."

Jubilee nodded, recalling the times she'd seen the senior X-Men in action. They moved with a practiced confidence that she aspired to achieve. She yearned to be like them. She wanted to prove herself, to show that she wasn't just a young mutant still trying to control her powers. "Until I'm ready, I'll be careful."

Tyson's lips curved into a genuine smile, relief evident in his features. "That's all I need to hear."

After Jubilee left, Tyson realized the aches and pains had receded during their conversation. His healing factor, it seemed, had repaired all the damage he'd taken. He stood up gingerly, testing his legs. They held firm. Encouraged, he began to peel off the hospital gown. Just as he was about to reach for his discarded clothes, the door swung open.

Standing in the doorway was Illyana. Her pale blue eyes widened slightly as they took in the scene, and then a mischievous glint appeared. "Well," she drawled in her heavy Russian accent, the corners of her lips curling into an amused smirk. "You are certainly... how shall I put it? In much better shape than the rumors suggested."

Tyson was caught off guard but didn’t immediately move to cover himself; he had nothing to be ashamed of. "A little warning would've been nice, Illyana," he stated, grabbing his clothes and starting to dress.

As Tyson fastened his pants and reached for his socks, Illyana's gaze softened, "I just came to see how you were doing," she admitted.

Tyson, once fully dressed, smirked slightly. "Well, from the looks of it, you got to see everything."

Illyana leaned forward with her hands on her hips. The movement allowed Tyson a generous view down her blouse. "Oh, now so modest, mister sneaking peeks during class?" she teased, her lips curling into a mischievous smirk.

Tyson's eyes had been drawn downward to her cleavage. He stammered briefly as his brain rebooted. "I, uh... I mean..." then he grinned, "You know, that's hardly an even trade, what you just did."

Illyana raised a perfect eyebrow in amusement, "Oh, and what would be a fair trade?"

Adopting a mock-thinking pose, Tyson tilted his head upward, looking to the sky as his fingers tapped his chin. "Well, let's see... if the next time we're in Limbo… if I catch you in just your armor and sword, then I'd say we're about square."

Illyana's azure eyes regarded him for a moment, amusement dancing in them. To Tyson's surprise, she nodded slowly. "Alright, deal."

He blinked, "What? Really?"

Illyana's devilish grin grew even wider, and she leaned closer, "On one condition."

He raised an eyebrow, intrigued.

"Next time we're in Limbo, you help me clear it of demons. Then, you'll get your show," she proposed, the teasing glint in her eyes betraying the playful bribe.

Tyson's grin matched hers. He wasn't mad about being bribed to hunt demons, quite the opposite. "A quest. To save the princess of Limbo from demons. The reward? The hand of the princess herself."

“My hand? No. You’ll get to look, but no touching… With you, that’s dangerous.” She winked, "Glad to see we agree."

As she turned to leave the room, Tyson called out "Hey," he began, a hint of curiosity evident in his voice, "I've been hearing some things about a telepathic connection between us. But to be honest, I've never sensed anything of the sort. Have you?"

Illyana's eyes, which normally held a challenging spark, seemed to dim for a split second, a subtle hesitance flickering in them. This momentary vulnerability, unusual for the fierce mutant, made Tyson listen even more intently.

"Limbo," she began, her voice soft, almost nostalgic, "is a part of me. Even when I couldn't feel the presence of the demons, there's this... lingering sensation of the dimension that never leaves me." Her gaze seemed distant for a moment before refocusing on Tyson. "For some reason, there was a touch of Limbo on you. When we returned, from the moment we stepped foot on that basketball court, I sensed it. I don't know if it's because of the time you spent there or because of our battle with Azazel, but it's there. But during dinner, that connection faded. I couldn't sense it, and I knew you weren't around anymore. That's why I told the professor."

Tyson's eyebrows knitted together, processing their unexpected connection. "Thank you, Illyana," he said sincerely. "If you hadn't noticed that, I might not be alive."

A rare, small smile formed on Illyana's lips. The steely demeanor she usually projected softened for a brief moment. "You're welcome," she responded, her tone warmer than usual. With a nod, she turned and began to walk away, a subtle hint of satisfaction in her step, smiling to herself.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

The dorm room was filled with colorful posters, plush toys, and fairy lights. Huddled around the laptop, Jubilee and Jean watched, their faces illuminated by the playback. The video showed the dramatic scene of Tyson, disguised as a demon, locked in combat with Magneto. The footage, albeit shaky and grainy, gave a clear enough view of the confrontation. Tyson's form was suspended in mid-air, powerful and defiant.

"That's... that's my power," Jean whispered, her fingers lightly touching the screen "But how? He's so much stronger than I ever was."

Jubilee, her yellow jacket draped over her chair, leaned in closer, squinting at the clip. "Maybe he touched Magneto at some point? You know, borrowed his power? And it just didn't make the video?"

Jean shook her head slowly, her red hair cascading over her shoulders. "Even if he did, look at him. He's flying. And not just that, he's manipulating more than just metals. I can't fly or exert control at that magnitude."

Jubilee bit her lip, deep in thought. “Uh, actually Jean, You were flying like yesterday.” She’d heard about the incident on the court from Jean and got the rest of the story from the others in class. But watching the video, the sheer force that Tyson displayed was nothing short of awe-inspiring. "What does this mean?"

Jean took a deep breath, pushing away her laptop and looking into Jubilee's concerned eyes. "I don't know, Jubes. Maybe there's a lot we still don't understand about our powers."

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Inside a dark, grand room of a lavish mansion, a somber atmosphere lingered. The air, still and heavy, held the scent of aged wood and leather. Wall-to-wall, the room was ringed by past conquests. Heads of lions, tigers, and other fierce predators stared down with glassy, lifeless eyes. Taxidermied creatures posed in mid-snarl or mid-leap seemed almost alive, a frozen exhibit of nature's most savage moments.

In the room's center sat a man atop a luxurious leather chair, a bottle of vodka in one hand, a glass in the other. The deep mahogany hue of the chair contrasted sharply against his rugged tan skin and the white lion-fur vest that draped over his broad shoulders. His muscular arms rested on the chair's armrests, his posture was straight and dominant like a king overseeing his kingdom. Deep-set wrinkles carved from years of intense hunting expeditions and sun exposure crisscrossed his face. His dark, slicked-back hair, peppered with streaks of gray, framed a high forehead. Even in repose, he radiated raw, animalistic energy, like a caged predator, restless and yearning for the thrill of the chase.

The dim glow from a lone chandelier above gave his weathered face a ghostly pallor. His eyes, once bright and alive with the thrill of the hunt, now stared emptily at the glass. Every sip he took wasn’t for pleasure but for his disillusionment. The world's deadliest beasts had all fallen to his prowess, leaving him with a haunting emptiness. Tilting the bottle, he refilled his glass, lamenting, "Is there nothing left that can challenge me?"

In search of something, anything, to pique his interest, he turned on his computer. As he browsed the international news headlines, one, in particular, caught his eye: ‘Mutant battles demon in the Bronx’. Out of sheer curiosity, he clicked the article from New York City. A video clip buffered and started playing. The shaky footage showed chaotic scenes of a mutant in a heated battle with a red-skinned figure sporting a tail that ended in an arrowhead; the demon.

He scoffed, muttering to himself, "A hoax. Tricks of lighting and camera."

Yet, as he scrolled down, he was met with more videos, each from different angles and different sources. All showed the same scenario. The demon, with its supernatural power, was very real.

As the ornate wooden doors creaked open, a woman entered the room. Her tall, lithe form moved with a grace that was both predatory and mesmerizing. Her eyes were dark and almond-shaped eyes, her skin was a deep, rich shade of cocoa, smooth and unblemished. She wore a figure-hugging, forest green dress that had a daring slit on one side, revealing a long, toned leg adorned with tribal tattoos that hinted at her mystic origins. Her raven-black hair, full of volume and curls, tumbled freely down her back, with a few stray tendrils framing her chiseled face. Around her neck, she wore an intricately designed gold necklace, its pendant holding a blood-red gem that seemed to pulse with a life of its own. As she moved, the soft jingle of her gold bangles and anklets added a melodic rhythm to her presence. Her lips were painted a deep shade of crimson, curved into a knowing smirk. Every detail of her appearance whispered of exotic places, ancient rituals, and an almost supernatural allure.

Lost in his thoughts, the woman’s soft, melodic voice interrupted him. She draped herself over his shoulder, "What intrigues you so?"

He gestured at the screen, his voice laced with newfound interest, "A demon. In New York."

She leaned in, studying the screen. "Hmm," she murmured. A genuine smile crossed her face. He had been depressed for months, if this was what it took to get him back on the hunt, she welcomed it. "Perhaps this is the challenge you've been seeking, my love."

He smirked, the fire of excitement returning to his gaze. "If this demon is real, then I shall be the one to hunt it down."

            

    
        Arc 1 - Ch 1x: What If?

    
    
    
    
                In the vast realm of the cosmos, a tapestry of stars, swirling galaxies, and ethereal nebulae interwove, creating an endless expanse of celestial beauty. Amidst this great vastness, a curious sight caught one's attention: a radiant portal, tiny yet ever-expanding. This portal, shimmering with iridescence, offered glimpses into a myriad of realities and timelines, a mosaic of worlds within its depths.

Emerging from this kaleidoscope of possibilities was The Watcher himself. His skin was a muted shade of blue that seemed to absorb and reflect the surrounding cosmos simultaneously. His large head, almost disproportionate to his body, was a testament to his expansive knowledge, and his piercing ethereal blue eyes were windows to countless universes. As they darted from one portal to another, one could almost perceive the weight of endless eons and infinite stories they held within. He was the embodiment of silent observation, an ageless guardian of the multiverse.

"I am The Watcher," he intoned with an air of detached wisdom. "From universe to universe, I've observed. Seen the crescendos and abysses of each, the heroes, the foes. Yet, I remain, forever, a bystander. To watch, to understand, that is my eternal vow."

The voice of The Watcher resonated with an omnipresent echo that seemed to originate from every corner of the universe, "Time. Space. Reality. These aren’t merely stages of a linear journey. Rather, envision them as an intricate prism, branching endlessly into threads of what once was, what might have been, and what is yet to unfold."

As one gazed deeper into the portal, memories from the world unveiled themselves. But not as one might remember them. There was Professor Xavier in his iconic wheelchair, Wolverine with his fierce metallic claws, and Jean Grey exhibiting her formidable telepathic might. But peculiar twists interrupted the familiar. 

Jean Grey sat confined to the wheelchair, while Professor Xavier emanated an energy, a flaming aura reminiscent of the powers of creation and destruction... 

Wolverine, leading not as an X-Man, but as the head of the Brotherhood of Mutants in Magneto's place…

The Watcher continued, "Each choice made, every path either embraced or shunned, gives birth to a new reality. A universe teeming with its own potential, repercussions, and tales."

The narrative accelerated as the portal displayed its alternate realities with increasing urgency. There was Magneto, but not as the leader of the Brotherhood; he instead stood as a shield, safeguarding humanity... 

Storm's commanding presence arose, a hammer in her hand channeling the powers of a god…

As the portals surrounding The Watcher continued their dance of realities, he posed a question to the unseen observer, a challenge to one's very understanding of existence, "Why reveal these alternate tales? What purpose does it hold? It is a quest, dear reader, to expand the realms of your understanding, to challenge the confines of your beliefs, and to always ponder on one perpetual query: 'What If?'"

In the ever-shifting landscape of the cosmos, while other portals shimmered and danced, a new one emerged distinct and demanding attention. This portal pulsed with an unfamiliar energy, intriguing The Watcher.

He moved towards it, his flowing robes trailing behind him. As he neared, the portal offered glimpses of yet another set of possibilities. Each flash within it was a tantalizing taste of a story yet to be explored. Among the familiar faces of mutants, a new one stood out. This face had rugged features, a sharp jawline, and intense, almost fiery eyes. He learned this was Tyson, an alternate version of the mutant, Rogue. 

The Watcher, intrigued by the new portal, murmured to himself, "A play of fate, an alternate strand in the grand tapestry. What stories you must hold."

Diving deeper into this portal's visions, The Watcher focused on one particular reality…

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

The memories and experiences of Illyana flowed through Tyson's mind. He felt the connection to Limbo and utilized it to match the devil's teleportation as he clashed with Azazel. He struggled to adapt and blend the influx of knowledge and power from both teleporters. With each teleportation, Tyson's understanding of Azazel deepened, the devil's soul interweaving with the others inside him, shifting the battle in his favor. He accessed memories of the demon's tactics, countering his every move. His healing factor mended any inflicted wounds instantly. His heightened senses, combined with the cunning of both Azazel and Illyana, made him a formidable opponent. He twisted, turned, and outmaneuvered Azazel, predicting each move and countermove.

Azazel, not used to being outmatched, growled in frustration. "How are you doing this?!" he hissed, his black eyes narrowing in fury. "Who are you? Mephisto? Lucifer?"

Tyson lunged, grappling the devilish entity in a vice grip. As he made contact again, Azazel's life force began streaming into Tyson further shifting the fight closer to his victory. The devil's eyes, normally glowing with malice, widened in fear.

“Release me!” Azazel spat, his voice cracking. His energy depleted rapidly, leaving him a weakening shadow of the formidable foe he once was. Azazel desperately tried teleporting; a burst of crimson engulfed the two, but when the light faded, Tyson’s grip remained unbroken. Azazel tried once more, again failing to free himself. This time they emerged near Illyana, who was just starting to shake off the remnants of the charm that had ensnared her. 

Panic set into Azazel's eyes. The fingers of his free had danced in a pattern that Tyson recognized, arcane spellcasting. An abyssal word of power squeaked past Tyson's iron grip.

Time seemed to warp for Tyson. With his heightened senses, the moment felt stretched. In the space of a heartbeat, Tyson recognized the sensation building around them. It was familiar, something from the depths of his mind; knowledge came to him from Azazel's understanding of magic. This wasn't a spontaneously cast spell. Its effects manifested too quickly. This was something Azazel prepared in advance. 

Private Sanctum.

As realization dawned, the atmosphere in the room changed. The few flickering candles went out, leaving only the afterglow of their light. The hum of magic grew louder in Tyson's ears, like the droning of bees.

Tyson's mind raced faster. The pulsing of the spell signified the barrier solidifying. Tyson understood; Azazel had the foresight to prepare contingencies. His thoughts whirred.

Private Sanctum disabled all teleportation. Tyson's, Illyana's, and Azazel's as well. Could he break it? No. Counter it? No. They were trapped… but so was Azazel. Why would he use that spell when he was already at a disadvantage?

Unable to free himself from Tyson’s draining grasp and growing weaker with each passing second, Azazel made a desperate move. His rapier, gleaming menacingly, thrust toward Illyana’s heart. The sharp tip of the sword shimmered as it sailed through the air, aimed with lethal precision. 

Tyson finally recognized the trap.

With his current position, if he maintained his grip on Azazel, Illyana would die. 

Tyson tried to teleport them both away but nothing happened thanks to Azazel’s prepared spell. Until the spell ended or Azazel willingly dismissed it, they’d be unable to teleport. 

Illyana’s eyes widened in shock as the sleek rapier pierced her chest, its cold and gleaming tip protruding from her back. For a moment, time seemed to stand still. Tyson could see the flickering light in Illyana's eyes, the surprise turning to pain. Blood started to seep out, staining her clothes in dark crimson.

Tyson's grip on Azazel only tightened, anger radiating from his very core. But Azazel's face didn’t register triumph, only terror. The spell and tactics that were meant to be his escape had backfired. Instead of freeing him, the spell had trapped him there with an enraged Tyson, and Illyana, who lay wounded, her life force ebbing away.

Tyson could feel Azazel’s panic, the thrum of his heartbeat, the desperation as he tried to break free. But it was all in vain. Azazel's struggles grew weaker with every passing moment, his once formidable strength fading. The very life force that had sustained him for centuries was now being drained away.

Illyana, with her last ounce of strength, whispered in her thick Russian accent, "Finish him, Tyson. For both of us."

As the last remnants of Azazel’s life ebbed away, Tyson felt a surge of power, the culmination of everything the ancient mutant had ever been, now a part of him. A rush of memories, experiences, and emotions flooded into Tyson. It was like a dam had broken, a torrent of information and raw energy pouring into him. He could feel the weight of ages, the wisdom, the treachery, and the sheer might of the ancient mutant. The once proud devil lay lifeless, defeated by his desperation and Tyson's relentless determination.

With Azazel's life force fully assimilated, Tyson turned swiftly to Illyana, his mind racing. The sheen of sweat on her forehead and the weak rise and fall of her chest told him he didn't have much time. Through the rush of Azazel’s memories — years of mystical incantations and forbidden rituals — one spell stood out like a beacon.

Life Transference.

The concept was straightforward: exchange your own vitality to mend another. The spell dealt double the damage to the caster versus what it healed on the target. In the hands of anyone else, the cost might be too great. But Tyson's unique healing factor changed the stakes.

Gathering his focus, Tyson began the incantation, his fingers moving in precise, deliberate motions. A symphony of ethereal blue and gold sparkles, reminiscent of a cosmic dance, spiraled from his hands, echoing the visual spectacle of the sorcerers he remembered in the films.

As the magic of the spell settled in, pain surged through Tyson's body. Jagged wounds, deep gashes, and bloody punctures appeared spontaneously across his skin, each injury representing the life force he was surrendering. The pain was intense, a raw sensation that would've brought anyone else to their knees. But for every wound that opened, his healing factor responded with rapid vigor, sealing the cuts almost as soon as they appeared.

Illyana's eyelids fluttered, her blue eyes trying to focus. Through labored breaths, she managed to utter, "What... are you doing?"

"Just hold on, Illyana," Tyson replied, maintaining the intricate dance of his fingers as the magic flowed. "You’ll get through this."

The magical energy swirled and tightened, concentrating into a bright beam that connected Tyson to Illyana. The light seemed to breathe life back into her, the pallor of her skin brightening, the depth of her wounds lessening. When the last remnants of the spell dissipated, Tyson, exhausted but whole, looked down to see Illyana's eyes clear and focused. She took a deep breath, feeling strength return to her limbs.

Illyana looked at Tyson, a hint of gratitude leaked through her heavy accent. “You saved me. That's two I owe you now. Thank you." Her eyes roved over Tyson, a mischievous glint in her eyes. "Not sure if the look suits you, you just healed me, like an angel, but you look like a devil." 

The change had felt so natural, Tyson hadn't noticed when he grew a tail and took on the appearance of a devil. When their gazes met again a deep urge overcame Tyson. A small voice tried to speak, but it was drowned out by predatory instincts and a conquering drive. A spark ignited in his eyes, and Illyana couldn't look away. Low, cryptic words tumbled from his mouth before he could discern their meaning. "She kissed a devil, and in return, the hellfire no longer burned." His tone returned to normal and a sly grin plastered itself on his face. "Tell me you like what you see."

The mischievous sparkle in Illyana's eyes dulled for a moment, replaced by an almost trance-like state. Then her eyes regained their sharpness "Hmm," she murmured, her voice dripping with a sultriness Tyson had never heard before. "The color of your skin, that tail…” She leaned in, her face inches away. The intense look in her eyes was slowly replaced by her usual fiery spirit, but the sultriness remained. "Just admiring the view," she whispered, smirking. "I like what I see."

Tyson could feel the power of Azazel's charm. He’d unintentionally used the ability on her. Illyana’s eyes were now uncertain; they reflected a mix of confusion and vulnerability. He wanted to push away the intoxicating lure of this newfound power. He wanted to apologize. But then, another voice whispered in the depths of his mind. It was seductive and commanding, pulling at his basest desires. 

Use it, the voice seemed to purr. She's never been this vulnerable. 

Tyson shook his head violently as if physically trying to dislodge the insidious thoughts. Sabertooth's wild instincts roared in agreement with Azazel's sultry suggestions, and he could feel himself teetering on the edge of a dangerous precipice.

Illyana's fingers lightly brushed against his shirt. She looked up at him with wanting eyes.

Illyana whispered, her voice barely audible. Tyson leaned down to hear her words. Once he was closer, she leaned in as if telling a secret, but instead placed a chaste, tentative kiss on his cheek. Her uncertainty made her seem all the more appealing, stoking the fires of the primal urges battling within him.

The newfound power coursing through Tyson's veins was intoxicating, and it became harder and harder for him to resist its allure. There was a rawness, a savage intensity that threatened to sweep away his reason and restraint. And for just a moment, he surrendered to it.

He turned to Illyana, and with a surge of will, pressed into her mind. Her usually fierce blue eyes became cloudy, distant, and vulnerable. They were the eyes of someone awaiting direction.

"Illyana," Tyson's voice held a command, a deep resonance that seemed almost inhuman. "Azazel referred to you as the Mistress of Limbo."

A shiver ran through her, the words piercing her very being. Her expression changed, becoming less defensive and more submissive, ready to obey.

With a wicked, almost predatory grin, Tyson continued, "Every king needs a mistress or two. You, Illyana, are mine, as is Limbo. From this point on, and forever forward."

Illyana's lips parted, her voice coming out in a soft, almost dreamlike whisper, "I am yours, Tyson. Limbo and I, we are yours to command."

The powerful declaration hung in the air between them, charged with the weight of Tyson's newfound authority and Illyana's submission. For a heartbeat, the world seemed to pause, awaiting the next chapter in their intertwined fates.

The energy crackling between Tyson and Illyana was almost tangible. With the weight of the power he now wielded, he leaned in, capturing Illyana's lips with his own. The kiss was passionate, and as their lips met, Tyson felt the rush of her life force flowing into him. Illyana's reaction was almost unexpected. She pressed closer, deepening the kiss as if she felt no pain as her fingers curled into his shirt. Their shared powers surged and created a bond that was more profound than mere physical connection. 

But as quickly as the fervor rose, Tyson realized the danger and pulled away, ensuring he didn’t drain her of too much. Their breaths mingled in the space between them, both a little dazed from the intensity.

As their lips parted, Tyson felt something shift within him. The connection he'd had to Limbo through Illyana's powers became something more — it was now a part of him, woven into his very being. A sense of dominion settled on his shoulders, anchoring him to the chaotic dimension.

Illyana's eyes, still glazed with passion, sought his. With a sense of determination, Tyson wrapped an arm around her waist, drawing her close. He accessed Azazel’s shapeshifting ability and returned himself to his previous non-demonic appearance. The Sanctum spell was still active, so he lifted Illyana up in a bridal carry and brought her outside of the structure. 

Tyson summoned a swirling portal, its edges shimmering with otherworldly light. Without hesitation, the pair stepped through, leaving behind the dimension of Limbo. Moments later, they emerged in the familiar surroundings of Xavier’s Institute.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

The face of Ororo Munroe stared back at him, but he knew better. Tyson knew exactly who, and what, he was dealing with. 

Mystique.

His heightened senses worked in overdrive, picking up the details that most would miss. His eyes traced the outfit 'Ororo' was wearing. A long-sleeved turtleneck and gloves were similar to the outfit he’d seen her wear when he first arrived at the institute. It hadn’t raised any flags, but now that he looked, he noticed that it provided no opening for him to make skin contact. Clothes were like armor against his power. Mystique was no fool; she had come prepared, aware that his power required direct contact.

Tyson's mind spun with possibilities. His hand held Mystique at bay, but his other arm was occupied, the unconscious form of Jean leaned against his side. Another problem prickled at the back of his mind. If this was playing out like the film then Mystique wasn’t the only adversary lurking around. Sabertooth was out of the picture, but there were others. Toad, the agile, tongue-lashing mutant, and, of course, the mastermind himself, Magneto. The thought of coming face-to-face with the magnetic manipulator set his nerves on edge. Especially sitting inside a train car, which was essentially…

A giant metal box…

Tyson mentally cursed himself. The scene from the movie played out in his head. Rogue was kidnapped from a train. And that happened with Wolverine, Cyclops, and Storm nearby. Tyson only had Jubilee and an unconscious Jean as backup. 

All these thoughts raced through his mind at a breakneck speed, but thoughts alone wouldn’t resolve this situation. Time was not on his side. He had to act, and he had to act now. 

With a sharp surge of regret, Tyson let Jean's unconscious form slump to the floor. He knew it was a harsh move, but it was a necessary one. As long as the plot of the movie stayed on course, the antagonists had only one target - him. Jean, though incapacitated, was momentarily safe.

His powerful hand remained locked around Mystique's arm, gripping her like a vice. Swift as a striking cobra, he brought his free hand around and clamped it around her neck. His large fingers cut off the blood supply to her head and silenced any words she might have uttered. The only thing preventing her life force from being stolen was the turtleneck crushed against her skin.

Suddenly, with a force borne from superhuman strength, Tyson moved. His feet pounded against the floor of the carriage as he lunged for the side wall. Mystique’s head was still captured in his grip, and she was forcibly carried along as he dragged her. They were a blur of motion, as they made contact with the wall, the window beside them shattered from the force, allowing the wind to whip around the train car. The train's metal wall groaned under the sudden pressure, bending under Tyson's superhuman strength.

The abruptness of the movement and the terrifying sight of their conflict sent shockwaves through the passengers. Some had been knocked down with Tyson’s monstrous leap. Others scattered or screamed as they struggled to move away from the epicenter of the fight. Confusion reigned as they stumbled over each other, and tripped over abandoned bags and briefcases. Their panic created a chaotic tide within the moving train. 

Tyson's attack was swift and unyielding. Mystique’s head and upper body were embedded in the train’s wall. Time seemed to crawl as chaos swirled around Tyson. It was like he was the eye of a storm; all was clear and calm in his immediate vicinity while pandemonium reigned just beyond. His focus was entirely on his target, Mystique. She struggled and fought, hitting his forearms, but he had Azazel’s strength and Sabertooths, there was no comparison between them.

Seeing Mystique’s true form had unlocked a deluge of Azazel’s memories. As he parsed their shared past, an evil grin spread across his face.

His fingers tingled, signaling the onset of a transformation. The skin on his hands started to darken, turning a deep shade of crimson. As the change surged up his arms, it felt like fire running under his skin, hot and vibrant. His nails elongated into talons, each sharp enough to cut through steel. Tyson's face contorted, jaw elongating slightly, skin pulling tight against high cheekbones. His eyes turned a flat black that extended beyond the pupil, engulfing all the white. His hair became a jet-black mane, and his skin went blood-red. A devilish tail sprouted from behind, curling with a sinister grace. As the transformation was completed, Tyson stood there, a perfect imitation of Azazel.

Mystique was pinned against the wall. She stared at him, yellow eyes wide with a mix of recognition and horror. The malicious pleasure that bubbled within Tyson was unmistakable, it was a feeling of power, of control. He leaned in, close enough that the cool mist of his breaths tingled her face. His voice, deep and dripping with malevolence, whispered, "I'm back, Raven... and I want our child."

The weight of his words hung in the air. Tyson had tapped into one of Mystique's most closely guarded secrets, intending to twist the knife and make her squirm.

Mystique had always been adept at shielding her mind from unwanted intrusions. Over the years, her mental barriers had been honed and strengthened. Her brain was ever-shifting, matching her appearance, making it difficult for telepaths to read her thoughts. But Tyson's uncanny transformation and intimate knowledge of her darkest secrets created a momentary chink in her armor. He seized on it without hesitation. With a focused intensity, Tyson bore down on her mind using Azazel’s charm. His face came closer, his whisper chilling in its intimacy. "You belong to me," he murmured with a cold certainty, "Forever..."

The psionic attack felt like fingers weaving their way into the fabric of Mystique's psyche, pulling at the threads of her identity, unraveling her. There was a momentary lapse in her once fierce demeanor. Her yellow eyes appeared clouded, filled with fear, confusion, and a hint of anguish. Her flailing movements seemed staggered as if trying to distance herself from the physical and mental intrusion.

The strong-willed shape-shifter looked fragile, shaken to her core. Tyson's words and charm aimed to leave a lasting mark.

Then, from the corner of his eye, he detected movement. It was as if the world around him had suddenly morphed into a surrealist painting. The metal of the train car peeled away, its rigid structure contorting and tearing open. It twisted and formed into metallic tendrils, all reaching out for him. Above, the roof split apart, unveiling the sky and the figure floating down.

Magneto.

 

He descended with his arms outstretched as if he were the Messiah himself. An aura of raw power emanated from his very being. He appeared to defy gravity, his descent steady and deliberate, resembling a deity descending upon his mortal subjects. 

Making a quick decision, Tyson suddenly whirled around, his grip on Mystique tightening. He crouched low, his muscles coiling like springs, ready to release the pent-up energy within them. With a powerful thrust of his legs, he used every ounce of his superhuman strength to hurl Mystique straight at Magneto.

As she soared through the air, Mystique made for an unusual missile. But Magneto was a seasoned combatant and a master with his power. His hands subtly shifted in the air, a flick of his wrist signaled his next move. Somehow he'd slowed Mystique's flight. Then a plush train seat was torn from its fixed position. It lurched towards Mystique, its trajectory aligning perfectly with her path. With uncanny precision, Magneto matched its speed to hers. The cushioned seat absorbed the momentum of her flight, and she landed safely into the makeshift cradle. 

Tyson couldn’t help but admire the finesse with which Magneto manipulated his surroundings. Magneto handled his unexpected countermove with an expertise that was nothing short of mastery. He'd plucked Mystique from the air, ensuring his ally’s safety and maintaining control of the battleground. But Tyson hadn't intended his move as an attack, not in the conventional sense. He had gambled on unpredictability, hoping to momentarily divert Magneto's attention away. And for what he had in mind, even a split-second distraction would suffice.

As Magneto turned his attention back to Tyson, that area of the train car was startlingly empty. There was now nothing but the nervous crowd scrambling to find safety. But Tyson was not among them. The seconds it took for Magneto to handle Mystique had been enough. 

Tyson’s ploy had worked.

Tyson began moving the moment he let go of Mystique, teleporting using Azazel’s power. The chaos and panic of the crowd enveloped him, and he used it to his advantage, disappearing amidst the sea of terrified faces. But that wasn’t all. Using Azazel’s power, his form morphed and flowed like liquid, adapting and blending seamlessly with the crowd. The train car filled with anxious, scared, and shocked passengers proved to be the perfect camouflage. As Magneto's gaze swept across the car, it found no sign of the imposing figure that had been Tyson. Instead, it found only the faces of the city's ordinary denizens. 

Even if Magneto had a way to reveal him and used it on the train’s passengers, it wouldn’t have mattered. Tyson wasn’t among them. He was just a shadow, moving among the throngs of people on the Bronx streets. Hiding in plain sight.

As Tyson melted into the crowd, his mind began piecing together the chain of events that had culminated in this situation. He found it almost ironic that a situation that seemed so chaotic was actually the result of carefully laid plans, plans that had been meticulously orchestrated since the first manifestation of Rogue's power.

Rogue, or rather, the Rogue before he'd taken their place, was nothing more than a teenager whose power manifested at the wrong moment. It had made the news, of course. And that’s how they had first come to Magneto's attention. In response, he had dispatched Sabertooth, who was particularly suited to tracking. Tyson took Rogue's place, and it wasn't until he was in the Canadian wilderness that Sabertooth had caught up to him and Logan. But Tyson had thrown a wrench into Magneto's plans when he'd killed Sabertooth. It was an unexpected twist that not only empowered Tyson but also deprived Magneto of his tracker and muscle. It was a crippling blow to Magneto's scheme, and it had forced him to alter his plans. Left with little choice, he had to choose between a direct assault on the Xavier Institute or bait Tyson out of the sanctuary. He chose the latter, sending Mystique to impersonate Ororo. 

It had been a well-executed trap, one that Tyson had unwittingly fallen for. He'd let his guard down at the worst possible time. The smell of Ororo, now so obviously different, haunted his senses, but in the end, Tyson had figured it out.

As Tyson blended seamlessly into the throng of bystanders, his first instinct was to disappear completely. Scalping the game ticket for extra money crossed his mind. He could change his appearance at will, fade away into the city, never to be seen again.

But a harsh realization gripped him, he'd left Jubilee and an unconscious Jean behind. Tyson's eyes lifted to the spectacle unfolding above the crowd. He now understood Jubilee's conspicuous absence from the battle. She had fallen victim to an ambush by Toad. As Tyson attacked Mystique, Toad leaped into action, incapacitating the young firecracker.

Magneto orchestrated the entire ambush flawlessly. He floated above the crowd of gaping onlookers. Jubilee and Jean were wrapped in a cocoon of warped metal. Toad stood a short distance away, his baleful eyes darting around suspiciously. Bulbous warts dotted his complexion. He was like a guard dog scanning the crowd for any sign of Tyson's reappearance. 

A short distance away, Mystique lay sprawled across a floating cushion, still recuperating from Tyson’s mental invasion. 

The sight of his friends, helpless and on display, fanned a burning anger within Tyson. His eyes locked onto Magneto, his mind spun with the options he had left.

High above the crowd, Magneto hovered, his imposing figure silhouetted against the dimming sky. With a grand sweep of his arm, he gestured to the entrapped Jubilee and the unconscious Jean, encased in his metallic grasp. He took a deep breath, his voice echoing with an amplified resonance that carried across the bewildered throng below. "Tyson," he boomed, "Your friends' lives hang in the balance. As does yours, I should think. You have demonstrated formidable abilities. Yet you persist in fighting against those who only seek to guide you, to help you harness this power." His eyes scanned the crowd, burning with an intensity that was almost palpable. "You've played the hero, even killed one of my own and wounded another." He motioned towards Mystique, her ragged breathing and sallow complexion a stark reminder of Tyson's capabilities. "Yet here we are, my friends and I, offering you a choice. Give yourself over to us, willingly. Join us. Only then can your friends be spared." His voice softened, the tone dripping with deceptive empathy. "You don't have to live as an outcast, Tyson. You can make a real difference. Don't let their lives be wasted on a misguided rebellion." 

Magneto's words hung in the air, heavy and toxic, as he waited for Tyson to reveal himself. Meanwhile, Tyson had been weaving his way through the crowd, switching disguises. A businessman one moment, a hipster the next, even a wide-eyed teenager. All the while, maneuvering himself outside of Magneto's field of view where he could strike unnoticed.

As Magneto levitated above, a shout sliced through the silence from the crowd below. A burly man, with a trucker hat perched atop his disheveled hair, squinted up at the figure in the sky. 

"Hey, you think you're Jesus or somethin'?" he bellowed, his thick Bronx accent carrying the insult straight to Magneto's ears.

A ripple of laughter swept through the crowd, the tension momentarily broken. Another voice piped up, this one feminine and sharp, "Yeah, and I'm the Virgin Mary!"

Despite the spectacle, the spirit of New York City was alive and kicking. A smattering of additional voices chimed in, taunts wrapped in humor, sarcasm that was the birthright of every true New Yorker. They were providing just the distraction Tyson needed.

"You'd make a lousy messiah, pal!" 

"Hey buddy, what are you doing in the Bronx? Head down to the garden and bless the Knicks." 

The insults and jabs echoed around the open space, laughter rising from the crowd, all aimed at the floating figure in the sky. It was the perfect distraction. Tyson prepared to seize the opportunity. 

The typically bright New York summer sky was shifting, clouds bulking together like a gathering storm. The mutants recognized Storm's handiwork. She was closing in, her power manipulating the weather patterns to her favor. The crowd murmured uneasily as the sky darkened, and Tyson saw a thin line of tension hardened Magneto's features. But he gave no indication that he felt threatened. Instead, he floated higher, the words Magneto bellowed next were tinged with a cold finality. "This is your last chance, Tyson! Surrender now, or suffer the consequences."

Tyson grabbed the nearest man and used Azazel’s charm, giving him a set of instructions. Then he hustled off quickly, like many others nearby trying to escape the scene.

A rowdy shout cut through the heavy tension, "Hey! I'm right here!" A burly construction worker in the crowd stepped forward, snatching Magneto's attention immediately. The sight of his stubbled face, smeared with a grin, grabbed Magneto's gaze. “Let Jean and Jubilee go and I’ll give myself up. So, what's it going to be?" His voice carried a challenging edge, the faint trace of a dare. With a pointed look, he gestured from himself to Jubilee and Jean, their unconscious forms still encased in metal above the crowd. "Them or me?"

The man calling the girls by name wasn’t lost on Magneto. With a wave of his hand, he released the girls. The metallic bonds around them dissipated and they dropped towards the crowd in a gentle descent, then along with steel from nearby vehicles and even random bits of refuse from the ground converged upon the man. They swirled around him, twisting and merging together until they coalesced into a solid sphere of metal. The crowd around them gasped in shock as the construction worker disappeared from sight, encapsulated within the metallic sphere. 

Magneto had just finished erecting the formidable iron prison. Then a puff of smoke materialized in front of him. In a blink, Tyson was upon him. Strong fingers grasped Magneto's throat, not squeezing, but holding him in place with unyielding strength. As Tyson's fingers tightened, a torrent of memories engulfed him.

He was a young boy in a concentration camp bearing an indescribable weight of sadness. Fenced in by barbed wire, surrounded by soldiers and the emaciated faces of his fellow prisoners, he felt an overwhelming sense of hopelessness. A golden triangle pinned to his frail clothing represented the countless others like him, deemed unfit and unwanted. He left behind the haunted eyes of that little boy to grow into a powerful mutant. The world around him changed, but the memories of the camp never left. Instead, they fueled his passion, his rage against a world that he believed would never accept mutants. He met Charles Xavier. The brilliant young man with the dream of coexistence between mutants and humans. Their friendship, deep and genuine, only made their eventual ideological divergence all the more painful. He felt the loss of family, love, and of friends. The betrayals and those he had inflicted on others. There was a constant war within him; a battle between his traumatic past and the potential for a future. But above all, there was power. Power over magnetic forces, they responded to his every whim, metal bent to his will.

Magneto's iconic helmet, which shielded him from any psychic interference, was effortlessly ripped away. With a grit of his teeth, Magneto tried to rally his power, forming a magnetic shield around him. But, almost lazily, Tyson flicked his wrist and the shield shattered into sparkling fragments, vanishing before they hit the ground. In a last-ditch effort, Magneto manipulated nearby pieces of metal, directing them towards Tyson with force. But with another gesture from Tyson, the metal shards halted in mid-air, floating harmlessly before dropping to the ground.

Toad saw his chance and leaped. His long, adhesive tongue shot out, aiming directly for Tyson. But Tyson reacted; a shimmering sheet of metal materialized from the side, intercepting the outstretched tongue. It stuck fast, and Toad's momentum kept him moving forward until he landed hard on the ground. Before he could even comprehend what was happening, another huge metal sheet slammed down on top of him, effectively pinning him. Toad struggled briefly, his wide eyes filled with panic, but the weight was too much. He was trapped.

Meanwhile, Magneto's once proud posture sagged. His eyes, which had always held a fierce intensity, now looked hollow and dimmed. The once formidable leader of the Brotherhood of Mutants was a shadow of his former self. 

Tyson felt it, an electrifying surge. It was like a storm of emotions, experiences, and raw power swirling, growing more intense with each passing second. He felt Magneto's strengths, his knowledge, and even the magnetic pulse of the Earth. But he also felt Magneto's fears, regrets, and the vast loneliness that had haunted him throughout his life. And then, as suddenly as it began, the storm stilled. 

Magneto's essence had been fully absorbed into Tyson, leaving the former mutant leader lifeless in his arms. Tyson floated there, processing the immensity of what had just transpired. He still wore the devilish appearance of Azazel in the open sky above a large crowd. They watched as he vanished in a puff of smoke, leaving behind the stunned onlookers whose mouths hung open in bewilderment. Moments later, he reappeared in a more secluded spot, the red of Azazel's skin quickly shifting to the familiar appearance of Tyson. The crimson skin, tail, and pointed ears, all dissolved, revealing the young man underneath.

He gently lowered Mystique to the ground using Magneto’s power. Her piercing yellow eyes met his, but before she could react or perhaps even think to flee, Tyson's charm power surged forth. It enveloped her in a psionic compulsion she couldn’t resist.  

"Go back to the base," he commanded, voice laced with irresistible charm.

Without hesitation, Mystique nodded. "Understood." She then morphed, her blue scales giving way to the appearance of an average pedestrian. Her new form allowed her to melt seamlessly into the gathering crowd, her footsteps leading her back to the Brotherhood's base.

Tyson then turned his attention to Toad, who was still trapped beneath the crushing metal. With a mere thought, the metal lifted, freeing the captured mutant. Toad groggily tried to get his bearings, his eyes widening when they met the familiar gaze of...Magneto? Tyson had changed his appearance once again to resemble the group’s leader.

"If you're still committed to our cause," Tyson said, voice deep and commanding in Magneto's tone, "return to the base. We have much to do."

Toad hesitated for just a moment, then nodded vigorously. "Yes, sir!" he responded, and without wasting another second, he bounded away in the direction of their hideout. 

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

A deafening roar sliced through the city, causing everyone nearby to turn their eyes skyward. A sleek, black jet descended, casting gusts of wind that ruffled clothing and sent small debris tumbling. Dust kicked up around the landing gear as it touched the ground. The jet's side door slid open, revealing three iconic figures. Cyclops, with his ruby-quartz visor; Storm, her silver-white hair billowing around her as if she commanded the very wind that had announced their arrival; and Wolverine, his stance low and ready, adamantium claws gleaming in anticipation of a fight.

But instead of the expected clash, the trio was met with a scene of devastation. Buildings were scarred, rubble littered the streets, and amidst the wreckage lay the fallen forms of their students, Jubilee and Jean. Their hearts sank. Initially, they thought it was Magneto standing over the duo. However, before despair could fully set in, they recognized it was Tyson wearing Magneto's signature helmet. His hands glowed with a soft, radiant energy as he hovered them over Jubilee and Jean. The shimmering magic flowed from Tyson and into the injured mutants. Jubilee's cuts began to mend, and Jean's labored breathing eased as they were healed by the Life Transference spell. Meanwhile, blood pooled around Tyson as wounds were continuously opened and healed as he channeled the spell.

Cyclops rushed to the girls, "Are you okay?"

Jean blinked, her green eyes focusing on him. "Professor Summers?... I'm...I'm fine now," she whispered.

Wolverine knelt beside Jubilee, his gruff exterior giving way to genuine concern. "You alright?"

Jubilee groggily sat up, rubbing her head. "Yeah, thanks to him." She gestured weakly to Tyson.

Storm approached Tyson, her blue eyes searching his. "Thank you," she said sincerely. "But what happened here?"

The magical glow surrounding Tyson dimmed, and he seemed to shimmer momentarily as the remaining wounds on his body sealed shut. He took a deep breath, and met Ororo's gaze. "We need to return to the institute," Tyson said, "There's a lot you need to know, and I'd rather explain it away from here."

Ororo nodded, and the group moved briskly to the Blackbird. As everyone found their seats and buckled in, Cyclops exchanged a worried look with Wolverine, who just grunted and looked out the window. Jubilee, still looking a bit shaken, rested her head against Jean's shoulder. They all waited for Tyson to speak. Taking a steadying breath, Tyson began. "It all started with the NBA finals tickets we received. Ororo, you handed them to us personally," he said, looking directly at her.

She frowned, her eyes widening slightly in surprise. "I did no such thing," Ororo replied, her voice edged with confusion.

Tyson's expression grew graver. "That's because it wasn't you. It was Mystique. She gave us those tickets as a trap."

Ororo's eyes flared with anger, but she remained silent, prompting him to continue.

"The train ride to the game seemed normal at first," Tyson recounted. "But then we were ambushed. Professor Ororo… or who we thought was you, attacked Jean, knocking her out first. There was also a weird frog-like mutant named Toad, and Magneto."

Storm gasped. "Magneto?"

Tyson nodded solemnly. "I managed to drive the others away, but Magneto... I had no choice but to end him to ensure everyone's safety."

A heavy silence fell upon the cabin. The weight of Tyson's revelation hung in the air.

Storm, taking a deep breath, finally broke the silence. "You're going to have to explain all of this to Professor Xavier," she said, her voice carrying an undertone of worry and sadness.

Tyson just nodded, preparing himself for the difficult conversation ahead.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Late that night, Tyson sat at the table, he found himself surrounded by an eclectic duo.  When he'd arrived at the institute he spent hours explaining every detail of the ambush to Professor Xavier. The head of the institute mourned the loss of his old friend but didn’t blame Tyson for defending himself. After being dismissed, Tyson returned to his room then he used Azazel’s teleportation and Magneto’s memories to travel to their base

Beside him was Mystique, and then there was Toad. The amphibious mutant seemed completely at ease despite the tense atmosphere. He was the one who broke the silence, his tongue flicking out to catch a buzzing fly before he leaned back in his chair, a crooked grin on his face. 

"'Ey up, Tyson," he started, his British accent thick as he extended a hand to him across the table. His slitted yellow-green eyes sparkled with a mixture of mischief and curiosity. "Name's Mortimer Toynbee, but you can call me Toad."

His casual and almost cheeky demeanor seemed to lighten the mood a bit. Despite his oddball introduction, Tyson found himself returning the grin. He could tell that the mutant had a unique sense of humor, which was a nice change from the personalities he'd been dealing with recently.

"Nice to meet you, Toad. I'd offer my hand, but that'd make for a poor first impression." Tyson responded, settling back into his chair. 

Toad's infectious grin remained as he retracted his hand, leaning back with a nonchalant shrug. "Pleasure's all mine, mate."

Mystique's eyes were on Tyson as she invited him to share his thoughts.  "Tyson, you said you had some ideas. Would you like to share them with the rest of us?" she asked.

He looked at the blue-skinned woman and then at Toad. He nodded in response, finding his voice. "Certainly. I just need to confirm my understanding of some things and clear others up for you." Shifting in his seat, Tyson continued. "First, the hard truth, Magneto is dead. I killed him. His memories, skills, and powers are now mine.”

“He planned to use his machine to forcibly turn New York's population into mutants, with the goal of equality." His hands clenched into fists on the tabletop, the only sign of the intensity of his emotions. He took on Magneto’s visage as he spoke, "For far too long, we mutants have been ostracized, hunted down like animals, and treated as abominations. My machine can change that. By turning humans into mutants, they will understand us. They will see that we are not to be feared or hated but accepted. We will finally have a world where we can live without fear, a world where mutants are not the minority, but the norm."

The fire in Tyson’s eyes showed the depth of his convictions. Yet, it also highlighted the great ethical conundrum they were facing. 

Tyson took a moment, letting Magneto's appearance and attitude fade. He then shifted his gaze to Mystique, "Mystique, you understand the ideological differences between your group and Xavier's," Tyson said, his voice carrying the unmistakable echo of curiosity. "Could you elaborate on that?"

Mystique stared at the table's surface before she began, "Charles, or Professor X as you might know him, believes in peaceful coexistence between humans and mutants. He believes that through understanding and acceptance, we can live in harmony. He runs a school for mutants, teaches them to control their powers, and lives within society's norms." Her gaze flicked to Magneto, a flicker of a shared history passing between them. "Magneto...we," she corrected herself, "believe that's a pipe dream. Look around you, Tyson. Every day, mutants are hunted, persecuted, and driven away from their homes. In this world, it's the survival of the fittest, not the most harmonious."

A soft sigh escaped her lips, her fingers drumming a quiet rhythm against the tabletop. "In essence, it's about safety. Charles wants to fit us into a world that hates and fears us. We want to change that world."

Her voice fell silent, leaving the echo of her words hanging heavily in the air. 

Tyson nodded slowly, absorbing Mystique's words. He was silent for a moment before he looked up, his eyes meeting hers. "I agree with you, to a point," he began, gesturing at himself with an open hand. "I'm black… well I was, I guess I could be whatever I want now. But anyway, we’re also a traditionally persecuted minority in America." His gaze moved from Mystique to Magneto, then finally resting on Toad. "We strove for equality, and to some extent, we've been successful. How did we do it?"

He let the question hang in the air for a moment before he continued. "We didn't do it alone," Tyson explained, his voice steady. "We didn't win our rights in a vacuum. We did it by getting white people, the majority, to understand us, empathize with us, to take up our cause." He paused, letting the gravity of his words sink in. "We changed the narrative. We told our stories, our struggles, our hopes, and our dreams. We made them see that beneath the color of our skin, we're all the same. We made them realize that it wasn't a 'black problem' but a 'human problem'. That's how we garnered support, changed minds, and made progress." 

Tyson paused before continuing, tapping his fingers thoughtfully against the table. "Following that example, I'd say your approach is somewhat better than Xavier's," he said, the corner of his mouth tilting up in a half-smile. "I mean, lectures and symposiums are great, but they're not going to get the majority to understand, to sympathize. In a way, you'd be converting people to your side."

He leaned back in his chair, fingers interlocked behind his head as he considered the others. "The problem," he continued, "is perception. It's all about image, you know? And right now, you've got some serious PR problems." As he explained, Tyson's fingers sketched out patterns in the air, as if visually mapping out the issue. "When you forcibly change people, make them something they don't understand, something they might even fear... Well, it's like kidnapping. Or, better yet, it's like brainwashing. You're not winning allies. You're creating enemies."

He spread his hands, palms up, in a universal gesture of appeal. "People don't like to be forced. They like to have a choice. And if you rob them of that, they will resist, they'll fight back. It's basic human nature." His eyes swept across the others as he concluded, "So if you want to make a real difference, you've got to think about how you're perceived. And right now, like it or not, you're the bad guys. We need to change that."

Toad began to clap, his hands slapping together in a rhythmic beat that echoed throughout the room. "Rousing speech, mate," he said, his eyes glinting with a hint of sarcasm. "But how do we change all that, huh? Not exactly easy to rebrand a bunch of so-called 'villains.'"

Tyson's smile grew, unfazed by Toad's sarcasm. "First off, we don't abandon all our efforts. I have Magneto’s knowledge, his genius, and I’ll keep working on that machine. But instead of employing it forcefully, en masse, treat it  like a luxury good..."

Tyson looked around the room as he evaluated the array of powers present. "Let's go through what we've gotten, just in this room, shall we?" Tyson started with himself. "I have Magneto’s power. Think about the military applications. The ability to dismantle weapons, control vehicles, or even bring down an entire fleet. That’s the kind of power nations would pay fortunes for." Next, he turned his attention to Mystique, his gaze appreciative. "And you, your power to shape-shift could be marketed in so many ways. The aesthetic appeal alone is astounding. Imagine how much the rich would pay to be able to alter their appearances at will. Vanity is a powerful motivator." Then he looked at Toad, who had quieted down considerably. "Your abilities, superhuman agility, long-distance leaping, that powerful tongue. Imagine the footballer who can leap over the opposing team or the basketball player who can slam dunk from the half-court line. It's an athletic goldmine."

His words hung in the room, painting a vivid image of a world where their powers were not feared but desired, coveted even. He leaned forward, his hands steepled in front of him as he made his case. "Offer it to the rich. Those who are always seeking more power, or the elderly who are looking for a potential avenue for longevity. It's a gamble, a roll of the dice. But you've got a product that offers the possibility of superhuman abilities. It's the ultimate status symbol." He paused, letting the concept sink in before continuing. "At the same time, offer it as charity for those with terminal illnesses, for those with no other chance of survival. The machine doesn't have to promise a cure, just a chance. You market it right, with the proper spin, and it becomes a beacon of hope."

Tyson's gaze moved from one face to the next, assessing their reactions. "Both approaches get people talking, and for the right reasons. You become the heroes. The ones offering a chance for more life, for a better life. That's how you change the narrative."

"That's it?" Mystique asked, her eyes narrowing slightly as if she expected more.

Tyson shook his head, a small smile playing on his lips. "No." His gaze shifted to Toad, who remained silent, "Tell me, Toad," Tyson said, his voice pitched to catch every ear in the room. "Do you know of Steve Rogers?"

Toad snorted, his grin resurfacing. "Bloody Captain America? Everyone knows Captain America."

"Exactly," Tyson said, leaning forward, elbows resting on the table. He could feel the intensity of their attention on him now. "Steve Rogers, Captain America, has been a hero for generations. An icon. And how did he become one? Through experiments, tests... Altering his very DNA, much like what mutants go through naturally. Now, did anyone care about how many experiments failed before they got to Rogers? How many people were sacrificed in the process? Not really. Because the result was a hero, a symbol of hope."

Tyson let that thought hang in the air for a moment before he continued. "If we can create just one 'Steve Rogers', one shining example of the potential that your machine holds, the world will be less concerned with how we got to that point."

A moment of silence fell over the room before it was punctuated by Toad's gruff voice. "Fuckin' A," he mumbled, grinning, impressed by Tyson's argument.

Tyson nodded, "Exactly. Not just that, but consider the desire for power, longevity, or even curiosity. If we market this correctly, we'll have people volunteering." His eyes flickered to Mystique, "You managed to eliminate that senator pushing the anti-mutant agenda." his eyes locked onto hers. "Now there's a power vacuum, one that you're perfectly equipped to fill." A slow smile curled on his lips. "Picture this. You pose as him, working subtly to further the pro-mutant agenda. It's the kind of play that might just change the game."

"Once we get the machine working, bring in a lawyer. We need to make sure we're protected legally if we're going to offer mutant conversion as a paid service, and as a charitable contribution. Think of some kind of a lottery system, or something akin to the make-a-wish foundation. It needs to be on the up-and-up." He paused for a moment, unsure how his next suggestion would be received.  "Lastly," he said, "we should think about talking to Xavier. He doesn't see us as an enemy, just as misguided. And, this new approach might be more in line with his moral compass. 

Tyson mused, "Minus the human experimentation part, of course. We’ll have to complete that first.”

            

    
        Arc 2 - Ch 1: Slice of Life

    
    
    
    
                Date: Monday, June 7, 2010.

Location: Xavier Institute, Scarsdale, NY.

Tyson stared blankly at the tray before him. The cafeteria of the Xavier Institute was calm, most students had yet to stir from their sleep. The early morning light streamed in from the large windows, illuminating the wooden tables and the few people seated at them.

"What are you thinking about?" Jean asked softly, breaking the silence.

Tyson looked up. "Just the week I've had.” He smirked. "You could say that. It's been... eventful."

Jean’s red hair cascaded down her back as she leaned in, her fiery green eyes narrowing with genuine interest and curiosity. "Tyson, you're a bit of an enigma here. I can't peer into your thoughts. While I enjoy the quiet you bring, I’m curious about what’s going on in your head."

Tyson hesitated for a moment, rubbing the back of his neck as he recollected. "On Wednesday, I woke up in the back of a truck, somewhere up in the cold wilderness of Canada." He paused, drawing a deep breath. "Didn’t even know I had powers till I touched someone. I absorbed their life force. Ended up in a cage fight with Logan and realized I could absorb his ability as well."

Jean gently said, "You're not the only one here who's felt lost or out of place. Not having complete memories or control over our powers... it's something many of us have struggled with."

Tyson's eyes, usually bright and curious, were shadowed as he shared his tale. His voice was barely above a whisper, but every word echoed with gravity. "The day after the cage fight... Sabertooth came for me." His eyes momentarily darkened. "I ended up... taking his life. Now, every memory, every dark impulse of his, it's all lodged in my mind. Sometimes, it feels like I'm losing myself in his past."

Jean's green eyes focused on him intently, her brow furrowed with concern. In that comforting, measured tone she often had, she said, "You did what you had to for survival. Sabertooth was dangerous."

Tyson shook his head, "No, Jean. He didn’t want to kill me. They wanted to capture me, for some reason. But when I touched him, I couldn't separate myself from his instincts. I went too far."

Jean hesitated for a moment, choosing her words carefully. "We all have moments where our powers take control and we act out of fear or instinct. It doesn't define who we are. It's what we learn from it and how we move forward that matters."

Tyson looked at her, his gaze searching for reassurance. "But I still can't control. And Professor X doesn’t think I’ll ever be able to. What if he’s right?"

With a gentle firmness, Jean replied, "You're here at the Xavier Institute for a reason. We'll help you. We learn and grow together."

Tyson's expression was weary, "On Friday, just as I thought the week couldn't get any crazier, I got banished to Limbo during a basketball game." He paused, letting out a breath, shaking his head as if trying to make sense of the chaotic events. "Illyana found me as I was battling a demon. The whole realm was invaded. We found the source, the devil, Azazel. Together, we managed to force him to retreat."

Jean's face darkened momentarily, memories of that day coming back to her. When she realized Illyana had taken Tyson to Limbo, her emotions spiraled, fearing for the safety of her friend. She'd momentarily lost control, an overwhelming surge of her power erupting. But, she pushed those memories aside and focused on Tyson. Meeting his eyes with her intense, yet compassionate gaze, Jean said, "You and Illyana drove Azazel off. That, to me, is a victory."

Tyson grinned back, "True." he continued, "That was just the beginning. Saturday should have been simple. You were there. We were supposed to go see the NBA finals, get some signatures, and enjoy the game. But instead..." He swallowed hard, the weight of the memory evident in his eyes. "It was a setup. Magneto was waiting. Facing him... it felt like trying to withstand a force of nature. I genuinely believed it was the end for me."

Jean's gaze was steady, her eyes filled with understanding and empathy. She wanted to ask Tyson about the level of power he demonstrated while using her ability, but she didn’t need empathy to see Tyson’s inner turmoil. Instead, she paused before she responded calmly, "Tyson, every battle we face, every challenge thrown our way, it's an opportunity to grow. Remember, Magneto might be formidable, but the fact that you held your ground against him speaks volumes. It wasn't the end. You're still here, with me, sharing your story."

Tyson met Jean's eyes, finding solace in their depths. "It's hard to see past what happened."

With a soft, reassuring smile, Jean replied, "That's why we're here for each other. To remind one another of the hope and strength we possess, even when we can't see it ourselves."

The hum of the Xavier Institute slowly came to life around them. After his time of introspection passed, Tyson smiled and said, "All in all, I'd say my record for the week is 2-1-1. Not a bad start, eh?" He smiled weakly, "2 wins, Sabertooth and Azazel. 1 loss to Wolverine. And a draw against Magneto. Quite the week, huh?"

Jean smiled back, her eyes twinkling. "3 wins if you count the blue woman… Just another week at the Xavier Institute."

Tyson looked around the cafeteria. More students were arriving, and the ambiance was filled with conversations, laughing, or studying. Jubilee joined them, taking a seat with her breakfast tray. 

Tyson muttered to himself but loud enough for Jubilee, who sat across from him, to hear, "This week's gotta be better, right?"

Jubilee, with her signature yellow jacket, looked up from her food and raised an eyebrow. "That’s the kiss of death, Tyson," she remarked, half-jokingly. "You know you can’t say stuff like that! The karma gods are watching."

Tyson chuckled, despite himself. "Come on, Jubes. After everything that's happened, things have to start looking up."

Jubilee smirked, twirling a spark of fireworks around her fingers, a hint of mischief in her eyes. "Every time I've said something like that, something bizarre happens."

Jean spoke up, "Do you remember today's schedule?" She brushed a strand of her red hair behind her ear. "We're starting with Physics, so make sure you've got your notes. P.E. is right after. And, Tyson?" She looked at him pointedly, a hint of a smile playing on her lips. "Try to keep both feet in our dimension this time."

Jubilee snorted, "Yeah, avoid any interdimensional portals on the court, okay?"

Jean, holding back a laugh, continued, "And don’t forget, we have Psychic class today. I expect you to be there this time. Last time class was canceled because of the Limbo incident."

Tyson cleared his throat, "Understood, Mom, I mean, ma’am."

For Tyson, Physics was a lost cause. The board was filled with Professor X's neat handwriting detailing formulas and principles. He tried to concentrate, but the words seemed like an indecipherable puzzle. Seeing his struggle, Jean, seated next to him, whispered, "Don't worry. We all have off days."

"Days…” He snorted humorlessly.

When the bell signaled the end of Physics, Tyson was the first out the door, ready for P.E. Scott, with his signature red glasses, was already setting up for basketball.

"All right, split up into teams! Illyana, and Tyson, same team today. Let’s keep it civil please." Scott commanded his voice firm but fair.

Illyana caught Tyson's eye and motioned for him to join her side. The game played out without incident, and the students dispersed, ready for their next class. Tyson's anticipation grew as he approached the room for Psychic class. 

At the front sat Professor X, a gentle smile on his face. "Welcome, students. Hello, Tyson, this is where we learn to explore and master our innermost abilities."

As the students settled down, Tyson felt the weight of the challenge ahead. He anticipated Psychic class would be difficult because he didn’t have any psychic abilities.

As the students settled down on their mats, Professor X wheeled himself to the center of the room. "Today," he began, "we will journey into the depths of our subconscious through meditation."

Jean, whispered to Tyson, "Are you ready for this?"

Tyson shrugged, "Not expecting much."

With a nod, Professor X began. "Close your eyes. Breathe deeply. In... and out..."

As they all complied, the atmosphere changed. It felt like a warm, protective cocoon enveloped them. That was Professor X's doing, of course, using his powers to heighten their meditative experience.

"Imagine a door," Professor X continued, "It’s the door to your innermost mind. Walk towards it and open it."

One by one, the students found themselves stepping into personalized rooms within their minds. For Tyson, it was a vast, white room, a blank canvas of sorts. He looked down at himself. He was back to his average build, the way he remembered himself before all the transformations and battles. It was how he looked when he woke up in the back of that truck. But minus the painful signs of malnourishment. But the room wasn't empty. Two figures stood in front of him. One, a menacing presence. 

Sabertooth. His feral eyes were locked onto Tyson. 

The other was unexpected. A figure with haunted, hazel eyes. She wore long gloves that extended to her elbows as a guard against the dangerous gift she bore. She exuded an aura of vulnerability; surrounded by a tangible air of tragedy and heartbreak.

Ann Marie. Rogue.

Sabertooth growled, "You thought you could defeat me?"

Rogue wore her melancholy, her voice was heavy as she made a simple declaration, “We killed him.”

Tyson asked skeptically, "What do you both want?"

Sabertooth smirked, his fangs crept over his lips, "To remind you of your weakness. All your strength comes from me. Without me, you’re nothing."

Rogue stepped back, placing more physical distance between herself and the others in the room. She began speaking but suddenly the room echoed, almost like a knock on his subconscious. The stark whiteness morphed into a swirling vortex of memories, fears, hopes, and dreams.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Back in the classroom, it was the end of the period. At Xavier’s announcement, students began to stir from their meditations. Yet, Tyson remained unmoving. As he sensed the whirlwind of emotions within Tyson's psyche, he paused. Charles Xavier approached the metaphorical door that stood as a barrier to Tyson's deepest subconscious.

Professor X gently whispered, "It's time to return, Tyson. Remember, your mind is a realm where you have the power." He gave the psychic equivalent of a knock at the door. 

Charles waited. Moments turned to minutes, and finally, he sensed Tyson's consciousness receding. He flew through the door like he was being sucked through a drain; pulling away from this inner sanctum and not even noticing Xavier as he moved toward the waking world.

Professor X looked in and saw the others inside his subconscious. Sabertooth looking menacing, and a girl looking meek. Their visages were as solid as Tyson’s himself. But in Xavier’s experience, that should be impossible. Phantom recreations of objects and memories were commonly present in the subconscious. 

Not completely realized personalities.

And certainly not ones just as vivid as the original. Even in the cases of schizophrenia or ‘multiple personality disorder’, Xavier hadn’t seen anything like this before.

So he did the only thing he could think of. He reached out and gently closed the door. Then, from his pocket, he produced an ethereal key. Inserting it into the door's handle, he turned it with a soft, almost inaudible click. 

He locked the door.

At least for now, Tyson’s subconscious would be beyond his reach. He did this not to imprison Tyson's psyche, but to give the young man time, to offer a respite. Charles hoped that, in due course, Tyson would find the strength to face and tame his inner voices. But until that time, this door would remain a bulwark against those… things inside.

In the real world, Tyson's eyes snapped open, frustration clouded his features as he found himself back in the classroom. He abruptly stood, drawing the attention of his classmates.

Blue eyes looked at him with concern. Jean reached out gently. "Tyson?"

"I need more time," he burst out with desperation. "I barely got to find anything out. Just when things were becoming clearer, I was forced to come back."

Professor X's calm voice broke through, "Tyson, please sit."

With a heavy sigh, Tyson complied.

"Understanding oneself is not a race," the Professor said gently. "It's a continuous journey, one that often doesn't have a clear destination."

Tyson's gaze was downcast. "I felt so close to answers, to some understanding."

Jean, her voice soft, added, "We all feel that way sometimes, Tyson. It's part of this journey we're on."

Professor X wheeled himself closer, meeting Tyson's gaze directly. "Your mind is vast and multi-faceted. The path of control, of self-discovery, is not one you can complete in a single class or session. It's about patience, persistence, and embracing every step, no matter how small."

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

On Wednesday, amidst the usual midday chatter of the cafeteria, there was a distinct shift in the atmosphere at Tyson’s table. This had happened only once before, and Tyson suspected a similar cause. He looked up and as expected, Illyana approached. Her platinum blonde hair cascaded down in loose waves, shimmering with every confident step she took. A silver choker necklace rested on her collarbone, and her black leather jacket draped effortlessly over her shoulders. 

Jean and Jubilee stopped mid-conversation. Both their eyes widened, their words tapering off.

"Hey," Illyana greeted her focus locked onto Tyson.

"Hello, Illyana," Tyson replied, slightly curious.

Jean and Jubilee exchanged glances, uncertain of what to expect next.

"Are you free this evening?" Illyana inquired, her tone casual but with an underlying hint of anticipation.

Jubilee’s eyes widened with surprise. "Wait, are you asking him on a date?" she asked incredulously.

A flash of annoyance crossed Illyana’s face, but it was quickly replaced as a playful smirk tugged at her lips. "Maybe I am," she replied coyly, her gaze never leaving Tyson's.

Tyson hesitated for a moment, feeling the weight of everyone’s eyes on him. "Yeah, I'm free," he finally responded, trying to sound nonchalant.

Illyana's lips curled into a satisfied smile. "Great. I'll come by your room at 8 then," she stated. With a final, lingering look at Tyson, she turned and sauntered away, leaving the trio in a state of stunned silence.

Jubilee blurted out, "I can't believe that just happened!" Her eyes darted from Jean to Tyson, her disbelief evident. "And you're just going along with it?"

Tyson nodded, a little defensive, "Yeah, I am."

"But why?" Jubilee pressed, her hands animatedly emphasizing her words. She knew Tyson was different after what he'd shared about his fight with Magneto, but this was unexpected.

Tyson turned to his friend. "Weren't you the one who said it wasn't about the physical? I can't touch Illyana, just like I can't touch anyone else. What's the harm in getting to know her? Maybe there's more to her than we think."

Jubilee bit her lip and retorted, "Don't use my own words against me," She blurted out, "I didn't mean with her…" Her eyes widened in realization at what she'd just said. She swiftly covered her mouth with her hand, mortified. "Uh, I mean, that's not what I meant!"

Tyson struggled to suppress a grin. "Are you jealous, Jubie?" he teased, emphasizing the pet name.

Jubilee's face turned an even deeper shade of red. The playful nickname from him threw her off balance. "I—What? No! I'm not... I just—" she stammered, flustered.

Seeing her genuine embarrassment, Tyson softened his teasing tone. "Hey," he began gently, "Would it make you feel better if I came by to play games with you?"

She looked up, meeting his eyes, and without much thought, blurted out, "Yes!"

Tyson chuckled, shaking his head in amusement, and Jubilee buried her face in her hands, trying to hide her blush.

Tyson followed Jean and Jubilee through the winding hallways of the Xavier Institute. They finally arrived at a door that swung open to reveal a spacious room that seemed to embody both girls' personalities. Jean's side was immaculately organized, with neatly stacked books, a minimalist desk, and delicate touches of decor like small potted plants and softly glowing fairy lights. In stark contrast, Jubilee's side was a kaleidoscope of vibrant colors; posters of pop bands and action movies plastered the wall, a small explosion of clothes and accessories strewn about, and a comfy-looking beanbag chair positioned perfectly in front of a large TV screen.

Shelves holding an array of video game consoles and stacks of games indicated that this was Jubilee's gaming area. As Tyson took in the vivid details, the distinct aroma of vanilla filled his nostrils.

"So," Tyson started, trying to sound casual as he examined the surroundings, "what do you want to play?"

Jubilee, with a twinkle in her eye, handed him a game case. "Red Dead Redemption," she said with a grin. "It's brand new, just came out last month. You up for giving it a try?"

Tyson glanced at the game cover, nodding appreciatively. "Sounds like a plan," he replied, his curiosity piqued.

Tyson tilted his head, smirking slightly as he held up the game controller, "So, how do you want to do this? Do you want to go first, or should I take the lead? It's my first time, after all." He waggled his eyebrows suggestively, having fun with the innuendo.

Jubilee rolled her eyes, her lips curving into a half-smile, half-grimace. "You're impossible," she muttered, trying to stifle her laughter. "You’re such a dork. It's single-player.”

He winked, handing her the controller. "Kidding. Go ahead, Jubie. I'll just sit back and enjoy the show. I like to watch." He lounged back on the beanbag, a mischievous grin on his face, ready for their gaming session to begin.

Jubilee shot a sly look at Jean, her eyes dancing with mischief. "Jean likes to watch too, you know," she teased, her grin widening.

Jean's face flushed a shade of pink, and she playfully threw a cushion at Jubilee. "Jubie! Don't drag me into your nonsense," she exclaimed, feigning exasperation but failing to hide the smile tugging at the corner of her lips.

Tyson chuckled, raising an eyebrow at Jean. "A voyeur?" he jokingly asked.

Jean shook her head, laughing. "You two are impossible." 

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

As the evening wore on, Tyson found himself completely engrossed in the world of Red Dead Redemption. Not just in the game, but in Jubilee's animated narration and hilarious commentary as she maneuvered her character through the wild landscapes of the Old West. She had an uncanny knack for bringing the game to life as her hands deftly moved over the controller. Jean occasionally chimed in, and the room was filled with their shared laughter, groans of frustration, and shouts of triumph. For Tyson, it was an oasis of fun in a world that had shown him its darker sides all too often.

However, as the clock's hands inched past seven, Tyson became acutely aware of the time. "I should probably head out," he said, rising from the beanbag. "Need to get cleaned up before Illyana arrives."

Jubilee paused the game and looked up at him, a hint of disappointment in her eyes. But she quickly masked it with a playful pout. "Ditching me for the witch, huh?" she teased, but her tone was light.

Tyson gave her a soft smile, "Thanks for letting me hang, Jubie."

She grinned, nudging him playfully. "Anytime. Just remember who you hung out with first.”

Tyson stood in front of the mirror, squeezing a towel around his damp hair as it dried. He glanced down at his reflection; he was wearing the identical sweatpants and shirt he'd been given when he arrived at the institute. A soft sigh escaped his lips, realizing he needed to do some shopping soon, or at the very least, ask someone where he could get more suitable clothes.

He glanced at the digital clock on his desk. 7:59. Just a minute to go.

At 8:03, there was a gentle knock on his door. Tyson felt a brief jolt of anticipation, mixed with a tinge of nervousness. He idly wondered if she was a few minutes late on purpose, making him wait a few minutes as a power move or to make him feel more desperate. He was probably reading into it too much, but It was hard to tell with Illyana.

Opening the door, he was met with the striking figure of Illyana Rasputin. Her long, straight blonde hair cascaded over her shoulders; her bangs hid her forehead creating her signature look. She wore a black leather jacket, zipped halfway to reveal a white top underneath. Dark jeans clung to her tall, lean frame, and a pair of combat boots completed her outfit. Her piercing blue eyes assessed him. Resting on her back within a scabbard was her Soulsword. The weapon's eldritch glow was subdued but it was unmistakable even in its sheath. Despite her 'normal' attire, that sword was a stark reminder of her otherworldly abilities.

She raised an eyebrow as her gaze briefly swept over his sweats. "Ready to go?" she asked with a hint of amusement in her voice. 

"Seeing as you brought a sword," he started cautiously, "I'm assuming this isn't an actual date? And a scabbard? I thought that thing just magically appeared."

Illyana, with a mischievous glint in her eyes, stepped closer. Her fingers settled on his shoulder, gently pushing him a step backward into his room. The door closed with a soft click behind her. "I assumed you knew that based on how you're dressed. But, it's a date," she said, her Russian accent adding a layer of mystery to her tone. "It's a date like none you've ever been on before."

Before Tyson could fully process her words, the atmosphere in the room shifted dramatically. With a flourish of her hand, Illyana conjured a swirling portal in the very center of the room. Its edges were framed with shimmering blue and gold, like flames frozen in time. From the depths of the portal came the distant sound of growls and the distant clatter of chains. Shadows writhed, hinting at the nightmarish realm that lay beyond.

"A date where we slay demons," Illyana proclaimed. The excitement in her eyes was palpable.

He straightened his posture and looked Illyana in the eyes. His voice was playful yet carried a teasing undertone, "Don't forget your promise."

Illyana's blue eyes sparkled with mischief and something more alluring. She glided toward him, her boots clicked softly against the floor. As she reached him, she wrapped her arms around his neck, her fingers dancing lightly over the fabric of his shirt, careful not to touch his skin. Leaning in, Illyana's face drew dangerously close to Tyson. Her eyes held his, intense and piercing. Her lips parted slightly, and he could feel the warm breath she exhaled, teasingly tickling his mouth. The space between them was charged with anticipation, the air thick with tension.

With her voice barely above a whisper, sultry and dripping with seduction, Illyana murmured, "I didn’t forget… I have my sword. Just like you asked." She let the words linger for a moment, allowing Tyson's mind to race. 

The promise in her tone was evident, and the seductive game she played was clear. Tyson was ready to embark on his quest. “Fuck it. Let’s kill some demons.”

            

    
        Arc 2 - Ch 2: Return to Limbo

    
    
    
    
                Date: Wednesday, June 9, 2010.

Location: Limbo

Date: Wednesday, June 9, 2010.

Location: Limbo

The ground was a mix of rocky outcrops and scorched earth. Lava-like rivers flowed, glowing bright and casting an additional, surreal light. The air seemed to ripple with energy, and in the distance, dark, looming cliffs jutted out against the horizon. Tyson's heightened senses were on overdrive. The scents in the air were far more complex than the last time he'd been in Limbo. The acrid smell of sulfur tinged with the stench of countless demons reached his nostrils. His eyes narrowed as he looked down from the elevated ridge they stood on. Below, the landscape was swarming with writhing forms. Misshapen creatures with glaring eyes, sharp claws, and an aura of menace were copious.

"What happened here?" Tyson's voice was full of concern, even a touch of disbelief.

Illyana sighed. Her eyes reflected the weight of her situation. "Time passes differently in Limbo," she began, her Russian accent even more pronounced as she continued, frustrated, "I have a small amount of control over it, but not enough. Since our fight with Azazel, every time I return, there are more demons. Now," she paused, taking in the overwhelming sight, "there are thousands."

Tyson surveyed the seemingly endless horde of demons sprawling below them. The sheer scale of this task made him gulp. Even with his power, the idea of battling thousands of demons was, to put it mildly, daunting. He felt a pang of sympathy for Illyana. Her realm was being overrun. But then he turned to her, his eyes narrowing. "You tricked me!" he exclaimed incredulously while pointing at Illyana. "The deal was… You’d strip for me when the demons were all killed. But with this many? You knew it was an impossible task!" 

Tyson brought a hand to his face, groaning into his palm. He mumbled, “It’d be easier to just go to a strip club.”

“You’re not old enough.” Illyana reminded while chuckling softly with a playful smirk on her lips. Adopting a mock innocent tone, she responded, "Aww, don't think so poorly of me, Tyson. Help me out here, and I promise, I'll make it worth your while."

Then she reached up, slipped off her jacket, and unbuttoned her top. Tyson watched as Illyana began stripping. Her confident demeanor and playful teasing were disarming. She glanced at him with a cheeky grin. "What? Did you think I was going to ruin this outfit?" 

Tyson could only shake his head. “You’re going to do that, now? Here?” He gestured to the demons below. “I’d love a show, and I can’t believe I’m saying this, but is this the time?”

Illyana continued to shed her attire, “Don’t worry. Limbo is connected to me, this is my safe place. Even with all the demons around.”

Tyson wasn’t so sure, but the sight of her removing her clothes was enticing enough that he didn't interrupt. Each article of clothing she removed revealed the intricate, delicate lace of her underwear beneath. The fabric clung to her curves sensuously, yet left just enough to the imagination. The ambient glow of Limbo made her skin gleam, and every motion she made seemed deliberate and seductive. Her confidence was palpable, and it was clear she was in her element, unfazed by her surroundings.

Then, with a motion of her hand, a portal materialized. Through the shimmering oval, Tyson caught glimpses of Illyana's room, which seemed a stark contrast to the hellish landscape of Limbo. She reached in and pulled out a set of athletic wear.

Turning back to face Tyson, she took her time putting on the new attire. The tight clothing hugged her figure, accentuating her athletic build. Each movement she made while dressing felt like an intimate performance just for him. The fabric of her top stretched across her breasts, while her leggings emphasized the toned muscles of her legs. Every action, every pull of fabric was intentional, and Tyson couldn't help but appreciate the show.

Finally dressed, Illyana struck a playful pose, hands on her hips and one foot slightly in front of the other. She flashed a confident grin, her eyes sparkling with mischief. "See? Worthwhile, right?" she said, "Now, let's get to it."

— Rogue Replacement —

As the duo neared a horde of demons, Tyson reached out, halting Illyana in her tracks. "Look, Illyana, we took down Azazel together, but this is a different kind of fight," he said, gesturing toward the writhing mass of demons below. Illyana frowned, her eyebrow arching, but she stayed silent, allowing him to continue. "Those creatures might not be as tough as Azazel, but we shouldn't underestimate them." 

Tyson began recounting his second demon encounter. "Remember the massive bird demon I fought when you found me here? Before you showed up, it released a debilitating screech. It left me dazed and vulnerable. That thing didn’t waste any time capitalizing on that; it landed several devastating slashes before I recovered." He rubbed his side as if recalling the pain from the demon's blows. "And it wasn't just that. It released these...spores. Made me feel sick, off-balance. My healing helped me push through, but without it, I'm not sure how I would've fared."

Illyana's intense blue eyes scanned the demon-filled horizon, processing Tyson's words. The mention of the bird demon's capabilities made her look thoughtful, maybe even a little wary. "I can handle myself," she said, her Russian accent giving the statement a hard edge.

Tyson nodded, acknowledging her strength. "I know you can. You put up a hell of a fight against Azazel. But it wouldn't hurt to be a bit more strategic. My powers make me a decent tank.” At her blank stare, he reworded his meaning, “My ability is specialized for absorbing damage. Let me engage these new creatures first. Let's find out what they can do. If they have any tricks up their sleeves, I should find out with my healing as a safety net. Once we know what we're dealing with, then you can dive in."

She contemplated for a moment before reluctantly agreeing. "Fine," she muttered, gripping her sword's hilt tighter. "But if you're in over your head, don't be too proud to call for backup."

Tyson grinned, "Deal. Let's do this."

Tyson examined the assembly of hunched creatures. These demons, with their mottled grayish-green skin, were a disconcerting sight. Each bore beady, yellow eyes and their mouths were filled with jagged, mismatched teeth. Their lumpy, misshapen bodies were a far cry from any creature on Earth, with elongated arms that ended in clawed appendages. The way they moved was an unsettling combination of walking upright and lumbering; much like a gorilla.

Not far from them, Tyson assessed the situation. He bent down and picked up a hefty chunk of Limbo rock. Winding up, he launched it towards the demons with all his might. Though his aim wasn't precise, the sheer number of targets made it almost impossible to miss. Thanks to his superhuman strength, the rock hurtled through the air like a bullet, finally striking one of the twisted beings square in the chest.

With an outraged shriek, the demon focused its beady eyes on him, recognizing the source of the attack. Rage evident in its features, it lunged towards him, claws outstretched. Its screech of pain and anger seemed to act as a signal for others of its kind. Two more of the ghastly creatures, drawn by the noise or perhaps sensing an opportunity, joined in the charge, hurtling towards Tyson with a surprising turn of speed.

Using the jagged terrain to his advantage, Tyson quickly sidestepped behind an outcropping. He couldn’t see the incoming targets, but Tyson’s sharp senses alerted him to the hints of the approaching demons. As the first demon rounded the corner, it was met with the swift brutality of Tyson's attack. He lunged and delivered a crushing punch straight into the demon's face. The impact resonated with a sickening crunch, sending the creature flying backward, lifeless even before it hit the ground. 

He was in a chaotic abyss, surrounded by darkness, fire, and a cacophony of monstrous roars. He felt... small. Weak. A lowly demon spawned from the chaotic abyss. Hunger and fear were the primary drives along with the persistent ache of never being satiated. The taste of rot and decay was oddly comforting. A cloud of nauseating green gas surrounded him, one of the few defenses against larger, more powerful demons. This stinking cloud could confuse and deter any who came too close. Fear dominated his existence. Layered within these primal emotions and experiences, was a profound resentment. It was dimly aware of its weakness and had a deep-seated drive to become something more.

The next creature, attempting to leap onto Tyson, found itself intercepted mid-air. With a fierce swipe of his clawed hand, Tyson tore through the demon's slimy flesh, leaving it disemboweled and twitching. 

However, with each fatal blow Tyson dealt, the creatures released a nauseating, greenish gas. It swirled around him like a foul, tangible cloud. The gas was thick and cloying, reminiscent of rotting vegetation and decaying meat. While the poison didn’t hamper his physical abilities much, the stench was overpowering, making each breath a gag-inducing challenge.

As the final demon rushed him, Tyson sidestepped its charge, catching it by its elongated ‘arm’. With one swift, powerful motion, he swung it into the rock face, silencing its malevolent snarls forever. The beast's demise added to the already pungent atmosphere. 

Tyson grimaced; he was unharmed and the noxious fumes had little effect on him, but the smell was horrid. 

As Illyana approached the aftermath of Tyson's bout with the demons, the greenish gas cloud wafted up to greet her. Her face twisted in revulsion, and she choked, the pungent smell assaulting her nostrils like a punch. She waved her hand in front of her nose and staggered a step backward, eyes watering. Catching her breath, Illyana broke into a fit of laughter, pointing a teasing finger at Tyson. "Is that the cologne you put on for our date?” She snickered, holding her nose in mock horror. “I have to say, your suggestion to attack first was a great idea." 

Tyson falsely laughed, “Ha. Ha.” he replied, "Just making sure our date is unforgettable." Brushing off some lingering demon residue from his clothes.

Tyson moved stealthily, positioning himself at the edge of the demon group's sight. He hurled another rock into the midst of a few of them, gauging their reaction, prepared for any other tricks they might have up their sleeves. When they displayed no additional special abilities beyond the noxious gas emitted, he and Illyana agreed on their tactics.

Illyana positioned herself away from Tyson. They began their well-coordinated attack. Tyson lunged forward and went toe-to-toe with the creatures. His powerful swipes and strikes sending them reeling, while the sickly green cloud billowed out around him. But he wasn't alone. Each time Tyson engaged a group, Illyana used her glowing portals to appear just behind or beside the demons. The Soulsword's sharp edge would swiftly slice through them. Before the gas could envelop her, Illyana would retreat, repositioning herself for another precision strike. She danced around the battlefield like a wraith. Together, Tyson's raw power and Illyana's cunning use of her portals ensured that the demons stood little chance. 

Tyson looked down at his hands, they had elongated. His knuckles stretched out, and his fingers became long and thin, tapering to vicious-looking points. He felt a tugging sensation at his ears, which now stretched out horizontally, sharp at the tips. He caught a glimpse of his reflection in a puddle of dark liquid on the ground. His face had contorted into a feral visage, resembling a blend between a pig and a wild dog. His once firm jaw now sported a snout-like extension, and his skin, normally a warm hue, had turned a sickly shade of grey.

"That is not a good look," Illyana unnecessarily stated, her eyes wide as she took in his altered appearance.

"It's these demons. I don’t have a weapon so I still absorb a portion of their traits when I come into contact with them," Tyson grumbled, his voice more growly than usual. "It's not permanent, so long as I’m careful. But it's making me feel... different."

He clenched his elongated fists. The feral changes also brought with them an increase in aggression and bloodlust. He felt the urge to charge back into the horde, to lose himself in the frenzy of battle.

Illyana placed a hand on his shoulder, "Stay with me, Tyson. Focus. You've got this."

Tyson took a deep breath, fighting against the raging instincts that threatened to consume him. He gave Illyana a determined nod, "Let's finish this."

With every demon Tyson encountered, his relentless drive grew. The battlefield seemed to blur around him as he moved with a singular focus, unleashing powerful strikes on any demon that came his way. The feral changes to his physique might not have enhanced his abilities much, but they certainly didn't diminish his combat prowess. His mind became consumed by the heat of battle. Abandoning the initial tactics, Tyson relied on brute strength to tear through the ranks of the grotesque creatures.

Illyana observed the transformation in Tyson's combat style. She swiftly adjusted her tactics to match his. Her portals were placed to direct his unbridled rage to the densest clusters of demons, allowing him to unleash his fury where it would be most effective. The horde, though vast in number, was no match for Tyson's newfound savagery. In his rage, he didn’t bother dodging. The demons landed several brutal hits on him, opening massive gashes in his skin. But his rapid healing capabilities quickly mended each wound. As the last demon was felled, Tyson stood amid the chaos. His clothes were torn, but his healing factor had already sealed any wounds.

Illyana waited before approaching him. When she did, her expression held a hint of concern. "That was... intense," she remarked, watching as Tyson tried to regain his composure.

Tyson shook his head, trying to dispel the lingering psychic absorption. After a few minutes, his facial features began to revert, losing the elongated snout and pointed ears. The grey hue of his skin shifted back to its normal tone. Taking a deep breath, he glanced at Illyana. "These creatures... they're primal, like animals," Tyson started, his voice holding a hint of fatigue. "They communicate in their demonic tongue and share some sort of telepathy, but it's not sophisticated. Mostly, I was just feeling their instinctual drives."

Illyana tilted her head slightly, "You took on a lot back there. You okay?"

Tyson chuckled lightly, flashing her a confident smile, though it didn't completely reach his eyes. "I'm good. But, my clothes? Not so much."

Illyana smirked, glancing over his tattered attire. The demon’s claws had done no lasting damage to Tyson, but his clothes had been reduced to rags, hanging from his large frame. She quipped, "Well, it's nothing I hadn't seen a few days ago." She winked playfully.

Their flirty banter was suddenly interrupted. A crippling terror washed over them, making their hearts race and their breaths shallow. It was like a dark cloud had descended, pressing down on their souls. Tyson clenched his fists, his knuckles white. He knew this wasn't normal. He possessed superhuman stamina, his heart shouldn't be racing without reason. His psionic resistance allowed him to shake off the unnatural dread.

Illyana’s face was pale. It took her a moment longer than Tyson to shake off the fear; her strong will allowed her to push past the dread. She looked at Tyson with narrowed eyes and asked, "What was that?" 

Tyson replied, "I don't know, but it wasn't natural. Something, or someone, is messing with us."

Illyana gripped her Soulsword, ready for the next challenge. "Well, they picked the wrong duo to mess with."

Then suddenly a relentless droning noise overwhelmed the area. It was reminiscent of a monstrous swarm of flies all buzzing and beating their wings at the same time. It was so intense that Tyson and Illyana both reflexively covered their ears as their faces contorted in pain. The noise intensified, and Tyson's eyes darted around trying to pinpoint its source. Meanwhile, Illyana was less able to weather the sudden assault on her senses. She staggered and her face paled. She gave Tyson a brief, alarmed look before dropping to her knees and collapsing.

Illyana lay unconscious on the ground. The droning had done its insidious work, rendering her vulnerable and defenseless. Tyson, alarmed, scanned the surroundings and looked up just in time to see a figure emerging from a shadowy crevice above. The creature was a monstrous hybrid of a fly and a human. Its massive body, covered in dark chitinous plates, bore two sets of buzzing wings that seemed to struggle under the weight of its foul form. Long, slender arms, reminiscent of a human’s but corrupted in design, hung from its thorax. Four other limbs, jagged and insectoid, scratched at the air as the creature descended. Its head was the thing of nightmares: a twisted, exaggerated human face, with compound eyes that gleamed malevolently. A sharp horn-like nose jutted out and dripped with a viscous fluid.

But what truly sent shivers down Tyson’s spine was the creature's tiny, gnashing mouth, surrounded by black bony ridges instead of teeth. As it drew closer, the hollow, rasping sound it emitted filled the air, a ghastly reminder of its ability to render its victims unconscious with just the sound of its wings.

His healing factor repelled the debilitating effects of the fly demon’s aura and droning. With a feral growl, Tyson unsheathed his claws and summoned his superhuman speed and agility as he sought to close the distance between him and the creature.

The creature’s compound eyes recognized Tyson's intentions. The creature flexed its wings and soared into the air, intent on keeping its distance. Its strategy became evident as it employed evasive tactics. The demon pulled away in the nick of time, evading his retaliatory strikes.

Tyson felt the wind rush past him as he propelled himself forward, leveraging his unparalleled agility to spring off a jagged outcrop. Every muscle in his body tensed in anticipation as he saw their paths converging, the fleeting opportunity almost palpable. Just as victory seemed within grasp, the demon shifted its course with alarming dexterity, evading him effortlessly.

Cursing under his breath, Tyson pivoted to see the demon darting dangerously close to Illyana's prone figure. A chill of dread washed over him, but he shook it off, his instincts and reflexes firing in perfect tandem. "No you don't!" he shouted.

Before the demon could get within arm's reach of Illyana, Tyson was already there. Realizing it was outpaced, the creature banked sharply and took to the skies once more, seeking the safety of altitude. The demon circled high above, its eerie silhouette contrasting starkly against the bleak Limbo sky.

Tyson acknowledged that as long as the demon remained in the air, he was at a disadvantage. He eyed Illyana's unconscious form, coming up with a plan. Her teleportation could be the key. All he needed was a touch. He rushed toward her, but as he did, the demon let out a shrill, otherworldly screech. Almost instantly, an oppressive, impenetrable darkness manifested around Illyana, creating a barrier that seemed to swallow all light. It was like staring into a void, the blackness so profound it was palpable.

The darkness seemed to mock him with its absolute blackness. But Tyson wasn't deterred. Relying on his heightened senses, he stepped into the black. He couldn’t see anything, but he had a rough idea of his location, and he had Illyana’s scent.

Before Tyson could reach Illyana, something colossal slammed into him from above, pinning him to the ground. The massive creature loomed over Tyson in the dark. He was pinned and disoriented. He struggled to make sense of the sudden attack, his eyes darted around, searching for the unconscious Illyana, the monstrous demon on top of him, but his vision was entirely obscured by the inky blackness.

The moment the creature's form made contact with Tyson, his power activated, and the demon’s life force transferred through him. A wave of memories, experiences, and emotions crashed over him.

Suddenly, he was soaring above an abyssal expanse, the rush of wind under large, leathery wings. The Chasme’s world was painted in hues of crimson and obsidian, an ever-shifting landscape of torment and chaos. Its most potent weapon, its droning wings, could lull any living being into a deep, vulnerable sleep. Then there was its aura, just by being in its presence, the aura could cripple one's will to fight, making them easy prey. Its sharp, elongated proboscis was a tool for feeding, capable of draining life force. Its very nature was to dominate, to instill terror, and to revel in the suffering of others. Arrogance, as clear as the midday sun, dominated its essence. It viewed other beings, even other demons, with a certain disdain. Everything was either prey or an obstacle, with no in-between. But amidst all this, there was also a hint of trepidation, a sliver of fear. Hidden beneath layers of haughtiness was an ever-present dread of being hunted. The demon's world was one of constant peril, where power dynamics shifted rapidly. And while the Chasme was a fearsome predator, it was also prey in the eyes of mightier entities.

Clarity washed over Tyson. "Deep down, you're just as scared as those you terrorize," he spoke in the demon’s abyssal tongue. "Just like you fear… this time… you’re the prey."

The Chasme, hissed in fury, its wings vibrating with increased intensity. As the demon's vitality flowed into Tyson, it began to alter him. First, his nose began to stretch, changing its shape and structure to mirror the creature's horn-like nose. The changes didn't stop there; soon, gossamer, fly-like wings sprouted from his back, rapidly growing and stretching out. The magical darkness still blocked his view, but he assumed the creature was also fighting blind.

While the demon dwarfed Tyson with its nearly nine-foot length, it did not match up to Tyson's inherent strength. Flexing his muscles, Tyson's claws dug deep into the demon's flesh, anchoring him. With a growl of determination, Tyson leveraged his enhanced strength and forced the creature off him. The demon screeched, writhing in his grip, but Tyson, dug in with his claws to maintain a firm and relentless hold.

With a primal roar, Tyson used every ounce of his power to force the massive demon backward. They broke through the border of the area of magical darkness. The creature's back collided with the imposing stone cliff wall behind it, sending a resounding thud echoing throughout the surrounding rock. Dust and small debris dislodged from the impact, raining down around them. Pinning the behemoth against the rock with one hand, Tyson's eyes blazed with intensity.

He was momentarily caught off guard when it suddenly thrust its head forward. The horn, wickedly sharp and curved at the end, punctured Tyson's skin with surprising force. He gasped as the unnaturally hollow tongue, reminiscent of a pulsating straw, slithered from the creature's maw and began draining the blood from his new wound.

He could feel the warmth of his blood being siphoned. With a frenzied movement, Tyson's free claw lashed out, carving through the creature's horn and its vile tongue. The black ichor, thick and putrid, poured forth, sizzling and emitting a nauseating stench as it met the air.

The creature hissed in pain, recoiling from Tyson and the wounds he'd inflicted. But as Tyson looked down at his injury, an unsettling realization took hold. His wounds, which typically healed almost instantaneously, now oozed a dark, viscous substance. The puncture seemed to pulse, as if alive, and instead of sealing itself rapidly, the healing process appeared stunted, visibly struggling against an unseen corruption.

Ignoring the pain and the disturbing sensation, Tyson continued his assault on the demon. He pierced the creature's exoskeleton again and again, causing it to shriek in agony with each attack. As the creature's life force dwindled, Tyson, sensing its impending demise, quickly disengaged. 

Tyson broke contact, stepping back.

H took no chances making sure he didn't absorb any more of the demon's essence. The last thing he wanted was to become too much like one of these monstrosities.

Though formidable in size, the demon looked pitiful in its final moments. Its legs flailed weakly in a desperate bid to defend itself. Its droning wings faltered, producing an uneven and off-kilter buzzing that filled the air. The vibrations grew weaker, sounding like the last sputtering beats of a broken machine. With a final, feeble swipe of its leg, the demon's energy ebbed, and it crumpled to the ground. Its massive body lay defeated, the life drained from it, its wings now silent and still.

Tyson turned his attention to Illyana. He approached her cautiously, the weight of concern evident in his eyes. He hesitated for a moment, not wanting to touch her. He watched her chest, and the steady rise and fall assured him that she was breathing. Her face, though pale, showed no signs of distress. He gave her a few moments, hoping she'd stir, waiting for any sign of movement, a flicker of her eyes, or a twitch of her hand. 

After a few minutes, she failed to regain consciousness. Tyson gently brushed his fingers against the soft skin of her throat. For that brief instant, a torrent of memories flooded Tyson's mind, images flashing like a slideshow played at high speed. But amidst the whirlwind of memories, something else surged within Tyson. He felt Illyana's ability. With the borrowed power coursing through him, Tyson focused on the familiar surroundings of the Xavier Institute. Visualizing his dorm room, he willed a shimmering portal into existence. He gently cradled Illyana’s limp and vulnerable body in his arms. He stepped forward, leaving behind the hellish landscape of Limbo; replacing it with the familiar sight of his room at the institute. 

The portal closed behind them with a soft whoosh. Leaving Tyson gently lowering Illyana into his bed, hoping she would soon wake.

Illyana's eyelids fluttered open for a brief moment, a hint of confusion shining in her sapphire eyes. "What... happened?" she murmured, her voice weak.

Tyson, standing beside the bed, offered a comforting smile. "It's okay, Illyana. We're back at the institute. You just need some rest." Nodding faintly, she let out a sigh of relief, her eyes drifting closed once more. Within moments, she was lost in the world of dreams. 

Illyana lay sprawled across the bed, her platinum blonde hair splayed out like a halo around her head. Her chest softly rose and fell with every breath causing a few stray strands of hair to move. Her lips, slightly parted, bore the ghost of a smile as she fell back into unconsciousness.

Shaking off the events of the day, Tyson grabbed a towel. Thankfully the grime and residue from the demon's foul gas didn't stick to him, but the thought of a hot shower, with the steam and the sensation of water cleansing his skin, was a welcome one.
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As the first rays of sunlight streamed into the room, they illuminated the corners and cast a golden hue on the furniture. The light gently played on Illyana's face, coaxing her out of the depths of sleep. She stirred, blinking as her eyes adjusted to the brightness. Across the room, Tyson was seated on a chair, engrossed in his physics textbook. Hearing her movement, he glanced and set the textbook aside. "Morning," he greeted with a small smile playing on his lips.

Illyana stretched, her gaze settling on the textbook. She arched an eyebrow, amusement dancing in her eyes. "Studying physics all night?"

He chuckled, scratching the back of his neck sheepishly. "Well, I’ve gotta learn it somehow..."

She smirked, pushing herself into a sitting position. "And here you are, just being the perfect gentleman, watching over me. But not like a creep just watching me sleep."

His eyes sparkled with mischief. "Well, I have to be on my best behavior for the first few dates, don't I?"

Illyana’s light, melodic laughter filled the room. "Dates, huh? Interesting choice of words. Assuming you’ll get another." She then grew more serious, her eyes searching his. "But really, what happened?"

Tyson leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. "That noise was a giant fly demon. After you went down, it tried to get the drop on me. The thing had a nasty bite when it connected. But when it touched me I got some of its... features." He made a face, indicating his distaste. "Managed to get the upper hand, though, and took it down. Once it was out of the picture, I touched you to get your power briefly, and brought you back here."

Illyana shuddered, her face pale. "I remember that awful buzzing. That was the last thing I heard." She looked up, gratitude evident in her eyes. "Thank you, Tyson. I owe you one. You were right about the demons, and I’m glad you came with me."

He waved it off with a devilish grin. "You’re worth it.” He coughed into his hand, “I mean you made it worth it, with your show last night… But keep in mind what happened. Maybe avoid exploring limbo alone until you have a handle on all the different kinds of demons?"

Illyana nodded. Her eyes took in the room, noting the bare walls and the single bed. She smirked, raising an eyebrow. "Brought me back to your room, huh?" Her tone was teasing and her lips curled into a playful smile.

Tyson responded with a smirk of his own, leaning against the edge of the bed, "Yup. I know, scandalous. But, let's be honest, not nearly as scandalous as seeing me without clothes." He added, "It's still pretty early. If you hurry, you might avoid getting caught doing your 'walk of shame'."

With a sultry sparkle in her eyes, Illyana said, "It's not a walk of shame if I have nothing to be ashamed about." The words dripped with confidence. With a deliberately slow and stretching motion, she pushed herself up, showcasing her toned figure. Each step she took towards him was deliberate, filled with alluring intent. Closing the distance between them, she leaned in, her lips brushing his cheek in a fleeting kiss. Tyson felt the flow of Illyana’s power and life force, but she didn't flinch away in pain. Instead, she leaned closer, her warm breath tickling his ear as she whispered, "Thanks for the date. I had fun."

Tyson stood to his feet and walked her to the door, holding it open for her. As Illyana began her exit, he asked, "So… How about a second date?"

Illyana's hips swayed with a pronounced rhythm. Without breaking her stride, she cast a look over her shoulder, her lips curling into a mysterious smile. "I'll think about it," she teased, her voice echoing slightly as she disappeared around the corridor's corner.

After tidying up his room, Tyson headed towards the cafeteria. Typically, he was one of the first ones there, sharing breakfast with Jean before the crowd of the other students filled the room. Jubilee would eventually stumble out of bed to join them; it was their daily ritual. 

However, today was different. As he pushed through the doors slightly later than usual, his eyes darted towards their regular spot, and sure enough, Jean was already there. But she wasn't alone; Jubilee was beside her, and both focused on him as he entered. Tyson knew that look; somehow, they'd known something was up with his 'date' with Illyana. He tried to act casual as he made his way to the breakfast bar and loaded his tray with food. 

But as he took his seat opposite the duo, Jubilee's expression said it all. Crossing her arms, she leaned in, her voice dripping with sarcasm, "Sooo..." she dragged the word out, glancing at Jean, then back to him, "How was your date?"

Tyson, seeing the eager curiosity in Jubilee's eyes and feigned disinterest in Jean's, decided to lean into the moment. Holding out his hand jokingly towards Jean, he quipped, "Can I borrow your telepathy? I'm going to need it to talk my way out of this one."

Jubilee's eyes widened, feigning seriousness. "What? No way! Jean, don't you dare!"

Jean's eyebrow arched in a mock-offended way, scoffing, "You wish." 

Tyson laughed at his own joke. He took a moment to scoop up a forkful of eggs and chew thoughtfully. Once he'd swallowed, he leaned in with a faux-dramatic tone. "We spent the night together."

Jubilee's eyes practically bulged out of her head, and her mouth hung open. She looked like she was about to burst into a flurry of questions. 

Seeing her reaction, Tyson couldn't help but burst into laughter. "Okay, okay, calm down, Jubes," he said, still chuckling. "Before you jump to conclusions, let me tell you the whole story." 

He proceeded to recount the adventure to Limbo, their skirmishes with the demons, and how Illyana had been knocked unconscious. "I brought her back to the institute, and she needed rest, so she crashed in my room. That's all," Tyson concluded, trying to maintain a straight face.

Jean and Jubilee exchanged glances. Jean mused, "Well, it's still technically a sleepover.” 

Jubilee eyed Tyson with suspicion, "Where'd you sleep?" she inquired.

Tyson shrugged nonchalantly. "I didn’t. Just spent the night with my physics textbook. I don’t need much sleep. Missing a night doesn't affect me like it would you."

A relieved sigh escaped Jubilee's lips. "Good. I mean… From what I hear, you need to study physics.”

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

The days at the institute began to form a pattern for Tyson. Every few nights would be spent with Illyana in Limbo. Every encounter with the demons, every skirmish, was a trial they defeated together. Their coordination became impeccable, almost as if they could predict each other's movements. These dangerous excursions playfully became regular 'dates'. Because time didn’t pass while they hunted in Limbo, when they returned Illyana would fall asleep in Tyson’s room and he’d spend the remainder of the evening studying.

During the daylight hours, Tyson’s friendship with Jean and Jubilee grew. The three of them would often find themselves lounging on the institute's vast lawn, grabbing a snack in the cafeteria, or playing games in the girl’s room. Subtly, his friend group grew as he was introduced to more of their peers. 

Kitty Pride was in his physics class. She had the unique ability to phase through solid objects, and would often join them at meals. Bobby Drake, who had the gift of manipulating ice, was the jokester of the group, using his powers to play pranks. John Allerdyce, on the other hand, was a bit of a figurative hothead. He controlled fire, the elemental opposite of Bobby, and the two would often have playful showdowns.

June faded and the warm days of July began. The students were gearing up for a field trip to the Museum of Natural History in the city. The idea of a day out was a welcome change from their usual routine. Chatter filled the air, and the students were ready for a day of learning and discovery. Children and teens of all ages clambered onto the buses. Amidst the enthusiastic group, Tyson's tall figure looked out of place. His thoughts were elsewhere. The memory of his confrontation with Magneto still troubled him, and even though Magneto was now behind bars, the lingering fear wasn't easy to shake off.

"Hey, you okay?" Jean's voice pulled him back to the present. 

He looked over to find her emerald eyes searching his. "Just thinking of the basketball game we missed," he replied, forcing a small smile.

Jean nudged him lightly, her tone reassuring. "We've got everyone here today, Tyson. And all the professors are on high alert. You're safe."

"I know," Tyson nodded, though Jean wasn’t entirely correct. "I’d feel better if Logan was here." Wolverine had left weeks ago. He wanted to follow up on some places Tyson had mentioned when giving a more detailed explanation of the memories he’d obtained from Sabertooth. 

Jubilee, who had been eavesdropping on their conversation, chimed in cheerfully, "Cheer up, no grumpiness to rain on our parade today!" 

Tyson felt some of his tension ebb away. With friends like these by his side and the might of the X-Men backing him, he felt safe, “You’re right, Jubes. The day ahead might just turn out to be one of the best I’ve had in a while.”

Jubilee groaned, “What did I tell you about that?” Covering her face with her hand, “It’s the kiss of death!” She exclaimed.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Tyson moved quickly through the exhibits, the massive dinosaur skeletons and artifacts doing little to pique his interest. Finding himself at the museum's food court, he settled at a table. The ambient noise of chatter surrounded him as he relaxed, taking in the sight of other visitors enjoying their meals. 

He was lost in thought when he felt a pair of familiar arms draped themselves around his chest. Illyana's voice held a teasing lilt in her tone as she whispered into his ear, "Not much for history, are you?” she chuckled. “Just like physics,”

He tilted his head back to catch a glimpse of her smiling face and replied with mock indignation, "I'll have you know I caught up in physics right at the end of the semester."

John sat at Tyson’s table and leaned forward, resting his elbows on its surface. Eyebrows raised, he gestured between Tyson and Illyana, asking, "Are you two dating or what?" 

The question hung in the air. The relationship between Tyson and Illyana was an enigma to everyone at the institute. Their interactions ranged from seemingly intimate moments to complete detachment, leaving most, including John, scratching their heads.

Tyson leaned back in his chair, casting a sidelong glance at Illyana. "Well," he drawled, "She keeps me up at night."

Illyana responded with an exaggerated eye roll. Playing along, she sighed theatrically, her voice dripping with playful sarcasm, "Unfortunately, he's more than I can handle."

Illyana leaned in, pressing a soft, affectionate kiss on Tyson's cheek, her lips lingering for a brief moment. The simple gesture was enough to elicit a few raised eyebrows.

Bobby, who’d accompanied John, piped up, "I don't know how you can touch him so casually. I shook his hand that one time, and felt like trash for an hour."

Tyson, never missing a beat, quipped with a smirk, "She's a masochist."

Illyana's eyes narrowed playfully, and she delivered a light slap on Tyson's shoulder, feigning annoyance. Grinning, Tyson continued, rubbing the spot she'd just hit dramatically, "And a sadist."

Bobby snickered at their banter, but John just threw his hands up in exasperation. Pointing at the duo, he exclaimed, "See! This is what I mean. No one knows if this is a thing!"

Illyana’s accent was heavier as she replied, “And no one needs to know.” She grabbed at Tyson’s forearm, near the end of his sleeve. “There’s a Russian exhibit, come see it with me.”

He shrugged at the other guys and followed Illyana out of the food court and deeper into the museum.

John, who had a penchant for flipping his lighter over and over became engrossed in a conversation with Bobby. A teen from a nearby table aggressively bumped into John, causing his lighter to clatter onto the ground. The boy looked down, a smirk twisting his lips, and said, "Watch it, mutie." With a sense of entitlement, he stooped, picked up John's lighter, and lit a cigarette, taking a deep drag.

As the teen swaggered away, John's eyes glinted with mischief. Focusing on the burning tip of the cigarette, John manipulated the fire, amplifying its intensity. The flame shot upwards, jumping from the cigarette to the hem of the teen's shirt. Within seconds, an orange blaze danced on the fabric, spreading rapidly.

But before panic could fully register on the teen's face, a gust of cold blasted from Bobby's direction. The icy stream hit the fire, causing it to hiss and sputter out. In its place, a layer of frost covered the teen's shirt, making it stiff and crystalline. 

The teen's expression was one of sheer horror; his mouth agape and eyes widened. But just as the realization of what happened started to sink in, his features froze, as if captured in a photograph. All around diners, children, parents, and even a balloon vendor who was midway into handing over a helium-filled gift, were similarly immobilized, frozen in the midst of their actions. Even a baby's cry was silenced mid-wail.

Sure enough, amidst the sea of paused faces, came Professor X; his wheelchair moving slowly. His face held a stern expression, but his eyes, deep and piercing, relayed a sense of calm control. It was clear that this momentary suspension of time was his doing. Charles Xavier's telepathic abilities were unmatched, and he was using them now to defuse a potential disaster.

Professor X spoke earnestly to John and Bobby. "Gentlemen, every one of us, mutant or not, has the power of choice. To act, to respond, to provoke. Our unique abilities are neither toys nor weapons to be displayed in moments of anger or pride. They're a part of our very being. And while they can be a blessing, in moments of rashness, they can also be our downfall. Let us remember that our true strength lies not in what we can do, but in choosing when and how we use our gifts. We must rise above provocations and act not out of vengeance or pride, but out of wisdom and understanding."

The room settled into an uneasy silence. Everyone's attention was drawn away when the television, playing in the corner, suddenly cut to a breaking news segment.

A news anchor, clearly alarmed, spoke into the camera, "We interrupt your regular programming for this breaking news out of the White House." The screen showed chaotic scenes, security personnel rushing about. "We have reports," the anchor continued, "of a mutant attacking the White House. While details are still emerging, initial reports suggest that this individual has managed to bypass multiple layers of security, using abilities never witnessed before." There wasn’t any footage of the fighting, just an aerial picture of the White House. "This is unprecedented," the anchor's voice trembled. "Never before has the heart of our government been attacked so brazenly."

Back in the room, eyes widened, and expressions ranged from shock to apprehension. Mutants were already treated poorly, and this would only incense things. Professor X broke the stunned silence, "Perhaps it is time we returned to the institute."

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Mystique, perfectly disguised as Senator Robert Kelly, stepped into the Oval Office. The room was heavy with tension. There had been an attack on the President, one that was nearly successful and quickly attributed to a mutant. The repercussions of this event were yet to unfold, but the landscape of mutant-human relations was sure to be altered.

"Senator Kelly," the President acknowledged, his voice strained but attempting to be cordial. His eyes darted to the figure standing next to him. "Meet William Stryker."

Stryker, with his stern face and piercing blue eyes, extended a hand. There was a hidden gleam in his eye, one that could easily be taken for malevolence. "Senator. I was a fan of your support of the Mutant Registration Act. Your recent shift of position from supporting the bill is confounding." he said, his formal tone barely restraining his displeasure.

Mystique, using her experience, smoothly replied, "Mr. Stryker. Times change and often stances need to change with them." She shook his hand firmly, ensuring not to reveal any hint of her true identity.

The President cleared his throat. "Given the recent... events, I thought it prudent for the two of you to discuss the mutant situation. We can't have another attack like this."

Mystique nodded, portraying the Senator's usual confident demeanor. "Of course, Mr. President. The safety of our nation is of utmost importance."

Stryker added, "I have some ideas on how to handle the mutant issue." The implication in his voice was clear; he believed in dealing with mutants with an iron hand.

Stryker confidently placed a folder in front of the President. The seal of confidentiality embossed on its cover caught the curiosity of the President. Inside was a satellite image, sharp and clear. It showed a grand mansion amidst trees and open grounds. The Xavier Institute.

Stryker leaned in, pointing to the picture. "Mr. President, this is more than just a mansion in upstate New York. This is a mutant training facility."

Mystique, maintaining her facade as Senator Kelly, swiftly interjected, her voice calm yet assertive, "It's a school, Mr. Stryker."

Ignoring her, Stryker turned the page, revealing another satellite image. This one showcased a sleek, black jet, its design distinctly reminiscent of a classified military aircraft. "And tell me, Senator, how many schools do you know that house an aircraft of this caliber? And if I may add, it emerges from their basketball courts."

The President's eyes widened in disbelief, and then his brows furrowed. He leaned back in his chair, massaging his temple as the weight of the situation pressed upon him. Finally, he met Stryker's gaze, "What is it you need, Stryker?"

Stryker answered without hesitation, "Permission to go in, Mr. President. I'm certain the answers to your recent attack lie within that facility."

The lines on the President's forehead became more pronounced as he considered Stryker's words. "Fine," he conceded, "but no live fire. You detain and question. I won't stand for casualties, Stryker. I won't have the nation waking up to the sight of mutant children's bodies on their morning news."

Stryker's lips curved into a subtle, sinister smile. His eyes glinted with a malicious intent that he hid well. "Of course, Mr. President," he replied smoothly, his voice dripping with feigned obedience. 

            

    
        Arc 2 - Ch 4: Too Late

    
    
    
    
                Date: Thursday, July 15, 2010.

Location: Xavier Institute, Scarsdale, NY

The thrumming of a powerful motorcycle engine echoed through the institute, immediately catching Tyson's attention. With a mix of anticipation and relief, he hurried to the entrance, pushing open the heavy doors just as Logan was dismounting his bike.

"Logan!" Tyson called out, a grin spreading across his face.

Logan, clad in his usual rugged attire, pulled off his leather gloves and approached Tyson with a nod. "Kid," he greeted with a hint of warmth behind his eyes.

The two men clapped each other on the back, the bond between them evident, and their respect for each other was clear.

Just then, Jubilee strolled by, her trademark yellow jacket was bright against the evening backdrop. She caught sight of the reunion and smirked playfully, her bubblegum popping as she commented, "Awww, bromance."

Logan raised an eyebrow at her while Tyson chuckled, shaking his head. 

As Logan and Tyson made their way into the institute, Storm gracefully approached, her white hair flowing around her like a soft cloud. She greeted Logan with a warmth that was rare for the often-reserved mutant.

"Logan," she began, her voice calm yet full of relief, "it's good to see you."

Logan merely nodded, but his eyes held a hint of something deeper. "Ororo," he responded, using Storm's real name. "Same."

Tyson, observing from a short distance, noticed the subtle glances between them. Their body language spoke of a deeper connection. He couldn't help but wonder if there might be something more between the two. Strictly following bro-code, Tyson slipped out of the room,  giving them some privacy while silently rooting for whatever might be blossoming between Logan and Storm.

Storm leaned close to Logan, her expression grew more serious. "We have a new mission. The Professor wants us to bring in the mutant who attacked the White House. He believes we can help him."

Logan's eyes narrowed, always ready for a fight. "And he wants me on this?"

Storm nodded. "He thought you'd be best. And quite frankly," she added, her gaze lingering on Logan for a moment longer, "You're the one I want watching my back."

Logan smirked slightly, appreciating the compliment. "Let's get to it then."

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~ 

Later that evening, Tyson made his way through the corridors of the institute until he reached Jean and Jubilee's room. He knocked, and almost instantly, the door swung open to reveal Jean with a welcoming smile.

"Hey, Tyson," Jean greeted warmly, stepping aside to let him in.

Before he could answer, Jubilee's excited voice echoed from her desk. "Tyson, get over here! You won't believe this!" Her eyes were glued to the computer screen, fingers tapping restlessly on the desk.

Curious, Tyson approached and peered over her shoulder, scanning the screen. "Watch this!" Jubilee exclaimed, replaying a particular segment.

The screen showed an attack on the White House. The mutant responsible was appearing and disappearing in rapid succession, leaving puffs of smoke behind, with an agility and finesse that left the security personnel bewildered.

"It's...incredible," she murmured. "He's a teleporter." she nodded to herself, "Yeah, definitely a teleporter. But, look at the speed and precision! It's unlike anything I've ever seen."

Tyson froze. He'd seen combat teleportation like that before, this was less flashy than Illyana’s. The smoke left behind was a dead giveaway. For just a moment, he thought Azazel had returned, but when Jubilee paused the video, he saw a glimpse of the mutant’s skin… it was blue.

Jean added, "It's going to be a challenge for Logan and Storm to bring him in. If he is a teleporter, it explains why the professor had such a hard time locating him."

Tyson stiffly asked, "Jean, where's the professor?"

She looked up, "He went to see Magneto, and he took Cyclops with him."

Tyson paused, processing the information. Slowly, he mumbled to himself, "And Logan went with Storm to find the teleporter..."

Suddenly, a shiver ran down his spine. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end. "This can’t happen now, it's too soon," he whispered. Tyson's eyes went wide as realization struck him. At the museum, he and Illyana had only gotten partly through the Russian exhibit when they were called to the buses. Their exit had been abrupt, but Tyson hadn't thought much of it. 

It was as though a film reel played in his mind, revealing scene after scene from a movie plot. The same movie plot that was unfolding around him. Panic welled up inside him. "We're going to be attacked," he said in a shaky voice.

Jean frowned, her eyes searching his. "What are you talking about? How do you know?"

"It's... complicated. But trust me. We're in danger. Who's in charge while all the professors are away?"

Jean paused, concern etching her face, then said, "Illyana's brother. Why?" Her eyes locked onto Tyson's with a mixture of disbelief and growing concern. "How do you know we're going to be attacked?" she pressed.

Tyson took a deep breath, searching for the right words to legitimize his meta-knowledge. "Remember when I absorbed your power to take on Magneto?" She nodded, her brow furrowing. "Well, when I did that, I had this... vision of this moment, these circumstances. And, in that vision, the Institute was attacked later tonight." He looked earnestly into her eyes, hoping she'd understand. "Jean, have you ever... seen the future?"

She hesitated, her gaze dropping as she seemed to search her memories. "There have been times," Jean admitted slowly, "when I've glimpsed events that hadn't happened yet."

Jubilee, who had been quietly following their conversation, sucked in a breath and whispered, "Oh, shit." The weight of the revelation weighed heavy in the room.

Tyson's urgency was palpable. "Jean, can you reach out to Colossus with your telepathy? Tell him what we know and get the students ready for an evacuation drill or something. We need to be prepared."

Jean's eyes narrowed in determination. "Okay," she said, closing her eyes to focus. "What are you going to do?"

"I need to find Illyana," Tyson replied. "Her teleportation could be key to getting everyone out."

With that, Tyson turned and sprinted out of Jubilee's room. His powerful legs carried him swiftly down the corridor. As he approached Illyana's room, he didn't slow down, sensing that time was of the essence. If the door was locked, it didn't matter; he just plowed right through it. Wood splintered, the door's metal handle bent, and in a matter of seconds. The suddenness of his entrance and the scattered remnants of the door evidenced his desperation.

When Tyson laid eyes on Illyana, the sight left him momentarily stunned. There she stood in her lace underwear with a garter belt dangling from one hand as she balanced a leg gracefully on a chair, carefully fastening it. Her platinum blonde hair cascaded around her shoulders, framing her face.

Illyana glanced up, unfazed by his sudden appearance, a sly smirk playing on her lips.

Tyson's face turned a shade of red that could rival any sunset. For once, he was rendered completely speechless, his mouth opening and closing but no words emerging. The usually confident young man was utterly disarmed by the unexpected sight before him.

Illyana shifted her weight to one leg, allowing her hip to jut out slightly. With her hand resting on that very hip, her body formed an unintentionally sexy silhouette. Her platinum locks framed her face and her blue eyes sparkled as she raised an eyebrow, "Looks like you're early for our date. What was so urgent you couldn't knock?"

Despite the situation, Tyson's lips curled into a slight grin. "Given what I walked into, I'd say my timing was freaking perfect." He shook his head, reining his thoughts in. "But I need to know: how far can you teleport? And how many people can you take with you?"

Illyana cocked her head thoughtfully, "Depending on the distance and the familiarity of the place, I can take about five people with me. I can jump around a quarter mile, but if I try to go too far weird things happen. Why?"

Taking a deep breath, Tyson looked at Illyana seriously. "I have a strong feeling the Institute is going to be attacked. And," he said, glancing down with a slight flush to his face, "as much as I appreciate the view, you should probably get dressed." He tried to keep his tone light despite the gravity of the situation. "Your brother's in charge right now, and I think the best move would be to start evacuating small groups of kids. Somewhere nearby, within your teleportation range."

Illyana stared at him for a moment, taking in the weight of his words. She stepped closer and gently placed a kiss on his cheek. "Alright, I'll get ready. We'll keep them safe."

As she pulled away, Tyson felt a rush of energy, as the essence of Illyana's power surged through him. Acting on impulse, he envisioned Jean's room and with what felt like a mere step forward, he found himself standing right there. The transition was so swift and seamless that he couldn't help but smile.

Tyson put his hand on Jean's shoulder, "Jean, I need you to focus right now. Can you sense anything within range? Malicious intent, intense focus, anxiety? Hatred, even... We’re looking for a group of soldiers."

Jean took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and she reached out with her telepathic abilities. Her brow furrowed with concentration. After a few moments of intense silence, her eyelids snapped open, revealing a deep fear. Her voice trembled as she whispered, "They're here."

Tyson's face hardened as he processed the imminent danger. "Damn it," he muttered under his breath. Turning to the two girls, his voice was urgent yet determined. "Both of you, get to the nearest emergency evacuation site. Now."

His gaze specifically settled on Jubilee, who was gripping the edge of the desk, her usual bubbly demeanor replaced by a serious expression. "Jubilee, do you remember the conversation we had when I woke up? This is one of those moments. If you want to be a hero, now's your chance. Save as many as you can by guiding them out, then get yourself to safety. These kids are scared, and they'll need someone strong like you. But remember, you can't help them if you're caught or worse."

Jubilee nodded, her young face determined. "I won't let you down."

Turning to Jean, Tyson's voice softened a bit. "Jean, you need to get out too. But before you go, I need to ask you for a favor. Can I borrow some of your power? You've seen firsthand what I can achieve with it, and right now, we need every advantage to buy everyone the time they need to escape."

Jean took a deep breath, steeling herself for what was about to come. She strode up to Tyson. Their eyes locked with the weight of their shared understanding, of their trust in each other. Jean's emerald eyes, usually so full of warmth and compassion, looked deep into Tyson's with an intensity he had never seen before. With deliberate care, she placed her hand on the side of his face. Their connection was palpable. One second. Two. Three. Darkness, reminiscent of creeping shadows, began to emerge from the points where her fingers touched his skin. Four. Five. Six. The black tendrils threaded through the veins of her hands, slithering and creeping up her forearms like a malevolent force.

Suddenly, it advanced past the fabric of her sleeves, threatening to consume more of her. Knowing the danger of drawing too much, Tyson abruptly stepped back. The connection broke, and Jean staggered, drained, and dizzied. But there was no time to waste. Tyson swiftly grabbed both Jean and Jubilee and in a blur, they were teleported to the nearest evacuation point. 

Gratitude flooded him as he looked at Jean, "Thank you," he murmured. Without another word, he teleported away, returning to find Illyana.

Illyana stood there, battle-ready in her attire. The moment Tyson teleported back in, their eyes met, and she understood the urgency of the situation. Tyson quickly stepped up to her, his voice urgent, "Time's up. They're here." His gaze pierced hers, "Do what you can. I'll handle the rest."

For a fleeting second, everything else faded away. Illyana reached out, wrapping her arms around his neck and drawing him close. Their lips met a fervent and passionate embrace that seemed to convey a thousand unspoken words. It was their first real kiss.

Suddenly, she pulled away, and Tyson's heart sank as he noticed the stark change in her appearance. The creeping darkness of the black veins had invaded her face, originating from her lips. A web of black, like ink spilled on parchment, made its way across her porcelain skin. 

He instantly realized that all those small kisses and his power had been affecting her the same all along, more so than she had ever let on. But true to her fierce nature, Illyana showed no sign of regret. With a fiery, determined tone, she simply whispered, "Give them hell," before vanishing with a flash, teleporting away and leaving Tyson to face the imminent threat.

Illyana appeared next to Jean and Jubilee and staggered before falling to the floor. Jubilee recognized the signs of Tyson’s life drain and struggled to help both girls through the evacuation point.

Those three words, spoken in Illyana's unique accent, echoed in Tyson's mind, propelling him forward. ‘Give them hell’ she had said, and he intended to do just that. The fierce determination in her voice, filled with faith in him, was all the motivation he needed.

For a fleeting moment, he closed his eyes, attempting to harness Jean's telepathic abilities. He tried to pinpoint the soldiers' locations, but it was akin to searching for a needle in a haystack with no guide. Unlike Jean, who could deftly navigate the intricacies of individual minds, for Tyson, it was like plunging into a tumultuous ocean of thoughts, overwhelming and chaotic. It was too much.

Abandoning his telepathic search, Tyson decided he would just have to draw them out. The best way to find them was to become the target they couldn't resist.

With a sense of purpose, Tyson took a deliberate step. Though it was a small physical movement, the world around him changed instantly. He had transitioned from Illyana's room to the grandeur of the entry hall, its high ceiling and ornate decor offering a stark contrast to the immediate threat.

There, almost immediately, he found himself staring down the barrel of a rifle. A soldier, clad in tactical gear and wearing a balaclava, had quickly pivoted to line up a shot on Tyson. But before the soldier could react, Tyson took another swift step. In an instant, he was directly behind the unsuspecting soldier. The gun, once aimed directly at him, now pointed futilely ahead, while its wielder remained oblivious to Tyson's sudden relocation. 

The Sabertooth within Tyson growled in glee. For the first time, it'd be unleashed on a hunt.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~ 

The sterile room was silent, save for the whirring of Xavier's wheelchair as he rolled up to the transparent barrier. Magneto's prison, devoid of any metal, was cold and isolating. Magneto, usually a figure of strength, now seemed diminished, with darkened bruises on his face.

Concern etched in his features, Xavier asked, "Erik, what happened to you?"

Magneto's eyes met Charles', and there was an undertone of frustration in his voice. "I had a visit from our old 'friend', William Stryker. You remember him, don't you?"

Xavier's gaze became distant, memories resurfacing. "His son, Jason, was one of my students," he recalled a note of regret in his voice. "Unfortunately, I wasn't able to help him. Not in the way Stryker wanted."

Magneto's posture was one of a defeated man, and his voice wavered just a touch, uncharacteristic for someone of his usual confidence. "Charles," he admitted hesitantly, "he was quite interested in you and your school."

Alarmed, Xavier's fingers gripped the arms of his wheelchair tighter. "Erik, what did you tell him?"

Magneto's eyes were filled with pain and regret as he met Xavier's gaze. "Everything," he whispered.

Before Xavier could respond, a hissing sound punctured the silence of the room. Within seconds, a greenish gas began to fill the chamber. Charles's eyes widened in realization, but he found it hard to maintain focus, his vision blurring at the edges.

Magneto forced out his last words before the darkness took him, "The war... has begun."

As the green gas billowed behind the plastic doors, another scene was developing just a few feet away. The entry room outside the cell was filled with a few guards and technology to ensure no metal was allowed near Magneto. The rhythmic echo of heels on the cold floor heralded the approach of a woman. Her white pantsuit was pristine, each piece tailored to perfection, highlighting a strong yet feminine form. 

Cyclops tried to assess the situation, aware that something was amiss. But he barely had time to react before she was upon him. A flash of red light streaked from his visor, the optic blast knocking the woman to the floor. He took out the guards easily enough, but while he was distracted, the woman rejoined the fight. He threw a punch, but she deftly evaded, grabbing his arm and twisting it behind his back. He groaned, struggling to free himself. But her grip was ironclad. Using his weight against him, she flipped him onto the ground. With a swift motion, she delivered a precise kick to his side, knocking the wind out of him. Cyclops tried to rally, to summon any reserves of strength he might have left, but another well-placed kick to his temple left him dazed and disoriented.

As he lay on the floor, consciousness slipping away, the woman stood over him triumphant, her empty gaze staring down at him.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~ 

Ororo and Logan’s search led them to Boston. The massive wooden doors of the old church groaned as they were pushed open, revealing a vast, dimly lit interior. The once-grand church was now crumbling, pews scattered and forgotten, windows broken, their stained glass once telling tales of miracles now lay shattered. Scaffolding was scattered around, as if someone had attempted to restore the building, but gave up before making progress.

"Strange place for a guy who tried to off the president," Logan remarked, taking in the dilapidated surroundings. His footsteps echoed as he made his way further inside, the worn leather of his jacket creaking with each step. The air was thick with dust, and a faint incense still lingered, but amidst the quiet, there were whispers. Voices that seemed to dart around, bouncing off walls, making it hard to pinpoint their origin. The words meshed in a bizarre dance of German and English.

Storm's blue eyes darted around, her white hair shimmering in the little light filtering through the broken windows. "He's a teleporter," she deduced, remembering their difficulty in tracking him down. "That's why we couldn't find him easily."

Drawing a deep breath, Storm called out, her voice echoing through the vastness of the church, "We're not here to hurt you. We want to help."

The whispering ceased, and a pair of yellow eyes blinked open in the dimness above them. Clinging to the shadowy rafters was a lithe figure, his skin a deep, inky blue. Two small, spiraled horns jutted out from his forehead, contrasting with the backdrop of his short, fuzzy hair. His tail, long and prehensile, wrapped around a wooden beam, helping him balance effortlessly. But despite the unusual appearance, the eyes held a look of genuine fear.

"I didn't mean to hurt anyone," he confessed, his German accent heavy and voice tinged with regret.

Logan, ever the blunt one, craned his neck upwards, eyes squinting as they tried to adjust to the dark. "Why don't you come on down, bub? Let's talk it out."

Beside him, Storm stepped forward, her demeanor gentle and understanding. "We know what it's like to be afraid," she began, her voice soft, "But you're not alone. Let us help. Please, come down."

The figure hesitated for a moment longer, then he disappeared in a puff of smoke, he manifested at ground level a few feet away, revealing himself fully to them. The blue-skinned mutant touched down gracefully, his posture hesitant and cautious. His tail twitched nervously as he took in the two mutants standing before him.

The woman with silver-streaked hair stepped forward, extending her hand gently. "I'm Ororo," she introduced with a soft smile. Motioning to the rugged man beside her, she added, "And this is Logan."

Logan gave a slight nod, his gaze unwavering, but not unfriendly.

Kurt hesitated a moment, looking at the extended hand, then carefully took it. "Kurt," he replied, his voice still filled with uncertainty but trying to find some form of trust. "Kurt Wagner."

            

    
        Arc 2 - Ch 5: Battle for the Institute

    
    
    
    
                Date: Thursday, July 15, 2010.

Location: Xavier Institute, Scarsdale, NY

Date: Thursday, July 15, 2010.

Location: Xavier Institute, Scarsdale, NY

Tyson took a step using Illyana’s borrowed teleportation to position himself directly behind the invading soldier. In a fluid, lethal motion, he lunged forward. Razor-sharp claws extended from each of Tyson’s fingers, and they effortlessly punctured the thick armor that the soldier wore. They dug deep, wedging between the muscles of the soldier’s back, snapping the delicate vertebrae, and slicing through the spinal cord. The soldier's body immediately went limp, a gasp escaping his lips. A rush of memories flooded into Tyson. 

He grew up in a struggling neighborhood. He had been a promising athlete, but a severe injury during a high school game ended his dreams of making it big. The burden of hospital bills forced him to join the military. He served his term and was approached by a man recruiting ex-soldiers, promising money and power. He was in a mission briefing for the assault on the Xavier Institute. He and a group of mercenaries would be the first to infiltrate the institute, and silently takedown any mutants encountered. And assist the second team in retrieving specific data, materials, and any captured mutants. 

The onslaught of memories slowed, and Tyson was thrust back into the present. After the initial rush, he was learning to control the flow of memories and tilt them in a direction that would help his current situation. Armed with the knowledge of the invader’s plans, he stared down at the motionless form whose life had been irrevocably altered in mere seconds. The weight of what he'd done bore down on him. He could see the remnants of the man's past, the choices that had led him to this tragic moment, playing out like a movie in his mind. He felt an overwhelming pang of guilt. He saw the soldier as a victim of circumstance, a man forced into a life of violence due to societal pressures and lack of options. Yet, there was another voice inside Tyson, a much darker and ferocious one that reveled in the hunt, the thrill of the chase, and the power. This soldier was just another prey, an enemy that had threatened their territory, and thus, deserved no mercy. The two voices clashed within him, each battling for dominance over his actions and feelings. 

Shaking his head, as if trying to physically dispel the warring thoughts, Tyson hardened his feelings. The weight of his actions would remain to be digested another day. His friends needed him now. And if the soldiers came to hunt children, he had no problems hunting them in turn.

Tyson moved like a shadow, swift and deadly. Each step he took brought him to a different location, allowing him to attack from unexpected directions. The trained soldiers stood no chance against the fury that was Tyson.

She had grown up in a rough neighborhood where joining the army had seemed like her only way out. She'd wanted to make a better life for her younger siblings. They had looked up to her, their beacon of hope. Her determination and fierce loyalty to her family were traits she'd taken with her into her service.

He was a tall man with a shaved head. A smiling woman and a little girl flashed before his eyes. They were his wife and daughter. He'd joined the military out of a sense of duty, but also because it provided for his family. He'd promised his daughter he'd be back for her birthday.

He was a proud graduate, top of his class at Westpoint. Yet, deep down, he'd always harbored doubts and questions about the orders he was given and the morals behind them. He'd wanted to change the system from within.

Tyson, now filled with the memories and emotions of his victims, staggered back. The weight of their lives, dreams, and regrets bore down on him. Each story added another layer of complexity to his psyche, battling with the ferocious instincts of Sabertooth and his own inherent nature.

The battlefield was silent for a moment, save for Tyson's heavy breathing. The knowledge that these were not faceless enemies but people with dreams, families, and stories was overwhelming. The conflict within him grew even more intense, as he grappled with the consequences of his actions and the lives he'd taken. His mind was a cacophony of thoughts and memories. But one thing was shared across all the temporarily-absorbed personalities. 

The ability to detach and focus on the mission. 

He felt it deep in his core, an unwavering conviction that was shared among all the voices inside him. His mission was clear, defend The Institute. Nothing else mattered now but its protection.

Tyson knew he couldn’t continue as he was. The ever-increasing, conflicting psyches would eventually overwhelm him. He bent down and wrapped his hands around the hilt of a discarded rifle. The weapon felt reassuring in his grip. With all his absorbed memories, he was a highly trained soldier with several lifetimes of combat experience. 

As he turned a corner, five soldiers spotted him. They aimed their guns, ready to take down the threat. But Tyson was faster. Using his teleportation ability, he blinked out of existence for a mere second, reappearing behind the first soldier. A quick shot and the man went down. The other soldiers scrambled, firing wildly in surprise, but Tyson was already gone, teleporting again.

Appearing atop a railing, he took aim and quickly dispatched the second and third soldiers with well-placed shots. The fourth, realizing he couldn’t track Tyson’s unpredictable movements, tried to backpedal in retreat. But in the blink of an eye, Tyson was in front of him, a heavy punch knocked him out cold and likely did internal damage with its force.

The final soldier, driven by fear, threw a grenade. With lightning reflexes, Tyson opened a portal to Limbo. The explosive sailed through the opening into the demon-filled dimension. A single shot rendered the man no longer a threat. 

Tyson surveyed the scene. Another five soldiers down, in mere moments. But his work was far from over. No one, not even an army, could stand in his way.

With a blinding flash of blue energy, Tyson emerged atop the Institute's rooftop. The wind tousled his hair, but his focus was solely on the unfolding chaos below. Scores of uniformed soldiers approached the school. Their calculated assault seemed rehearsed as if they knew every nook and cranny of the Institute. From the vans parked outside the gates to the teams tactically navigating the yard, to using the central fountain for cover… it was an invasion. Then, the distinct sounds of helicopter blades caught his attention. In the distance, choppers loomed ominously, their dark silhouettes approaching.

The clock was ticking. He knew he only had about three minutes left with the borrowed abilities. He needed to make the biggest impact possible while he still could.

His eyes fixed on one of the helicopters. Channeling Jean’s telekinesis, he stretched out his hand, feeling the immense psychic energy envelop the aircraft. Soldiers below looked up in confusion and terror as the chopper started wobbling erratically in the air. With a forceful pull, Tyson sent the helicopter crashing down amongst the soldiers in the yard.

A massive fireball erupted from the impact site, a shockwave of heat radiating outwards. Shrapnel scattered in every direction, sending soldiers diving for cover. The explosion's sheer force knocked many off their feet, halting their progress. The fire from the explosion morphed and danced in ways fire shouldn't, twisting and turning as if it had a life of its own. To Tyson's astonishment, it formed into the menacing shape of a dragon. The creature, made entirely of flames, surged towards the soldiers, causing them to fire upon the creature. Their disciplined ranks broke as their bullets had no effect and they tried to flee the creature's fiery wrath.

Peering into the thoughts around him, a particular strand of emotion stood out. It was the gleeful, celebratory thoughts of John, the fire-controlling mutant. Tyson took a quick step, instantly appearing beside John. Without giving him a chance to react, Tyson grabbed his arm and teleported once more.

They emerged at the evacuation point, where he’d left Jean and Jubilee. The sudden arrival startled the kids streaming by. But before anyone could say anything, John pulled away from Tyson's grip, his expression a mix of anger and confusion. "Why?!" he yelled, his eyes flaring with the same intensity as the flames he controlled. "I was helping!"

Tyson’s voice filled with urgency. "Help by not getting captured," he retorted. Pointing around him at all the fleeing kids. "You’re strong. You need to protect our friends. Jean and Illyana are going to be weak because they gave me so much of themselves. Don’t make me waste it fighting you too. Everyone here needs you."

John's defiance faltered under Tyson's commanding presence, but the fire in his eyes remained. Before he could argue further, Tyson took another step, vanishing from the scene and reappearing on the roof, ready to face the chaos once more.

The second chopper attempted to withdraw from the area, clearly not eager to meet the same fate as its predecessor. Tyson, however, had other plans. He reached out with his telekinesis; the force of his will wrapped around the fleeing aircraft, stopping it mid-air. The soldiers inside stared out in horror, trying to figure out why their escape had been abruptly halted.

Then, with a sudden, forceful pull, Tyson flung the helicopter like a toy, sending it crashing into one of the large vans parked just outside the institute's gates. The deafening crash echoed across the grounds, punctuated by the explosive rupture of the van's fuel tank. Flames shot into the air, casting eerie shadows against the dark backdrop of the night.

Not done, Tyson looked down at the convoy of vans attempting to deposit more troops. With a wave of his hand, two of them lifted off the ground. The soldiers beneath, seeing the massive vehicles being manipulated like they were nothing more than cardboard cutouts, tried to scatter. But Tyson was too fast. With a swift motion, he dragged the airborne vans across the lawn, sweeping under them the advancing soldiers like bugs under a broom. The force was such that those caught directly under the vans were crushed, while others were knocked aside, dazed, disoriented, disabled, or dead.

The battleground outside the institute was quickly turning into a field of destruction, all orchestrated by a single determined mutant.

Tyson felt a sharp, excruciating pain in his chest. It was like being hit with a hammer but from the inside. One, two, three. The blows registered before the sound of the bullets being discharged reached him. He looked down, disbelief clouding his vision. Massive rounds must have gone right through, leaving a gaping hole in his chest. The realization that he was missing a large section from his torso caused his world to spin. In his mind, the whispers of the personalities he housed became frantic, overlapping into a chaotic noise. Without thinking, he teleported, disappearing from the rooftop and reappearing inside his room at the institute. The familiar surroundings offered no comfort as he collapsed onto the floor, gasping. His hands went to his chest, fingers sinking into the warm, wet mess at the edge of the gaping hole. It felt like trying to hold onto a handful of thick, slippery mud.

But the gaping holes in his chest from the large caliber bullets began to close. At first, it was like watching a zipper pull flesh together. Then, as the seconds ticked by, organs reformed as the mangled tissue reformed until there was nothing left but smooth skin. 

Heaving with exertion, Tyson lay there for a moment, letting the cool floor beneath him ground his senses. 

Gathering his resolve, Tyson stood up. He envisioned the institute's roof. Taking a step he tried to draw on the teleportation power. The familiar pull of teleportation, the sensation of space wrapping around him, was gone. The walls of his room still enclosed him. His connection to Jean and Illyana's abilities had vanished. A pit formed in his stomach. Without those powers, his options were suddenly limited. He could hear the distant sounds of fighting and shouts of soldiers. The logical part of him knew he should head to the evacuation point, and regroup with the others. But there was a fire inside him, one that had been ignited by a presence in his mind, urging him to continue the battle. Tyson's fingers clenched and unclenched, torn between the two desires. But then an explosion from outside solidified his decision. The primal urge, the hunter in him, drove him to fight.

Tyson stepped into the hallway. He took a moment, tilting his head slightly, nostrils flaring. The air was thick with various scents. Overpowering everything was the tangy scent of fear, an almost sour smell that made his nose twitch. Beneath it, he detected the distinct smell of sweat, mixed with the sharp scent of gunpowder. But what he was searching for was the unique scent of a person, the individual cocktail of pheromones and body odor that would lead him to his next target. He followed a trail, the smell growing stronger. His heightened senses allowed him to detect the faintest traces of human scent, leading him like a compass straight to his prey.

Rounding a corner, he came face to face with a soldier, weapon raised. Before Tyson could react, a dart from a tranquilizer gun pierced his skin. Immediately, a cold sensation spread from the point of impact, making his limbs feel heavy. But it lasted only a moment, the effect ebbing away almost as quickly as it had come, his healing factor neutralizing the drug. With a roar, Tyson lunged forward, closing the distance between them in a heartbeat. His claws slashed through the soldier's armor, cutting into flesh. The soldier's eyes widened in shock, and before he could scream, his vision went black.

As Tyson moved down the hallway, a fresh scent wafted toward him, unique and tantalizing. The base note was consistent; a soft, floral aroma that felt alluring and soothing. Layered above it were individual nuances, each carrying a hint of vanilla, another with a touch of lavender, cinnamon, and honey, and the last with a slight citrusy tang. Though they differed slightly, these scents were almost harmoniously intertwined, suggesting a deep connection between their sources. The allure of these fragrances was undeniable, and Tyson felt an almost magnetic pull toward them. Following this olfactory trail, Tyson's predatory instincts kicked in, and he began to move silently, stalking the origins of the scents. 

The corridor opened up into a room, and in the center stood a man. Surrounding him were five identical women, each impeccably dressed. Their blonde hair fell in perfect waves, cascading down their backs and framing their strikingly similar faces. Their icy blue eyes were sharp and intelligent, each set beneath delicately arched eyebrows. Their lips, a pale shade of pink, were set in expressions that seemed both aloof and intensely focused. These women moved with a synchronous grace, every gesture mirroring the others, giving an almost eerie sense of coordination. Their porcelain skin, flawless and almost glowing, stood out against their white dresses, creating an ethereal aura around them.

The atmosphere in the room was thick with tension as the five blondes began to speak, their voices harmonizing in a way that was both mesmerizing and unnerving.

"He's the last one," one began, her voice dripping with cold authority.

"There are no others nearby," another continued, her tone almost mocking.

"He's a hunter," the third one added, eyes sharp and assessing.

"He's killed many men," said the fourth, her gaze unwavering.

Their words were delivered with an eerie cadence, and Tyson felt like he was being surrounded by a singular entity rather than five separate individuals. It was a dance of voices, each taking a turn, leading and following, completing each other's sentences. Their synchronized movements were almost as entrancing as their combined voices. Every tilt of their heads, every blink of their eyes, seemed perfectly timed and coordinated. The five identical blondes were dressed in pristine white outfits that made them look almost angelic. Their piercing blue eyes seemed to look straight through Tyson, dissecting his every thought and emotion.

The fifth, who had been silent thus far, stepped forward, her gaze unwavering, “He's stronger than he appears but weaker than he was.” she said, her voice as cold and clinical as the rest.

Tyson tried to keep his composure, but he couldn't help but be affected by their collective presence. “Who are you?” he demanded, trying to assert some control over the situation.

“Who we are is of no consequence to you,” they replied with eerie synchronization. “What you should be worried about, is what we want.”

“Which is?” Tyson asked defiantly.

The five shared a brief, knowing glance before responding, “You.”

Tyson felt a prickle at the base of his skull like fingers tickling his mind. “I’m taken,” he growled, his hackles rising.

The fourth chuckled lightly, her voice dripping with amusement, “Oh, you don’t have to worry about that.”

The fifth and final blonde took another step closer, her eyes never leaving Tyson's. “We’ll just take what we need,” she finished, a wicked smile playing on her lips.

The eeriness of the encounter settled heavily on Tyson. As he focused on the blondes, the man in the middle broke the hypnotic chain. "Well, aren't you quite the prize?" he said with a smug grin, his eyes scanning Tyson from head to toe. "I saw my men shoot you," he continued, tapping his chest three times for emphasis. "But here you are, no worse for wear. How lucky am I that I encountered the same unique power, four times? Makes me think it’s not so unique. But you’ve got something else special in you. A temporary powerup of some kind?"

Tyson tried to make sense of the man's words, but another scent began to creep into his senses. At first, it was hidden beneath the sweet allure of the blondes, but as Tyson honed in on it, it became more distinct. It was an odor that brought to mind graveyards and decay, the chilling aroma of rotting flesh mixed with the sharp tang of cold metal. The scent was reminiscent of death, and Tyson knew instinctively it was dangerous. But, the smell was not coming from any of the people in front of him.

            

    
        Arc 2 - Ch 6: Seeing Red

    
    
    
    
                Date: Friday, July 16, 2010.

Location: Xavier Institute, Scarsdale, NY

Tyson faced Stryker and the quintet of identical blondes. Stryker wore a smug smile, confident in the power of his entourage. His eyes gleamed with anticipation, eager to see how this would unfold. The five women stood in perfect formation, each of their features mirrored in the other. Their skin was porcelain-white, contrasting sharply with their deep blue eyes that held an almost predatory glint. Their blonde hair cascaded in perfect waves down to their shoulders, and their outfits were pristine white dresses that seemed to shimmer subtly in the ambient light.

Each breath Tyson took felt like it was tinged with the scent of death and metal and the back of his head tingled. He knew the sensation meant a telepath was trying to infiltrate his mind. His gaze darted from one blonde to the next, trying to determine which might be the leader or the strongest of the bunch. Jean and Professor X assured him he had some telepathic resistance, but would it hold up against a coven of telepaths working in concert? If he were immobilized or controlled, his battle would be lost. He had to incapacitate the telepaths first.

Without warning, Tyson lunged towards the blonde on the far left. The distance between them closed in a heartbeat as he aimed to knock her off balance and remove her from the fight. He hoped that the surprise and swiftness of his attack would give him the edge he needed.

Tyson's momentum suddenly halted. His body jerked back, caught in the vice-like grip of a cold, metal tentacle. He swiped at the tentacle, but his claws failed to pierce the metal. Its hardness was unnatural, far more durable than steel, some unique alloy. His muscles strained as he tried to free himself, but a second tentacle whipped forward, coiling around him, and tightening its grasp. 

As he was turned forcibly around, he locked eyes with the behemoth responsible for his ensnarement. The towering figure stood over seven feet tall with ghastly white skin. Veins of cybernetics ran through his head and muscular arms, complementing the metallic tentacles that extended from his wrists. Tyson recognized the man’s scent as the previously unidentified one. It was tinged by the aura of death that hung about him. A dark leather suit hugged the figure's immense physique, hinting at the raw power that lay beneath.

A cruel smile formed on the tentacled man’s lips, revealing yellowed teeth. The tentacles tightened around Tyson, squeezing the breath from his lungs. As Tyson's vision darkened he struggled to inhale. The man leaned close, his voice a low, rumbling growl with a heavy Russian accent. 

"I am Omega Red," he sneered, his chilling gaze never leaving Tyson's eyes.

Tyson snarled in response, “I’ll make sure it’s written on your tombstone.”

With a sudden, powerful motion, Omega Red swung his arms, using his tentacles to launch Tyson with terrifying force. Tyson was hurled like a ragdoll, crashing through the brick facade of the Institute. Dust and debris showered the air as he landed hard in the courtyard. The impact reverberated through his bones, and he could taste the metallic tang of blood in his mouth.

Pushing himself to his feet, Tyson felt a sting of alarm. His wounds, which usually healed at an astonishing rate, were mending more slowly. The gashes on his skin were closing but at a lethargic pace compared to the near-instantaneous recovery he was accustomed to. He realized that Omega Red, the cold, deathly feeling of his aura, might have affected his healing ability. 

Tyson's fingers closed around the cool metal of a fallen soldier's rifle. Sabertooth's familiarity with weapons had him instinctively shouldering the firearm. Pushing aside the chaos around him, Tyson's gaze narrowed on Stryker, the mastermind behind it all. If he could eliminate the leader, the hierarchy of command would crumble, perhaps giving him an edge in the battle. Squeezing the trigger, Tyson released a hail of bullets, but before they could find their target, Omega Red's tentacles surged forward, weaving together into a dense, metallic wall. The bullets pinged off, leaving no mark on the protective barrier that shielded Stryker. The ominous clang of each bullet echoed Tyson's growing desperation.

With the last bullet spent, Tyson's fingers released the gun, letting it clatter uselessly to the ground. Omega Red, sensing his advantage, sent his tentacles snaking rapidly toward Tyson, hoping to ensnare him once again.

But Tyson was ready. Drawing upon every ounce of agility he possessed, he dodged the lunging tentacles. Instead of trying to slash at the impenetrable metal, he shoved them aside, deflecting their trajectory. Every step taking him closer to Stryker.

Using the room's structures to his advantage, Tyson vaulted over furniture, leaped from pillars, and rebounded off walls. He zigzagged, using his agility and speed to keep Omega Red off balance, always with Stryker in his sights.

Tyson was drawing closer when the haunting voices of the Cuckoos began to resonate through the chamber. Like a ghostly choir, they shifted their message between one another, their tones a chilling cascade of harmonized warnings.

"He's coming," began the first, her voice dripping with caution.

"Stryker, you're his target," the second added, emphasizing the urgency of the situation.

"Your presence here puts us all at risk," the third stated, the weight of her concern evident in her words.

"We should leave," suggested the fourth, a logical conclusion to their collective observation.

"Now," finished the fifth, her voice echoing the urgency of the moment.

Stryker, while arrogant and resolute, was not a fool. He recognized the unity in the girls’ counsel and, with a begrudging nod, began to retreat. The blondes, forming a protective barrier around him, retreated in kind.

Tyson's eyes shifted, Stryker was out of reach and the tentacles were closing in. He couldn’t reach his target, but one of the blondes was closer. He lunged towards her, fist pulled back and every muscle tensed for the blow. But just as his fist was about to make contact, an unexpected transformation occurred.

Her skin shifted, morphing into a translucent, shimmering diamond-like form. The hard, faceted surface of her body caught the light, making her shine brilliantly in the dim room. It was a breathtaking sight, but then Tyson’s punch met the unforgiving hardness of her diamond form. The impact was so great it sent her flying backward, and she crashed into the opposite wall. The indentation of her form was visible in the wall, as though a sculptor had carved her out of the very brick and plaster. With surprising grace, the diamond-skinned woman stepped out of the wall, leaving behind a silhouette-shaped imprint. She brushed away the debris from her flawless form and reverted to her soft-skinned human appearance, looking none the worse for wear.

Tyson's eyebrows furrowed in confusion, trying to make sense of what he'd just witnessed. He mumbled, “Emma Frost?” 

But his moment of distraction was costly. Omega Red's tentacle snapped forward, ensnaring him once more. With a quick, powerful motion, the tentacle sent him crashing through the exterior wall of the institute for the second time.

Tyson gritted his teeth, brushing dust and bits of brick off his clothes. Omega Red, with his pallid skin and crimson armored suit, stepped through the hole in the wall, his metal tentacles writhing eagerly for the next round.

Tyson circled the Russian powerhouse, his feral eyes fixed on the adversary. Every ripple of his muscle, every shift of weight was an anticipation of the next strike. Omega Red's tentacles darted forward, seeking to ensnare Tyson again. With a growl, Tyson dodged, using his speed and agility to avoid the grasping appendages. But Omega Red was more than just tentacles. He lunged forward, throwing powerful punches that Tyson barely managed to deflect. The two traded blows, the sound echoing across the courtyard like thunderclaps.

In a swift move, Tyson tried to get behind Omega Red, slashing with his claws, but the Russian mutant whirled around, landing a crushing blow to Tyson's midsection. Tyson spat blood but retaliated with a high kick that connected with Omega Red's jaw. The tentacles surged forward again, seeking to wrap around him. But this time, Tyson was ready. With a roar, he lunged, grabbing one of the tentacles and using his momentum to swing Omega Red off the ground and slam him into the courtyard’s fountain.

Water splashed everywhere, and for a moment, it seemed Tyson had gained the upper hand. But Omega Red wasn't down for long. Rising with a ferocious growl, he swung his tentacles with even more force, binding Tyson's arms to his sides and lifting him off the ground.

"Struggling is pointless," Omega Red hissed, his face inches from Tyson's.

But Tyson, even when bound, was not easily defeated. With a feral snarl, he drove his knee into Omega Red's stomach, forcing him to release his grip. They were both drenched and battered, but neither relented. Omega Red's tentacles struck again, but Tyson ducked, driving his shoulder into his opponent's midsection, and tackling him to the ground. They wrestled, each trying to gain the upper hand, but the combination of Tyson's agility and Omega Red's strength made for an evenly-matched fight.

Minutes felt like hours as the two mutants clashed, leaving the courtyard in disarray. But finally, with a powerful swipe of his claw, Tyson managed to tear through part of Omega Red's armor. The Russian mutant howled in pain, momentarily stunned. Seizing the opportunity, Tyson delivered a powerful punch, sending Omega Red crashing into the remains of the fountain.

Tyson's feral instincts kicked in as he lunged at the sprawled Omega Red, every instinct screaming to finish the battle. But before he could deliver the final blow, the sharp echo of gunfire rang out. Bullets tore into Tyson's back, each one a white-hot sting, jarring him from his attack. 

As Tyson twisted around, a group of soldiers came into focus. Tyson tried to push through the hailstorm of bullets but the sheer number of shots became overwhelming. Thanks to Omega Red, his once almost instantaneous healing was now lagging, struggling to keep up. The bullets penetrated his skin, only to be slowly pushed out by his healing factor moments later. He dropped to his hands and knees, a pool of blood forming beneath him. With every ounce of his being, he tried to will himself forward, to rise again, but his body was reaching its limit.

Omega Red seized the opportunity. His tentacles surged forward and wrapped around Tyson like cold steel snakes, constricting, making it impossible for him to draw a breath. The soldiers took a few steps forward, firing a few more rounds into Tyson's vulnerable form. With each bullet, Tyson weakened a little more, as his body struggled to heal multiple wounds simultaneously.

His lungs burned and screamed for air, but the tentacle's grip was unyielding. Blackness crept in from the edges of Tyson's vision. As he lost consciousness, the last thing he heard was the triumphant laughter of Omega Red.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Jean and Jubilee emerged from the escape tunnel. The imposing figure of Colossus had led the procession, his metallic body acted as their beacon to follow and their protective shield. 

They had all made it out Jean, Jubilee, Bobby, Illyana, and John. The surroundings were an unsettling kind of quiet. They all knew that just minutes before, the sounds of Tyson's ferocious defense of their home filled the air. But now, there was only a faint echo of destruction.

The silence was broken by a sudden, distant volley of gunfire. It sounded mechanical and cold, like the staccato of a firing squad. The group froze, the sound reverberating in their hearts.

Jean's face crumpled. A single tear slid down her face. Her voice, when it finally came out, was but a whisper filled with anguish. "They have him."

Illyana's face hardened. She spun on her heel, ready to charge back into the Institute and save Tyson. But as she approached the grate, there was a shimmering rush of cold, and within seconds, a thick sheet of ice blocked her path.

Bobby stood with his arms extended, eyes filled with apology but resolve. "I'm sorry, Illyana. But we can't go back in."

Illyana’s hand ignited as her Soulsword slowly formed, "What have you done, Bobby? He's in there, and we need to help him!"

John's voice crackled with fury as he sided with Illyana, the fire in his hands reflecting the anger in his eyes. "She's right! We can get him out. The kids are safe. Let's go back and take the fight to them."

Jean stepped forward, placing herself between the two groups, her voice calm but assertive. "It's not that simple. If we go back now, we risk getting captured or worse."

Illyana snapped, "So, we're just supposed to run away? Leave him to them?"

Jubilee replied, "It's not about running away. It's about fighting smarter. Illyana, you're not in fighting shape. If you were, Bobby's ice wouldn't matter, you'd just teleport to him."

Bobby, eyes still locked on Illyana's, added, "If we get caught, who will save him then? We need to get to safety, regroup, and plan our next move."

Jean nodded in agreement. "They are right. Now is not the time. We go, we gather our forces, and then we return for Tyson."

Illyana, her fury simmering beneath the surface, whispered, "Go where? With the children?"

Bobby spoke up. "Listen, we need somewhere to regroup and lay low," he began, his voice firm. "My house is just a couple of towns over. We can take the backroads. My folks are away on vacation. They won’t be back for another week."

Jean looked hesitant, "Bobby, are you sure about this?"

Bobby nodded, "My home has space, and they won’t expect us to be there."

John huffed, "Hiding in your parent’s house."

But Bobby kept his cool, "Right now, it’s our best option. We go there, plan our next move, and decide how we're going to rescue Tyson."

As the group agreed and began to move away from the Institute, the weight of their choices pressed heavily on their hearts. The promise of retribution and the hope of reuniting with their friend spurred them forward.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

The bar buzzed with the chatter of the off-duty guards. It was the typical after-hours hangout, where guards often came to vent about their day and share stories over drinks.

At the bar, a woman with fiery red hair and an entrancing green dress sat perched on a stool, slowly sipping her drink. Now and then, she’d glance across the room, her eyes catching those of the off-duty guards, who were mesmerized by her presence.

Jason, one of the guards, leaned over to his friend Ron, nodding in the woman's direction. "Who's the new girl? Haven't seen her around here before."

Ron replied with a smirk, "No idea, but I wouldn't mind getting to know her."

The bar was alive with the buzz of chatter and background music, the dim overhead lights casting a warm glow on its patrons. As a beautiful redhead, Mystique's alluring appearance drew several glances. However, her attention was solely fixed on one man, Jason, a guard from the facility she'd been surveilling.

Positioning herself strategically, she slid into the seat next to him. "Hey there," she greeted with a sultry smile.

He checked her out, surprise evident in his eyes, but quickly masked by a smirk. "Haven't seen you around," he responded, trying to sound nonchalant.

"Just passing through," she replied, her fingers lightly skimming his arm, igniting a spark of electricity between them. With a mischievous glint in her eyes, she whispered, "Why don't we find somewhere a bit more... private?"

Without awaiting a reply, she seized his hand and directed him towards the restroom. The door had barely swung shut when she playfully pushed him into one of the stalls. He chuckled, lifting his stein for a long sip. "I'll drink to this." 

As he was distracted, Mystique swiftly withdrew a syringe from her outfit, injecting it into Jason's side. His eyes widened momentarily, a mix of shock and disbelief, before clouding over. The stein slipped from his grasp, thudding on the floor as he slumped against the stall wall, unconscious.

Ensuring he was stable, Mystique adjusted her appearance and stepped out, her mission quietly completed.

            

    
        Arc 2 - Ch 7: Imprisoned

    
    
    
    
                Date: Saturday, July 17, 2010.

Location: Alkali Lake Industrial Complex, British Columbia, Canada

The room was cold, and the dim overhead lights cast eerie shadows over the concrete floor and walls. Tyson found himself in a cell, the chill he felt wasn't just from the temperature but from the air of desolation that hung thick. Along the corridor outside, other cells stretched in both directions, each a duplicate of his own. At the end of the hall, just at the edge of his vision, there was a control station surrounded by screens displaying the interiors of the cells, and beyond that, a large reinforced door, suggesting the entrance – or exit – to this prison block.

Gathering his strength, Tyson gripped the bars of his cell and pulled with all his might. To his surprise, they didn’t budge an inch. Feeling a mix of anger and desperation, he unsheathed his razor-sharp claws, attempting to slice through the metal. Sparks flew, but the bars remained unscathed.

He felt trapped, not just by the bars but by the silence and isolation. There was no sign of other prisoners, and even guards were conspicuously absent. Tyson pressed his forehead against the cold bars. The stark emptiness of the cell block and the lack of human interaction made every minute feel like an hour. With no pathway of escape and an overwhelming sense of confinement, he slowly folded himself onto the ground, adopting a cross-legged position.

He closed his eyes, trying to remember the calm tone of Professor X's voice. "Focus, Tyson," he whispered to himself, echoing the Professor's instructions from their first session. "Seek out the door in your mind."

Breathing in slowly, he pictured the expanse of his mind; a vast, dark plane illuminated by fleeting memories, thoughts, and feelings. There, in the distance, was a faint glimmer. A door. It was wooden, ornate, and glowing slightly. During their first session, Professor X had told him this door led to deeper parts of his consciousness.

Tyson took another deep breath, trying to release the tension in his muscles. He approached the door, his steps echoing in the quiet of his mind.

"You have the power within you," he recalled Professor X saying. "This door is the gateway to your true self. Beyond it lies clarity, and understanding."

As Tyson reached for the doorknob, it was as if an invisible force yanked him out of his inner sanctuary and thrust him back into the grim reality of his cell.

Tyson sighed in exasperation. While he hadn't made it to the room hidden deep within his mind, this was the closest he had come yet. He felt a twinge of hope. 

Over and over, he returned to meditation, each time drawing closer to the door in his mind, only to be pulled back. But the door beckoned, promising him answers and clarity. He had to reach it. He had to know.

On his fifth attempt, as his fingertips brushed the cool surface of the door, the unmistakable sound of a slammed door echoed throughout the cell block, jolting him back to reality. Eyes narrowed, ears strained, he attempted to discern who or what was coming. The footsteps indicated that he was about to receive a visitor. The unmistakable fragrance of vanilla, with various other hints, permeated the cold, dank air of the cell block. It was an unexpected aroma in such a bleak setting, but it wasn't lost on Tyson. He tensed, eyes narrowing in anticipation from the familiar scent.

Soon enough, the figures responsible for that aroma came into view. A man with a stern face, cold eyes, and a hardened demeanor came first, Stryker. Flanking him on either side were three striking blondes, the source of the scent. Identical in appearance, they moved with an eerie synchronicity. Each wore matching outfits, their golden locks cascading in perfect waves, yet their piercing blue eyes were unsettling in their intensity.

Tyson growled, "Aren't you missing a couple?"

Stryker gave a small smile, clearly relishing the moment. "Don't mind them," he said, nodding to the three blonde women by his side. "I came to bring you some good news." Tyson narrowed his eyes. "In fact, it's more than just news," Stryker continued, his voice dripping with feigned kindness. "I'm going to give you a wonderful gift. The same gift I gave your friend Logan."

For a brief moment, confusion clouded Tyson's eyes. But then, understanding dawned on him. The adamantium bonding procedure. Sabertooth remembered Logan's agony, the disorientation, the wiping of his memory. He recalled the agonizing process Logan had undergone, the liquid metal bonded to his skeleton making him nigh indestructible but at a tremendous cost. 

The anger drained from Tyson in an instant as Sabertooth's aggressiveness was cowed by the potential torture. Putting on a mock cheerful tone, Tyson replied, "From what I hear, the price of adamantium is astronomical. And honestly, you don't need to grant me such an extravagant gift. I mean, what would my girlfriend think? She might get a bit jealous." He smirked, trying to mask the genuine worry that welled up inside him.

The three blondes locked eyes with Tyson, their gaze piercing into him. They began to speak in their haunting tone, with one picking up where the other left off, their voices blending seamlessly. Simultaneously they stated, "He's afraid."

"He knows about the procedure," the middle girl stated, her voice a ghostly whisper.

"And fears the pain," the third added.

One began, "He covets its strength," 

The second finished, "but fears the weakness it brings."

Tyson clenched his jaw but said nothing, trying to shield his mind from their probing.

Stryker, clearly intrigued, leaned forward, "What weakness? Adamantium is the strongest known metal."

The blondes, still speaking in harmony, didn’t miss a beat. "Magneto. They've already fought. He was nearly killed," they finished in unison, "As was Magneto," their voices echoing throughout the chamber.

Stryker's expression tightened. It was clear that this information was new to him, or at the very least, not something he had taken into consideration.

Stryker tried to inject a note of confidence into his voice, hoping to convince both Tyson and himself. "So you were the demon that fought Magneto?" He paused to digest that information. "No matter. Magneto is in his plastic prison, and trust me, he's going nowhere. He'll stay there until he rots away."

Tyson rolled his eyes, clearly not convinced. "If you say so."

The girls began again, their voices harmonizing in that chilling manner. "He believes..." one started.

"Magneto will escape," the next continued.

"Has already escaped," the third chimed in.

For the first time, the three identical girls looked between each other, confused. They clearly didn't agree on what they were seeing in Tyson's mind. As one they spoke, "We need the others to fully understand his thoughts."

Tyson tried to divert them, shifting his thoughts to a different language. Sabertooth had imparted knowledge of several languages, and he utilized them now, silently reciting words in Russian, then French, and then German, hoping to throw off the girls' psychic probing.

However, they persevered. "He fights us," the blondes noted, their voices spoke in harmony, though each carried different notes. Anger, frustration, and genuine curiosity mixed within. 

Their continued intrusion into his mind brought visible changes to each girl's demeanor. It was rare to see them display such raw emotion. This was a game, a challenge they weren't used to, and it intrigued and annoyed them in equal measure.

Stryker's eyes gleamed with a sinister light. "We'll begin the procedure soon. You're about to become even more... extraordinary."

Tyson met his gaze head-on, a dark smirk playing on his lips. "I look forward to you opening this cell."

The girls picked up on Tyson's defiant tone instantly. "He will fight..." one began, her voice echoing eerily in the metallic chamber.

"...The moment the door is opened," another continued.

Tyson chuckled, a hint of mischief in his voice, "Please, send Red my way. I wouldn't mind going a second round."

The last of the trio spoke, her voice low and dripping with warning, "Send Deathstrike too."

The echoing steps in the corridor signaled their arrival long before Tyson could see them. First, a tall, lean figure with long raven-black hair stepped into the light. Her almond-shaped eyes held a cold, blank expression. Her black leather suit clung tightly to her, highlighting every muscle and curve. Tyson knew who she was, and that her manicured nails gave a hint of the lethal weapon she hid beneath. A few steps behind her, the hulking figure of Omega Red emerged. His pallid skin and deep-set eyes made for an imposing sight. His tentacles, capable of crushing steel, were retracted, the tips peeking out near his wrist, ready for action.

A platoon of heavily armed soldiers trailed in after them, their guns held at the ready. Without hesitation, they raised their weapons and began firing at Tyson, their bullets pounding relentlessly against his body. Before he could react, one of Omega Red's tentacles lashed out, wrapping itself around him and squeezing. As Tyson tried to fight against the constricting hold, the second tentacle snaked out, joining the first in its vice grip.

They didn't waste time. Only once they were certain Tyson was secure did the door to his cell open wider. It was clear Stryker wasn’t taking any chances; they'd learned from the first time they subdued him.

As Omega Red trudged through the dimly lit hallways, the tentacles left him immobile and suspended. He tried flexing his muscles, attempting to break free, but it was futile. Omega Red's grip was unyielding. 

He was brought through a massive door into a large chamber filled with chilling machinery. The equipment looked more like medieval torture devices than anything modern. Ominous, dark stains dotted the floor.

Beside Stryker stood a balding man with a gray beard, dressed in a white lab coat stained with various chemicals. The man’s cold, analytical gaze scrutinized Tyson as Omega Red brought him closer. "I'm Dr. Cornelius," the man replied with a hint of pride in his voice. "Don't worry, I've done this plenty of times, including on both of them," he continued, gesturing toward Omega Red and Deathstrike.

Tyson had resigned himself to his fate. Instead of being impetuous, he tried to maintain some levity, smirked, and said, "No offense, but I'd prefer her package over his." The room remained tense, but the slight tilt of Dr. Cornelius' mouth indicated that even he appreciated the humor in the grim circumstances.

As Omega Red moved Tyson towards the ominous-looking machine, Stryker barked his orders with chilling precision. "Red put him in. Yuriko, secure his straps."

Deathstrike, or Yuriko as she was once known, ensured Tyson was completely immobilized. With a sinister grin, Stryker leaned in, "I'd say this won't hurt, but I'd be lying," he hissed.

Beside him, Dr. Cornelius adjusted his glasses, interjecting with a professional tone. "If it's any consolation, the procedure has been refined over the years. We've discovered that once Adamantium fuses with the bones of mutants with a healing factor, it undergoes a slight change in structure. We refer to it as Adamantium Beta. It retains the strength of its original form but allows for the natural biological processes of bone growth."

Stryker rolled his eyes, not bothering to hide his annoyance. "That's absolutely fascinating, doctor, but I'm sure our subject couldn't care in the slightest."

Tyson, despite his dire situation, couldn't resist a quip. "Actually, I like to know what's going on. Heck, I might've even applied for a job here if I'd been given a choice." Turning to Omega Red, he continued, "Hey Red, you guys offer dental benefits?"

Omega Red's eyes, piercing and cold, fixed on Tyson. In his thick Russian accent, he growled, "I hope you don't survive."

Stryker, impatient, signaled to Dr. Cornelius. "Begin the procedure," he ordered, anticipation evident in his voice.

Tightly strapped to a complex-looking table, Tyson had no idea what was happening. Above him, an intricate assembly of needles, pipes, and tanks dominated the ceiling. Each needle glistened with a foreboding metallic gleam under the harsh white lights. The hum of the machinery filled the room, an incessant drone.

Dr. Cornelius, face mostly hidden behind a surgical mask and glasses, checked the gauges on one of the tanks. The liquid inside was a dull silver, the Adamantium, held at a temperature so high it seemed to glow. 

With a deep breath, the doctor said, "You're about to become something more than you've ever imagined." His tone was both clinical and cruel, belying any semblance of compassion. Stryker, standing just outside the safety glass, added with a smirk, "This will be a transformative experience, in more ways than one."

The procedure began. The needles started their slow descent towards Tyson's skin. Despite his superhuman attributes, the piercing of each needle sent searing pain throughout his body. It felt as though molten lava was being poured into his very bones. His face contorted in agony, every muscle tensed and strained against the restraints. Sweat poured down his face, his teeth gritted so hard it seemed they might shatter.

Tyson's mind raced to find an escape from the pain, memories flashing like a fast-forwarded film reel. Friends, battles, moments of joy; each one a brief respite before the pain dragged him back to the grim present.

The doctor signaled, and the next set of needles began to descend. They aimed for Tyson's skull, a particularly sensitive area. The sharp tips made contact, and Tyson's world became a blaze of pain. It was as if his brain was on fire, every neuron screaming in protest. He gritted his teeth, trying to ride out the storm, but it was overwhelming.

A moment of relief was cut short as yet another set of needles targeted his fingertips. Each prick was like a bolt of lightning, jolting him to his core. His claws, once a source of pride and strength, were now conduits for searing agony. The hot, molten adamantium filled each claw, bonding, and strengthening, but at a terrible cost.

His spine was next. The core of his body was under assault. The sensation was indescribable – a mix of burning and crushing, as if his very essence was being remade.

His growls of pain grew louder, echoing off the walls. Every drop of the liquid metal felt like it was burning him from the inside out.

Hours seemed to pass. The room was filled with the scent of sweat and metal, the hum of machines, and Tyson's tortured cries. The muted conversations around him became a distant backdrop to Tyson's pain. Each breath was a struggle, each second an eternity.

Finally, the last drop was infused, the needles withdrew, and Tyson's torture ended. He couldn't muster the will to struggle as Omega Red dragged him back to his cell.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Professor Charles Xavier sat, vulnerable. Gone was his custom-built wheelchair, replaced by a nondescript, squeaky one. But what was most alarming was the high-tech band that encircled his usually calm forehead. 

As consciousness returned, Xavier attempted to center himself. With every ounce of his will, he tried to extend his formidable telepathic abilities, hoping to send a beacon to his X-Men. He closed his eyes, reaching out...

But suddenly, a shrill buzz sounded. A jolt of excruciating pain shot through Xavier's mind, causing his whole body to shake violently. The headband had effectively neutralized his powers, harming him with every attempt of their use. 

Laughter echoed in the stifling silence. It was cold, mocking. Xavier, still reeling from the pain, slowly turned his head to see William Stryker, grinning maliciously at him.

"Did you think I'd let you use your powers, Charles?" Stryker sneered, stepping closer. "This band? We call it the Nural Inhibitor. The more you think, the more it hurts.” Stryker tapped his head, “And it keeps you out of here."

Xavier, though weakened, managed to meet Stryker's gaze evenly. "What do you want, William?"

Stryker's eyes gleamed. "Please Xavier, don’t get up.” He smiled at his own joke and continued, “I’m sorry we couldn’t find you more comfortable quarters. My home is going through some renovations… So is yours.”

Xavier asked, "What have you done with Scott?"

Stryker chuckled again, "Oh, he’s here. With some of your students."

Xavier's calm voice stated, "There’s no need to involve them, William."

Stryker's eyes flashed with a mixture of contempt and amusement, "I’ve seen your ‘school’, Professor." He used air quotes mockingly. "With its combat training rooms and high-tech defense systems. What on Earth are you teaching those creatures?"

Xavier’s gaze remained unwavering, "To survive. To peacefully co-exist in a world that fears and hates them."

Stryker scoffed, "It doesn’t look very peaceful to me."

A touch of sadness crept into Xavier's eyes, "You approached me for help once. You wanted me to 'cure' your son, William. But mutation is not a disease."

Stryker's face twisted in a combination of pain and rage, "You’re lying, Xavier. You were more afraid of Jason than I was." His voice became more intense, a deep-seated anger bubbling up, "You know, just one year after Jason returned from your school, my wife...," Stryker paused, taking a shaky breath, "tormented by constant contact with his 'gift'. She took a power drill to her left temple in an attempt to ‘bore out’ the images he was projecting into her mind."

Xavier looked deeply pained, but he kept his voice steady, "I'm sorry for your loss, William. But using your pain to justify this..."

Stryker interrupted, bitterness seeping into every word, "My boy, the great illusionist." He let out a mirthless chuckle, "Look where that got him. And us."

Xavier's eyes sharpened, piecing together the puzzle. "You arranged the attack on the President," he surmised, a touch of anger in his otherwise calm voice.

Stryker chuckled, smugly, "And you didn’t even have to read my mind. Impressive, isn't it?" He moved closer, a predatory glint in his eyes. "You know, I’ve been working with mutants as long as you have, Xavier. And in all those years, do you know what's vexed me the most? Nobody seems to know how many mutants even exist… or how to find them." He paused for effect. "Except you."

From the depth of his coat pocket, Stryker produced a vial containing a yellowish liquid. It shimmered ominously under the low light. "Do you recognize this?" he taunted. "I distilled it from my very own son's cerebral spinal fluid. Makes others utterly susceptible to my every command. Fascinating, isn't it?"

Xavier eyed the vial warily, understanding dawning in his eyes. "So, you've been using Jason to manipulate others."

Stryker smirked, "Sharp as always. But unfortunately, this little potion won’t work on you, will it?" He leaned in, voice dripping with malice. "You’re too powerful for that. So, I thought, why not go right to the source?"

With a dramatic flair, Stryker turned and opened a door that until then had been concealed in the shadows. The sight that greeted Xavier was enough to make even the most hardened of souls shudder.

In the dim room, a shriveled, almost lifeless man sat bound to a wheelchair. His sunken eyes stared blankly, his skin a ghostly pale. Syringes protruded from his scalp, each drawing out the same yellowish fluid Stryker held earlier. Tubes ran like spider webs from the man’s head, connecting to clear containers positioned on the back of the chair, which continuously filled with the precious liquid.

Stryker looked proudly at the figure, his smile sinister, "Professor, allow me to introduce you to Mutant 143."

Xavier's eyes widened as he gazed at Mutant 143, a flood of memories rushing back. The mismatched eyes - one blue, the other green - were unmistakable. He took a shaky breath, a mixture of sorrow and disbelief coloring his features. "My God, William," Xavier whispered, his voice laden with emotion. "This is your son. Jason. What have you done to him?"

Stryker's expression remained cold, void of any fatherly affection. "My son is dead," he retorted bitterly. "And soon, the rest of you mutants will join him."

With that, Stryker slammed the door shut with a deafening clang. Mutant 143, or Jason, continued to stare vacantly, but now, directly at Xavier. Their gazes locked, and Jason's eyes pierced straight into Xavier's very soul.

            

    
        Arc 2 - Ch 8: Reunion

    
    
    
    
                Date: Sunday, July 18, 2010.

Location: Alkali Lake Industrial Complex, British Columbia, Canada

Tyson didn’t need much sleep, but after the procedure, the constant firing of his pain receptors had mentally exhausted him. His slumber was deep, allowing him a brief escape from the intense agony he had endured, and the prison he inhabited. 

Awakening in the cold confines of his cell, memories of the procedure crept back in. The needles piercing his skin, through muscle and bone. The sensations of molten metal seeping not just around his skeleton, but through it, becoming one with it. He flexed his fingers, feeling the newfound weight. With an exertion of will, he extended his new adamantium claws. They slid out smoothly, catching the dim light and reflecting it. They were beautiful in a deadly way, each claw resembling a perfectly curved metal talon.

Approaching the cold bars of his cell, he slashed forward, expecting to carve through easily. Instead, there was a loud, grating screech of metal against metal, and sparks flew. Tyson pulled back, examining the bars and his claws. Neither bore a single scratch.

He exhaled deeply, the weight of his situation weighing as heavily as his new metal bones. "Great," he mused aloud, sarcasm dripping from his voice, "What's the point of having claws made of the strongest metal if they can't cut anything?"

Tyson's sarcastic comment hung in the air, but not for long. The room's stillness was disrupted by the harmonious, almost ethereal voices of the three blondes. They held an eerie undertone that seemed to echo, each slightly offset but in perfect sync. They sounded like a ghostly choir, the kind that could sing both lullabies and funeral dirges.

"Did you think that would work?" Their icy eyes locked onto his.

Tyson, sensing where this was headed, quickly interjected before they could continue, "I get it. You're right, no need for all of you to rub it in." The third sister looked visibly irritated. Her eyes narrowed slightly, and her lips formed a thin line. A smirk tugged at the corner of his lips as Tyson taunted, "You might as well tell me your names, or I'm just going to call you all the 'Beckys."

There was a brief moment of silence as the three exchanged glances. Then the one who hadn’t spoken, still looking slightly miffed, replied, "Esme."

The first followed with, "Sophie."

And the second, with a slight smirk mirroring Tyson's, finished, "Phoebe."

Tyson, leaning against the back wall of his cell asked, "Is there something you want? Besides staring at me and talking like a weird-ass cult?"

Sophie, taking the lead as usual, said, "We were sent to ensure you didn’t escape, somehow." The way she pronounced 'somehow' was dripping with doubt, as if the idea itself was ludicrous.

Tyson tilted his head and shot back, "If I did manage to get out of this cage, how would you three stop me?"

Without a word, the sisters moved in tandem, showcasing their powers. Their flesh started to shimmer, catching the overhead lights and refracting them like prisms. Within moments, all three had transformed into pure, glistening diamonds. The room was filled with a dance of reflected and refracted light, turning the drab cell into a chamber of iridescence.

But just as quickly as it started, it ended. The synchronization broke, and each reverted to her human form out of sync. Esme was the first to change, then Phoebe, and finally Sophie. With a smirk, Phoebe said, "That's how. Diamond doesn't break easily."

Sophie added, "Consider it a gentle reminder. Your claws might be the strongest metal, but even they would find it tough against diamond."

Esme just winked.

Tyson, with a hint of arrogance, said, "Actually, I'm more dangerous than you think." He let out his claws, gleaming with a fresh shine. The polished silver of the adamantium captured the attention of the room as he began to examine them, more for effect than out of necessity. "You see," he started, locking eyes with Sophie, "It's not just about being tough or hard."

Esme and Phoebe exchanged glances but stayed silent, allowing him to continue.

"I’m friends with Logan. You probably don’t recognize the name, but he’s a previous subject of this facility. He has adamantium claws as well. They’re long, but aren't nearly as sharp as mine." Tyson held up his claw for emphasis, letting the room absorb the danger they represented. "And while diamond is exceptionally hard, it's also brittle. And with my strength," he flexed his arm slightly, "I could apply enough force to potentially chip or even break it."

Sophie, ever the skeptic, narrowed her eyes. "Are you trying to threaten us?"

Tyson shrugged, "Not a threat. Just a little lesson in physics. I spent a lot of time last month buried in my physics textbooks trying to catch up." After a brief pause, Tyson finished, "Well, if you're just on guard duty, I'm going to try and find some peace." He moved to the center of the cell and sat down cross-legged. "Might as well make use of the time," he mumbled, taking a deep breath and closing his eyes to meditate.

Esme whispered to her sisters, "Did he just try to impress us with science?"

Tyson settled back, searching through his subconscious, seeking that elusive door.

Tyson tried to relax his mind. The pain and trauma from the procedure had thrown his mental compass off, and his subconscious door seemed distant and out of reach. He took deep breaths, trying to ignore the girls' scent, picturing the door, and trying to will it closer. Time became a backdrop feeling both still and fluid.

Suddenly, a clear, slightly sarcastic voice pierced his concentration. "You're not doing it right."

Tyson's eyes snapped open to find a blonde, leaning casually against the bars of his cell. It may have been her proximity, but he noticed, unlike her sisters, she had a delicate sprinkling of freckles across her cheeks and nose. Her posture was relaxed, yet there was a certain meticulousness about her, from the way she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear to the precision of her manicured nails.

Tyson studied her for a moment. "I didn’t meet you earlier, did I?"

Esme, standing a little behind her, answered, "Shift change. You were too engrossed in your little mind voyage to notice. Meet Irma."

Irma gave a slight nod, her lips curling into a half-smile. "Pleasure. And just for the record, if you ever want to get inside that head of yours properly, you might need a few pointers." She tapped her temple knowingly, a playful challenge evident in her gaze.

Tyson met Irma's gaze evenly. He had an urge to charge the bars and grab her, but that would be pointless. He doubted she had the key, and even if he could get to her in time, with the bars in the way, he wouldn’t have the leverage needed to break her diamond form. 

Instead, he suppressed his instincts and put on the most pleasant face he could muster. "It's a pleasure to meet you as well, Irma," he began with a tone that was half-caution, half-respect. "Though, a little advice. You might not want to stand too close to those bars. The prisoners can be rather violent. That being said, I could use any pointers you have."

Irma snorted, her eyes glinting with a mix of amusement and irritation. "I'm well aware of the dangers, thanks. After all, you did slam me into a wall." Her voice dripped with sarcasm, but there was a hint of begrudging respect too. She crossed her arms and leaned her weight onto one hip, looking at him quizzically. "So, why should I help you?"

Tyson cursed under his breath, realizing who she was. He suppressed his aggressiveness as best he could, "I'm sorry about that," he replied, genuine remorse tingeing his voice. "I was cornered, outnumbered. I just...reacted. It was nothing personal, just survival instincts… But think about it. If I'm lost in my head, I won't be out here, plotting an escape."

Esme, tilting her head thoughtfully, added, "He has a point. He isn't psychic like us. What harm could it do?" 

Phoebe, who had been silent up till now, nodded in agreement. "It might even keep him busy," she mused.

Irma sighed, exchanging a look with Esme and Phoebe. "Fine. We'll help. But only this once," she remarked. The atmosphere in the room felt thick with tension, but also anticipation.

"Close your eyes," Phoebe instructed softly. Tyson hesitated for just a moment before obliging. He could feel the weight of their collective gazes on him, and their scents wafted to his nose each subtly vanilla but distinctly flavored.

Irma began, her voice surprisingly gentle, "Picture yourself in a calm place. A place where you feel entirely at ease, safe, and grounded."

Tyson pictured the basketball court at the Xavier Institute. He’d had fun on the court; a place where he could safely cut loose with his physical prowess. Even though it was combative, he had his first encounter with Illyana there as well. Esme continued, "Feel the ground beneath your feet, the warmth of the sun on your face, or the gentle breeze brushing against your skin."

Tyson tried to block out the confines of his cell, the metallic scent of the bars, and the memory of the painful procedure. With each word from the blondes, he felt himself sinking deeper into relaxation, his mind transporting him to a serene forest clearing he'd once visited.

"Now, in the distance, see the door," Irma whispered. "That door that's so unique to you, the door that evades you."

Tyson visualized it. On the wall of the Institute nearby, a sturdy oak door with intricate carvings manifested. The handle gleamed the silver of adamantium in the dappled sunlight.

"Walk towards it," Phoebe urged. "With every step, feel more connected to your inner self."

The weight of the blondes' words, which seemed to come from all around and yet also from within, was punctuated only by the singular focus of the door growing nearer. Tyson, reached out. The moment his fingers met the door's handle, a surge of purpose flooded through him. 

Esme's voice came as a gentle whisper, like a soft breeze brushing his ear, "Now, step inside."

Tyson turned the handle. It didn’t budge. He pulled harder, using every ounce of strength in his frame, but it was no use. The door was locked tight.

Suddenly, there was a shimmer in the air next to him. Out of the shimmering light, Irma's mental form began to take shape. Instead of her normal appearance, her form was both diamond-like and spectral. She looked like a shimmering ghost made of intricately cut diamonds. Her skin refracted light in a million directions, and yet Tyson could also see right through her, like a crystalline specter. The usual blue of her eyes had turned a deep, hypnotic shade, resembling precious sapphires.

Irma gracefully approached the stubborn door and placed a hand on it. The glow in her eyes intensified as she examined it, hinting at a connection with something unseen. She spoke, her voice echoing in Tyson's head, "Esme, Sophie, lend me your strength."

As if summoned, two other equally radiant and diamond-like ethereal figures, began to form next to Irma. The three figures momentarily merged into one, their combined strength evident in the even brighter glow they emitted. When they separated again, Irma held a shimmering key in her hand.

With a serene smile, Irma handed the key to Tyson, the three, spoke as one, "This is the key to the deepest parts of your mind. Use it wisely."

Accepting the key, he felt its coolness, its weight. He then slid it into a newly revealed keyhole, felt it turn smoothly, and opened the door to enter the very core of his subconscious. With one last deep breath, Tyson turned the handle and pushed the door open, stepping into the white of his subconscious. 

The three blondes watched as Tyson stepped through the door. Suddenly, their connection to his innermost thoughts was severed, and they were left staring at the blank barrier.

Irma crossed her arms, frustration was evident on her face. "I didn't think he'd be able to go so deep we couldn’t follow."

Phoebe frowned, her fingers absentmindedly twisting a strand of her hair. "We should get Sophie or Celeste. With another, we’d be able to go with him."

Esme shook her head, "If we bring them in, it's going to raise questions. Stryker will want to know why."

Irma shot back, "But we can't just let him go in there! Who knows what he’ll uncover, he was meditating with a purpose. What if he discovers something?"

Phoebe added, "Or worse, what if he finds a way to communicate with others from within?"

Esme sighed, trying to ease the tension. "Look, we've seen the expanse of his mind. There are no other connections, no latent psionics. It's just his mind. What harm can he truly do inside his own head?"

Irma seemed to contemplate this. "You're right. Still, we should keep a close eye on his physical state, just in case."

Phoebe nodded in agreement. "Fine. But at the first sign of anything unusual, we get Sophie or Celeste." All three women exchanged firm nods, settling into a silent pact. 

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Bobby unlocked the door and led the way. Jean, Jubilee, John, and Illyana followed. Inside the cozy suburban house, pictures of Bobby's family were strewn across the walls, showcasing cheerful memories. The worn-out couches showed that this home was lived in, and had witnessed countless cherished moments.

Bobby, taking the lead, smiled reassuringly. "Guys, make yourselves at home. There should be soda, juice, and some leftovers in the fridge. I'll be right back with some clothes."

Jubilee, her eyes scanning the room with youthful excitement, said, "Dibs on the last slice of pizza if there's any!"

Illyana smirked, "You might have to fight me for it."

John instead of heading to the fridge, walked over to the wall and examined the decorations. He focused intently on one of Bobby’s family photos. Jean walked over to the landline phone. She began to dial, hoping against hope for an answer on the other end. Meanwhile, Jubilee and Illyana raced to the refrigerator, their banter filling the room. John shook his head, staring longingly at the idyllic family before grabbing a can of soda.

The phone rang a few times before there was a click. Jean's eyes lit up as she recognized Professor Ororo's voice, "Hello?"

"Ororo! It's Jean. We're safe, at Bobby's family home," Jean whispered, relief evident in her voice.

On the other side of the room, Jubilee triumphantly held a slice of cold pizza while Illyana pouted playfully. John, chuckling, as he sipped.

Amidst the chit-chat and the chewing of food, Jean's eyes widened momentarily as a wave of unease washed over her. "Uh oh," she murmured under her breath, her telepathic senses picking up on incoming emotions.

The kitchen entrance door swung open, revealing a middle-aged man and woman, both looking taken aback at the group in their home. 

The older man's face immediately darkened, his protective instincts kicking in. "Who are you? What are you doing in my house?" he demanded, taking a step forward, his posture defensive.

Behind them, a younger teen stepped in, his expression morphing from surprise to recognition as he spotted the strangers seated in his kitchen. Bobby walked in, hands full of folded clothes. He paused at the sight of his family, a mixture of relief and nervousness evident in his eyes. The teen blinked, recognition flashing across his face. "Bobby?"

Bobby took a deep breath, shooting a pleading look at his friends before facing his family. "Hey," he began, voice tentative. "Hi mom, dad. We... we need to talk." 

The living room was filled with tension. Plush couches and comfy chairs were occupied, and the room was thick with anticipation. John leaned nonchalantly against the fireplace, idly flipping a lighter, while Illyana stood in the opening that led to the kitchen.

Taking a deep breath, Bobby met his parents' worried gazes. "Mom, Dad," he began slowly, "The school I've been attending... it's not just a school for the academically gifted. It's for those who have... well, special abilities."

Jubilee, always one to bring some levity to tense situations, chirped, "Surprise!" She made a playful gesture, sending off a small, shimmering burst of sparkles from her hand, which illuminated the room briefly.

The corners of Bobby's mom's lips turned down, her eyes wide with concern. "So, when did you first realize you were a...” she hesitated, struggling to find the right words.

John completed her sentence, "A mutant?" His lighter clicked again.

Bobby's mom shot a disapproving look at John. "Can you stop with that?" she asked, nodding at the lighter. She took a deep breath, her gaze softening as she looked at Bobby. "We still love you, Bobby. We always will. It's just... the whole mutant problem. It's... complicated."

Illyana, the sharp edges of her Russian accent making her words even more cutting, asked. "What 'mutant problem'?" her voice dripped with challenge. The room seemed to get colder as everyone held their breath, waiting for the response.

Jubilee, sensing the thick tension, piped up with her characteristic brightness. "You should see what Bobby can do," she exclaimed, her eyes twinkling. "His power is honestly amazing!"

All eyes turned to Bobby, who reached out for his mom's teacup, which sat on the coffee table. The steam from the hot tea curled up into the air. With a touch of his finger, the once steaming cup froze instantaneously. His mom, eyes widened in amazement, turned over the cup and a block of frozen tea tumbled out. Their family cat wandered to the ice block. It began to lick the frozen tea, seeming to enjoy the unexpected treat.

"I can do a lot more than that," Bobby added, trying to bring some pride into his tone, even if the atmosphere in the room was a mix of amazement, apprehension, and disbelief.

Bobby's younger brother, looking equal parts angry and overwhelmed, pushed himself up from the couch and stormed out of the room. A door slammed in the distance, evidence of the teen’s displeasure.

Bobby’s mother hung her head and dejectedly said, “This is all my fault.”

John commented, “Actually, we discovered that the males are the carriers of the mutant gene.” He pointed at Bobby’s dad, “So it’s his fault.”

Within Bobby’s brother’s room, the teen turned on the television to see breaking news.

In the wake of the assassination attempt on President McKenna, just weeks before his State of the Union Address, there are unconfirmed reports of a raid on an underground mutant organization based in Westchester, New York. Authorities refuse to comment, but the surrounding area has been evacuated, and a manhunt for several fugitives from the facility is underway.

Ronny's eyes were fixed on the TV screen, where images of the school Bobby attended were flashing. It was unmistakably Xavier's School for Gifted Youngsters. He picked up the phone and began dialing the number displayed.

As Bobby and Jubilee tried to smooth things over with Bobby's visibly shaken parents, Jean suddenly interrupted. "We need to leave," she stated firmly.

Bobby's blue eyes were wide in confusion. "What? Why?"

Jean responded with urgency in her voice, "Your brother is calling the police."

A mix of disbelief and panic crossed Bobby's mother's face. "Ronny!" she shouted, her voice laced with a combination of fear and anger. She hurriedly made her way upstairs to confront her younger son.

Bobby, frustration evident, murmured under his breath, "Come on, Ronny." He shook his head in disbelief that his brother called the cops on them. Bobby turned to face his father, his eyes searching for understanding. "I'm sorry, Dad," he said, the weight of the situation pressing on him. "If... If I don't get a chance to... Just tell them I love them, okay?"

His father’s face was etched with worry as he nodded and pulled Bobby into a tight embrace. "I will," he whispered, his voice breaking slightly. "You just be safe out there."

The mutants moved quickly, realizing their stay had been cut tragically short. Exiting the suburban home, they moved away from the house at a pace that hopefully wouldn’t draw attention. Putting distance between themselves and Bobby's home where the authorities were likely heading. 

"We're in luck," Jean sighed, brushing a strand of her fiery red hair behind her ear. "I got in touch with Professor Ororo when we first got to Bobby's."

Jubilee grinned, her youthful energy unabated despite the evening's drama. "Let's get their attention then!" With that, she stretched out her hands and sent up a brilliant flare. It was a display of shimmering fireworks, fit for a holiday, that was bright enough to light up the afternoon sky. 

The familiar silhouette of the Blackbird came into view. It landed in a local park just a few blocks away. As the team neared the jet, the Blackbird's ramp lowered, revealing Logan, wearing his usual leather jacket and scowl, Ororo, looking as regal as ever, and... a blue-skinned mutant they didn’t recognize.

"Look who decided to join the party," Logan grumbled, though there was a hint of relief in his eyes.

Ororo stepped forward, her silver hair flowing like a cascade of moonlight. "I'm glad you're all safe. We came as soon as Jean contacted us."

Jean nodded in gratitude. "Thanks, Ororo. It means a lot."

Bobby, still coming to grips with the whirlwind of emotions from the confrontation at his home, looked at the unfamiliar blue mutant. "Who's this?"

The blue mutant, with a playful smirk and an accent, replied, "Name's Kurt. It's a pleasure to meet you."

Jubilee grinned at Kurt. "Cool look. Welcome to the team, blue guy."

As they all settled in, the Blackbird's engines roared to life, ready to carry them back to safety and away from the dangers they'd narrowly escaped. 

But Jubilee’s fireworks and a sleek jet landing in a local park didn’t go unnoticed by the authorities…

            

    
        Arc 2 - Ch 9: The White Room

    
    
    
    
                Date: Tuesday, July 20, 2010.

Location: Tyson’s subconscious, Alkali Lake Industrial Complex, British Columbia, Canada

Stepping through the door, Tyson found himself standing in a familiar white room. Two other figures stood inside; One was a petite young woman, and the other was a menacing figure, his frame covered in a mix of torn clothing and thick, shaggy fur. 

Sabertooth's piercing yellow eyes stared maliciously at Tyson, and his lips pulled back into a feral snarl, revealing a set of razor-sharp fangs. Sabertooth extended his deadly claws. "I’ve been waiting for you, runt," he growled, his voice dripping with menace. 

Rogue’s face was painted with concern as her eyes darted between the two men. Ignoring her, Sabertooth lunged forward clearly intent on ending Tyson. Time felt like it was crawling, each second feeling like an eternity as Tyson studied the murderous intent in Sabertooth's eyes. 

Images of Professor Xavier flitted through his mind. The wise old mutant's calm voice echoed in his thoughts, "It is your mind. You control what happens there."

Sabertooth’s claws descended on him, Tyson felt the sting as they pierced his skin. However, as Sabertooth pushed further, his progress was abruptly stopped, the claws couldn't penetrate any deeper. 

The sharp claws met Tyson's adamantium-reinforced skeleton and failed to pierce the indestructible barrier. Sabertooth growled in frustration, his face inches away from Tyson's, hot breath wafting over him.

Tyson stood firm, asserting his dominance over the mental space they occupied. Drawing himself to his full height, his voice echoed with unwavering certainty, "This is my mind, my body. You're nothing more than a shadow, an echo of a dead man."

Sabertooth snarled in response, but the fury in his eyes was tinged with uncertainty. The monstrous figure took a step back, watching as Tyson advanced, every bit the hunter Sabertooth himself once was. The first time he entered the white room, Tyson was the skinny teen he’d been when he arrived in this world. Now his inner appearance matched his outer size. Now he was a match for Sabertooth’s height and bulk. He flexed his fingers and matching claws extended as well. The room seemed to grow colder as Tyson's voice lowered, the intensity building with every word, "You made the mistake of underestimating me. You're nothing but a fading memory. It’s time you learned your place."

Sabertooth refused to bow down, he lunged at Tyson once more, claws slashing violently in a series of rapid, brutal strikes. The room took on a surreal hue as Sabertooth's claws clashed against Tyson's claws and indestructible bones, sending sparks and blood flying in every direction.

As they fought, Tyson met him blow for blow. At one point, Sabertooth, utilizing his incredible strength, slammed Tyson against a wall. He attempted to drive his claws through Tyson’s abdomen to reach up under his reinforced ribcage. But Tyson kicked and thrust off the wall. Taking advantage of Sabertooth's momentary surprise, he quickly maneuvered himself and unleashed a flurry of counter-attacks. The final move saw him drive his adamantium-laden fingers straight into Sabertooth's chest, wrapping them around his heart. 

The very essence of Sabertooth’s being was at Tyson's mercy.

Gasping, with beads of sweat forming on his brow, Sabertooth looked deep into Tyson’s eyes. "Do it," he rasped. "End it."

Tyson tightened his grip slightly, making Sabertooth wince in pain. "Submit," he hissed, "or I'll destroy whatever's left of you."

After a few agonizing moments, Sabertooth's once fierce eyes dulled, replaced by a begrudging acceptance. "Fine," he growled, his voice barely above a whisper, "You win."

With a final squeeze, just to emphasize his victory, Tyson released his grip and stepped back. Sabertooth, now a shadow of his former self, crumpled to the floor, utterly defeated.

Rogue's pale face and the horror in her eyes told more of a story than any words could. As Tyson moved towards her, her entire body stiffened. Reasoning she wouldn’t want him close, Tyson chose a spot a few feet away, sitting down in an attempt to ensure that she felt no threat from him. 

"I'm sorry you had to see that," he murmured, his voice laced with genuine regret.

She blinked back tears, taking a shaky breath. "We're all monsters," she whispered, her voice soft yet haunting. “You think you’re bad. You should’ve seen what I did to Cody.”

Tyson's brow furrowed. "Who's Cody?" he inquired gently.

Rogue hesitated for a moment, her fingers tracing invisible patterns on her jeans. "Cody Robbins," she began, a hint of nostalgia in her voice, "He was my boyfriend, back in Mississippi."

Her green eyes clouded with pain, "We were in love. It was the kind of love that you read about in fairy tales. One evening, Cody leaned in for a kiss. It was my first kiss, it was supposed to be magical.. But, I didn’t know," she paused, choking on the memory, "I didn’t know about my powers."

Rogue's confession hung in the air, heavy with sorrow. She gulped, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. "That night, when our lips met, something inside me snapped. I felt a rush of energy, and Cody... he just crumpled in my arms. He went into a coma. Because of me," she whispered, her voice barely above a breath, breaking with emotion. A single tear escaped, tracing a path down her cheek.

Tyson felt a pang of empathy for her. Her pain, raw and deep, was almost tangible. He furrowed his brow, his mind scrambling to find words to offer solace. "It was an accident. You can't blame yourself for a power you didn't even know you had, much less control."

Rogue's resolve was evident, even as her voice trembled with the weight of her memories. She shook her head fiercely, refusing to accept Tyson's attempts at consolation. Her eyes, usually so full of strength, now shimmered with a vulnerability that made her seem even more formidable. They locked with Tyson’s, conveying a depth of pain and conviction that words alone could never fully express.

"Even accidents have consequences," she insisted her voice firm but threaded with an undercurrent of raw emotion. Her gaze never wavered, holding Tyson’s with an intensity that spoke of her inner turmoil. "Cody’s life was taken from him because of me... it's a cost I have to bear." The words were heavy, laden with guilt that had been a constant companion since that fateful night.

Her expression softened slightly, but the firmness in her tone remained as she continued, "And every life you take, it'll have its cost too." It was a warning as much as it was a shared truth. The power they wielded came at a high price; a price paid in the currency of consequences and responsibility.

In those few sentences, Rogue laid bare the harsh reality of their existence. They were not just individuals with extraordinary abilities; they were also bearers of consequences. Tyson leaned slightly towards her, his brow furrowed in concern. "What kind of cost?" he asked, seeking to understand the depth of their burden.

Rogue hesitated for a moment, her eyes shifting away as if gathering her thoughts. Then, turning back to Tyson, she spoke with a cryptic yet sincere tone. "The kind of cost that's with us every day," she said, her gaze drifting towards Sabertooth. "Him being here. He’s always there, If he’s not trying to exert his will over us, he’s in the background, listening, waiting for a moment of weakness," she gestured slightly towards Sabertooth, her voice tinged with a mix of disdain and resignation. "His constant needling, the violence, and threats... we deal with it every moment of every day." 

Her admission was abruptly interrupted by a voice laced with aggressiveness and scorn. "Dealing with you all day is like being trapped in some sappy, sad novel," he grumbled, his voice heavy with disdain. He’d healed from the wound Tyson inflicted, and now his cold eyes fixed on Rogue. "If I could, I’d put an end to it... Maybe have a little fun first," he sneered, a twisted smirk curling the corner of his mouth. The implied threat in his words was unmistakable, sending a shiver down Rogue's spine.

He paced slightly like a predator sizing up its prey. "One day, I’ll be able to stand that touch of hers," he mused aloud, more to himself than to anyone else. "Or maybe I’ll just take what I want, consequences be damned." The casual cruelty in his words revealed the depth of his malice. An evil, fanged grin spread across his face as he suggested, “We could fuck each other to death… Wouldn’t that be a good way to go?”

Rogue’s voice now quivered with an undercurrent of fear as she confided in Tyson. "I’m always on guard, always ready to defend myself," she said, a hint of weariness seeping into her words. Her gaze shifted towards Sabertooth, lingering there for a moment before scanning the room as if seeking out invisible threats. “From him, and the others.”

Tyson, observing her closely, could see the weight of her constant vigilance. He leaned in, concern etched on his face. "What others?" he asked, his voice gentle yet probing.

Rogue hesitated, her eyes flickering with a mixture of fear and resolve. "The ones who are only here for a little while," she began slowly, "they come and go." Her gaze drifted away, lost in thought. "The demons, the nice girls," she mumbled under her breath, "and the mean one." There was a heaviness to her words, a burden of experiences too complex to articulate fully.

"And the soldiers," Rogue added after a pause, her voice barely above a whisper. As she spoke, Tyson's mind raced, piecing together the puzzle. He realized she was talking about all those who he had touched since arriving.

The revelation hit Tyson like a wave. He understood now the extent of what Rogue had been facing. Not just Sabertooth, but the psychological toll of constantly encountering new people, and never knowing if they were transient, or would become a permanent threat. He opened his mouth, but before he could utter a word, a shrill, piercing alarm echoed throughout his mind, forcing him to clench his eyes shut and grip his temples. 

The bright white of his mental landscape started to blur and shift. Rogue's form began to dissolve, and the ground beneath him felt unstable like sand being washed away by the tide.

Gasping, he was thrust back into reality. 

The alarm continued its shrill blare, echoing off the walls. Tyson blinked, disoriented, trying to adjust to the harsh light. He glanced around and was greeted by the familiar metal bars, reminding him of his imprisonment.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Storm sat in the pilot’s chair at the helm of the Blackbird. She engaged the auto-navigation system. As the system came online, her deep blue eyes transformed into an opaque white, signaling her connection to the forces of nature.

The Blackbird zipped through the vast blue expanse of the sky. But, it wasn't alone. Closing quickly behind were two F-16 fighter jets. The roar of the F-16's engines grew closer, but Storm was intent on not allowing them a weapon’s lock. Calling upon her mutant abilities, the sky around them darkened ominously as she invoked her elemental power. Twin tornadoes manifested from thin clouds, swirling with ferocity. One of the F-16 pilots, eyes widening in alarm, veered off course as the tornado's powerful gusts threatened to engulf his jet. He didn't have a choice - he hit the eject button, and his seat rocketed him safely away while his fighter jet became ensnared in the twister's grasp. It was hurled and spun, ultimately meeting its doom as it was torn apart by the violent winds.

The second pilot, with sheer determination and a hint of desperation, managed to avoid the second tornado. A swarm of tornadoes manifested in his path, and he too was forced to eject. But beforehand, he swiftly locked onto the Blackbird and released a missile. The deadly projectile sped through the air.

Storm's eyes flashed back to their blue hue. She yelled over the roar of the engines and the whistling wind, "Brace for impact!"

Within the tight confines of the Blackbird, panic spread like wildfire. Jean's emerald eyes widened as the weight of the situation bore down on her. The thought of losing her friends, and her family, was unbearable. There was no time for words or doubt; only raw, unchecked emotion. She reached out with her mind, trying to connect with the speeding missile. Her brow furrowed in concentration. The missile was a fleeting blip in her psychic landscape, moving at an unimaginable speed. As the missile neared, her connection to it solidified. With a final surge of her psychic energy, her telekinesis forced the missile off its trajectory. The change was minuscule but enough. 

The missile detonated mere meters away from the Blackbird. The shockwave of the explosion rocked the jet violently. A fiery ball illuminated the sky, turning the evening into a brief, blinding day. The force of the explosion ripped a gaping hole in the back of the jet. The sudden decompression was violent and deafening, a cacophony of metal tearing and air rushing.

Jubilee was sucked out of the newly-formed hole in the back of the jet. Her scream was barely audible over the roar of the wind and the explosion's aftermath. She became a small silhouette against the vast backdrop of the sky, rapidly falling away from the tumbling Blackbird.

Amidst the chaos inside the Blackbird, a sudden burst of sulfuric blue smoke filled the cockpit. Kurt Wagner, also known as Nightcrawler, vanished in a flash. He reappeared in the vastness of the open sky next to the falling Jubilee. Her face was etched with pure terror, eyes wide and mouth open in a silent scream.

With the wind roaring around them, Kurt shouted, "Hold on!" His signature three-fingered hand clutched her tight, and with another puff, the cold wind of the freefall was replaced with the interior of the Blackbird.

Jubilee, disoriented and gasping for breath, clung onto Kurt, her eyes glazed with relief.

Back in the cockpit, the dire situation was palpable. The spiraling Blackbird roared, its alarms blaring, warning of an imminent crash. Logan, his features hardened with tension, looked at Storm, the weight of their shared history evident in their gaze. They grasped each other's hands, bracing for the impact that seemed inevitable.

But, as the ground drew terrifyingly close, a strange sensation enveloped the jet. The hole in the rear of the plane knitted back together as if the explosion occurred in reverse. The tumultuous descent of the Blackbird began to decelerate, becoming eerily calm. The loud warnings ceased, and the once violent shudders turned into a gentle hover. 

The team looked out the main window. Unbelievably the ground lay just a few meters below. The Blackbird hung suspended, cradled in the outstretched palm of a figure clad in a deep maroon cape and helmet. 

Magneto.

His eyes, visible below the edge of his helmet, gleamed with amusement. With the entire jet in his magnetic grasp, he smirked. "Ah, it's the X-Men, right on time." he declared with a hint of smug satisfaction.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

The soft crackling of the campfire filled the silence of the night, the flames dancing and flickering, painting the faces of the gathered mutants in hues of orange and yellow. John, with a sly grin, snapped his fingers, igniting the firewood with his pyrokinetic abilities.

Magneto began, "His name is William Stryker." The weight of the name hung heavy in the air.

Logan questioned, "What does Stryker want from us? And more importantly, what is it you're after, Magneto?" 

Magneto let out a weary sigh, staring deep into the flames. "When Stryker and his men invaded your mansion, they weren't just there to wreak havoc. They took something crucial."

Illyana's blue eyes shimmered in the firelight, her tone urgent. "Tyson, right?" Her protective nature over her friends was evident.

Logan's eyes narrowed, remembering the previous encounters between Magneto and the young mutant. But Magneto waved away the accusation. "No. The boy is powerful, indeed. But what they were after is far more dangerous in the wrong hands."

Storm asked, "Cerebro?" 

Magneto nodded gravely. "Charles and I conceived Cerebro as a beacon of hope. I envisioned it as a device that could bridge the gap between mutants and humans. But as always, Charles was too cautious. He never truly tapped into its enormous potential." his gaze turned darker. "In the wrong hands, Cerebro could spell doom for mutants worldwide."

Storm pressed, "But for Cerebro to be operational, Stryker would need the Professor."

Magneto's eyes met Storm's. "Which," he concluded, "is the only reason I believe Charles is still alive. And we need to rescue him before it's too late."

The night was still, punctuated only by the sound of crackling firewood and the low murmurs of the mutants gathered around the fire. Storm, her white hair flowing in the gentle breeze, turned her gaze to Magneto, her expression inquisitive. "How could Stryker possibly know about Cerebro? And even if he did, how would he know how to operate it?"

Magneto's lips tightened, his expression darkening with memories of his captivity. "Stryker has... ways to persuade, even someone as formidable as Charles." The very notion of someone manipulating Xavier's powerful mind was chilling.

Logan growled, "Even if we were to swallow this tale of yours, what do you need us for?"

Magneto met Logan's intense stare evenly. "Stryker has been conducting experiments and operations from a base for years. I know of its existence but not its location."

Logan's eyebrows furrowed in thought, memories of his painful past coming to the fore. "The adamantium they grafted onto my bones... that was Stryker's doing. Alkali Lake," he spat out. "I was just there. Found nothing."

Mystique interjected, "It's there. When I accessed Stryker's computer, I stumbled upon some files. 'Alkali Lake' was mentioned."

The weight of the revelation hung in the air as the mutants considered how to stop Stryker. As the morning sun dawned, the campsite was abandoned. What was left of the X-Men and the Brotherhood of Mutants boarded the Blackbird heading north toward Alkali Lake.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

A faint whimper caught Charles Xavier’s attention. It sounded like a muted cry originating nearby. He traced the sound to an inconspicuous section of the wall. Upon closer inspection, he noticed a discreet panel. Pushing it gently, the wall slid away to reveal a hidden stairwell. Huddled in its shadowy recesses was a young girl, no older than ten. Her wide eyes were filled with tears, and her face was streaked with dirt and distress.

Seeing him, her eyes flashed with a mixture of hope and fear. "Are they gone?" she asked in a trembling voice, clinging to her worn teddy bear.

Xavier met her gaze with a compassionate smile, his eyes exuding warmth and kindness. "Yes, they are gone," he assured her.

Swallowing hard, she looked around, her confusion evident. "Where are all the others?" 

He frowned slightly, but to comfort her, he replied, "I'm not sure. But," He paused for a moment slightly confused, before brushing it off and continuing, "I guess we'll have to find them, won't we?"

A spark of hope lit up the little girl's eyes. Xavier extended a welcoming hand toward her. She hesitated for a split second, then, gathering her courage, she gripped his hand firmly and stood up. 

The massive door to Cerebro loomed before them. Professor Xavier wheeled closer to the retinal scanner, its blue light illuminating his face with a gentle glow. Just before he leaned in, he turned his head, catching the little girl's gaze. Their eyes locked, and he gave her a comforting smile, trying to assure her of the safety inside. She tentatively smiled back. As the scanner analyzed Xavier's retina, the mechanism whirred, and slowly the door began to part ways, revealing the futuristic interior of Cerebro. Just as Xavier was about to wheel in, the girl's soft voice stopped him. "Don't leave me alone, please," she pleaded, her voice echoing in the spacious corridor.

Xavier paused, realizing that after everything she had been through, he couldn't just leave her in the unknown. "Alright," he replied, nodding gently. "You can come inside. Just stay close to me."

The little girl's eyes brightened. Xavier began wheeling himself into Cerebro, the vast chamber stretching out before him. Curiosity replaced the little girl's apprehension as she followed closely. Together, the two of them journeyed down the long platform.

The vast chamber of what Charles believed to be Cerebro stretched out before him. However, the sterile shine of the original was nowhere to be seen. Instead, Stryker’s version of Cerebro, with parts stolen from the institute had walls that bore a grimy texture, stained with blotches of brown and rust. Wires hung loosely in places, occasionally sparking, and the soothing hum of the machinery was replaced by an unsettling drone.

Charles was completely oblivious to this bastardization of his creation as he reached out and picked up the helmet. Its weight felt different, heavier, but he was so focused on his task that he dismissed his fleeting unease. The little girl, who had been so meek and afraid earlier, watched Xavier intently. Unbeknownst to the Professor, she was merely a mirage, an illusion created by Mutant 143, Jason, to manipulate Xavier's senses. 

Xavier's mental barriers were strong, but the psionics inhibitor allowed Jason to worm his way through the professor's defenses. The power of Mutant 143 was such that once he had a foothold, even a mind as formidable as Charles Xavier's couldn’t resist.

As Xavier prepared to place the helmet on his head, the massive door of the Dark Cerebro slammed shut with a force that seemed to reverberate throughout the space. Caught in the illusion, Charles paid it no mind, but the little girl behind him slowly allowed her innocent facade to crumble. Her mismatching eyes, one blue, one green, which had once seemed filled with tears and fear, now gleamed with a malevolent mischief. An unsettling smile curved her lips, revealing a hint of darkness that had been hidden just moments ago.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Logan's boots made soft thudding sounds as he walked down the spillway corridor. The spillway was an essential component of the dam. It was designed to release excess water during periods of heavy rain or snowmelt, preventing the reservoir from overflowing. It protected the dam from water damage and the surrounding areas from potential flooding. Alkali Lake dam held back vast amounts of water, ensuring it was released in controlled amounts through its spillways.

As Logan approached the run-off tunnels, he glanced into the one on his right. Designed to direct the released water safely away from the dam's base, it stood eerily dry, evidence of the dam's current inactivity. Taking a deep breath, Logan's voice echoed powerfully, "Stryker!" His shout traveled through the vast, hollow tunnel, bouncing back from the cold, concrete walls. After a brief pause, he yelled again, stronger this time, "It's me. Wolverine!" 

The echo of his voice was the only response. Logan's eyes scanned the length of the tunnel as he ventured deeper, the silence only amplifying the tension in the air.

Stryker stood rigidly in the control room, eyes fixated on the monitor displaying Wolverine's every move within the spillway corridor. The low hum of the room's machinery was interrupted by the muted tapping of the guard's finger on the flood button, awaiting a command. 

Without diverting his gaze from the screen, Stryker's voice cut through the silence, "Send a team. Bring him to me in the north corridor." He took a brief moment to glance at the guard, emphasizing, "Carefully."

Inside the spillway, Logan's senses were on high alert as he cautiously trod forward. Just as he felt a shift in the air, a section of the wall in front of him slid open, revealing three soldiers. Their rifles aimed directly at him, expressions tense. Before Logan could react, another section of the wall behind him opened, revealing an additional trio of soldiers. The trap had been sprung. 

In the dimly lit corridor, the team leader, a tall soldier with a scar running down his cheek, shouted with an authoritative tone, "Don't move! Hands in the air!" 

Logan's eyes darted between the soldiers. In a move that surprised everyone in the corridor, and even Stryker watching remotely, Logan slowly raised his hands, claws retracted. The cold steel of the rifles and the anxious breaths of the soldiers were the only sounds that filled the tense silence.

Logan was shackled around his ankles and wrists. The heavy chains clinked with every step he took as he was led through the facility, guns trained on him the entire time. Waiting for him at the end of the corridor was William Stryker. As they approached each other, Stryker’s face morphed from one of sheer arrogance to slight surprise and then, a touch of dread. He stood confidently, taking a moment to peer into Logan’s eyes, seeking a hint of the animal he knew lay within. The cocky grin that previously played on his lips was now replaced by a line of concern.

Without a word, Stryker suddenly lifted a handgun, aiming it directly at Logan's temple. But as his finger began to apply pressure on the trigger Logan’s rough features began to morph and change. The face transformed into a slimmer, more delicate visage, and the yellow eyes of Mystique replaced Logan's intense stare. Reacting almost immediately, Mystique's slimmer form slipped effortlessly from the bulky shackles that bound Logan. In a swift, fluid motion, she used the momentum of her movement to wrap the chains around the gun in Stryker's hand. Before he could process the sudden change of events, the gun was ripped away from him, and he was violently thrown into the nearby wall, dazed.

The soldiers, caught off guard by the sudden change of events, scrambled to react, but Mystique's smirk signaled that she was already two steps ahead. The corridor was plunged into chaos as the first two soldiers, still adjusting to the sudden change in their target, pulled their triggers almost simultaneously. But Mystique was quicker; she dropped low in a split second, and their bullets found each other. With a thud and a grunt, both guards fell, victims of friendly fire. With the grace and agility of an Olympic gymnast, Mystique performed a flawless handspring, propelling herself forward. Another guard quickly drew his pistol. However, as he tried to aim, Mystique's hand darted out, knocking his arm sideways just as he squeezed the trigger. The misfired bullet struck a pipe, and a sharp hiss filled the corridor as steam began pouring out, obscuring everyone's vision.

The corridor was now thick with a blinding fog, making visibility almost impossible. Stryker, dazed from the sudden assault, stood up, squinting, trying to catch a glimpse of Mystique through the veil of steam. But she was gone, her silhouette having vanished completely into the mist. Cursing under his breath, Stryker turned, his face twisted in anger. "Activate the alarm!" he snapped at the nearest guard. The guard nodded hastily and scrambled to follow the order as Stryker marched off into the mist.

            

    
        Arc 2 - Ch 10: Compliant

    
    
    
    
                Tyson lounged against the hard, cold wall of his cell, the blare of the ongoing alarm starting to blend into the background. His fingers drummed idly on his leg, eyes darting around the cell. Without the distractions of the blondes, it was all a bit boring. If this was a fight, it was easily the dullest one he'd been in yet. 

Suddenly, the sound of the cell block door groaning open caused him to sit up in anticipation. Maybe this was the moment things would get interesting. Through the metal bars, he watched for who would appear next.

To his surprise, it was Scott Summers, Cyclops. The usually composed leader of the X-Men looked a tad off as he approached Tyson's cell.

"Yo, Professor Summers!" Tyson called out, trying to inject some levity into the tension. "How about doing a guy a favor and getting me out of here?"

Cyclops didn't respond. He just stood there, eyes hidden behind his signature ruby-quartz visor, watching Tyson with an intensity that made him uncomfortable and revealed things were not as they appeared. Before Tyson could say more, a new figure strolled into view. Omega Red. But it was the man following him that made Tyson worry. William Stryker, the man behind all of this. Stryker was normally composed but for the first time, Tyson saw he was shaken, his brow sweaty and his suit disheveled. But what caused him pause was the vial clutched in Stryker’s hand. It was a small container filled with a mysterious liquid that gleamed menacingly.

Tyson's casual demeanor shifted, realizing that whatever was happening was bigger than just him, and whatever was in that vial was central to it all.

A moment of clarity hit Tyson like a sledgehammer as the pieces clicked into place. Scott's blank stare, Omega Red's presence, and that vial in Stryker's hand. Scott had been manipulated, likely by that very serum Stryker held. The memory of the movie’s plotline started to play in Tyson's mind, acting as a roadmap to the present predicament.

Tyson leaned against the cold bars of his cell, trying to keep his voice light, even though his mind raced with potential escape plans. "Hey, Stryker," he began, giving a fake grin, "You hiring? Gotta say, I'm appreciating the upgrade you gave me." He subtly took a step backward, placing some distance between him and the entrance. "About before, I was just kidding about those dental benefits. Don't need them with the healing factor, you know?" He chuckled, hoping to buy some more time.

Stryker’s lips curled in annoyance. "We don't have time for your games," he snapped. He shot a commanding glance at Omega Red. "Red, grab him."

Omega Red grinned, his tentacles uncoiling, ready for action. Tyson knew he needed to act fast, but with Scott being controlled and Red ready to pounce, his options were slim. Whatever move he made next had to count.

The chilling realization that he might be subjected to the mind-control serum was enough to set Tyson on edge. He had been in tight spots before, and being cornered with no apparent escape reminded him of how he’d felt within the confines of Magneto’s metal prison. This fear was reinforced as Omega Red's tentacles shot toward him, resembling metal serpents preparing to strike. 

Just like Magneto. 

The carbonadium appendages were nearly as tough as his adamantium claws, but not quite. Tyson refused to become another of Stryker’s mindless pawns. He refused to be trapped, helpless, and left for dead again.

“Come on, Red! Is that all you've got?” Tyson taunted angrily. Pulling on Sabertooth’s agility, he twisted, ducked, and leaped, barely avoiding the tentacles' relentless pursuit. One particularly close swipe from Omega Red made him grit his teeth. Swiftly retaliating, Tyson’s adamantium claws gleamed as they came into contact with the tentacles. Sparks flew, filling the air with a brief, electric-blue glow. Although the cuts he inflicted were shallow, the metallic sound of his claws clashing against the tentacles rang throughout the chamber. Every dent, every scratch he left on Omega Red's weapons was a small victory, reinforcing that his defiance was not in vain. Despite the odds, Tyson's spirit remained unbroken. He was a fighter, and he would not go down easily. Even as the tentacles continued to lash out, seeking to ensnare him, he was determined to resist until his last breath.

Stryker's face contorted in irritation. He had expected this to be swift, but Tyson was proving to be more resilient than anticipated. "Enough of this," Stryker snapped, pointing a commanding finger at Scott. "Shoot him."

Cyclops, under the influence of the mind-controlling serum, showed no hesitation. He touched his visor, and in an instant, a vibrant red beam shot out. Tyson, still dodging Omega Red, barely saw it coming. The force of the energy beam was like being hit by a sledgehammer; it slammed into his chest, catapulting him backward to collide with the cold, steel wall. The wind was knocked out of him, but he shook off the impact and rolled to the side. Scott focused, letting out an even more potent and sustained optic blast. The energy beam seemed almost tangible, like a wall of pure force, pushing Tyson relentlessly back. He struggled against it, his feet scraping against the floor, but it was too powerful. The force pinned him against the wall, his claws scraping desperately for any form of leverage.

Omega Red took full advantage of the situation guiding his tentacles forward. One of them wrapped securely around Tyson, the cold metal squeezing tighter and tighter. Tyson growled in frustration and grunted in exertion as he tried to break free. The cold, constricting grip of Omega Red surpassed his strength and stole his leverage. His muscles tensed and bulged, to no avail.

Omega Red's steel-like grip hoisted Tyson effortlessly, pinning him against the cold, unyielding metal bars of the cell. He was spun around, his neck and the back of his head exposed and vulnerable, perfectly positioned. Tyson's eyes narrowed as Stryker approached, a small glass dropper filled with a menacing liquid in his hand.

Tyson's mind raced. He knew what that serum meant; if it touched him, Stryker would have control over him, his mind, he would be a mere puppet. Desperation fueled his next words. "Wait! Hail Hydra!" he blurted out.

Stryker, initially advancing with clear intent, halted. A flicker of surprise crossed his usually impassive face. Tyson inwardly sighed at his gamble. He had pieced together fragments of information, a jigsaw puzzle with too many missing pieces. Stryker was the head of Weapon X, an offshoot of the Weapons Plus program, the project that created Captain America. If Hydra had infiltrated SHIELD, it wasn't far-fetched they could have their tendrils in Weapon X. Omega Red’s presence, too, was a piece that Tyson couldn’t make fit unless there was something else at play.

“That’s very interesting. Very, very interesting,” Stryker mused, his voice steady yet tinged with a curiosity that didn't quite reach his cold eyes. He leaned closer to Tyson, his breath almost a whisper against Tyson’s ear. “Hydra doesn’t know about this little mission. This is personal. And I’d prefer they didn’t find out. So please forgive my improper professional etiquette, but secrets must remain secret.” The words chilled Tyson more than the cool air of the cell. 

Tyson felt the weight of Stryker’s revelation crush the faint glimmer of hope he had mustered. There was no cheat code that would free him from this predicament. 

He was right about Stryker… And it didn’t matter. 

As Stryker’s grip tightened on the dropper, Tyson struggled fiercely. He knew what was coming; the serum within that small vial had the power to strip him of his will, to make him a puppet to Stryker’s twisted designs. He braced himself, muscles tensing in futile resistance.

Two droplets fell, their descent almost graceful, and landed on the vulnerable skin of Tyson’s neck. The serum burned upon contact, a searing heat that promised the doom of subservience. Tyson gasped, the sensation clawing at his flesh. Stryker stepped back, a cruel smile playing upon his lips, an artist admiring his work. At that moment, Tyson understood that Stryker relished not just the control but the act of taking it. The satisfaction etched on Stryker’s face was not just cold, it was arctic, devoid of any semblance of humanity.

Time seemed to warp around them, each second elongated into an agonizing stretch of reality. A change began to overtake Tyson. The fierce struggle wilted away. The tension that fortified his muscles dissolved, and the fire that had blazed defiantly in his eyes dimmed into a flicker. His body slackened, no longer resisting the steel grip of Omega Red. Tyson's expression gave way to a blankness, proof of the serum’s efficacy. The fight had left him, not by choice, but by the imposition of a will that was not his own.

Omega Red’s metallic tentacles now held a limp body. Any struggle that remained was only within Tyson's head. A battle of the mind and spirit against the chemical whose chains now bound him. Stryker’s expression remained impassive, his satisfaction not found in the spectacle of the struggle, but in the end result. He turned his back on Tyson. Walking away from a conquered, compliant foe.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

In the main security room, an array of monitors displayed different corridors, chambers, or external parameters of the facility. Stryker entered with an air of urgency. The guard immediately straightened up, saluting out of habit. "We have a mutant on the loose," Stryker declared, his voice dripping with frustration. "A metamorph, she could be anyone."

The guard’s eyes darted to the screens, then back to Stryker, a hint of realization dawning. "Anyone?" he echoed, the weight of the statement settling in.

Before the guard could react, Stryker reached for the rifle that lay next to the guard. He used the butt of the rifle to strike the guard hard on the side of his head. The guard crumpled to the ground, unconscious before he even knew what hit him.

Stryker's form began to change. His skin rippled and morphed, shifting colors and textures. His stature and physique transformed until standing in Stryker's place was the blue-skinned, yellow-eyed woman, Mystique.

She looked around the room briefly, a sly smirk crossing her face. With a sense of purpose, she strode to the heavy door controls. Pushing a large red button, the room was immediately filled with the loud, grinding noise of the blast doors closing. They slid into place with a resounding thud, sealing Mystique inside. 

Inside the security room, Mystique's fingers danced over the terminal, her yellow eyes scanning through lines of code and system schematics. The security system of the base was sophisticated, but her skills were up to the challenge. Glowing lines of data flowed down the screen, each command she entered bringing her one step closer to her objective. A triumphant smirk tugged at the corner of her lips as she found the controls for the blast doors. With a final keystroke, the system beeped in compliance, signaling that the doors were now under her control.

At the entrance of the base, soldiers were taken off guard as warning lights flashed and klaxons blared. The towering, thick metal doors slowly began to grind open, revealing the world outside. The soldiers rushed forward, guns at the ready, positioning themselves to repel the intrusion.

But as they steadied their aim, a magnetic force gripped their weapons, wrenching them from their grasp. The firearms floated in mid-air, defying gravity, before turning to face their former owners. From the opening, a figure stepped forward. It was Magneto. "Run along," he ordered, his voice dripping with disdain, as the floating guns ominously pointed at the petrified soldiers.

Not needing to be told a second time, the soldiers scattered, their courage evaporating in the face of such raw power. As they fled, Storm, Logan, and Nightcrawler emerged from behind Magneto, ready to reclaim their lost allies from Stryker's clutches.

The corridors echoed with the sounds of alarms and shouted orders. The group moved swiftly, using their unique abilities to overpower any resistance that dared to confront them. Every corner they turned or door they breached brought them closer to the security room where Mystique had set the stage for their invasion. They stood before the heavy doors of the security room. They slid open to reveal Mystique, still in her blue-skinned form, standing next to a bank of monitors displaying various parts of the facility. 

Magneto took a step forward, his eyes scanning the screens. "Any idea where Charles is?"

She nodded, pointing to a monitor that displayed a familiar figure bound in a chair. "Stryker's got him in a twisted version of Cerebro. We need to move fast."

Storm asked, "And the students? The kids he kidnapped?"

Nightcrawler, appearing uneasy, said, "They are being held in another section."

Storm's eyes clouded over with worry. "We need to split up. Time is of the essence."

Magneto nodded in agreement. "Mystique and I will retrieve Charles."

Storm said, "I'll get the kids. Kurt, will you come with me?" Kurt nods. Storm looks around the room and realized… “Where’s Logan?”

Magneto answered, “Logan’s gone after his own prize. There’s no time to wait for him.”

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Inside the Blackbird, tension brewed among the group. John threw a disapproving glance toward the ramp of the aircraft. "Why'd they have to leave us behind? We could've helped!"

Bobby tried to offer some comfort. "Come on. The Professors and the others have their reasons. Maybe they just thought this mission was too dangerous. We aren’t trained, we’re just students."

Jubilee piped up, her colorful, star-shaped earrings catching the dim lights of the cockpit. "Yeah, and you know Logan. He'd have our heads if anything happened to us. He's super protective like that. Especially of Tyson, he’s definitely going to bring him back."

John huffed, "That's no excuse. We can handle ourselves."

Illyana chimed in, "I've faced down demons in Limbo. Some soldiers aren't going to scare me."

Jubilee continued trying to mediate the situation. She looked towards Jean, who was unusually silent, her eyes shut, possibly trying to focus on her telepathy. "Jean, back me up here. We're doing the right thing by listening, right?"

Jean sat with her eyes shut tight. Every muscle in her face was drawn taut emphasizing the lines of deep concentration on her face. Jean was used to navigating the tumultuous sea of thoughts around her, but now she sensed something different. The moment Jubilee addressed her, Jean's eyes snapped open, revealing a troubled look. "Something’s changed," she said, her voice filled with concern. "I sensed Scott... Professor Summers. It was strange, his thoughts shifted abruptly, becoming almost... robotic. And I can’t sense Professor Xavier at all. He’s usually like a beacon to me, but now there’s nothing. But there's another telepath there, one that’s powerful, like Professor X almost. But it's so strange, it’s like there isn’t one focused point of psionic energy, but several with the same mental signature. I don’t understand..."

Illyana leaned forward, her silver hair flowing over her shoulders. "Focus on what’s important, Jean! What about Tyson?" she demanded.

Jean closed her eyes for a split second, attempting to focus. "Tyson's mind is always difficult for me to pick up unless he's close. Right now, I'm not sure. I can't pinpoint him."

Illyana’s pale blue eyes flashed with determination. "I’m done waiting." With a huff, she stood up, her boots thudding against the metal floor, and began to stride determinedly toward the back of the plane. The others exchanged glances, knowing that when Illyana made up her mind, there was little that could stop her.

Bobby stepped in front of Illyana, blocking her path. "Hold on," he said, his voice firm but gentle, "If one of us goes, we all should go." John nodded in agreement.

Illyana glared at him for a moment, "Well then, let's go."

Jean rubbed her temples, a small frown on her face. "I just want everyone to be safe. But I have a feeling things are about to get a lot worse before they get better. If we're going in, we need to be united and ready for anything." 

Jubilee took a deep breath. She looked at her friends. The determination and fear warred in her eyes. "You guys remember when Tyson faced Magneto, right?" she began, her voice quivering ever so slightly. "After that fight, once he finally woke up, he told me something. He looked at me with those eyes, you know, and he said, 'Jubes, don’t ever go up against someone like Magneto if you can avoid it. You're strong, but you gotta know your limits.' He told me about how badly he'd been hurt. Honestly, he wasn’t even sure how he'd made it, like he was almost broken. And the terrifying part? None of us would’ve survived half the injuries he had." Jubilee's eyes glistened as she continued, "And now, once again, he's the one in danger, and I... I just don't know what to do. I want to help, but...what if I can't? What if I’m not strong enough?"

The room went quiet as Jubilee's words hung in the air. The weight of the situation pressed down on all of them. Her vulnerability and raw emotion gave everyone a momentary pause, grounding them in the reality of the dangers facing them inside.

John raised an eyebrow stating, "But Magneto is on our team now."

Jubilee's gaze turned fiery as she shot back, "Is he? You've seen how he is. If he finds Tyson in there, who's to say he won't turn on him again? Can we trust him?"

There was a tense silence. Everyone knew the history and the weight behind Jubilee's words. Then Illyana stepped forward, her silver locks flowing and her blue eyes piercing with an intensity only she possessed. 

"Then we need to go," she declared. "Remember when Tyson faced Magneto? He had Jean's power backing him up. Without it, he wouldn’t stand a chance. And Jubilee, you aren’t alone here. On the train, it was just you and Tyson, outnumbered. But together, we can make a difference." Illyana looked at each of her classmates. "So, we're all in agreement then?"

When no one dissented, Bobby, with a slight smile, declared, "Looks like it. Let's go!"

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Stryker stood inside Cerebro. As he approached Mutant 143, Stryker's boots echoed in the cavernous space. The mutant was strapped down, eyes wide but with a vacant look. The cables attached to his head pulsed with energy. Leaning down, Stryker whispered into Mutant 143's ear, "Find them. Every last mutant. And end them."

As he stood upright, Stryker's gaze softened. For a moment, he remembered his son Jason, and all the time they’d spent together. But then he remembered. This was not his son. This was the creature who, in Stryker's eyes, had taken his wife from him. A flicker of anger returned, darkening his features. With a final look at Mutant 143, Stryker strode out of Cerebro, the door closing behind him with a foreboding slam. The room grew silent, save for the pulsing of the machine and the soft breathing of the mutants within.

Stryker emerged into the corridor outside of Cerebro which seemed cramped with his entourage. He looked like a General surveying his army with cold and calculating eyes. 

"Set the charges. Every entry and exit point, the dam supports, everything important you can get a charge on." he barked at the soldiers, who immediately jumped to attention, nodding and dispersing quickly.

He then turned to face Cyclops. The visored mutant stood still, waiting for orders. Stryker leaned in close, his voice low enough that the others couldn’t hear. "Go to the mutant prisoners. And make sure they all die."

Cyclops gave a faint nod, turning on his heel and marching away without hesitation.

Stryker's gaze shifted to Tyson. Pointing at the entrance to Cerebro, he said, "Guard this with your life. Attack anyone who approaches you."

Tyson grunted, positioning himself squarely in front of the entrance, his frame tense and ready.

Stryker glanced at the group of identical blonde mutants standing by him. "You five stay with him. Make sure noone gets through these doors."

He then addressed the lethal pair by his side. "Yuriko, Red," he paused, locking eyes with each in turn, "With me."

With his orders delivered, Stryker confidently walked down the corridor, Yuriko and Omega Red trailing behind him.


            

    
        Arc 2 - Ch 11: Mismatch

    
    
    
    
                Outside the fortified entrance to Cerebro, Tyson stood guard against any who might dare approach. The five blondes, almost identical in appearance, maintained a loose perimeter around him. At first, they were silent, yet there was an underlying tension in the air. Their heads tilted in unison, pale blue eyes focusing on the far end of the corridor. The subtlest shift in their stance signaled that they had picked up on something. "An intruder approaches," they muttered as one. The blondes eyes’ flashed with a blue glow as they jointly accessed their psionics. "Difficult to discern," one spoke, another added, "Her mind is... shielded."

Tyson's stance became more aggressive, every muscle in his body ready for action. His eyes scanned the corridor, ready for whatever was about to emerge.

The dimly lit corridor echoed with footsteps as Mystique emerged from around the far corner. Tyson recognized the threat and immediately lunged forward in a blur of movement. Yet, halfway to his intended target, his form halted as if caught by invisible chains. His muscles bulged with strain and his features contorted in frustration, but he couldn't move. 

Mystique moved gracefully around Tyson towards the quintet of blondes, their identical faces reflecting caution and intrigue. Their voices began that eerie, almost hypnotic relay of speech. "It's the metamorph," one began.

Mystique retorted sharply, "Get out of my way."

The transformation began at Mystique's feet, the blue scales seemed to melt away. The changes cascaded upwards like a wave of fluid motion. Her lithe, muscular form softened. Her face, once sharp and angular, also softened, her cheekbones descending, her jawline narrowing. Mystique's fiery red hair receded into her scalp, re-emerging as platinum blonde locks that framed her face and fell in perfect, uniform waves down her shoulders. Her eyes shifted from their piercing yellow to a softer blue, mirroring the icy gaze of the blondes. In moments, where there had been one formidable, blue-skinned shapeshifter, now stood another identical young woman. Each detail was replicated with supernatural precision; the cut of their stylish yet austere clothing, the way they held their posture, and even the subtle, shared expressions that crossed their faces.

But the girls weren't easily intimidated. Spreading out in formation, each adopting a fighting stance, another continued, "You might shape-shift.” Another finished her sentence, “But you can't hide from us."

The atmosphere in the corridor became charged as the quintet of blondes advanced on Mystique in perfect synchrony, their movements mirroring one another as if they were all part of a single organism. 

As the first blonde lunged towards her, Mystique ducked and swirled around her, aiming to use her momentum against her. But another blonde was right there, cutting off her escape. With every movement Mystique made, it seemed one of the blondes anticipated her. They worked in perfect tandem, blocking her strikes and countering seamlessly. It was like trying to fight a single entity with five bodies. 

Mystique, ever adaptable, switched strategies, aiming to isolate them. With a swift roundhouse kick, she managed to send one of the blondes crashing into the others, creating a momentary opening. She lunged forward, fist aimed squarely at the face of the blonde closest to her. But just as her strike was about to land, the blonde's skin shimmered, transforming into an iridescent diamond-like material. Mystique's fist collided with the diamond face, producing a sharp, echoing clang but causing no damage. The force of her punch merely sent the blonde skidding back a foot or so, her diamond eyes betraying no pain.

"You didn't expect that." one of the blondes taunted, while the others recovered and began their coordinated attack once more. 

Magneto turned the corner and approached with a smooth, assured gait. "Look what they've done to you," he observed, his voice dripping with pity and perhaps a touch of disgust. He paused, surveying Tyson's predicament, his focus narrowing on the gleam of the metal within him. "I recognize the signature of that alloy. They've done to you what they did to Logan." A slight smile crept onto his face. "It's made you stronger." He leaned in, almost admiringly, "But not against me."

With the slightest flick of his wrist, Magneto sent Tyson crashing into the wall. The adamantium within him became his cage. The sheer force of the magnetic field rendered Tyson immobile, his struggles futile.

The five blondes, moving with a unity that seemed inhuman, were so focused on their target, Mystique, that they failed to take into account the threat approaching from behind them. While Mystique danced and dodged between the blondes, drawing their collective attention, Magneto raised a hand subtly. With a mere flick of his fingers, strips of metal began to peel away from the walls of the corridor. They undulated like snakes, reflecting the fluorescent lights overhead in a serpentine dance of their own. Suddenly, with a swiftness that caught the blondes off guard, the strips of metal shot forward, ensnaring them. They wrapped around wrists, ankles, and torsos, pulling the five girls tight against the walls, and rendering them immobile. Their diamond forms shimmered, but to their surprise and then frustration they were unable to break the bonds. 

"Impossible!" one of the blondes cried, struggling against the powerful metallic bindings.

Another, with an eerily calm demeanor, stated, "He was hidden from us."

Magneto looked over the restrained blondes with a hint of satisfaction. "It's always the unseen threats that pose the greatest danger," he remarked coolly.

Mystique, catching her breath, gave Magneto a nod of gratitude. 

Magneto approached the heavy metal door that barred their path to Cerebro. The door was built as sturdy as a bank vault. But for Magneto, such barriers were mere trifles. He raised a hand, focusing intently on the complex locking mechanism within the door. From within, the distinct sound of gears turning and locks releasing echoed in the corridor. With a final, resonant *clunk*, the massive door began to swing open with a slow, deliberate grace, revealing the pathway ahead.

As Magneto worked his way through the door, Mystique closed her eyes briefly. When she opened them, her blue skin began to ripple and shift. Her form began to change, bones realigning, her height adjusting. In a matter of seconds, she became an impeccable replica of Stryker. The transformation was flawless, down to the stern expression and cold glint in her eyes. ‘Stryker’ approached Jason, the mutant's eyes unfocused, reflecting a world of illusion he continuously painted for others. Mystique, with every detail of Stryker, leaned close, her voice dripping with feigned urgency. "Jason," she whispered, her lips barely moving, "Find all the Humans. Kill all the Humans."

Jason's eyes, previously glazed, snapped to sharp attention. He hesitated for just a heartbeat, then nodded slowly, beginning his psychic manipulation on Xavier. The Professor's face, serene and distant under the helm of Cerebro, subtly twitched, a brief sign of the mental battle ensuing within. As Jason focused on his new directive, Magneto motioned to Mystique, signaling their exit. The two mutants swiftly exited Cerebro's chamber. Reaching the door, Magneto outstretched his arm, his fingers splayed. With a concentrated effort, the door's metal began to twist and meld, securing Cerebro from any possible intrusion. As he worked, he turned and regarded the blondes, but dismissed them. 

Magneto firmly pulled Tyson from where he had been pinned to the wall. The young mutant hovered, surrounded by a magnetic field, just behind Magneto. Tyson continued to struggle but was held helpless within the power. With Mystique leading and Tyson floating behind, the trio made their way down the corridor.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Stryker's boots clicked heavily against the cold metal floor of the base, every step echoing his growing desperation. Close behind, Omega Red and Yuriko moved swiftly, like phantoms in the dim lighting. They turned a corner and halted abruptly. There, in the middle of the hallway, stood Wolverine. There was a moment of pregnant silence before a crisp, metallic sound shattered it. Three adamantium claws on each of Wolverine's hands slowly extended, reflecting the cold light in a menacing gleam.

Stryker's eyes darted, looking for an alternative route. "We'll go around," he muttered quickly. Then, as if an afterthought, he turned to his tall companion, "Red, handle him." As he turned back to Yuriko he commented, “These mutants are like weeds. I think it’s time we made our exit.”

Omega Red smirked, the light playing off his pallid skin, making it appear even more ghostly. His Russian accent was thick thick as he said, "You shouldn't be here."

But Wolverine's gaze never wavered from Stryker. With a roar, he lunged forward, the intent clear in his eyes. He was going for the man who had caused him so much pain. But just as he was about to reach Stryker, something shot out from Omega Red's arm. A long, whip-like tentacle slammed into Wolverine's side, sending him skidding across the floor with a grunt.

Omega Red chuckled, "Thought you could ignore me, little man?" He flexed his tentacles, ready for the brawl that was about to ensue.

Omega Red towered over Wolverine, his long, deadly tentacles writhing and moving with a life of their own. His lips curled into a cruel smirk, relishing the moment.

With a fierce growl, Wolverine lunged, slashing swiftly at his opponent. Omega Red's tentacles snapped forward, aiming to ensnare Wolverine, but the smaller mutant dodged with surprising agility. Every time Red thought he had Wolverine, those sharp claws would flash, slicing the tentacles and forcing them to retract. Yet, for all of Wolverine's agility, Omega Red had raw power. A tentacle whipped forward, catching Wolverine off-guard and hurling him into a nearby wall. The impact sent a shockwave through the corridor, debris scattering everywhere. Wolverine grunted, pain and anger evident in his eyes. Undeterred, Wolverine pushed off the wall, using it as a springboard. He came at Omega Red from above, raining down a flurry of slashes. But Omega Red was no pushover. With a swift motion, he caught Wolverine mid-air with his tentacles, constricting him tightly.

As the tentacles squeezed, Omega Red drew Wolverine closer, their faces inches apart. "Thought you could beat me?" he hissed, a gloating grin stretching across his face.

Wolverine, despite the immense pressure, managed a defiant smirk. "Barely started trying," he spat back. With a sudden surge of energy, Wolverine's claws plunged into the tentacles, forcing Omega Red to release him. 

Circling each other warily, their eyes locked in mutual disdain, they prepared to clash again. Wolverine and Omega Red sized each other up. The silence was palpable, punctuated only by the distant echoes of chaos elsewhere in the base. With a snarl, Omega Red lunged first, his tentacles shooting out, aiming straight for Wolverine’s throat. Wolverine ducked, rolling to the side, then sprung up and lunged with his claws bared. But Omega Red was faster this time, his tentacles wrapping around Wolverine’s arms, pinning his deadly claws to his sides.

“I’ve got you, little man.” Omega Red sneered.

But Wolverine had another move up his sleeve. Using his legs, he pushed off the ground, flipping backward and using the momentum to kick Omega Red into the wall. The impact dazed the Russian mutant momentarily, and Wolverine broke free.

"Nice try, bub," Wolverine spat, wiping a trail of blood from the corner of his mouth.

The fight turned even more savage. Omega Red's tentacles, now infused with glowing energy, became even more aggressive, snapping and writhing, trying to drain the life force from Wolverine. But Logan's healing factor kept him on his feet, his resilience never wavering. Omega Red's tentacles grabbed a metal pipe, twisting it into a spear and hurling it at Wolverine. With incredible reflexes, Wolverine sliced through it, but the diversion allowed Omega Red to land a solid punch to his face.

Wolverine stumbled back, "You're going to have to do better than that," he growled, getting back into a fighting stance.

Omega Red chuckled. In a heavy accent, he replied, "Oh, don't worry. I have plenty more in store for you."

He rushed the smaller man, their silhouettes clashing again. 

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Nightcrawler and Storm made their way to the holding room where the children captured from the Institute were kept. Cages dangled ominously in the air, the young mutant captives looked down on them with eyes wide with terror. Storm’s blue eyes flashed as she scanned the area, trying to find the controls to lower the cages. Nightcrawler was about to simply teleport to the cages when suddenly, footsteps echoed in the chamber. Both mutants turned to find Cyclops walking in, his ruby-quartz visor glowing dimly.

"Scott!" Storm exclaimed, relief evident in her voice. "You're okay!"

But something was amiss. Scott's face was eerily calm, devoid of any emotion. His demeanor did not reflect any hint of recognition.

"Scott?" Storm questioned again, uncertainty creeping into her voice.

Without warning, Cyclops raised a hand to his visor. The subsequent red blast that shot out was sudden and ferocious. Storm, reacting just in time, ducked behind a console.

Nightcrawler, realizing the imminent danger, yelled, "It seems he's not himself!"

"I can see that, Kurt!" she responded, trying to keep her focus on Scott while searching for a way to subdue him without causing harm.

Cyclops prepared to fire another blast, his placid expression never changing. 

The atmosphere within the chamber crackled with electricity as Storm’s usually calm demeanor shifted. Her eyes, a brilliant shade of blue moments before, transformed into a stark white. Around her, the winds stirred, starting as a mere whisper and escalating into a tempestuous roar in mere seconds. Her cape billowed and her hair danced wildly in the gusts she summoned.

Suddenly, Cyclops found himself overpowered, a victim to nature's might as a gust of wind slammed him to the ground. But Storm didn't stop there. With a sweep of her hand, the wind took hold of Cyclops, dragging him helplessly across the room's metal floor. With his back against the wall, Scott defiantly struggled against the force pinning him. He lifted his hand, releasing erratic blasts. The concussive beams ricocheted, creating chaos. Metal screeched and lights flickered as the beams hit their mark, turning the chamber into a dangerous maze of destruction.

In a puff of brimstone-scented smoke, Nightcrawler appeared beside Cyclops. He landed a punch to Scott's abdomen, momentarily knocking the wind out of him. Before the powerful gusts could sweep him off, Nightcrawler vanished, reappearing safely away. Again and again, he executed his hit-and-run tactics, appearing beside Scott for a strike and then disappearing. The combination of Storm’s relentless winds and Nightcrawler’s rapid assaults gradually wore Cyclops down. His efforts to fire his optic blasts became less frequent, and his struggles against the wind weakened. With one last punch from Nightcrawler, a swift strike to the temple, Scott's eyes rolled back, and he slumped, unconscious, still pinned against the wall by the force of the wind.

The room fell silent, save for the soft whir of disturbed air as Storm reined in her powers. She knelt beside Scott, her fingertips brushing against his neck to check for a pulse. Without waiting for further instruction, Nightcrawler nodded and turned his attention to the suspended cages. He disappeared in a puff of purple smoke, only to reappear within one of the cages. His agile hands moved swiftly, unfastening the restraints and lifting the first child into his arms. With another teleportation, he reappeared on the ground, placing the child safely before repeating the process. Each time he appeared, a comforting whisper of "You're safe now" left his lips, helping calm the frightened children. It wasn't long before the floor of the chamber was filled with a small group of children, their faces streaked with tears but relief evident in their eyes. Nightcrawler moved quickly until every child was free.

Storm cast an elegant shadow over the children. "Stay close," she instructed, her voice firm but kind. "We're going to get out of here."

Nodding, Nightcrawler hoisted Scott onto his shoulder. With the children gathered around Storm they began to move. Nightcrawler, carrying Scott, took the rear, his eyes darting around for any signs of danger. 

The dim lighting of the corridor made the distant figures difficult to discern. As Storm detected their approach, she immediately went on the defensive. She stepped forward, her blue eyes scanning the distance, attempting to identify the group.

"Hold on," she whispered to the children, urging them to stay close and still. "Kurt!" she called out more loudly, the name echoing slightly. In an instantaneous puff of violet-hued smoke, Nightcrawler was by her side, Scott still cradled in his arms. The sudden appearance of that distinct teleportation smoke made the group of approaching figures hesitate for a split second.

From among the figures, a familiar burst of colorful fireworks erupted. Jubilee's voice, full of relief, broke through, "Oh thank god it’s you!"

Storm, recognizing the distinct pattern of Jubilee’s light show, relaxed her posture slightly. However, her gaze turned stern when she said, "I thought we told you to stay in the jet."

John replied, "Yeah, like that was going to happen."

As the group closed the distance between them, the features of Jubilee, John, and a few others became clear. Storm's expression softened with relief, but she maintained her authoritative stance. Waving her hand slightly towards Nightcrawler, she signaled him to return to the back with Scott. 

"Good," Storm started, directing her words to the newly arrived team, "You can help get the kids to the plane."

Illyana's blue eyes darted from face to face, and a frown settled on her lips. "Where's Tyson?" she inquired, her voice sharp with concern.

Jean stepped closer, her brows knitted together. "And Professor X?" she added.

Storm showed a hint of worry as she responded, "Magneto and Mystique were heading to get Xavier when we last saw them." She paused, glancing at the group, then added hesitantly, "As for Tyson... we aren't certain of his whereabouts."

The weight of those words settled heavily on the group. The tension was palpable. Illyana's face was etched with a stubborn resolve, her voice carrying an edge. "No," she declared.

Storm raised an eyebrow, "No?" she repeated, seeking clarity.

"I'm going to find Tyson," Illyana began. "Do you know how many more of us would've been taken from the mansion if he hadn't been there? He stood against those invaders. Alone. And now he's missing? And to top it all off, Magneto is here. The very same man who already tried to kidnap Tyson. You were there. You know what he did to him!" Her words reverberated through the corridor. 

Storm tried to find a middle ground. "Listen, Illyana, once we ensure the children's safety, we'll come back for Tyson and the Professor. We're a team. We don't leave anyone behind."

Illyana's blue eyes blazed "Not good enough," she snapped, "I'm finding my boyfriend now."

John couldn’t resist. "Finally, she admits they're dating!" he said with a smirk.

Jubilee smacked John's arm. "Not the time, John!"

Ignoring the two, Illyana's boots clicked as she strode down a different corridor, every step echoing her resolve to find Tyson.

As Illyana made her determined march down the corridor, John jogged to catch up. "Wait up!" he called, falling in step with her.

Bobby’s expression showed a mix of concern and bewilderment as he raised his voice. "Hey, where are you going?"

John glanced back, flashing a mischievous grin. "Can't let her go alone, right?"

Jubilee's eyes softened, "Be safe, okay?" she told them, her voice a gentle plea.

Jean's face was lined with contemplation. "Should we just... let them go like that?" she asked, her voice laced with uncertainty.

Jubilee took a deep breath, her gaze drifting off momentarily. "I want to save Tyson too, believe me. But I keep replaying his words in my head. He told me I'm not ready yet. And if I'm being honest, I feel it. I'm not prepared to be the hero, yet. For now, my job is to keep these kids safe. But if you think you're ready, Jean, then hurry up and go with them."

Jean considered Jubilee's words. Her mind flashed back to the footage of Tyson taking on Magneto. Watching him wield her telekinesis with such raw power, at a level she hadn’t achieved, made her consider. She realized, much like Jubilee, she wasn’t there yet. She gave a small nod indicating she was staying.

Bobby's gaze shifted to Storm, his eyebrows knit in a silent plea for guidance. The weight of the situation rested heavily on Storm's shoulders. She exhaled deeply, her voice revealing a touch of weariness. "Technically, they did graduate this year," she admitted, glancing in the direction John and Illyana had departed. 

Bobby's face showed surprise, "So, they're making their own choices now?"

Storm nodded slowly. "Yes, they are. I don’t agree, but I can't control them at the moment. Right now, my main focus is to protect these children. Once they're safe, I promise, I'll come back and search for… everyone."

            

    
        Arc 2 - Ch 12: Rough Couple of Days

    
    
    
    
                John and Illyana hurried down the dimly lit corridor. "So," John began, glancing at Illyana with a smirk, "got a plan on how we're gonna find Tyson? Or are we just winging it?"

Before she could respond, a group of figures began to emerge from a nearby t-juncture. The first figure's blue skin was unmistakable. It was Mystique. A step behind, at her shoulder, was Magneto, his powerful stance and iconic helmet immediately identifying him. But it was the sight behind them that made Illyana's heart drop. Tyson trailed, levitating above the ground with his arms and legs pinned together like a floating mummy.

Without thinking, Illyana yelled out, "Wait!" Her hand reached out instinctively toward the friend they had come to rescue.

Mystique and Magneto stopped in their tracks, turning to face the duo. Illyana closed the distance between herself and Tyson. He looked... different. His normally lively gaze was vacant, clouded over with rage. Even when she shouted out to them, he didn’t respond, and she could see that he was struggling, but unable to move. 

"What did you do to him?!" Illyana demanded, her blue eyes narrowed into slits as she glared at Magneto and Mystique, feeling a burning anger rise within her.

Mystique tilted her head slightly, her voice dripping with casual malice, "Stryker concocted a special serum. Mind control. Tyson wasn’t immune to its effects. Came right at us the moment he saw us."

John, trying to piece everything together, interjected, "So, that's what happened to Professor Summers too? He was unconscious with Professor Ororo, she didn’t seem concerned, but remember he was there?."

Magneto nodded slowly. "Yes. And Stryker did more than just that. He replicated the process done to Logan on Tyson. His bones have been infused with adamantium. It has made him stronger, and more dangerous, especially now. But it’s allowed me to restrain him, prevent him from harming himself and others.”

Her hands clenched into fists. Illyana couldn’t believe what she was hearing. The magnitude of what Stryker had done was sinking in, and she could only think of saving Tyson. Her voice wavered, the concern now mixed with her anger. "Where are you taking him?"

Magneto paused, his posture cold and dominating, as he replied, "We're leaving. Our business here is concluded."

Illyana’s eyebrows furrowed, trying to discern his intentions. "And Professor Xavier? Where is he?"

Magneto smirked, "Xavier is perfectly fine, my dear. He's safely tucked away in Cerebro. Waiting for his beloved X-Men to rescue him."

Illyana's glare intensified as she took a challenging step closer, "So, you just leave the Professor and make off with Tyson? Have you finally snagged your prize and now you’re running off with him before anyone can stop you?"

Mystique chuckled, her blue eyes shimmering with amusement, "My, aren't we the feisty one?"

Magneto, his tone icy and firm, interjected, "We have what we need. It's in your best interest to not interfere."

Mystique's yellow eyes gleamed, studying the pair before her. "You could come with us," she purred, "Both of you. We recognize strength when we see it. We invite you to be a part of the Brotherhood. A place where mutants are not just accepted but celebrated."

John looked at Illyana, searching her face for a hint of what she was thinking. After a beat, he cautiously voiced his thoughts, "It... it might not be that bad, Illyana. You'd be with Tyson. They're strong, and they're fighting for change, for our kind."

Illyana paused, her gaze flickering between Mystique, Magneto, and the still-struggling Tyson. She seemed to be considering the idea of joining the Brotherhood, even if just to stay close to Tyson. But as she looked at Tyson's trapped form, her face hardened with determination. Her eyes began to radiate a fiery white glow. 

John sighed, sensing her aggression. He stepped back, crossing his arms, waiting for her to make her decision.

Armor, reminiscent of a knight's plate, began to encase her arm. A shimmering, ethereal sword manifested in her hand. Her voice, laced with power and resolve, echoed through the corridor, "You will release him. Now."

Magneto regarded Illyana with an arch of his brow and a smirk playing at the corners of his lips. "You adorn yourself in armor and wield a sword against me?" He chuckled, the sound dripping with condescension. "What naive audacity drives you to such a foolish action?"

Illyana's response was swift. In a mere fraction of a second, she vanished from her position and reappeared adjacent to Magneto, her gleaming sword arcing through the air in a vicious swing towards him. Confident in his power over metal, Magneto instinctively reached out with his abilities to stop both Illyana and her weapon. But to his astonishment, the sword continued its trajectory unabated. It looked as if it was constructed from metal, but his power found no purchase, nothing to hold onto.

Mystique's eyes widened in realization. Demonstrating her superhuman agility, she lunged forward, tackling Magneto aside, narrowly avoiding Illyana's blade. The surprise on Magneto's face was evident, his usually impeccable composure momentarily shattered by the unexpected twist. He processed what had just happened. The arrogant expression on his face was replaced by one of surprise. 

The corridor's metallic structure groaned as Magneto recovered. He manipulated the steel beams and plates, ready to ensnare Illyana in a trap. But just as quickly as her first move, Illyana vanished again, teleporting with a flash. This time, she was directly behind the motionless Tyson. Illyana whispered something inaudible as she gently laid her hand on Tyson's back, and in an instant, both were enveloped by a swirling portal of light before vanishing from sight. The corridor which was quickly filling with the sounds of tearing of metal, now echoed with only the faint remnants of their departure.

Magneto's eyes blazed with anger and frustration. "Blast it!" he spat, glaring at the spot they'd just occupied. 

John, who had been a spectator to the tense stand-off, slowly lowered his hands. He took a hesitant step forward. "So... uh, about that offer. Is it still on the table?" he asked, trying to sound casual but betraying a hint of nervousness.

Magneto ignored the boy and continued down the hall. Mystique’s lips curled into a sly smirk as she extended a hand towards John. "Welcome to the Brotherhood."

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Illyana did not like Magneto, and she certainly did not trust Magneto’s motivations toward Tyson. But Illyana wasn’t a fool. She would not dismiss what the man said about Tyson’s state. When she appeared with him in Limbo, she instantly teleported herself away from him, giving him some distance. She studied Tyson from afar, his silhouette dark against the fiery, shifting backdrop of Limbo. The ever-present crimson skies above roared with occasional streaks of lightning. The environment seemed to echo the chaos and uncertainty that lurked within Tyson's mind.

"Tyson," she called out, her voice echoing in the desolate surroundings, "it's me, Illyana."

His gaze met hers, but it was as though he was staring through her, his eyes hollow and distant. There wasn't any sign of recognition, no warmth or familiarity. Instead, he looked around, his face displaying his confusion.

But that changed when Illyana took a step toward him. Seeing her movement, something in Tyson snapped. With a roar, he lunged towards her in a rapid advance. Illyana, taken aback, instantly teleported several feet away. The ground where she had stood moments before was scarred from Tyson's forceful impact.

She reappeared further away, her heart racing. She needed to find a way to get through to him, but how? The mind control serum's effect was far stronger than she had anticipated.

"Tyson! You need to fight this! Remember who you are!" she shouted. She knew that beneath the mind control, the real Tyson was somewhere, trapped, trying to break free.

But as Tyson growled, turning his attention back to her, she knew it wasn't going to be easy to bring him back. She prepared to teleport again, trying to figure out a way to get through to him without endangering herself in the process.

Each time Illyana appeared in his line of sight, a brief moment of stillness passed between them. But when she dared move closer, his once calm demeanor instantly transformed into pure aggression. Illyana began another attempt, teleporting 30 meters to his left. Tyson's head whipped in her direction, his eyes fixing on her but not launching himself this time. Slowly, very slowly, Illyana took a step toward him, but as she took another step, Tyson roared and charged, the ground beneath him shaking from the force. Illyana had no choice but to teleport away to safety, her heart sinking as she realized a pattern.

"Okay, Rasputin," she muttered to herself, "think." She watched Tyson from a distance, noting his heavy breathing and the way his eyes darted around, searching. "Something is triggering him when I approach. But why?"

She decided to test her theory. Teleporting back into his sight but staying stationary, she observed his reaction. He watched her but remained where he was, tension evident in his posture but not attacking.

"Okay, so he's not attacking when I'm just in sight," she mused. Then she started walking toward him. As expected, Tyson charged.

She teleported again to a safer distance. "It's my approach..." But how could she help him if she couldn't get close?

Illyana teleported to a spot, an outcropping of blackened stone with sharp edges softened by time, where she felt a relative sense of safety. She positioned herself just far enough from Tyson, a distance she gauged would keep her out of his aggro radius. The skies above crackled with intermittent bolts of lighting, casting a spectral glow on everything below.

She took a deep breath, her armor gleaming in the sporadic light, and then she carefully sat down, her posture relaxed but alert. Crossing her legs and letting her sword lie horizontally in her lap, she began speaking in a calm, soothing tone. “Tyson,” she began, trying to keep her voice steady despite the heavy emotion she felt, “I know you may not understand everything right now, but I want to tell you what happened after you... after we left the Institute."

He looked in her direction, the glowing red backdrop reflecting in his eyes. Although his stance remained tense and alert, he didn't attack. His eyes darted across Limbo's landscape, taking in the otherworldly sights but still seemingly aware of her presence.

“We were ambushed. Stryker had some sort of plan. The school was under attack. And...” she hesitated, taking a moment to steady herself, “and you stood up against them. You defended the mansion, defended us all when no one else could.” A deep sigh escaped her lips, “Jean sensed when you fell... when they captured you... you were so brave and we left you. Magneto said they did something to you, made you stronger. And they used something on you, a serum. That's why you're like this now."

She paused, waiting for any sign of recognition or understanding in his eyes. But he just watched her, his gaze still distant but not overtly hostile. The fiery backdrop of Limbo cast a fluctuating glow upon Illyana's face. Each flash of light and dark highlighted the mix of determination, worry, and hope in her eyes. She took a deep breath as she began to relay their recent events to Tyson. “We made it to Bobby's house. I thought it'd be safe, at least for a while. But Bobby's little brother was an insufferable brat. He called the cops on us." She shook her head, a mix of disbelief and annoyance evident in her tone. "I couldn't believe it. After everything we've been through, he barely gave us a chance to explain our story." She paused, recalling the frantic rush of the events. "We ran. Had no choice. Luckily Jean had called Professor Ororo and she picked us up in the blackbird with Logan. They had someone new with them. A blue-skinned guy who could teleport, a lot like I do." Illyana's brow furrowed in contemplation, "The strange thing is, he looked eerily familiar. Kind of like Azazel. Remember him? Except like I said this guy is blue instead of red."

She shifted slightly, her armor clinking as she did. "Anyway, things went from bad to worse. The blackbird got shot down. But as luck would have it, Magneto was there. He saved us." Her voice grew colder, more solemn as she continued, "But things changed after that. Magneto had his plans. Somewhere during the infiltration of this base, he got a hold of you." Her grip tightened around her sword, the memory fresh and painful.

But then, her voice softened, a hint of pride and warmth returning to her tone, "But you know what, Tyson? This time, it was my turn. I saved you." She allowed herself a small, genuine smile, letting that moment of triumph wash over her. She had gotten him out, and now she was determined to bring him back fully. “Tyson, I brought you here to Limbo to keep you safe, to figure out a way to help you. I promise I won’t give up on you. We're in this together."

The stillness of the moment hung heavy between them. Tyson's focus remained divided between the sights of Limbo and Illyana's words. Whether he fully comprehended it or not, she felt a small sense of hope that her words were reaching him, that the bond they shared was still intact, hidden beneath the effects of that sinister serum.

Hours passed as Illyana talked. She looked out into the fiery horizon, her gaze distant, lost in the memories of a time long past. Her voice was softer than its usual confident, sometimes brash, tone, "The first time I found myself in Limbo wasn't by choice." She took a deep breath, "I was just a kid. Terrified, alone. This place... it felt like a nightmare. The sky was ablaze, the ground constantly shifting beneath my feet." Her fingers unconsciously played with the hilt of her Soulsword. "I didn't understand it at first, but Limbo isn't just a place. It's alive. It senses your fears and your insecurities. Every shadow here echoes the darkness I felt inside. The pain, the isolation, the anger. Limbo was a reflection of my soul."

Illyana's eyes, a sharp, piercing blue, held Tyson's gaze. "But you know what's the most twisted part? The longer I was here, the more I became a part of it. It was as if Limbo and I... we were connected, intertwined. I could shape it, control it. And it, in turn, gave me power, and strength. My Soulsword," she lifted the gleaming blade, "forged from my very soul, became my weapon, my protector." Her lips turned upward in a smirk, a semblance of her usual defiant spirit returning. "I realized that this place, as hellish as it is, is also my sanctuary. A place where I can be me, without judgment, without fear. It's where I found my strength." She paused, a shadow crossing her face. "And then the demons came."

"Azazel," she spat the name with disgust, "He and his horde brought darkness to Limbo, a taint that seeped into every crevice, every corner. It was as if a cloud of malevolence had enveloped the place, turning everything it touched vile and wicked." Illyana's grip tightened on her Soulsword, "And the worst part?" her voice cracked slightly, "A piece of that darkness latched onto me. It felt like a parasite, feeding off my fears, and my anger. I felt myself slipping, being drawn into that abyss, becoming a vessel for the corruption."

She looked at Tyson, her blue eyes shimmering with unshed tears. "But then you stood beside me, battled alongside me. Every demon, every devil, we faced them together. You helped me work to reclaim my sanctuary, purge the taint that threatened to consume me." A soft smile played on her lips, "I don’t think you realize, Tyson, how much that means to me. In a world where I've often felt alone, you were my anchor, my beacon. You reminded me of who I am, and for that, I'll always be grateful."

She took a step closer, her gaze intense, "And maybe, just maybe, I can do the same for you."

Tyson's form, which had been a tempest of confusion and anger earlier, now looked broken and defeated. His strong shoulders slouched in resignation. His eyes, which usually sparkled with mischief and determination, were downcast, staring at the ground beneath his feet.

Hesitating for just a moment, Illyana took another step, the hope was audible in her voice as she asked, "Tyson?"

To her surprise, Tyson slowly lifted his head, his gaze meeting hers. The depth of pain and confusion in his eyes sent a pang of sympathy through her. His voice, when he finally spoke, was rough, as if he'd been through a battle and come out the other side barely intact, "It's been a rough couple of days."

Illyana, hearing the raw emotion in his voice, took another step, this time with more confidence, "I know. But we're in this together."

Tyson's eyes seemed distant as if he was lost in memories. His voice was thick with emotion, each word carrying the weight of the experiences he went through. "I remember everything, Illyana," he began, pausing to swallow hard, his face etched with pain. "Every single thing."

"It was different than the battle with Magneto. That was unimaginable pain… Then everything went dark. I thought I was dying, but I survived, unconscious." He clenched his fist, knuckles white, emphasizing the agony of his words. "This was different. Having adamantium cover each bone, seeping through my body, felt like being burned alive from the inside. Every single moment, every heartbeat... was pain. But this time, the darkness never came. I felt it all, every moment of agony."

His eyes shimmered with tears that he tried to fight. "Then there was the serum. It invaded my mind, coiling around my thoughts, taking control. Stryker whispered commands, and I... I had to obey. It was like being trapped in a cage, watching myself do things I didn’t want to, but I was powerless to stop it. My mind screamed, but my body didn't listen."

Drawing a shuddering breath, he continued, "And then Magneto found me again. With these bones, I couldn’t escape his grip. I lost control completely. I thought everything was lost. Stryker had control of my mind, and Magneto had control of my body."

His voice trailed off, leaving an oppressive silence in its wake. Then, to Illyana's surprise, a soft chuckle escaped his lips. He looked up, his eyes finally finding hers, a spark of hope igniting in their depths. With a smile that seemed to light up the dim dimension, he whispered.

"But then... you saved me."


            

    
        Arc 2 - Ch 13: Break Canon... or Fix It?

    
    
    
    
                Tyson sat with his back resting against the cool surface of a massive rock. Illyana was nestled between his legs, her head leaning back against his chest. Although they were in Limbo, the two seemed to have found a pocket of peace. Tyson's arms were securely wrapped around her, but he was cautious to ensure there was no direct skin contact, knowing all too well the repercussions.

He shifted slightly, feeling the hard ground beneath him. "You know," he began, his voice light and teasing, "we should think about bringing some comfy chairs or maybe even a couch next time. Make this place a bit more... cozy."

Illyana chuckled softly, the vibrations of her laughter warm against him. "I think once we've dealt with the never-ending hoard of demons, we can consider a makeover," she replied.

Tyson's face turned more serious. "Speaking of which, have we made any headway with them? Pushed them back a bit?"

Illyana hesitated, her fingers tracing patterns on Tyson's forearm. She took a deep breath, exhaling slowly. "Honestly? No," she admitted, a hint of frustration evident in her voice. "It's like every time we make some progress, more appear. They just... multiply."

"You know," he began thoughtfully, "time here doesn't really... work right. I remember when you first sent me here. It felt like I had hours before you arrived, but when I returned, only moments had passed." Tyson looked at her, an idea forming. "Maybe when you're not here, so much time lapses that it gives the demons enough time to multiply."

Illyana considered this, her fingers playing with a strand of her hair. "It could be."

Tyson ventured, "What if we tried staying longer? Spent weeks here, pushing back the demons, reclaiming more ground?"

Illyana bit her lip. "It might work for you, but not for me," she responded softly. "I need to eat and sleep. Limbo isn't a place I can simply live in. The environment can be as much of a threat as the demons are." She shook her head, "It's a catch-22. To make it habitable, we'd need to clear out the demons. But to clear them out, we'd need to spend extended time here, which I can't do."

The two shared a heavy silence, realizing the difficulty of their situation. Illyana looked at Tyson, her blue eyes filled with a mix of amusement and concern. "You know what I think?" she started, drawing his attention.

He raised an eyebrow, intrigued. "What?"

She smirked, her tone playful yet pointed. "I think you're stalling."

Tyson laughed, a hint of embarrassment evident in his voice. "Yup, one hundred percent. Facing Magneto again isn’t on my top ten list."

She tilted her head, strands of blonde hair falling to frame her face. "You know, I could teleport us somewhere else in the base. We don't have to drop right into Magneto's lap."

He sighed, "It's not just Magneto," he confessed, "There's another problem, a much bigger one."

She straightened up, sensing the gravity in his voice. "What is it?"

His face grew somber. "Stryker's plan. He's built a Cerebro here. If you aren't aware, it's a machine designed to amplify Professor Xavier's powers. And he's got a mutant who's manipulating the Professor, making him use Cerebro to find every mutant out there... and kill them. It’s the same mutant he used to create the mind control serum"

Illyana declared, "Then we go back and stop them. It's not so complicated."

"That's not the end of it though." Tyson shook his head, "Magneto changed the orders. Mystique posed as Stryker and altered the directive. Now, Professor X is set to target all humans, not mutants."

Illyana's lips pressed into a thin line, her eyes narrowing. "So instead of eradicating mutants, he's about to exterminate the rest of humanity," she summarized.

Tyson nodded. "Exactly."

She thought for a moment, her fingers tapping against her thigh. "Well, regardless of who the target is, we still need to stop them. We can't let either scenario play out."

He let out a humorless chuckle, rubbing the back of his neck. "And that's where the problem lies." He paused, collecting his thoughts. "Neither of us can pull off a Stryker impersonation the way Mystique did. If I could just touch her, I could do it. But getting to her means going directly into Magneto's grasp."

Illyana frowned, thinking of their options. "What else can we do?"

Tyson's expression grew pensive. "The other two options we have are a bit more... direct. One, I teleport in, get close to Xavier, and quickly touch him. By absorbing his powers, I could shield myself, and maybe us both from the mind-controller, potentially even counteract it." Illyana raised an eyebrow, waiting for him to continue. "Or," he continued with a deep breath, "we go in guns blazing and try to take down the mind-controller. Neutralize the threat."

Tyson furrowed his brow, and mentioned, "I have another idea." His voice betrayed the audacity of the plan that was forming in his mind. "It's... pretty extreme. If it works, it could solve all our problems, but it's going to come with consequences." He hesitated, looking down. "Big ones. Like... getting booted from the Institute at minimum."

She shrugged nonchalantly, her blonde hair cascading down her shoulders with the motion. "I already graduated," she said, with a hint of mischief in her eyes.

Tyson's eyes widened, momentarily surprised that he hadn't realized Illyana was a senior. "I didn’t know you were a year ahead of me. Are you going to college then?"

Illyana looked off into the distance, her expression turning thoughtful. "Haven't decided. My brother stayed behind and became an assistant to the professors after his graduation. Thought I'd do something similar, at least at first."

The faintest smile played on Tyson's lips. "So, you're not worried about potential fallout?"

She smirked, "Let's just say I'm used to ruffling a few feathers. What's your plan?"

Illyana's demeanor softened as she tried to gauge the seriousness behind his words. At first, as Tyson began to lay out his idea, she nodded, processing every word. But as the pieces came together, her brows furrowed, creating tiny ripples of concern on her forehead. The weight of what Tyson proposed pressed down on them both, rendering the atmosphere in Limbo even heavier. Tyson paused, his voice faltering as he sought validation in Illyana. "It's the only way I can think of. Do you think it'll work?"

She looked away for a moment, battling with her feelings. She had always been one to jump into danger but found herself questioning if his idea was even a reasonable path. This wasn't about facing an opponent; it was about dealing with consequences that might change the very fabric of their existence. Licking her lips nervously, she finally met his gaze. "It's risky. The fallout might be worse than simply killing the mind-controller."

He let out a shaky breath, feeling both reassured and yet even more aware of the gravity of what they were contemplating. "But will you stand by me?"

"Always," she murmured. Illyana's blue eyes searched Tyson's with deep concern. She took a moment, choosing her words carefully. "Will you be able to handle this? You've been through... a lot. One slash from my Soulsword, or even your claws, and everything will go back to how it was. We don't have to follow this path."

Tyson took a deep breath, his voice carried a hint of pain from his recent ordeals. "You're right. But if we did that, would it only be for our immediate benefit? Think about the bigger picture. How much more good could we do for everyone else?"

Illyana paused, clearly torn. Her instincts warred with the logic of Tyson's words. She finally let out a sigh, pointing a finger at him, "Fine, but the moment things seem even slightly off, I'm pulling the plug on this plan. We're out. Understood?"

He nodded, the corners of his mouth curving up into a small smile of gratitude. "Agreed. And... thanks, Illyana, for looking out for me."

If this worked, it wouldn't just be a victory. It would be a turning point in their lives.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

As Stryker made his way onto the helicopter, the blades overhead roared to life, casting a gust of wind that sent loose gravel and dust flying in every direction. He glanced over at Yuriko, her unwavering expression reflecting pure loyalty. Stryker grabbed the radio. "Detonate the charges," he commanded with a cold, calculated tone.

A brief acknowledgment crackled over the radio, and moments later, a series of thunderous booms echoed throughout the vicinity. The ground trembled beneath the force, sending shockwaves that rippled across the water's surface.

Around the dam, plumes of smoke and debris shot up as the explosive charges tore gaping holes in its walls. Like wounds in a giant behemoth, they spewed forth torrents of water. The once mighty dam, which had stood tall and resilient for years, was now on the brink of collapse.

The initial holes, while significant, were just the start. The real threat lay in the immense pressure that these breaches created. The unrelenting force of the water began pushing against the weakened sections. A network of cracks began to snake out from the holes, branching out in all directions like a sinister web.

Each crack grew, widening and deepening, allowing more and more water to seep through. The ominous creaking and groaning of the dam's structure protesting under the strain could be heard. Stryker, watching the unfolding catastrophe with a sense of satisfaction, responded, "Exactly as planned." His lips curled into a sinister smile, a dark glint in his eyes as the helicopter ascended into the sky.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Illyana summoned a glowing, circular portal in front of them. As the swirling energy became more stable, a view of the hallway she had previously navigated appeared. She stepped forward, with Tyson closely following her. They emerged into the dimly lit corridor, attempting to remain undetected.

From the distance, Magneto's voice echoed with palpable frustration. "Blast it!" The metallic resonance of his powers rippled through the hallway, causing the walls to vibrate slightly. Illyana and Tyson exchanged glances, moving quickly to flatten themselves against the wall, ensuring they were out of sight. They waited; after a few minutes, the corridors became silent. Sensing it was safe to proceed, Tyson nodded at Illyana, and the pair quietly made their way toward Cerebro's entrance.

As they approached the solid steel door, Tyson noticed the conspicuous absence of the five blondes that Magneto had trapped. He put the thought out of his mind and cast a sideways glance at Illyana, a hint of uncertainty shadowing his features. "Do you need to see inside to teleport?" 

Illyana shook her head, her voice low. "No. I can create a small portal to check the area first. Once we're sure it's clear, we'll go in."

Illyana's hand tightened on Tyson's shoulder, her concentration was palpable as she peered through the small portal she had conjured. The interior of Cerebro was visible, yet eerily still and silent. The moment they stepped through, an unsettling emptiness greeted them, noone was here. The air inside Cerebro felt heavy, charged with an unseen energy. But Tyson knew they were not alone. He recalled his knowledge about Jason, Stryker’s son, the mutant capable of crafting intricate illusions. 

Tyson wasn’t certain how the power worked, but he did know from his experiences with Xavier and Jean that his mind, crowded with the psyches of Rogue and Sabertooth, offered him a modicum of resistance to telepathy. So, he closed his eyes, focusing inward, and reached out to the other presences within his psyche. He felt the distinct, feral edge of Sabertooth's consciousness and the profound sadness of Rogue. She shied away, but he willingly joined. Together, the fortifications around his mind fought against the psychic intrusion they were facing.

Tyson opened his eyes, his vision was still obscured by the illusion. He couldn't rely on sight; he needed another sense. Drawing on Sabertooth's enhanced abilities, Tyson inhaled deeply, filtering through the scents in the air. A distinct, pungent odor cut through the sterile scent of Cerebro; the smell of skunked chemicals and sweat.

The scent grew stronger and guided Tyson through the illusion honed by Sabertooth's instincts. Illyana watched him, her hand poised to strike with her sword should the need arise.

As Tyson closed in on the source of the scent, he envisioned the mutant. Suddenly, he lunged forward, his hand shooting out to grasp something unseen. His fingers found purchase around a neck, the skin was clammy and cold. The shock in Mutant 143's eyes was evident as Tyson's grip tightened.

Mutant 143 gasped, his illusion faltering under the physical assault. Tyson's unique ability to drain life surged forward, tendrils of energy pulling at the essence of the illusionist. Illyana stepped forward, ready to intervene, but Tyson's expression told her to hold back. His eyes flickered, a storm of emotions and memories swirling within. 

He played in the garden, creating miniature animals and playful fairies using his powers, making his childhood a realm of wonder. His father sent him away to get help. He sat in a classroom within a grand mansion filled with fellow mutants. His professor was trying to teach him control, empathy, and responsibility. But he only smirked, choosing to disregard the lessons. He believed that his gifts were not to be tethered.

His mother sat on a chair, her face pale and eyes wide with terror. With just a thought, he manifested nightmarish illusions that danced around her, taunting and teasing. The room echoed with her heart-wrenching screams. She clutched her head, begging for the visions to end. And one fateful day, the torment overwhelmed her fragile mind, leading her to take her own life.

He was caught off guard by a sudden ambush. They held him down, restraining him. His father began horrific experiments, altering his very nature. He was left a shell of his former self, lobotomized and trapped within his own body. A machine was embedded in his brain, making him subservient to his father's will. Every command resonated loud and clear in his head. He couldn't resist, couldn't fight back. He was a puppet, manipulated to serve his father's agendas. The pain was a constant torture, but he no longer possessed a will, so cared little about the orders he was given, merely fulfilled them.

Illyana watched, her expression a mix of concern and awe, as Tyson's face contorted with the influx of memories. She knew the danger of what he was doing, yet she also recognized the necessity of their mission.

As the memories receded, the depth of Jason's anguish and torment resonated with Tyson. But his grip remained firm as his surroundings began to shift and warp. The grimy, metallic confines of the second Cerebro melted away, revealing the pristine environment of the Institute's Cerebro. On the platform nearby stood a little girl with wide, imploring eyes. She appeared no older than ten, "Stop! Please, stop!" she cried, her voice echoing eerily through the vast chamber. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she reached out toward Tyson, her small hand trembling.

The emotional weight of the situation weighed heavily on Tyson, but he knew he had to see this through. 

The moment Tyson accessed Jason’s power, the ambiance of Cerebro shifted dramatically. Tyson drew out every ounce of Jason's illusionary prowess from the memories he absorbed. In doing so he gained an inherent understanding of the power.

He could craft illusions that altered what targets see, hear, touch, taste, and smell. This plunged an individual into an entirely different world, all of which sprung from his imagination and control. The potency intensified with direct eye contact, allowing him to nudge an individual's psyche, making them more susceptible to the conditions of the created illusion. This slight push served as a minor form of mind control, ensuring that targets were not only ensnared within the illusion but also believed in its reality. And the longer they remained under his control, the deeper his power would root. However, the power was not without its limitations. Particularly resistant minds, especially those with telepathic shields or defenses, could bypass aspects of the illusion or the entirety of it. 

Tyson looked into Jason's eyes. They widened in fear, but his resistance was snuffed out before his defenses had a chance to rise. Tyson then walked over to Xavier and made eye contact with him before returning to Jason and placing his hands back on the illusionist. He needed to ensure he kept the power for the duration of his self-imposed mission. Both Jason and Xavier remained under Tyson's sway.

The illusionary little girl, who had been frantic and desperate, ceased her screams, her form became more solid as she turned her attention to Professor Xavier, who sat at the epicenter of Cerebro. The little girl took a few deliberate steps toward the professor. Her voice was tinged with an eerie echo, "Can you help me find them? Find all the humans." 

Tyson amplified the little girl's command, making it impossible for the professor to resist. Xavier's eyes, which had been hazy and distant, snapped into focus. There was a momentary flash of resistance, but Xavier responded mechanically, "I will find all the humans."

The image in front of Xavier showcased the rotating Earth. It wasn't just a simple projection. This was the professor's magnificent telepathic power at work. The Earth was studded with billions of tiny, pulsating dots of light, each representing a human being. Their thoughts and emotions were all visible to the professor, creating a spectacular mosaic of life on the planet. 

"I don’t want them to know about us. Make them all forget… Make them forget mutants ever existed. We’re nothing more than a myth." The little girl’s unsettling voice seemed to hang in the air as if it was echoing with the profound implication of her command.

The billions of lights representing human lives continued to shimmer around them, reflected in the struggle cast on Professor Xavier's face. His features, usually calm and composed, twisted momentarily with conflict. He had always been a beacon of hope for mutant-kind, and here he was, asked to erase their very existence from the collective memory of humanity. However, under the compounded influence of Tyson and Jason's power, Xavier's resistance began to wane. His shoulders sagged slightly as he nodded, the action looking both reluctant and resigned.

"Yes. I’ll make them forget about us," he murmured, voice echoing softly amidst the hum of Cerebro. He closed his eyes, and an intense concentration washed over his face. The Earth's representation before him began to shimmer more vibrantly, the dots of light pulsating with increased vigor.

The room seemed to tremble slightly, the very atmosphere within Cerebro pulsating with raw energy. The hum of the machinery grew louder. As Professor Xavier focused, the contours of his face etched deeper lines, revealing the intensity of his concentration. Around Xavier, the illuminated representation of the Earth grew brighter. A myriad of shining dots began to ripple like water in a pond after a stone was thrown. Bright streams of light started to emanate from Xavier's form, reaching out and intertwining with the glowing dots. The room seemed alive, awash with colors, an aurora borealis on steroids. Patterns formed within the consciousness of humanity. Thoughts of mutants were being gently plucked, like notes from a harp, and replaced with benign forgetfulness. Moments of fear, hatred, love, and curiosity about mutants ebbed away, replaced by blank gaps or innocuous memories. As the wave passed through the dots of consciousness, Tyson's grip on Jason relaxed. Xavier’s task was nearly complete, he could release his hold. But a voice in his head pressed down on him. 

It snarled, He’s weak. Finish him

A second voice countered weakly. He’s just a victim of circumstances.

But the first thought dominated. Jason, the boy who'd been so twisted by pain and hate that he'd tormented his mother until her death, the boy whose powers had been harnessed and weaponized by his father. He was the linchpin of all the misery that had unfolded.

Tyson's thoughts turned to the Professor, of the kindness and understanding that radiated from him. Charles Xavier preached understanding, peace, and coexistence. And here Tyson was, manipulating the man who’d offered him help and sanctuary.

Tyson's grip slackened. He recognized Sabertooth’s influence, his invitation had allowed the psychotic psyche greater sway over his actions. Now, he pushed back against it, forcing Sabertooth back into the recesses of his mind. The pull of the darker voice started to wane, replaced by a rising tide of regret and guilt. But then he felt it… 

A sudden snap. As if a rubber band had been pulled too tightly, and then suddenly… broke. 

A surge of psionic energy washed over Tyson, his vision blurring momentarily. It felt like he was caught in the tide of a powerful wave. He staggered back, every inch of his existence pulsing with the newfound power. He could feel the power coursing through him, like a maelstrom in his mind. The voices from earlier were muted now, replaced by the deafening roar of Jason’s power. But unlike the others, there was no voice. It was like Jason no longer existed, like his essence was stripped away, and only his ability remained.

Illyana, sensing the turmoil within Tyson, moved closer. "Tyson?" she called out, her voice tinged with concern.

He looked at her, his eyes wide and filled with confusion. "It's... I held on too long…" he rasped, clutching his head with both hands as if trying to contain the whirlwind inside.

She reached out to steady him, her fingers brushing against his arm. "Focus on my voice," she urged, her tone soothing, trying to pierce through the storm raging inside him. "Block everything else out. You're stronger. You can control it."

Tyson, gritting his teeth, tried to concentrate on Illyana's voice, using it as an anchor amidst the psionic tempest. He felt her drawing him close, her arms wrapped around him in a protective embrace.

What was left of Jason's was now imprinted within Tyson. And then, as suddenly as it had begun, the rush subsided. The memories, while still present, receded to the back of his mind. Tyson's breathing slowly returned to normal, though his body felt drained.

"Tyson?" Illyana’s voice quivered with concern as she said his name.

His eyelids fluttered open, revealing a deep well of sadness and understanding. "I... I feel it," Tyson murmured, his voice weak. "He's... a part of me now. But it's different."

Illyana brushed a strand of hair from his face, her eyes moist. "We'll get through this. Together," she whispered.

Tyson looked up at her, "I hope so," he replied, the weight of a life not his own now forever imprinted in his soul.

As the room's glow began to diminish, the two mutants felt the weight of their choices. They had changed the course of history. But at what cost?


            

    
        Arc 2 - Ch 14: End of Alkali Lake

    
    
    
    
                Explosions echoed through the structure, making the very ground beneath them quiver. Debris fell from overhead. Tyson and Illyana exchanged wide-eyed glances, both understanding the gravity of the situation. The cacophony seemed to shake Professor Xavier from the trance that had held him. His normally composed face looked disoriented as he tried to make sense of his surroundings. "Tyson, Illyana," he murmured, his voice shaky. "What’s happening?"

Before either could answer, a burst of blue smoke filled the space, its acrid scent hanging in the air. From within it emerged Storm, her white hair flowing like a silken cloud, and Nightcrawler, his blue-skinned, demonic appearance contrasting with his jubilant expression. "Wunderbar!" Nightcrawler exclaimed, doing a little pirouette in the air, tail swinging. "A blind teleport and I still have all my fingers and toes!"

Storm's crystal blue eyes darted around, assessing the situation. Her brow furrowed as she took in the scene; the still form of the unknown mutant, and Xavier's dazed state. The wind swirled around her as her innate connection to the elements responded to her growing concern.

"What's going on?" she demanded.

Xavier removed the Cerebro helmet and then clutched the armrests of his wheelchair, his fingers white with the strain, "Wait," he mumbled, his voice a trembling whisper, "It's... it's coming back to me." There was a haunting silence, the weight of countless memories crashing back into him. His voice broke the stillness, full of disbelief and horror. "Oh no... What have I done?"

Tyson stepped forward, his posture was resolute but seemingly burdened. "It wasn't you, Professor," he began, "I'm sorry... It was me. Magneto wanted to use you as a weapon against all of humanity, and we couldn't stand by and watch… I exploited your vulnerability. Every human on Earth has forgotten that mutants ever existed. It may seem like a hollow apology, but I can't express how sorry I am for manipulating you this way. But I don't regret it. I did what I thought needed to be done."

Xavier's face, a mask of shock, was slowly overtaken by a profound sadness. But Tyson pressed on, compelled by a drive to explain himself. "I hope one day you can understand why I did it," he continued. "You've dedicated your life to building bridges between mutants and humans. But the chasm of mistrust and hate... it's deep, Professor. Too deep. At least now, there's a blank slate. A chance to build anew."

Illyana stepped beside Tyson, her eyes, too, shining with the weight of their decision. "We thought it was the best way," she whispered, though whether as an explanation or an apology, it was unclear.

Tyson struggled to maintain his composure amid the weight of everything that had just occurred. He looked directly at Professor Xavier, his voice came out strained but clear, "Professor, I think Stryker set off some explosions within the dam." 

Storm's eyes widened, already considering the quickest exit. Nightcrawler looked around anxiously, his tail flicking with unease. 

Tyson continued, "This place isn’t safe anymore. You should get to the jet. Ensure the safety of the children that were taken from the Institute."

The gravity of the situation was palpable. Xavier's face, still reeling from the revelation, now also showed concern for the young mutants under his care. But before he could say anything Tyson and Illyana locked hands, and in the brilliant flash of Illyana's teleportation magic, they vanished. Xavier and the X-Men were left amidst the dim glow of Cerebro, grappling with the vast implications of their actions.

Illyana's powers flashed brightly as the surroundings morphed from the dimly lit Cerebro chamber to the steel-laden hallways outside. The instant they materialized, Tyson quickly released her hand, not wanting to keep prolonged contact. Instead, he snaked an arm around her waist, ensuring they stayed close.

Tyson's eyes darted around, pinpointing their position. The layout of the base was mapped in his mind from Jason's memories. He visualized their next jump. Using that knowledge, he took control of their teleportation routes. With Illyana's trust in him, they jumped again, bypassing corridor after corridor, moving them closer to freedom. But just as they were about to make another jump, Tyson stiffened. His nostrils flared. An all-too-familiar metallic tang filled the air, but it was intermingled with the unmistakable and overpowering aroma of death. 

Omega Red. 

The Russian mutant's pheromones were impossible to forget once you'd encountered them. But that wasn't all. Underlying it was another scent. One that Tyson would know anywhere. "Logan..." he murmured.

Illyana looked sharply at Tyson. "Logan? Is he here?"

Tyson nodded slowly, his gaze focused. "And he's not alone. We need to be careful. Omega Red is not someone I want you to get close to."

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

The underground chamber echoed with the sounds of two primal forces clashing. The metallic sheen of Omega Red's carbonadium tentacles glinted ominously in the dim light as they lunged forward, seeking to ensnare Wolverine. Each time they came close, Logan ducked, jumped, or rolled out of harm's way.

But Wolverine wasn’t just on the defensive. With each dodge, his adamantium claws slashed through the air, leaving silver streaks in their wake. They met Omega Red's tentacles with a shower of sparks, the resonating clang echoing off the walls. 

"You cannot escape me!" Omega Red hissed, his deep Russian accent filled with venom. The deadly coils shot forward again, this time wrapping around a metal beam, pulling it down in an attempt to crush Wolverine.

But Wolverine was quick. He vaulted over the collapsing beam, charging forward and ramming into Omega Red with the full force of his body. "I don't run, bub!" he spat back, their faces inches apart, his eyes blazing with fury.

Omega Red used his tentacles to fling Wolverine across the room. But Logan was back on his feet almost instantly, using the momentum to spring back into the fray. Their combat was relentless, neither willing to yield. As the minutes dragged on, their movements, though fierce, had an almost choreographed quality to them. Each was learning the other's moves, anticipating and countering. Suddenly, Wolverine lunged forward with a powerful swing of his claws aiming straight for Omega Red's heart. But it was a feint. At the last moment, he ducked low, slashing at Omega Red's legs, attempting to bring him down.

Omega Red stumbled but caught himself. The two clashed again and again, the room a cacophony of metal against metal, grunts, roars, and taunts.

The metallic clashing and guttural roars reached Tyson and Illyana as they stumbled upon the brutal battle between Wolverine and Omega Red. The scene was a chaotic blur of constantly shifting adamantium and carbonadium. But as soon as Illyana stepped into the room, her pale face turned even paler, a look of distress taking over her usually fierce countenance. It wasn't the sight of the two battling titans that unsettled her, but the invisible death spores emitted by Omega Red.

Tyson's instincts kicked in, and he swiftly pulled Illyana away, "Stay here," he commanded, his tone filled with urgency. "It'll only be a minute."

Tyson reentered the room, "Omega Red!" he bellowed, drawing the mutant's attention away from Wolverine.

As Omega Red's cold, emotionless eyes met Tyson's, it was as if time had slowed down. Tyson tapped into the power of illusions he had acquired from Jason. With a mere thought, Wolverine vanished from Omega Red’s perception.

The sudden disappearance of his opponent baffled Omega Red. Fury replaced the brief moment of confusion on his face. He turned to Tyson, now the only target, and charged at him, his tentacles flailing, ready to ensnare and destroy.

But Tyson conjured a portal beneath Omega Red. His tentacles whipped and writhed, desperately trying to latch onto something, anything. But it was futile. His battle with Wolverine destroyed anything large enough to halt his fall. Within moments, the behemoth was swallowed whole, the gateway to Limbo closing behind him with a faint echo of his surprised shout.

Wolverine looked at Tyson, an appreciative nod acknowledging his timely intervention. The very structure of the dam seemed to groan and shudder, its agonized cries echoing ominously through the air. The ground trembled beneath their feet, an unsettling reminder of the impending disaster.

"We’ve gotta go!" Tyson's sense of urgency was palpable. Logan’s clothes were in tatters from his intense battle, so Tyson did his best to grab onto the smaller man without making skin contact. His other arm wrapped around Illyana, and Tyson invoked her teleportation powers. Their bodies shimmered and disappeared, reappearing in a different corridor, then outside the base, rapidly covering the distance to the Blackbird. 

As they blinked into existence at the bottom of the Blackbird's ramp, Tyson cast a glance over his shoulder. Other figures emerged from the base. Storm led the way, pushing Professor X’s wheelchair surprisingly quickly while Nightcrawler agilely hopped beside her. Surprisingly, the 5 blondes ran just behind them.

Logan suddenly seemed to lose his bearings. He doubled over, "Think I’m gonna be sick," he grunted.

A trio of young mutants descended the ramp. "Logan, are you okay?" Jean asked, her voice laced with concern.

Bobby, in an attempt to lighten the mood, quipped, "Guess not everyone's got the stomach for teleporting, huh?" 

Jubilee shot him a glance. "Not the time, Iceman."

The urgency in Tyson's voice was unmistakable. "Guys, get inside! Quick!" he implored, his voice echoing off the metal ramp.

Bobby pulled Logan up with a sturdy grip. "Come on, Logan. We gotta move," he said. The two of them, along with the others, swiftly moved inside the Blackbird. Storm, Nightcrawler, and Professor X were closing the distance.

"There's not much time left," Tyson mumbled.

Jean narrowed her eyes as she attempted to link with Tyson’s mind. Normally, when he was this close, her telepathic abilities would allow her to gain insight, to understand the depth of the situation, but she was met with a barrier. His mind was even more difficult to read than the last time she’d tried, and her attempts just skimmed the surface. Frustrated, she admitted, "I don't understand."

Tyson took a deep breath and met her gaze, "Jean, let me in, just for a moment." She felt a psionic intrusion from Tyson which surprised and briefly stunned her, but she trusted him enough to lower her defenses for whatever he intended. Then, deliberately, he shifted his gaze to Bobby, then to Jubilee, the sparks from her fingers betrayed her anxiety. Finally, he looked at Logan.

With an urgent hustle, Storm, guiding Professor X's wheelchair, led the group into the Blackbird. Nightcrawler assisted the group of five nearly identical blondes. As the last foot stepped aboard, a sudden flash indicated the disappearance of Tyson and Illyana through a shimmering portal. 

Suddenly, a monstrous crash echoed throughout the valley. Turning their gazes outside, the X-Men watched in horror as the largest section of the dam split open, releasing a colossal wave of water. It thundered down into the riverbed rushing straight for them.

Storm slid into the pilot's seat. Her fingers danced over the controls, igniting the Blackbird's engines; the hum of the aircraft's machinery filled the cabin. 

"Strap in!" yelled Storm, her voice slicing through the tense atmosphere. Her eyes were wide with alarm. Her fingers moved with lightning speed, manipulating the controls to get the Blackbird airborne. The jet shuddered as it began its ascent, its powerful engines roaring to life. 

The group let out a collective sigh of relief as the jet cleared the height of the oncoming wave. Soundlessly, and without the accompanying flash, Tyson reappeared in the middle of the jet.

Jean's eyes widened in surprise, and Bobby let out a relieved chuckle. Jubilee, never one to mask her emotions, exclaimed, "Where’s Illyana?"

Storm replied, "Illyana is with Tyson. It seems they won't be joining us," her voice held a tinge of regret.

There was a palpable pause, the occupants of the jet traded looks of confusion. Then, Tyson's voice echoed in the cabin, although only a few could truly hear or see his illusionary form. "I'm not here. She can't see me. I'm just an illusion." He pointed upward and continued, "The real me is actually on the roof… I'm sorry I didn't have time to explain everything. The short version… I have a new power. We had a disagreement. I made some decisions inside the dam, decisions I can't take back. Illyana and I can't return to the Institute, not after what I've done."

Jubilee's eyes brimmed with tears as she cried out, her voice cracking, "What? Tyson, it can't be that bad! Just... come back with us. We can sort it out."

Storm, not privy to Tyson's illusion, looked around, her brow furrowed in confusion. "What's going on?"

Xavier’s responded, "It seems Tyson is saying his goodbyes to his friends." The headmaster was still processing the events that had occurred and wasn’t in a state to interfere with Tyson’s benign exit.

The atmosphere within the Blackbird was thick with emotion as Tyson began his poignant farewell. To those who could see it, the illusion of him was indistinguishable from the real thing. It captured every nuance of his expression and the weight of his feelings.

Addressing Jubilee first, he gave her a small, wistful smile, "Sorry, Jubes," he began, his voice carrying a hint of nostalgia, "But it is that bad. Promise me you won't stay gloomy for long, alright? I remember your gamer tag. Maybe, just maybe, I'll get a console one day, and we’ll play together again." He winked playfully.

Jubilee, trying to hold back her tears, let out a small snort, the corners of her lips twitching into a reluctant smile. "Yeah, okay. I won’t hold my breath," she quipped. She bit her lower lip, fighting back the overwhelming wave of emotions. "Just remember, you were the newbie, and I made you feel at home. Don’t forget about us.”

Next, Tyson’s gaze shifted to Jean. There was a depth of gratitude and respect in his eyes. "Jean," he started, his voice laden with emotion, "Your strength and fierce protectiveness have always been something to behold. Those breakfast dates? They have a special place in my heart. And I’ll never forget how your power saved me from Magneto and allowed me to protect the institute. Every time I’ve been at my best, it’s because your strength propelled me there. I hope, someday, I can find a way to repay the debt I owe you."

Jean gave him a small, bittersweet smile. She nodded, her voice barely above a whisper, "Just... take care of yourself, Tyson."

He turned to Bobby, his expression solemn. "Bobby," he began, clasping his hands together as though searching for the right words, "Thanks for taking care of everyone when I wasn't there. I heard about your family, and I'm sorry. But things have changed now. There might be a chance to rebuild those bridges.” He paused, looking away momentarily before adding, “And I think John... he chose to join Magneto. Thought you should know.”

Bobby's icy blue eyes held Tyson's for a long, charged moment. There was a silent understanding, "Thanks for the heads up," he replied.

Tyson focused on Logan. He let his Adamantium claws extend fully from his fingertips, glinting in the soft light of the Blackbird. The sight was striking, a haunting reflection of Logan’s fearsome claws. "Guess we're twins now, huh?" Tyson remarked with a smirk, aiming to bring some levity to the moment. 

Logan's eyes flickered to the claws, then back to Tyson's face, taking a moment to register the profound transformation his young friend had undergone. But as Tyson continued, his tone turned somber, echoing with gratitude, "Logan, back at that bar... you chose to give a kid who you didn’t know a chance, and it set me on this path. Crazy as it's been, you've had my back from the get-go. I’m glad I was able to give you some answers about yourself and I hope it helped you find a purpose." Tyson's voice softened, "But I know your journey isn’t done. More answers to find, and more ghosts from your past to chase. Just watch your back, alright? Stryker is still out there.” With a smirk, he said, “Ororo seems sweet on you, you should show her a little love before you go.” 

Jubilee playfully yelled, “Stop projecting!”

Tyson quipped back, “I’m an illusion, I can’t help it.” He finished addressing Logan, “Maybe on your next birthday, I'll pop by, and give you your yearly thrashing."

Wolverine couldn’t help but chuckle at his audacity. His rough voice held warmth and a hint of pride, "Sure, kid. You've got guts, I'll give you that. If you think you can kick my ass next year, you're welcome to try." He took a step forward, firmly grabbed Tyson’s illusionary hand, and pulled him into a hug. "You've come a long way since that bar. Go find your way. Take care, kid."

As Tyson's illusion started to fade, the finality of his decision began to sink in. The camaraderie they shared had been disrupted, but they each hoped for reconciliation in the future.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Hours had passed since the dramatic events at Alkali Lake. The sky began to darken, casting long, stretching shadows on the tarmac. A sleek, black helicopter landed with a gentle thud, its rotors slowing to a halt. Dust and small debris were thrown up in whirlwinds, causing anyone nearby to shield their eyes.

The side door of the chopper slid open, revealing the imposing figure of William Stryker. His usual steely demeanor was somewhat ruffled, hinting at the exhausting ordeal he had been through. His sharp blue eyes scanned the vicinity briefly before he descended, his polished shoes making a muted clank against the metal steps.

There, waiting for him was a black car, its tinted windows hiding the interior. Without a second glance, Stryker got in. As he settled into the plush leather seat, an afterthought seemed to strike him. He turned slightly, addressing his silent companion who had just disembarked from the chopper. "Yuriko," he mumbled, his voice carrying the fatigue of a long day, "I'm going home. Take the rest of the week off. Go get some rest."

Yuriko nodded with an impassive expression. The car sped off, leaving Yuriko standing alone amidst the tarmac. After a brief moment of contemplation, she made her way to a nearby hotel. She checked in with a few words. The hotel room was luxurious, but Yuriko barely noticed. She made her way to the bed. As she lay down, sleep quickly claimed her.

The first rays of morning sunlight filtered through the gaps in the heavy curtains, casting a golden hue over the room. Yuriko stirred from her slumber, and as consciousness seeped in, the weight of realization hit her. The gnawing, relentless compulsion that had been Stryker's grip on her mind was gone. Her chest heaved, and she felt an emotion she hadn’t felt in what seemed like eons. Pure, unadulterated joy bubbled up within her, and tears began to stream down her face. They weren't tears of sadness but of liberation. Months of being controlled and manipulated poured out. She let herself cry, letting the tears cleanse away the remnants of Stryker's influence.

Eventually, the wave of emotion ebbed, and Yuriko took a shaky breath, collecting herself. She rose from the bed. Walking to the bathroom, she confronted her reflection. The sight of her tear-streaked face was both foreign and familiar. Slowly, as she took in her reflection, a wicked grin began to spread across her face. 

She was free. Free from the shackles that had bound her will to another's whims. And with that freedom came a burning, all-consuming rage. The thought of Stryker, of the man who had controlled her for so long, ignited a fire in her heart. And all the others who hadn’t tried to help her. Hydra, Omega Red, Weapon X, and so many others.

Revenge. It was a single word, but it promised so much. Stryker had taken everything from her, and now, she would take everything from them.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Overlooking the vast expanse of Alkali Lake, Tyson, and Illyana stood side by side as the day began to wane. Below them, the waters of the lake roiled and frothed, whipped into a frenzy by the collapsing dam. The sleek form of the Blackbird and its roaring engines had faded into the southern sky. Illyana's white-blonde hair danced in the wind, her eyes traced the jet's path, sadness evident in her gaze. 

Lost in thought, Tyson's eyes widened suddenly. A single memory, clear as day, shot through his mind. 

Logan had gripped the hand of his illusion in a rugged handshake followed by an emotion-filled hug. But the surprising part, the connection to his illusion was accompanied by a complex tactile sensation. 

He felt the illusion as if it were his real hand, his own body. 

And Rogue’s power, his power, hadn’t triggered. 

His heart raced. "Holy shit," he breathed out, almost in disbelief.

Illyana turned to him, her brows knitting in concern. "Tyson? What's wrong?"

He looked at her, his blue and green mismatching eyes alight with excitement. For a moment, his lips parted as if he were going to share the enormity of his realization. Instead, he broke into a mischievous grin and the weight of their recent challenges was momentarily forgotten. "Absolutely nothing," he replied with a chuckle, as they watched the waters of Alkali Lake surge forward.

            

    
        Arc 2 - Ch 2x: What If?

    
    
    
    
                Tyson reclined comfortably, his eyes closed, as if the weight of the world never touched his shoulders. Illyana lay nearby on the bed. Wrapped in a sheet that hinted at the activities they had just enjoyed, her golden hair spread out like a halo around her head. The air in the room was still but held the scent of their earlier activities. Illyana's piercing blue eyes occasionally flickered toward Tyson, full of an intensity that spoke of more than just physical attraction.

The room itself was simple yet elegant, adorned with minimalistic furniture that served more for function than fashion. A television in the corner played at low volume, casting flickering lights across the room. The relaxation was shattered by a newscast on the television. A mutant had attacked the White House. Tyson’s eyes snapped open, his relaxed posture instantly giving way to alertness. The nanometer-thick metal barriers around his skin, which allowed him to touch others without causing harm, shimmered briefly as he tensed.

Illyana sat up, the sheet slipping slightly as she turned to look at the screen. "What’s happening?" she asked, her voice laced with concern.

Tyson didn’t immediately respond, his gaze fixed on the television. The newscaster's voice was a distant echo as he processed the images flashing across the screen. "An attack... at the White House," he finally said.

Illyana moved closer to him, her eyes narrowing as she watched the chaos unfold on the screen. "Do you think this will lead back to the institute?" she asked, a hint of worry creeping into her voice.

Tyson was about to reply, but then he saw the clip of a figure, his blue skin disappearing in puffs of smoke. It stirred memories from his past life, causing Tyson to stand up, "Yes. They're coming. We need to be prepared."

Illyana followed suit, standing up and wrapping a towel securely around herself. Her belief in Tyson was unquestionable. "What’s our move?" she asked her tone now all business.

"We need to gather everyone. Ensure the safety of the students," Tyson said, already heading towards the door. "This will escalate quickly. We can't take any chances."

Illyana nodded, a fierce determination lighting up her features. "I’ll alert Jean and my brother. We’ll start preparations."

Urgency filled the air in Xavier's Institute. Tyson stood overseeing the evacuation operation. Beside him, Illyana Rasputin conjured a shimmering portal to Limbo. Magic energy crackled around her.

"Is this the best way?" Colossus’s voice carried a mix of concern and resolve. His gaze remained fixed on the portal.

"It's the safest option," Tyson affirmed, his tone steady. He watched the portal stabilize, a passage to safety now open.

Jean Grey, Jubilee, and Bobby Drake were quickly organizing the students. Jean used her telepathic powers to soothe the anxious young mutants. "Stay calm and follow us," Jean's gentle telepathic message reached each student. "We're in this together."

Jubilee darted around using her sparkling powers to provide a distraction. Bobby transformed his arm into ice and crafted small figures to amuse the children. "No worries, everyone," he assured, his demeanor light and comforting. "We've got you covered."

Students and staff lined up for the portal. Tyson's watchful eye made sure no one was overlooked. The portal, a mesmerizing dance of light, was their escape route. The evacuation moved swiftly with the efforts of the X-Men to maintain order. 

Jean continued her telepathic support, calming a particularly scared young mutant. "You're doing wonderfully," she reassured.

Jubilee guided a group of younger ones. "Think of it as an adventure to a secret place!" she said, trying to keep spirits high.

Bobby's ice sculptures brought smiles amid worry. "Who knew an evacuation drill could be this 'cool'?" he quipped, lightening the mood.

As the final students entered the portal, Tyson shared a meaningful glance with Illyana. "Make sure they're safe," he instructed firmly. "We have to protect the next generation."

Illyana nodded seriously. "I will," she said, stepping through the portal, which then closed, leaving Tyson alone.

With the students secure, an eerie silence fell over the institute. Tyson, now solitary, prepared for what was to come. "Now it's just us," he muttered to himself, a sense of readiness in his stance. "Time to defend our home."

In the quiet of the institute, Tyson stood ready, the sole defender of the mansion, poised for the conflict ahead.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Outside, the first wave of soldiers crept closer, unaware of the defense awaiting them. Tyson's eyes narrowed as he focused on the intruders. With Azazel's teleportation ability at his command, Tyson vanished from the spot, reappearing behind the first soldier who breached the mansion. In a flash, he teleported them both to Limbo, near where Illyana, Bobby, Jean, Jubilee, and John were gathered.

Illyana looked up, startled, as Tyson and the soldier appeared. Bobby raised an ice wall instinctively. Jean and John stood ready, while Jubilee's eyes widened in surprise. Using Magneto's power, Tyson effortlessly disarmed the soldier, floating his tranquilizer gun over to Jubilee. She caught it, looking at Tyson questioningly.

"It's just like one of your games," Tyson said calmly, a hint of encouragement in his voice.

Jubilee, understanding, aimed and fired the tranquilizer at the soldier, knocking him out cold. She gave a small, triumphant smile, and Tyson nodded in approval. "Stay alert," He warned the group before vanishing again to the institute.

Back at the mansion, Tyson reappeared. He moved with precision, using Azazel's power to teleport behind soldiers silently, one by one. Each time, he disarmed them using Magneto's ability and teleported them to Limbo, where Jubilee, with newfound confidence, handled them.

The soldiers, confused and disoriented, couldn't understand what was happening. They whispered to each other, fear creeping into their voices. "What's going on?" one soldier muttered, looking around nervously.

Another soldier, trying to rally his comrades, said, "Stay focused, they can't be everywhere at once!"

But Tyson was always one step ahead. He appeared and disappeared like a phantom, each appearance taking another soldier out of the equation. The mansion seemed to swallow the invaders, leaving no trace. Outside, the remaining soldiers hesitated, sensing something was amiss. "Report, what's happening in there?" a commander shouted into his radio, but there was no reply.

Inside, Tyson's expression remained focused, though he felt a slight sense of satisfaction in his tactics. He knew the element of surprise was on his side. Each teleportation, each silent takedown, further demoralized the invading force.

In Limbo, Jubilee's grip on the tranquilizer gun steadied as she grew more accustomed to its weight and feel. John and Bobby worked swiftly, securing the unconscious soldiers with efficiency. Illyana sensed Tyson's intermittent presence as he flickered between their safe haven and the mansion.

Back at the Institute, a tense, heavy atmosphere enveloped the space. William Stryker, driven by impatience and desperation, deployed one of his unique assets; five identical blonde psychics. They moved with an unsettling synchrony, their shared blue eyes casting an almost eerie glow in the dimly lit corridors. Their task was to utilize their collective psychic prowess to unravel the Institute’s defenses. Standing in a tight circle, they touched hands and closed their eyes, extending their consciousness into the mansion.

The blondes’ faces remained expressionless, yet their furrowed brows indicated a growing frustration.

"We found nothing," they spoke in unison, their voices eerily harmonizing, sending shivers down the spines of the soldiers.

"No mental signatures," the first continued.

"No thoughts," the second added.

"It's as if those who entered," the third chimed in.

"Have simply vanished," the fourth concluded.

The final blonde remained silent, her eyes opening first, reflecting a deep, unsettling void.

Unease rippled through the soldiers as they absorbed the gravity of the situation. The commander, trying to mask his apprehension, ordered, "Keep searching."

Again, the blondes closed their eyes. They searched for minutes, until finally they broke their circle, their shared expression one of bewilderment and unease. "We cannot find them," they intoned together.

"They evade us," the first said.

"As though they're shadows," the second added.

"Whispers in the dark," the third continued.

"Unseen," the fourth echoed.

"And untouchable," the fifth concluded, her gaze distant and haunted.

A chill settled over the soldiers as they processed the revelation. Tyson had transcended the role of a mere defender; he had become a ghost within the walls of his stronghold. The unease among the soldiers grew as they contemplated the unseen threat within the mansion. Tyson, with his ghost-like presence, had escalated the stakes, transforming the battlefield into a realm of shadows and whispers. 

William Stryker was determined to counter this invisible menace. He ordered the five identical blondes into the mansion, accompanied by the formidable Omega Red. The blondes, with their eerie, synchronized movements, advanced cautiously, their eyes scanning the silent halls. Omega Red, his metallic tendrils coiling and uncoiling with a life of their own, led the way.

Tyson perched in the shadows observing their approach. His enhanced senses, a blend of Sabretooth's keen perception and Magneto's acute awareness of metal, easily detected the unique signature of Omega Red's carbonadium tendrils. Protected by Magneto’s helmet, he remained undetected by the psychic probes of the blondes. He waited for the opportune moment. 

As the group navigated the dimly lit corridors, Tyson sprang into action. In a blink, he teleported behind the first blonde, whisking her away before anyone could react. Omega Red whirled around, his tendrils lashing out, but they struck only air. The remaining blondes froze, their collective mind momentarily fractured by the sudden disappearance of their sister.

"Where did she go?" one whispered, her voice a tremulous echo in the vastness of the hall.

"We must stay together," another insisted, her eyes darting around, seeking the unseen threat.

Before they could regroup, Tyson struck again. Another blonde vanished in a blur of motion. The remaining three clustered closer, their faces etched with fear and confusion.

Omega Red growled a deep, rumbling sound that filled the corridor. "Stay close," he ordered, his voice a low snarl. "He's picking us off one by one."

But his warning came too late. Tyson continued his silent assault. Each blonde was carefully teleported away, their collective strength diminishing with each loss.

In the seclusion of Magneto's old base, Tyson secured each blonde in a separate cell. Isolated, their collective power was rendered ineffective. They could do nothing but await their fate. 

Back at the mansion, Omega Red stood alone, the last of the group still standing. His tendrils whipped furiously around him, a tangible expression of his frustration and rage. "He's toying with us," he hissed, his voice a blend of anger and a grudging respect for his unseen adversary.

Then, without warning, Tyson appeared before him. Omega Red’s reflexes kicked in; his tendrils lashed out with deadly precision, but Tyson, with the agility and unpredictability lent to him by Azazel's powers, teleported around the room, evading every strike with almost casual ease.

Omega Red, frustrated and outmatched, growled in anger. But before he could renew his attack, Tyson acted. Using Magneto’s mastery over metal, he effortlessly restrained the formidable Russian mutant. The carbonadium tendrils hung limply, controlled by Tyson’s will.

Omega Red was left trapped and powerless, facing Tyson with a mixture of fury and despair. “What do you want from me?” he snarled, his eyes burning with defiance.

Tyson presented his ultimatum. “You have two choices, Omega Red. Serve me, or I’ll rip the carbonadium from your body. Choose wisely.”

The threat hung in the air, palpable and menacing. Omega Red weighed his survival against his loyalty. The seconds stretched on, filled with tension. Finally, with a heavy, resigned sigh, Omega Red nodded. “Alright, I’ll do it. I’ll join you,” he muttered, his voice a mix of anger and defeat.

Tyson, satisfied with the response, released his control over the tendrils. “Good choice,” he said. 

He teleported them to a cell within Magneto’s base, Tyson faced Omega Red, the formidable mutant now temporarily an ally. After releasing his control over the metal tendrils, Tyson’s voice was calm but carried an unmistakable warning. “You can likely escape this cell,” he said, his eyes locked on Omega Red’s. “But if you do, I’ll kill you.”

Omega Red nodded slowly, his expression a mix of anger and resignation. Tyson’s threat was clear, and the consequences were undeniable. With that, Tyson teleported away, leaving Omega Red to contemplate his situation in solitude.

Back at the mansion, the situation escalated. Stryker, oblivious to the changing tides within, ordered a full assault. His forces, armed and ready, advanced on the school. But they were walking into a trap.

As the invaders approached, Tyson used his control over metal to manipulate their own weaponry against them. Guns twisted and bent out of shape, tanks and armored vehicles crumpled like paper, their metal hulls turning against them. The air was filled with the sounds of warping metal and the shouts of men caught in the chaos. The battlefield became a spectacle of devastation. Stryker's forces, once confident in their strength, now faced catastrophic losses. The might of Magneto's power, wielded by Tyson, was too much for them. Soldiers scattered, trying to escape the relentless assault.

Amid this chaos, Stryker realized the battle was lost, and attempted to flee. His expression was one of defeat and fear, a stark contrast to the commanding figure he had been at the start of the assault. But, Tyson, using Azazel's teleportation ability, captured Stryker effortlessly. One moment, Stryker was running towards an escape vehicle; the next, he was facing Tyson, the teleportation so swift it left no room for resistance.

With Stryker now in his grasp, Tyson used Rogue's power absorption ability. He wrapped his hand around Stryker’s neck. Memories, thoughts, and plans flowed into him. Images and information swirled in Tyson’s mind. He learned the location of Stryker’s base at Alkali Lake, the layout of the facility, and the revelation of a significant reserve of adamantium.

Stryker, his mind laid bare, slumped in defeat. Tyson looked down at him. The balance of power had shifted dramatically. The knowledge gleaned from Stryker’s mind opened new possibilities.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Tyson’s gaze fixed on the team he was leaving behind. Jean Grey, Jubilee, Bobby Drake, and Illyana Rasputin gathered around him. The room was heavy with the seriousness of the moment.

“Your job is to protect the students,” Tyson said, his voice steady and commanding. His eyes briefly met each of theirs, conveying trust and responsibility. Jean nodded, “We won’t let you down,” she assured him. 

Jubilee cracked her knuckles, “You can count on us, Tyson. We’ll keep the mansion safe,” she said, her usual playful demeanor replaced with a seriousness befitting the situation. Sparks of energy danced around her fingers.

Illyana looked at Tyson with concern. “Where are you going?” she asked, her voice tinged with worry. Her blonde hair fell softly around her face, framing her questioning eyes.

Tyson turned to her, “I’m going to make sure Stryker’s organization is under control,” he replied, his tone leaving no room for doubt. “They won’t be a bother in the future.”

Tyson’s appearance transformed, assuming the guise of Omega Red. His stature became more imposing, his skin taking on a pale hue, and his hair turning a stark white. Azazel’s shapeshifting power allowed him to perfectly mimic the fearsome mutant. He didn’t have functional tentacles, but his deception wouldn’t require them. Stryker still stood obediently under Tyson’s influence. His face, usually stern and commanding, wore a look of vacant compliance. 

“Gather the soldiers,” Tyson commanded, his voice now a deep rumble, characteristic of Omega Red. Stryker moved without question, his usual authoritative demeanor replaced by mindless obedience. The captured soldiers had been moved back to the institute from Limbo, now lined up in the corridor, and looked on in confusion as their leader walked past, followed by the imposing figure of Omega Red. Tyson, disguised, followed Stryker through the mansion’s corridors. 

Outside, the night air was cool and crisp. The mansion loomed behind them, its windows reflecting the moonlight. Stryker’s soldiers, under the charmed man’s orders, filed into the transport vehicles without a word. The journey to Alkali Lake was silent, the only sound being the hum of the engines and the occasional rustle of movement. Tyson, still in his Omega Red persona, sat motionless.

Upon arriving at Alkali Lake days later, the scene was starkly different from the lush grounds of the mansion. Stryker led the way into the heart of the facility, his soldiers trailing behind. The hallways were clinical and cold, with harsh lighting that cast long shadows. The air was filled with the scent of metal and machinery.

Stryker stood before his assembled soldiers. The large room echoed with the sound of his voice. "Today marks a new phase in our plans. No longer will we be hunting the mutant threat." he declared, his eyes scanning the ranks of his troops. His words resonated off the cold, metallic walls, filled with a sense of ominous purpose. The soldiers, clad in their uniforms, stood at attention, their faces a mixture of determination and loyalty. Tyson, disguised as Omega Red, stood at the edge of the crowd. His eyes, however, were focused elsewhere. As Stryker continued his speech, Tyson slowly edged away from the group, ensuring his departure went unnoticed. 

Once out of sight, Tyson quickened his pace. The hallways of the facility were a maze of steel and concrete, but he navigated them with ease, his mind set on his objective. He soon found himself in front of a massive reservoir of molten adamantium. The glowing metal pulsed like a living thing, its surface rippling with intense heat. The air around it was thick with the heat it radiated.

Tyson extended his hand, focusing his Magneto-derived powers on the liquid metal. He felt the familiar pull of the magnetic forces, bending to his will. The adamantium slowly began to rise, forming thin, controlled streams. With meticulous care, Tyson directed the streams towards himself. The metal wrapped around his skin in a nano-thin layer, replacing his previous skin coating, now creating an invisible, impenetrable armor. 

The process required intense concentration. Tyson knew this level of control was beyond the ability of anyone else or any technology. It was a protection only he could wield, and one so demanding, he could only maintain it on himself. Yet, his thoughts turned to those he cared for back at the mansion. He wanted to extend this protection to them, in whatever way he could.

Tyson began to weave thin threads of adamantium, manipulating them with precision. He fashioned them into clothing, a set for each of those under his care - Illyana, Mystique, and Toad.

The threads interlaced, forming garments that were as strong as they were light. They shimmered slightly in the dim light, their metallic nature barely perceptible.

Each outfit he crafted appeared as common clothing, combining flexibility with protection. The garment was designed as neutral as possible, a simple shirt and pants to not hinder Illyana’s swordplay, or Toad and Mystique’s agile acrobatic combat styles. For Mystique’s shapeshifting, it was an imperfect solution that he would hopefully remedy in the future.

Finally, Tyson crafted a simple suit for Stryker, as he planned to make the man his permanent minion and mole. With the suits completed, Tyson gathered the nearly indestructible clothing. With his arms laden with the newly crafted suits, he made his way through the corridors of the Alkali Lake facility. He moved with a sense of purpose, his Magneto-derived powers allowing him to bypass locked doors and barriers with ease. 

As he walked, Tyson's thoughts were focused on Jason Stryker. He knew the young man's story from his father’s absorbed memories and his memories from his previous life. Finally, he found Jason, confined in a small room. The space was sparse, Jason sat in a wheelchair, hooked up to machinery that drained his cerebral spinal fluid for use in a mind control serum, his eyes were empty and distant.

Tyson set the suits hovering. Using Azazel's shapeshifting ability, his appearance shifted, his features morphing until he looked exactly like William Stryker. He approached Jason slowly, his expression softened with feigned paternal concern. "Jason," Tyson said gently, adopting Stryker's voice, "I'm sorry for what you've been through." His words were measured, laced with a feigned remorse. He sat beside Jason, his posture open and inviting. "I've come to apologize for the torture you faced, for the life I made you live." He reached out, placing a hand on Jason's shoulder in a comforting gesture. "You've been living a pitiful existence, my son," he continued, "used as a tool in a war you never asked for." His words were gentle, but inside, Tyson's resolve was steel.

"This is mercy, Jason," he said quietly. "Your strength will be used to help mutants, to make a better world." Tyson placed his hand on Jason's head, his expression solemn. "I'm sorry it has to be this way." He moved the nano-thin barrier around his hand, allowing Rogue's power to access Jason, beginning to absorb his life force. Jason's body tensed briefly, then relaxed. His eyes closed, and a peaceful expression settled over his face. The pain of Rogue’s life drain was mitigated as Tyson used Jason’s own power on him, combined with Azazel’s charm to remove any feelings of discomfort or pain. 

Tyson held him as his life ebbed away. The room was silent, save for the soft hum of the facility. Jason's power flowed into Tyson, his abilities and memories becoming part of him. Finally, Jason's body went limp. He passed, his torture now over. 

Tyson stood, transforming back into Omega Red. He looked down at Jason, "Your strength will not be wasted," he promised.

He picked up the suits and left the room. As he walked, Tyson's mind was already turning to the future. The power he had absorbed from Jason would be a valuable asset, but he wasn’t finished in the facility yet. Tyson continued moving with purpose through the facility's sterile corridors. His mind was racing, already plotting his next move. He knew that Jason's power was a significant gain, but there was more to be done in this facility.

In a secluded part of the base, Tyson found Charles Xavier, the renowned telepath. Charles sat in a plain wheelchair, unconscious with a psionic inhibitor fitted snugly on his head. The device, designed to suppress his formidable abilities, rendered him vulnerable.

Approaching Charles, Tyson felt a pang of regret for what he was about to do. He admired Charles, respected him even, but knew that the situation required drastic measures. He needed Xavier’s powers to ensure the loyalty of this facility. Carefully, Tyson reached out, using Magneto’s power to momentarily remove the nano-thin barrier around his hand. He touched Charles’s hand gently, activating Rogue's power. The absorption process began, a transfer of energy and ability. Tyson held Charles’s hand for precisely ten seconds. Long enough to acquire the man's prodigious psionic abilities, but not so long as to cause permanent damage. He felt the surge of power, the vastness of Charles’s mind briefly merging with his own.

Quickly, Tyson teleported away, back to Magneto's hideout. He needed to move fast, to make the most of his newly acquired abilities. He appeared in the first cell, where one of the identical psychics, Sophie, was held. She looked up in surprise, her blonde hair framing a face filled with confusion. Before Sophie could speak, Tyson teleported directly in front of her. His hand moved to her mouth, absorbing her power, and weakening her. He needed to act quickly, to bring her under his control before she could resist. Tyson's eyes, one the color of a stormy sea and the other a deep forest green locked with Sophie's. He invoked Azazel’s charm, Jason's illusions, and Charles’s telepathy, intertwining them with her own absorbed psychic ability. A complex tapestry of mental manipulation unfolded, rewriting her memories with him at the center.

Sophie's eyes widened as her mind was reshaped, her memories altered to see Tyson as a focal point of her existence. It was a delicate process, one that required precision and control.

As he finished, Tyson’s voice was soft but firm. "Everything is going to be fine, Sophie," he assured her. "Just give me a minute to speak with your sisters."

Sophie nodded, her expression now calm, her gaze fixed on Tyson. The manipulation had worked; she was now under his control.

Tyson stood up, his mind already on the next step. He needed to work quickly, to bring the other psychics under his control before he lost his grip on Xavier’s ability. He moved to the next cell, the power he had absorbed from Charles Xavier and Sophie gave him an edge, a level of control he hadn’t possessed before. In each cell, he repeated the process. A quick teleportation, a brief touch, and a complex weaving of mental manipulation. Each blonde psychic, one by one, fell under his influence.

Once the blondes were handled, he turned his attention to Omega Red. Nearly all of Styrker’s mutants were now under his control. Tyson had turned the tables, usurping the very powers Stryker had gathered against them. He had neutralized a significant threat and gained valuable allies. The psychics, once pawns in Stryker's game, were now pieces in his strategy to protect and elevate mutants.

Back at Alkali Lake, Tyson moved through the facility with a new sense of authority. In Stryker's office, the man himself sat alone, his expression one of concentration as he worked. The room was stark and functional, a reflection of the man who occupied it. Papers and screens cluttered the desk, evidence of his tireless campaign against mutants. Stryker looked up, his face registering surprise for a moment before it smoothed into a neutral expression. "You're back," he stated, his tone flat.

"Yes, I am," Tyson replied, his voice calm. He approached Stryker, his steps measured and deliberate. This was the moment to solidify his control over the man.

Using the last vestiges of Charles Xavier’s power, Tyson reached out with his mind. He delved into Stryker’s consciousness, changing the man’s perception of reality. In this reality, Tyson was his superior, the one to whom Stryker would bring warnings, seek approvals, and show unwavering loyalty. Stryker’s eyes glazed over for a moment as the telepathic manipulation took hold. When he refocused, his gaze on Tyson was different; respectful, almost subservient. “What are your orders?” he asked, his voice now carrying a hint of deference.

“All anti-mutant activities are no longer your concern. Be a good little minion for Hydra, but run any schemes past me first. I’ll return Omega Red to you, so you have some muscle. Maintain a small reserve of adamantium, should I need it.” Tyson said in a firm tone. 

Stryker nodded, his expression one of acceptance. “Understood,” he replied. Tyson regarded Stryker for a moment longer, ensuring his control was absolute. 

With ten minutes of Charles Xavier’s power, Tyson had secured the allegiance of one of the mutants' greatest enemies. 

Leaving Stryker to his work, Tyson turned his attention back to the adamantium reservoir. The glowing metal, once a tool for creating weapons against mutants, was now under his command.

He thought of the five psychics – Sophie, Phoebe, Irma, Celeste, and Esme. They, too, had been pawns in Stryker’s game, but now they were his to protect, his allies. They deserved more than just protection; they deserved elegance. Tyson focused his powers on the adamantium, drawing out thin, flexible strands. He began to weave them, crafting them into dresses. Each dress was designed to be unique, reflecting the personality of its intended wearer.

For Sophie, he crafted a dress that was regal and commanding, befitting her role as the leader. The material flowed like liquid silver, shimmering with every movement.

Phoebe’s dress was more playful, with intricate patterns that sparkled in the light. It was a dress that spoke of her intelligence and wit.

Irma’s was a creation of subtlety and grace, with soft curves and a gentle shimmer. It mirrored her calm and thoughtful nature.

Celeste’s dress was bold and striking, with sharp lines and a bright sheen. It was a testament to her strength and determination.

Finally, Esme’s dress was daring and adventurous, with an asymmetrical design that seemed to challenge the norms. It suited her rebellious spirit perfectly.

With the dresses completed, Tyson stepped back to admire his handiwork. They were more than just protective clothing; they were symbols of a new beginning. Tyson had secured a significant victory. Weapon X was no longer a threat, and he had access to vast resources including adamantium that would keep his allies protected. Leaving the dresses in a secure location, Tyson prepared to return to the mansion. His mind was already on the next steps, on how to use his new powers and allies to protect mutants and forge a path to the future.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Yuriko awoke in a room that felt unfamiliar, yet strangely serene. The first rays of morning light filtered through a small window, casting a gentle glow across the space. As consciousness returned, a profound realization washed over her. The oppressive, unyielding control that Stryker had over her mind was gone.

Her chest rose and fell rapidly, a physical response to the emotional surge within her. For the first time in months, she felt a sensation that had become foreign to her. Joy. It bubbled up from the depths of her being, overwhelming in its intensity. Tears, unbidden, started streaming down her face, not of sadness, but of release. The room was quiet, save for the soft sound of her crying. It was a cathartic release, months of manipulation and control pouring out of her in a flood of tears. She allowed herself this moment, letting the tears wash away the remnants of Stryker's influence.

Gradually, the wave of emotions ebbed. Yuriko took a deep, shuddering breath, trying to compose herself. She glanced around, taking in her surroundings. The room resembled a hospital, clinical and clean, with a single bed and basic furnishings.

In a chair next to her bed, a man sat watching her. He was unfamiliar, with a calm demeanor that seemed at odds with the turmoil she felt. He had an air of strength about him, yet his eyes were kind.

As a reflex, Yuriko’s long, nail-like claws began to extend, a defensive response ingrained in her. But to her surprise, the claws retracted against her will, slipping back into her fingers. Confusion and curiosity replaced her initial instinct of fear.

The man spoke in a soothing voice. “Hello, Yuriko. My name is Tyson.” His tone was gentle, devoid of any threat. “I’m sorry for what you’ve been through. I’m the one who saved you from Stryker.”

Yuriko’s eyes narrowed slightly as she processed his words. “Saved me?” she echoed her voice a mix of skepticism and hope. “How? Why?”

“Stryker was using you, controlling you. I couldn’t let that continue. He won’t be a problem for you anymore.” Tyson leaned forward slightly, his expression earnest. “You’re free now, Yuriko.”

The words sank in, and Yuriko felt a weight lifting from her shoulders. The idea that Stryker could no longer harm her was almost too much to believe. A flicker of hope ignited in her heart. The thought of freedom, of being her own person again, was both exhilarating and terrifying. “What now?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Tyson smiled, a reassuring, warm smile. “Now, you heal.” Yuriko looked into his mismatched blue and green eyes and was mesmerized by their beauty. He continued, “I’ll help you. You want my help.”

Yuriko considered his words. Now, she had the chance to reclaim her life. She looked at Tyson, really looked at him, and saw not just a savior, but a kindred spirit, someone who understood her pain. For a long moment, the room was quiet. Yuriko felt a sense of peace, a calmness that she hadn’t known in a long time. Finally, she spoke, her voice firmer now. “I’ll need time. To figure things out,” she said, meeting Tyson’s gaze. “But thank you for giving me this chance. Will you help me move forward?”

Tyson nodded, understanding in his eyes. “Take all the time you need,” he said. “I’ll be here to help, whenever you’re ready.”

As Tyson stood to leave, Yuriko watched him, a sense of gratitude filling her. He had given her something priceless. The opportunity to rediscover who she was. The door closed softly behind Tyson, leaving Yuriko alone with her thoughts. The morning light grew brighter, casting a warm glow across the room. For the first time in a long time, Yuriko felt a sense of hope for the future.

Outside, Tyson walked away from Yuriko’s room, a smile on his face.

            

    
        Arc 3 - Ch 1: This Guy... Again?

    
    
    
    
                Date: Tuesday, July 20, 2010.

Location: Alkali Lake Industrial Complex, British Columbia, Canada

The cold wind howled around them, sending sharp, icy needles pricking their faces. Alkali Lake mirrored the night sky, making the world feel infinite and them, infinitely small.

"So, gonna have to be honest. I hadn’t planned past this point. I know it's a long shot, but do you have any idea where we are?" Tyson's tone was half teasing, half concerned.

Illyana's silver hair danced wildly in the wind, "Tyson, do I look like I have a map in my pocket?" She said in her thick Russian accent. "But don’t worry. I have a trick up my sleeve." 

With a graceful wave of her hand, a portal opened, revealing a shimmering passage to another point in the distance. Without a moment's pause, she stepped through, Tyson right behind her. Again and again, she conjured these gateways, each leap bringing them higher and closer to the towering peak they aimed for. The world around them became a blur of landscapes. But after about thirty such jumps, the strain began to show on Illyana. Her normally fierce and confident demeanor started to waver, her breath coming in ragged spurts. The energy required to continually bend space was enormous, even for someone of her abilities.

Tyson, observing her closely, saw the fatigue setting in. "Illyana," he began, but she cut him off.

"I can do it," she snapped, her pride evident. But her eyes, normally so defiant, told a different story.

Understanding her need to be strong but also wanting to ease her burden, Tyson leaned in and planted a soft kiss on her wind-chilled cheek. "Let me take over," he whispered, his voice gentle yet firm.

Illyana looked as though she might protest, but she merely nodded, gratefully leaning into his embrace for a brief moment. She knew he wasn't undermining her strength but merely lending his own. Tyson took the lead using Illyana’s power while drawing from the enhanced stamina and healing factor he had gained from absorbing Sabertooth. With each teleport, they drew closer to the nearest high peak, the strain less evident on him than it had been on Illyana.

Finally, they stood atop the highest point, gazing out at the world stretched below them. The horizon painted a picture of vast alpine forests and shimmering lakes. Illyana, regaining some of her strength, smirked, "Show-off." From this vantage, they spied a distant cluster of lights. "There," she pointed, "we go there."

Tyson squinted at the far-off lights. "That looks pretty far away."

He turned to Illyana, his brows furrowing with curiosity, "Why do you always teleport just a quarter mile at a time? Is it because it's taxing for you?"

Illyana answered, "It's Limbo." He waited, prompting her to continue with a gentle nod. "My teleportation is intertwined with Limbo. Time in Limbo... it doesn't flow like it does here. If I were to teleport too far, I might end up in the past, or even, flung into the future."

Tyson's eyes widened with realization. As she spoke, he parsed her memories, gaining an understanding he needn’t have asked for. "That's why… The first time we were in Limbo together, I saw another you entering the portal just as we exited! It was as if we arrived a second before you left in the first place."

Illyana nodded grimly, "Exactly. Every time I open a portal, I'm rolling the dice with time. I can control where, but can’t control 'when' we might end up if I push the distance. So, I always make short jumps, minimizing the risks. A second here or there is barely noticeable."

Tyson took a moment, absorbing the gravity of what she had just revealed. "Illyana, every time you teleport, you're taking a risk... I had no idea."

She smirked, her usual bravado returning. "Well, now you know."

Tyson drew Illyana close, wrapping his arms around her. His body emanated a comforting warmth, protecting her from the icy winds whipping around them. Her breath formed misty clouds in front of her, as she spoke. "We could go to Limbo for a bit, you know," she suggested, "Warm up some?"

Tyson's face tensed slightly, "Omega Red's in Limbo right now."

She raised an eyebrow questioningly, "And? Do you honestly think you couldn't handle him?"

Memories flashed in his eyes of their first brutal encounter, the fight, the struggle. Then he said, "I came close the first time, it was an even match-up. But now? With adamantium claws, illusions, and you by my side?" He grinned, "It's no contest."

Illyana's lips curled into a sly smile, her confidence unwavering. "That's what I wanted to hear."

Without further ado, she summoned a swirling portal with an elegant motion. The otherworldly reddish glow of Limbo beckoned them, and the two stepped into the portal.

Limbo unfolded around them. Nearby, volcanic geysers spewed hot steam, while just a few steps away, patches of ice sparkled under Limbo's eternal twilight. Despite the overall mildness of Limbo's temperature, its unpredictable nature kept the environment from being comfortable. Tyson moved to wrap his arms around Illyana, hoping to provide the warmth she was seeking. But as he reached out, he felt a sudden tension in her posture.

Illyana stiffened, her sharp eyes darting around, "Something’s different," she murmured, her voice tinged with caution.

Tyson paused, immediately on alert. "What do you mean?"

Illyana looked at him, her piercing blue eyes reflecting a deep unease. "The energies, they feel... off."

He frowned, "Is it from Omega Red or something he could've done?" he asked, in a low voice.

"I don't know," she whispered. Her agitation was evident as the Soulsword manifested in her hand. "But we should be ready."

Tyson and Illyana traversed Limbo, avoiding the demons, and inevitably found their way to the dimension's only structure. 

It was a fortress. 

Far larger and more imposing when compared to the last time they'd seen it, Originally, the structure had been built under the commands of the demonic mutant, Azazel. 

The surroundings were abuzz with activity. Demons of all sizes scurried around the site, working feverishly on the construction. Their rough, guttural sounds filled the air, echoing off the cold stone walls. 

Illyana's face darkened, her lips drawing into a thin line. "Azazel," she spat, the name dripping with contempt. 

But before Tyson could respond, another figure caught their attention. Among the demons was Omega Red. His long and whip-like tentacles moved with a will of their own, effortlessly lifting and placing huge slabs of rock.

Tyson squinted, disbelief evident in his voice. "Is Omega Red... helping them?"

Illyana nodded slowly, her eyes sharp. "It seems so. But why?" Tyson shook his head, equally puzzled. Illyana gripped her Soulsword tighter as she stood. "We need to find out their plan. Then, we stop it."

The looming fortress ahead was a hive of activity. Tyson instinctively held up a hand to halt Illyana. "Maybe we should try a more subtle approach."

Illyana asked, "And what did you have in mind?"

Tyson smirked, a twinkle of mischief in his eyes. "Illusions."

She rolled her eyes "Care to explain?"

He chuckled softly, nodding. "Alright, alright. I can craft illusions but with some limitations. I can make them see what I want and create different images to a certain extent. If I make direct eye contact, I can exert some control over them."

She pondered this, then asked, "Are there any other limitations?"

Tyson grimaced slightly. "The illusions can’t cause any harm, because they aren’t real. If I hurt someone under illusion, I can try to mimic the sensation, but doing so will likely cause the illusion to break. A strong willpower can also break through the illusion. Those with psionic abilities will likely be unaffected. Jason's power only worked in Professor X because he wore a device that suppressed his abilities. No idea about non-humans like these demons, but it's worth a shot, especially if it keeps us under the radar."

Illyana gave a nod of approval. "Let's give it a try."

Illyana waited a few paces behind Tyson, watching as he inched closer to the unsuspecting demon. Using his power, Tyson willed the demon's mind to perceive both himself and Illyana as nonexistent.

To Illyana, it appeared as though nothing had happened. The demon continued its task, seemingly oblivious to the two mutants mere feet away. She whispered, impressed, "That was smooth."

Tyson grinned back, his relief evident. "Making ourselves invisible is easy," he explained quietly. "I’m not just covering our appearance, smells and such won’t be detected either. The only snag will be our footprints once I’m out of range."

Illyana nodded, her blue eyes sharp with understanding. "Makes sense."

With that, the duo proceeded closer to the fortress, using Tyson's illusionary prowess to evade the eyes of the demon horde. The cliffside fortress was a massive labyrinth of stone carved directly from the cliff's face. Its construction was an orchestrated collaboration of demons. Smaller demons tirelessly chipped away at the cliff with their sharp fingers, carving intricate designs within the rock. Their collected rubble was then hauled out by the likes of Omega Red and the larger demons.

Outside the fortress, a single demon stood distinct from the others, overseeing the construction. The creature seemed as if it’s body was carved from weathered ivory. Runes and symbols of power etched themselves over its pale, almost translucent flesh. Its eyes glowed an eerie yellow, standing out starkly against its pale form. Horns, smooth and sinister, curled outward from its mouthless head, and each shoulder. An elongated tail was easily twice the length of its body, and it moved as if it had a mind separate from the fiend. 

Tyson locked eyes with the demon, willing his powers to pierce the dark depths of its mind. He attempted to remove the image of himself and Illyana from its sight. Unlike the other demons, Tyson felt a strange sensation creeping into his mind, like icy fingers curling around his thoughts. 

The demon instantly countered his psychic illusions with an ability of its own. 

Suddenly, Tyson was no longer in Limbo. Instead, he found himself within a maze of winding corridors and pathways that seemed to go on forever. The walls were high and unscalable, and every turn seemed to lead to another dead end. The atmosphere was oppressive, and a feeling of dread permeated the air.

"Where am I?" Tyson murmured, taking hesitant steps forward. 

"You are in my mind now," a voice boomed, echoing through the maze. "Here, I am the master, and you are merely a lost soul, trying to find its way."

Tyson knew he had to find a way out, but the maze was unlike any he had ever encountered. Every time he thought he was making progress, he'd end up back where he started. A feeling of hopelessness began to set in, threatening to drown him. As he moved deeper into the maze, he began to hear whispers. Voices from his past, his fears, and his insecurities. "All your strength comes from me. Without me, you’re nothing," one whispered, almost a growl. "A boy burdened with extraordinary power, incapable of physical human contact. Likely for the rest of his life," said another, more wisened. The voices grew louder and more insistent, and Tyson felt himself growing dazed.

Just when he was about to give in to despair, a soft voice reached his ears. "Tyson," it said, "Snap out of it, come back to me."

It was the voice of Illyana. Tyson closed his eyes, drawing on the memories of all the battles he had won, and all the challenges he had overcome. The voices began to fade, replaced by the sound of his heartbeat. With renewed energy, Tyson focused on finding a way out. Hours seemed like minutes, and just when he thought he'd been wandering for an eternity, he saw a bright light at the end of a corridor. Racing toward it, he finally emerged back into the real world, gasping for breath.

The demon looked surprised, "How did you escape the Vilsteth’s mind?" it hissed. The demon’s voice was projected directly into Tyson’s head, as it had no mouth to speak.

Tyson grinned, "Your mind may be a maze, but mine is also tricky.”

Vilsteth’s yellow eyes tracked their movement, sending shivers down their spines. However, it neither attacked nor signaled to the other nearby demons in any way. With no mouth to shout out warnings and no immediate aggressive actions, the pair were left with an uneasy feeling of being watched.

Illyana whispered, her voice edged with unease, "It sees us, but it's not doing anything."

Tyson nodded, never breaking eye contact with the creature. "It already did… Let's keep moving, but stay alert. We don't know what it's capable of."

With cautious steps, the two continued their journey, the weight of the fiend's gaze never leaving their backs. The moment they entered the fortress, they were met with a vast, imposing hallway. Its ceilings stretched high, and it seemed as though it bore the weight of the entire cliffside on its sturdy columns. The air was thick with dust as demons dragged large chunks of stone from deeper parts of the cliff; the raw material to be used to create the exterior structures.

But it was the first room off the hallway that held Illyana's and Tyson’s attention. Memories flooded back as they stepped into what was unmistakably a throne room. The last time they'd been here, the centerpiece had been more or less a makeshift seat of power. Now, it stood as an exquisite masterpiece. It was an ornate throne, intricately carved from the very stone of Limbo, every curve and edge spoke of regal elegance. The room was eerily silent and devoid of any demon presence. Torches adorned the walls, casting flickering shadows that danced around them. The walls themselves bore elaborate engravings with writings in a language neither understood. 

As they inspected the room, absorbing the minute details, there was a soft, almost inaudible puff. Both of them whipped around, instantly on guard.

There, lounging casually on the throne with his tail wrapped around one of its arms was Azazel. The red-skinned mutant looked every bit the ruler, with a self-assured smirk playing on his lips. His yellow eyes rested on the two of them, "Ah, the Mistress of Limbo, Illyana, and the nameless one," he began in a voice dripping with sardonic amusement, his accent adding to his enigmatic aura. "It's always a pleasure to have unexpected guests in my humble abode. Welcome back to my domain."

Illyana squared her shoulders and replied with her characteristic edge, "Didn't expect you to return, Azazel."

He chuckled, the sound echoing off the stone walls. "There's much you don’t know, young one. But tell me, to what do I owe this...unexpected visit?"

Illyana stepped forward, her voice steely and commanding, "You know why we’re here, Azazel. Leave Limbo and never return. And take your wretched demons with you."

As she made her demands, the once-empty room began to fill rapidly. The distinctive sound of feet shuffling and wings fluttering reverberated through the chamber. The eeriest of the lot, the ivory-looking demon, with its mouthless face and long, curling horns, inched closer. Its yellow eyes, devoid of emotion, were firmly locked on Illyana and Tyson. Most of the demons became ensnared by Tyson's illusionary influence. They looked around in confusion, sensing Azazel’s will, but not being able to see the threat. A few others, including Vilsteth, moved in with clear intent, positioning themselves around the room with their focus on the two intruders.

Azazel, however, appeared unperturbed, a smug smirk playing on his lips. He slowly stood up from his throne, "I think not, Mistress," he retorted, with a hint of mocking in his voice. His tail swayed lazily behind him. "I underestimated you last time. Rest assured, I won’t be making the same mistake again."

Illyana’s grip tightened on her Soulsword, the blade glowing with a fierce intensity. She was ready, and by the looks of it, so was Azazel. His eyes flickered with a mix of amusement and annoyance as he noticed several of his demonic henchmen glancing around the room, seemingly dazed. Approaching one of the bewildered demons, he ordered sharply, "You, attack them."

The demon turned its gaze to Azazel, looking genuinely perplexed. "Attack who, Lord Azazel?"

Azazel huffed in frustration but retained his signature charm. "Whichever one of you sorcerers is responsible for these illusions," he addressed Illyana and Tyson, a hint of mocking pride in his voice, "understand that my will is not so easily manipulated." With a graceful movement, he gestured towards the mouthless, ivory demon with glowing yellow eyes. "And Vilsteth here," he said, emphasizing the creature's name, "is immune to all such tricks."

But then, a sudden change came over Azazel. His usually stern demeanor gave way to a more tender charm, his eyes locking onto Illyana's. "Once again, I ask you, Mistress of Limbo," he said in an almost coaxing tone, "won't you join me? Imagine what we could achieve together."

For a moment, Illyana appeared lost, her usually fierce gaze growing soft, almost vulnerable as if she were considering his offer. But Tyson, sensing her momentary weakness, quickly grabbed her hand. The sensation of having her essence drained by Tyson's touch was enough to snap her back to reality. The familiar blue hue surrounded them as Tyson channeled her power, and in a split second, they teleported away, leaving Azazel and his horde behind.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Tyson quickly pulled them further into the vast expanse of Limbo, away from Azazel's fortress. As they arrived, the swirling energies of Limbo's landscape were distorted by waves of Illyana's anger.

"That insufferable, arrogant..." Illyana began, her blue eyes burning with fury. "He thinks he can just strut in and claim my realm as his own? Those demons, pledging allegiance to him like he's some king? This is MY dimension!" Taking a few deep breaths, trying to calm the anger within, she turned to Tyson, her voice a desperate whisper. "What do we do, Tyson? He's stronger than ever. And with that...that charm he pulled on me, and your illusions not working..."

Tyson looked thoughtful for a moment. "We're outmatched, for now. His immunity to illusions combined with his magic, and the demons backing him up… Going head to head won't end well for us." He paused, musing over something Azazel had said. "He called us 'sorcerers’."

Illyana's eyebrows furrowed, "What are you getting at?"

He looked at her, determination in his eyes. "Maybe that’s a clue we can chase, a piece of the puzzle we're missing. I know where we can find some sorcerers who might be able to help."

Curiosity piqued, Illyana tilted her head slightly, "You know sorcerers?"

Tyson grinned, "Correction. I know of sorcerers. Somewhere in New York City."

Tyson drew upon Illyana's power. He took over teleporting and creating portals as they left Limbo. His healing factor and stamina allowing him to maintain the strain indefinitely. Each glistening circle of energy, each flash of teleportation, brought them closer to the distant shimmer of city lights. With every successive jump, the city lights grew closer, until finally, they found themselves at the threshold of a town. The signs labeled it, William’s Lake. It was bathed in the soft glow of streetlights, and at its southern peak was a convergence of two significant roads. There like a gift from the heavens stood a Ramada hotel, like a beacon awaiting the weary travelers.

Their breaths were visible in the crisp night air as the duo trudged toward the hotel. The weight of their recent encounters pressed down on them. They needed rest, and the Ramada's inviting lights promised just that. As they pushed open the hotel's glass doors, the warmth inside embraced them.

Inside the Ramada hotel, Tyson and Illyana approached the check-in desk, where a young receptionist with her neatly tied hair sat behind a computer screen, engrossed. Tyson took a step forward, catching her attention. As her eyes met his blue and green ones, he subtly activated his power of illusions. A shimmer passed over the receptionist's eyes for a moment, making them appear slightly glazed.

In her mind, Tyson transformed into a weary businessman who made his reservation days in advance. She saw him handing over his credit card, hearing him explain about an online booking. To her, every detail seemed to fit together perfectly. She typed away at her keyboard ensuring a room was available for him.

"Oh! I'm so sorry, Mr. Smith," she began, clearly buying into the illusion Tyson had planted. "I must have missed your reservation. Just one moment while I prepare your keys to one of our finest rooms."

Illyana, suppressing her smirk, leaned toward Tyson, whispering in a voice laced with amusement, "Mr. Smith? Really? Could you have chosen a more generic name?"

Tyson shrugged, his lips curling up in a cheeky grin. "It was the first name that came to mind. Besides, it worked, didn’t it?"

The receptionist, oblivious to their exchange, handed them a pair of key cards. "You're all set, Mr. Smith. Room 412. The elevator's just to the right. Enjoy your stay!"

The pair thanked her, heading toward the elevator. As the doors closed behind them, Illyana nudged Tyson playfully. "Mr. Smith? I won't let you live that down."


            

    
        Arc 3 - Ch 2: Long-Awaited Lemons

    
    
    
    
                Date: Wednesday, July 21, 2010.

Location: Ramada Inn, William’s Lake, British Columbia, Canada

A soft beige carpet lined the floor of their room. The walls were painted in calming neutral tones, boasting a few pieces of generic artwork; landscapes, and abstract prints that seemed plucked from any hotel decor catalog. A modest queen-sized bed, adorned with fluffy pillows dominated most of the room. Across from the bed was a dresser with a sizable flat-screen TV mounted above it. On the far side of the room was a small seating area, consisting of an upholstered armchair and a tiny round table. Thick curtains, when pulled back, revealed a window that offered a view of the small city's lights. In the corner was the entrance to the bathroom, which, though not overly spacious, was clean and stocked with the basic amenities; small bottles of shampoo, conditioner, and bars of soap, neatly arranged on a white ceramic counter.

Illyana, taking in the surroundings, let out a sigh of relief. "It'll do for tonight."

Tyson chuckled, flopping onto the bed with a playful bounce. "Given what we've been through, I'd say this is a little slice of heaven." He glanced at her with a teasing glint in his eyes. "But if you want, I could always conjure up an illusion of a five-star suite?"

Rolling her eyes playfully, Illyana responded, "Save your energy, Mr. Smith." But then exclaimed, "Get off the bed until after you shower!"

Tyson followed her order and settled into the chair. With a gesture, he nodded towards the bathroom. "Ladies first," he said with a slight smile. Illyana didn’t hesitate to take him up on the offer. 

When she emerged from the bathroom sometime later, the strands of her damp hair clung to her face and neck. The white towel she had wrapped around herself reached just above her knees. Tyson couldn't help but glance in her direction, captivated by her beauty. His eyes followed her toned arms up to the outline of her well-defined collarbones. There was an undeniable allure in the way the water droplets glistened on her fair skin. The steely blue of her eyes seemed to stand out even more against her heat-flushed cheeks. Illyana sensed his eyes on her as she moved across the room. She paused just a breath away from him, her eyes locking onto his. A playful mischief danced in them as she suggested, "You should probably go get clean now,", her Russian accent punctuating each word.

Tyson cleared his throat, a small grin forming on his face. "Right," he murmured, rising from his seat, "I'll do just that."

Tyson grumbled as he maneuvered in the rather cramped shower, his towering 6’6” frame making it a tight fit. The ceiling hung low, forcing him to stoop, and the shower head was even lower still. Making it a challenge even to wet his hair. Trying to lather up with the complementary low-quality soaps and shampoos left a residue on his skin that required a significant scrubbing to remove. He felt more like he’d rinsed off the surface dirt than had an actual refreshing wash. He reached for the complimentary luffa and unwrapped it to continue scrubbing. When he finished, drying off proved easier, the soft terrycloth towel providing a small comfort. Wrapping another towel around his waist, he stepped out of the bathroom.

He was met with an unexpected sight. Illyana hadn’t dressed. She was still lying on the bed in her towel. Her blonde hair fanned out behind her like a halo. The towel wrapped around her accentuated the gentle curve of her waist and the lean strength in her legs. The droplets of water still clung to her collarbone, glistening faintly. One arm was casually propped behind her head, revealing the toned lines of her biceps, while her other hand toyed with the hem of the towel. The look in her steely blue eyes was a mix of mischief and challenge, her lips parted ever so slightly.

Tyson paused, caught off guard. Even though he'd seen Illyana in numerous states of undress, her allure at this moment was undeniable. Clearing his throat, he tried to find his voice, "Uh, I thought you'd be dressed by now."

Illyana smirked, "Are you complaining?" Tyson shook his head. She stretched backward, the simple motion transforming her into a vision of sensuality. Her back arched, pushing her chest slightly forward. Every curve seemed exaggerated, almost deliberately calling attention to itself. Tyson's eyes, despite his best efforts, couldn’t help but follow the natural lines and arcs of her form.

She locked eyes with him, momentarily dazzled by his mismatching blue and green eyes, "You saved me from Azazel… again," she began, her voice low and almost sultry. "I think that deserves a reward. I did promise you something after we cleared the demons from Limbo, but I’m tired of waiting..."

He swiftly held up a hand, cutting her off. "Hold on a second."

Illyana's eyebrow shot up, her expression a blend of disbelief and amusement. "You know what I’m offering you. I say I’m tired of waiting, and you ask me to hold on?" She had not expected that reaction.

Tyson grinned sheepishly, scratching the back of his neck. "Yeah. There’s something I want to show you first."

She leaned forward slightly, her eyes twinkling with curiosity. "Is it something I’ve seen before?"

Tyson's voice held a hint of mystery. "Yes, and no. You’ve seen me use my illusions before, but you haven’t experienced them for yourself."

He walked to the edge of the bed and slowly crawled towards her on hands and knees. His movements were deliberate and smooth, like a cat stalking its prey. The dim light in the room cast gentle shadows, heightening the moment’s tension. Illyana watched his approach with a sense of anticipation. "You have my attention," she murmured.

As Tyson continued his advance, their faces eventually hovered mere inches from one another. Their eyes met. His were deep and searching, hers were bright with a challenge. "Isn’t this dangerous?" she whispered, the corner of her lip twitching upwards in a smirk. Yet, she held her ground, not retreating an inch.

Gently, almost reverently, his fingers lifted to caress her cheek. The expected pull on her life force that she'd come to associate with his touch, was conspicuously absent. He responded, “Not anymore.”

Tyson leaned in, his lips brushing against hers. It was soft and exploratory but devoid of any pain or discomfort. Illyana froze in surprise as they shared their first prolonged kiss. But when the pain never came, she responded, deepening the kiss. It was passionate, full of pent-up emotions. When they finally broke apart, she breathily asked, “How? Did something happen that allowed you to learn control?" 

Tyson leaned back, the weight of his previous experiences evident in his expression. A hint of sadness clouded his eyes as he confessed, "No, I still don’t have control." But then, that signature smirk of his surfaced, a mischievous glint in his eyes. "But I have illusions."

Illyana rolled her eyes, “Again with this… ‘Illusions’.” She scoffed. Then her brows knit in confusion, the gears in her head turning. "Wait? That kiss... it wasn’t real?"

With a playful tilt of his head, Tyson countered, "Wasn’t it?" His voice held a teasing lilt, challenging her to figure out the puzzle he presented.

Illyana frowned, a hint of frustration coloring her tone. "Are you joking?"

Seeing her genuine confusion, Tyson's demeanor softened. "You probably thought illusions would be some hazy image or figment of your imagination, right? But it’s not like that. It’s a full sensory immersion," he explained, "I can manipulate all senses, not just what you see, but sounds, scent, taste… and touch. And the best part? I can feel everything, just as if it was my own body. That kiss? It felt as real to me as it did for you."

Illyana took a moment to process his words, her mind racing with the implications. The boundaries between illusions Tyson could create, and reality were blurrier than she'd imagined. 

Illyana's piercing blue eyes met Tyson's, her voice confident and challenging. "Prove it."

Without a word, the very fabric of their reality seemed to twist and churn. The hotel room was swallowed by the familiar dark ambiance of Limbo. The walls dissolved, replaced by the bleak, expansive wastelands of Illyana's domain. Rocky outcroppings dominated the landscape, but something was... off. While the dimension looked exactly like Limbo, the subtle hum of its power that always resonated with Illyana was noticeably absent. It was as if they were in a replica of the realm she ruled. She approached a large, jagged stone. Her fingers brushed the rough surface. The sensation was incredibly realistic. Yet, deep down, she knew it couldn't be real. The way Limbo appeared around them wasn’t how it happened when teleporting or opening a portal. And she hadn’t felt Tyson’s life-draining touch, so there was no way he could have accessed her powers.

Turning back to Tyson, she asked, "Take us back?"

In a split second, the eerie, desolate landscape of Limbo vanished and they were back in the Ramada room as if they had never left at all.

Illyana tilted her head slightly, a devilish glint in her blue eyes, as she asked, "So if I dropped my towel, you wouldn’t be seeing me naked? We’d just be in our heads?"

Tyson's lips curled into a mysterious smile. "Maybe." He leaned back slightly, observing her with a playful, teasing demeanor. "Maybe this is all in your head. Or maybe, when you drop that towel, I'll see it all."

Illyana shrugged causing her blonde hair to cascade around her shoulders. "It doesn't matter."

Tyson's eyebrows rose. "Oh?"

Her lips formed a sly smile, "The important part is that we can do whatever we want now."

Tyson's voice dropped to a low whisper, drawn in by her magnetic presence, "And what is it you want to do?"

With a sultry grace that seemed effortless, Illyana reached down, her fingers deftly undoing the tuck that held the towel in place. As it loosened, the soft fabric slid down her frame, pooling at her feet. 

Illyana stood confidently in front of Tyson, the dim lighting of the room casting gentle shadows across her figure. Her golden hair cascaded over her shoulders and down her back, accenting her fair skin. With a defiant and alluring pose, she placed her hands on her hips, drawing attention to the soft curvature of her waist. The blue of her eyes seemed even more intense in the ambient light, staring directly into Tyson's, challenging and inviting him at the same time.

"Your move," she said, her voice a silky whisper, her tone daring.

The air seemed to change as Tyson allowed his towel to drop, revealing a monumental form that looked as if it had been chiseled from marble. It had always been apparent that beneath his clothing lay the physique of a titan. His body was sculpted to perfection, with each muscle defined as if he were a professional bodybuilder. His skin was a warm hue of light brown further highlighting his impressive musculature. But as intimidating as his physique was, Tyson's face told a different story. His features were rugged but softened by his unusual eyes, one a cool azure, the other a warm green. 

Tyson took a deep breath, a little nervous as he approached Illyana. "I've wanted to do this for a long time," he confessed, looking into her eyes. He hesitated for a moment before continuing, "But only if you want to."

Illyana smiled softly, her heart swelling with affection for Tyson. "More than anything," she replied, her voice low and husky. With that, they both knew what they wanted. With a soft, sensual smile, Illyana moved closer to Tyson. Her fingers grazed against his skin, causing him to shiver with pleasure as she traced delicate patterns on his chest. He returned the favor, his hands roaming over her body, taking in every curve and contour that he could.

She reached up and pulled him down towards her, their lips meeting in a passionate kiss. He could feel the heat radiating from her skin, making his own pulse quicken in anticipation. His strong arms wrapped securely around her lower back, drawing her into him. As their mouths danced together, Tyson's hands ventured, mapping out the contours of Illyana's body, each touch filled with reverence and passion.

Tyson's large hands gently glided across Illyana's figure. His fingers traced the delicate lines of her collarbone before drifting down to the soft curve of her shoulder. The contrast between his rugged hands and her soft skin was palpable. He let his fingers dance down the length of her arm, pausing momentarily to intertwine his fingers with hers, savoring the sensation. Continuing his exploration, Tyson's hands slid along the curve of her waist, drawing upward. He felt the rise and fall of her breathing, quickened from the anticipation. His hand cupped her breast, fingers running delicately over her nipple. Illyana shivered slightly under his touch, not from the cold but from the electric sensation of his fingers on her skin. Every touch seemed to send sparks between them.

His hands then gently cupped her face, his thumb brushing her cheek. Illyana's azure eyes held a playful glint as she seized Tyson's hand, her fingers wrapping tightly around his. Illyana pulled Tyson closer, their lips meeting once more in a fiery embrace. Each kiss felt like a dance, a push and pull of energies, both of them lost in the sensation. Their fingers roamed freely, tracing contours and patterns on one another, every touch amplifying their connection.

As they broke apart for air, she smiled, a knowing grin that left him even more enchanted. As their eyes met once more in a silent exchange of trust and desire, Tyson leaned forward to kiss Illyana deeply on the lips, his hands gently massaging her sides before gently once again finding the firmness of her breasts.

Taking the cue, she dropped her hand. She outlined the contours of his pecs, past his abs until she reached his shaft. She could feel the powerful throbbing beneath her fingertips as she delicately encircled Tyson’s firm length. Illyana stroked up and down gently, enjoying the power she held over this giant of a man, while he watched her every move with hooded eyes. 

Tyson groaned softly. "You have no idea how that feels," he whispered, his voice husky. He returned the favor by kissing Illyana passionately as his hands explored her body, uncovering hidden secrets of pleasure that only he could now unveil. He lifted her, gently placing her slight weight on the bed. She arched into him, a sigh escaping her lips as she surrendered herself fully to his touch.

When he reached her waist, Illyana lifted her hips slightly, silently begging for him to continue. Tyson smirked before giving in to her request, sliding his hands up to cup her breasts. As Tyson played with her nipples, Illyana's moans grew more insistent. She could feel the heat between her legs building. She reached down, her hands exploring her own body as they kissed.

Tyson lay beside her, watching intently as Illyana's fingers moved over her body. He couldn't help but feel a surge of desire flow through him. As much as he wanted her, he knew that he needed to take things slow and enjoy every moment.

Tyson leaned down to kiss each of her nipples, causing her to moan softly. He trailed his fingers down her stomach and over her inner thighs before finally reaching her wetness. His touch sent shivers through Illyana's body as he gently caressed her clit with his finger. She moaned softly at the sensation, her hips thrusting upward to meet his touch.

He continued using his thumb to stimulate her clit as he gently slid a finger into Illyana's wet pussy. Tyson slowly moved his finger in and out of her, going deeper with each stroke, exploring every inch of her sensitive flesh. He could feel her wetness, and hear the tempo of her breathing increasing. He increased the pace, his finger moving faster within her.

Illyana's eyes rolled back and she gripped the sheets tightly. Tyson watched as Illyana's body shuddered beneath him. Her body lay flush against his as she wrapped her arms around him with an air of confidence and sensuality. "Taste me," she whispered into his ear, and he complied without hesitation.

Tyson's lips trailed down the curve of her neck and collarbone, eliciting soft gasps from Illyana as he reached her breasts. Taking one nipple between his teeth, he began to gently suckle while his hands teased and massaged the other. Illyana's breath caught in her throat, her body quivering with anticipation of what was yet to come.

He whispered, "I want you to enjoy this as much as I do." With that, he leaned in and placed soft kisses along the inner thighs of Illyana's legs. As Tyson continued his slow exploration, Illyana could feel her body tense with desire.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, Tyson reached the apex of her thighs. He looked up at Illyana with a smirk before lowering his head and taking her in his mouth. Illyana's eyes rolled back as pleasure surged through her. She gripped the sheets tightly, trying not to squirm as Tyson moved his tongue over her folds and up to her clit in rhythmic patterns. As he continued to work his magic, Illyana could feel herself getting closer and closer to the edge. She tried to suppress a moan but couldn't help it when she finally reached the pinnacle of pleasure.

Tyson knew that she was close and increased his pace, driving her over the edge with his tongue. Illyana cried out as she came, her body shuddering with the force of her orgasm. When it was finally over, Tyson pulled away and looked up at Illyana with a satisfied smile. She returned his smile before pulling him up.

Illyana's mouth found its way back to Tyson's lips for another deep kiss. He responded in kind, his lips devouring hers as he wrapped his arms around her waist. Then, she moved lower, exploring his chest and torso with the light touches of her fingertips. As her hand reached his erection, he groaned, allowing her to take control once more. She took him into her hand and began stroking gently, her eyes never leaving his.

Illyana’s look was mischievous as she gazed at Tyson. She knew exactly what he wanted and how to give it to him. Illyana lowered herself onto her knees between Tyson's legs. His breathing became more rapid as she looked up at him. She knew what she was about to do would drive him wild, and she couldn't wait to feel the power that came with it.

Her eyes stayed locked with his as she licked her lips before leaning in. Her tongue swirled around the tip, exploring every inch of him. He groaned at the sensation, his hands threading through her hair. Illyana wrapped her lips around his tip, savoring the feeling of his warmth against her tongue. With gentle sucks and teasing licks, she explored every inch of his length.

Tyson moaned softly in pleasure as Illyana's skilled tongue danced along his shaft, teasing him further. Illyana continued to suck him gently, alternating between soft kisses and firm strokes. Wrapping her lips around his erection, she began to take him deeper into her mouth.

Tyson let out a low moan as Illyana's mouth engulfed him. He threaded his fingers through her hair and held her close, feeling her warm breath against his skin as she began to move her head back and forth. His hands held onto Illyana's head gently yet firmly, guiding her rhythm while she continued to pleasure him with her mouth. She slowly slid her mouth down his shaft, taking in as much of him as she could while enjoying the sensation of letting him think that he was in control. She knew just how far she could push him without crossing the line, always keeping him on the edge but never letting him fall off. 

Illyana's eyes fluttered shut as she bobbed up and down on Tyson's cock, her lips and tongue swirling around him in a dizzying dance of pleasure. She could feel the vibrations of his gasps and moans resonating through her body, making her wetter with each passing moment.

Tyson couldn't believe how good it felt to have Illyana's mouth on him. He had never experienced anything like this before, and he knew that he wouldn't want it any other way. The sensation of her lips, tongue, and teeth all moving in perfect harmony was more than enough to push him over the edge.

Illyana pulled back slightly, her eyes meeting Tyson's for a brief moment before she took him deeper once more. She could feel Tyson's body tensing beneath her touch, and she knew he was close to climax. In a sudden move, she took him deeper into her mouth. She was practically choking for his pleasure. The sensation of her throat contracting around his shaft sent shivers down his spine as he approached the point of no return.

Tyson's hips bucked involuntarily as Illyana continued to work her magic. He could feel the heat rising in his chest, threatening to burst forth at any moment. 

Illyana sensed that Tyson was close to coming, so she began to use her hand in conjunction with her mouth, stroking his cock faster and harder as she continued to suck on it. Tyson's body tensed up, and he knew that it wouldn't be long before he reached the peak of ecstasy.

Finally, Tyson couldn't take it any longer and cried out her name. Illyana felt him tense up. Tyson closed his eyes and let out a loud groan as Illyana pushed him over the edge. His cock twitched in her hand as he felt himself exploding inside her mouth. She continued to stroke him gently, never stopping as he pumped into her mouth. Illyana swallowed every drop, surprisingly savoring the sweet taste of his seed as it coated her tongue.

Once Tyson finished coming, Illyana slowly pulled her mouth off his cock and looked up at him with a satisfied smile; knowing that she had done something special for him. They collapsed onto the bed together, their breathing slowing down as they basked in the afterglow of their passion-filled encounter. 

Tyson pulled Illyana into his arms, holding her close as they both caught their breath after the intense experience. He ran his fingers through her hair. "That was incredible," he whispered hoarsely into her ear. She smiled against his chest, feeling utterly content in his embrace. As they lay there, tangled up in each other's embrace, Tyson whispered softly into Illyana's ear, "I've never felt this way before." 

And with a smile, she replied, "Neither have I." Illyana turned her head, her gaze still heavy with the echo of passion as she looked at Tyson. A playful yet quizzical smile danced on her lips. "Why do you taste like cotton candy?" she asked, her tone tinged with amusement.

Tyson, still caught in the warmth of their closeness, let out a heartfelt laugh that rumbled through his chest and filled the room with its vibrant timbre. His eyes, gleaming with mirth, met hers. "I couldn't help myself," he confessed with a sheepish grin, the laughter in his voice making his words dance.

Illyana's response was a light chuckle. She playfully nudged his shoulder. "Of all the flavors," she teased, her eyes narrowing in mock indignation, "you had to choose the one that makes it impossible to take you seriously."

He captured her nudging hand, his fingers entwining with hers. "Well, maybe it's a good thing," Tyson suggested, the laughter still present in his eyes. "Consider it one of the little perks of being with me."

"Perks, huh?" Illyana's smile broadened, her earlier playfulness giving way to a more tender sentiment. "I guess I can live with that."

Despite their playful banter, they knew that they wanted more from one another, and there was only one way to satisfy this craving.

Tyson reached out and gently traced his fingertips along Illyana's cheek, his eyes locked with hers as he felt the warmth of her skin beneath his touch. "I want you," he whispered hoarsely, his voice filled with raw emotion.

Illyana smiled back at him, her heart racing with excitement and anticipation. "I think I might let you have me," she replied, a playful smirk adorning her lips. Tyson kissed Illyana softly on the lips, allowing his tongue to slip inside her mouth as he deepened the kiss. He could feel her responding to him, her body arching towards his. As they continued to kiss, Tyson began to slide his hand down Illyana's body, exploring every inch of her skin until he reached the warm, wet folds of her pussy.

Illyana gasped at his touch, her legs parting for him as she felt his fingers slip inside her. She couldn't help but thrust herself against his hand, wanting more of him than what he was giving her. A surge of desire coursed through her veins, igniting every nerve ending. Illyana broke away from the kiss long enough to speak breathlessly, "You have no idea how much I've wanted this." 

Illyana arched her back, her hips moving in sync with Tyson's rhythmic strokes. But she wanted more, she wanted him inside her. With a gentle sigh, she said, "Tyson, please." Her body began to tremble as she felt the pleasure building inside her. She couldn't take it anymore, and she begged Tyson to take her. "Please," she whispered, her voice filled with urgency. "I need you inside me. We’ve waited long enough."

Tyson wasted no time in positioning himself between Illyana's legs, his rod eagerly seeking out her wet entrance. As he entered Illyana, their eyes locked and they both let out a low moan of pleasure. He began to thrust slowly at first, savoring the feeling of her warmth around him. His hands roamed over her body, caressing her hips and thighs.

Illyana looked up at Tyson with a mixture of lust and something else in her eyes as he began to move inside her. She ran her hands through his hair as she moaned softly with each thrust.

Tyson couldn't help but be captivated by the sight of Illyana beneath him, her body arching up towards him in response to his touch. He took his time exploring every inch of her body as they made love.

He picked up the pace, their bodies slapping together with each powerful stroke.

Illyana wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him deeper into her with each thrust. They moved in perfect harmony, their breath coming in ragged gasps as they lost themselves in the rhythm of their lovemaking.

Tyson's pace picked up, his movements becoming more urgent as he neared his climax. Illyana matched his intensity, moaning loudly as Tyson's thrusts grew harder and faster. Her hands clenched into the sheets beneath her as she met each thrust with one of her own.

As they continued to move together, Illyana could feel an intense pleasure building within her. She knew that she was close, but she didn't want it to end just yet. And so, she said, "Wait...not yet."

Tyson obliged, slowing down his movements. He leaned forward, kissing Illyana deeply while slowly sawing in and out of her. They continued to make love like this for several minutes, each prolonging the other's pleasure as much as possible.

Tyson felt the familiar sensation of his orgasm building inside him. He knew that it was time for them to reach their climax together, so he pushed himself even deeper into Illyana, drawing out a long, low moan.

Finally, they could hold back no longer. As Tyson thrust into Illyana one final time, she felt a wave of ecstasy wash over her, her body convulsing with pleasure. The intensity was overwhelming, and she couldn't help but cry out as her orgasm crashed over her like a tidal wave. Tyson felt the muscles of Illyana's walls contracting around him, signaling that she had reached her climax. He couldn't hold back any longer, and he followed suit, their orgasms merging together in a collision of passion and bliss.

Illyana wrapped her arms around Tyson's neck, holding him close as they lay there together, basking in the afterglow of their lovemaking session. But she still felt him inside her, the sensation of fullness hadn’t abated.

She rolled them over, Tyson assisting her movement. She straddled Tyson's lap. Her movement had caused him to slip out, leaving her feeling empty. Tyson's hands instinctively went to her waist, holding her gently yet securely. She smirked, leaning down so that their faces were just inches apart. Illyana reached back and her fingers gently wrapped around Tyson's manhood, lining his head up with her entrance. She nibbled softly on his lips as she guided him with the softest of touches, ensuring their intimate connection. Tyson responded to her lead, letting go of his reservations and surrendering to the moment, surrendering to her.

Her eyes locked onto Tyson's as she slowly lowered herself onto him, feeling his warmth and strength beneath her. He held her hips but didn’t press, ensuring that his hold was both gentle and intimate. She began by slowly lowering herself a few inches, then rocking back upward, before lowering herself once again, gaining more depth. As he became fully seated within her, she paused, taking a moment to adjust and acclimatize to the sensation once again. His eyes locked onto hers, searching for any sign of discomfort.

Satisfied she was used to his size, Illyana pressed her hands into his chest and slowly began to move. She lifted herself, rolling her hips back, then lowered back down curving her hips forward. As she found a comfortable rhythm, she slid further and further on his length. 

Tyson let out a deep groan as he felt Illyana envelop him entirely. His fingers clenched on her waist, holding her steady while he lost himself in the rhythm of her movements. Their bodies moved in tandem, their breaths coming in uneven gasps as they surrendered to the pleasure that was building between them. His grip on her hips tightened and he thrusted, matching her rocking. Their movements were in sync as if they danced to the same melody, each beat and rhythm perfectly aligned. 

As her weight bore down on him, she slid up slightly so that only the very tip of Tyson was lodged inside her entrance. She rocked her hips gently, creating a delicious friction as he began to slide in and out with a steady rhythm.

Tyson's hands reached up to caress Illyana's breasts, his fingers circling her nipples as she moaned softly into his lips. Illyana leaned back slightly, enjoying the feeling. Tyson looked up into Illyana's silver-blue eyes, seeing her lust and passion mirror the intensity of his own. Her usually guarded demeanor was now replaced with unbridled passion. A soft smile played on her lips as she continued to move atop him.

Her eyes softened as the sensations took over. The energy between her and Tyson grew, each movement building on the last. She arched her back slightly, her fingers gripping Tyson's arms as she lost herself to the rhythm. A soft gasp escaped her lips, her usually sharp gaze now cloudy with pleasure. Every brush of skin against skin seemed to blur as the sensations coursed through her, leaving her breathless and lost in the moment. 

Illyana felt a familiar warmth spreading through her core. Her eyes fluttered shut, and she let out a soft moan as the intensity of the pleasure overwhelmed her senses. As Illyana lost herself to the sensations, Tyson could feel the intensity of her orgasm through the rhythmic pulses as she clenched down on him.

Tyson's own release followed closely behind, his body tensing beneath hers. His breath caught, his strong frame trembling momentarily as the sensations crashed down on him. A deep, rumbling growl escaped him as he experienced his peak, erupting within Illyana. He gripped her tightly as he rode the feelings of ecstasy as her inner muscles milked every drop of his enjoyment.

As the waves of pleasure began to ebb, he pulled Illyana close, their breathing synchronized, as they reveled in the afterglow of their shared experience. The intensity of the moment was not just physical but emotional, tying them closer than ever before.

Illyana's head rested on Tyson's chest, her hair splayed behind her. "You've become this constant thought, an echo in my mind that doesn’t fade," she said, her voice laced with a weight that seemed to carry more than just words. She propped herself up on one elbow, the action drawing a lazy line of sight between them. Her usual bravado was tempered by the intimacy they shared. "I’ve got all these defenses, you know, but you just stroll past them. And I keep letting you." 

She sighed, a hint of resignation mingling with something that felt too risky to name. "I’m not good with the mushy stuff," she confessed, her voice a hushed tone of exasperation. "But I can’t shake it off." 

She shrugged lightly, "It's annoying, and precious, and I don't know what to do with that. I'm not one for labels, but there's this thing, this heavy, can't-get-rid-of-it feeling I get when I'm around you. I think I might be…" She trailed off, biting her lip, unwilling to spell out the depth of her feelings, yet her eyes spoke volumes.

As she failed to express herself, she felt an unexpected sensation against the side of her leg. With the realization hitting her, she looked at him, her eyes shimmering with a mix of amusement and suspicion. "Is that...your superhuman recovery and stamina? Or did you take some more liberties with your illusion magic?"

Tyson grunted out a laugh, the sound deep and rumbling in his chest. "Believe it or not, it's all me. No tricks." His voice had that familiar tone of playful defiance, a smirk playing on his lips.

Illyana raised an eyebrow, curiosity dancing in her gaze. "Really? With all that and, you're still...?" She let the question hang, a teasing edge to her voice.

Rubbing the back of his neck, he sighed. "I'm going to need another shower."

She smirked, "Drop the illusion. I want to see the real you, right now."

He hesitated for a fraction of a second before letting the illusion fade away. To Illyana's surprise, Tyson wasn't beneath her anymore. Instead, he sat comfortably in a plush chair across the room, still wrapped in his towel. However, a visible stain marred the fabric. It was physical proof of their passion moments ago. And it was clear from the bulge in his towel he was still evidently aroused. 

Illyana couldn't help but feel a surge of warmth, her own body echoing the sensations she had just experienced. Even though it was just an illusion, the reality of their shared experience was undeniable. She felt the post-coitus afterglow but felt none of the lingering soreness expected from being with a man of Tyson’s size. 

Illyana's gaze traveled from Tyson's eyes to the undeniable evidence of his lingering arousal. A smirk curled the corner of her mouth, a playful glint in her eyes. "It looks like you aren't done," she observed, her voice dripping with sultry mischief. With her signature confidence, Illyana took a step closer, her movements slow and deliberate. The intensity of her stare was such that Tyson felt as if she was peeling away layers, seeing right through him. She instructed, her voice soft but commanding, "Look me in my eyes." Tyson's breath caught, a shiver of anticipation rolling down his spine as he met her gaze. Those bright blue eyes of hers were both challenging and inviting. She bit her lower lip gently, a sultry gesture that made Tyson's heart race even faster. She whispered, her voice low and teasing, "Do it again."

A slow grin spread across Tyson's face. A quick swirl of his eyes and they were sent into a world of their own making.

            

    
        Arc 3 - Ch 3: Return to New York

    
    
    
    
                
Date: Wednesday, July 21, 2010.

Location: Ramada Inn, William’s Lake, British Columbia, Canada

The sun was climbing higher in the sky as Tyson and Illyana made their way out of the Ramada. Tyson looked particularly invigorated. There was an undeniable brightness to his eyes and a lightness in his steps, suggesting that the night had been rather rejuvenating for him. Illyana, however, painted a contrasting picture. Her usually piercing blue eyes seemed a touch subdued, and there was a slight slump to her posture, and now and then, she'd stifle a yawn. While she'd never admit it, last night's adventures had taken a bit out of her.

As they walked, the faint aroma of the continental breakfast lingered on them. It hadn't been the most gourmet meal they'd ever had, with its slightly over-toasted waffles and lukewarm scrambled eggs, but it had been filling. Given the recent events, they were grateful for whatever food they could get.

Approaching the inn's shuttle stop, they chatted about their next move. "You'd think a place like this would have a bus depot, but an airport?" Illyana remarked, her voice tinged with surprise.

Tyson shrugged, "It was a lucky break, otherwise who knows how long it would take to get back." 

The shuttle meandered its way out of town, taking Tyson and Illyana away from Williams Lake and toward its periphery. As they moved further from the town center, the scenery began to change. The usual hustle and bustle of small-town life was replaced by stretches of untouched wilderness.

Sitting side by side, Illyana took in the view. Despite her usual tough exterior and sarcastic demeanor, she leaned into Tyson more than usual, enjoying the way he held her. They watched as the shuttle made stops at two more hotels, each time collecting a new group of travelers. Some were families with young children, clutching their stuffed animals and looking wide-eyed at everything around them. Others were lone travelers, buried in their books or lost in their thoughts.

Pine trees lined the sides of the road, their evergreen leaves rustling softly in the breeze. And then, as they rounded a bend, Williams Lake Airport came into view. It was quaint, to say the least. A single small runway stretched out, looking almost like ribbons laid out on a vast green carpet. The airport building itself was modest, reflecting the spirit of the town. A handful of small planes were parked on the tarmac.

As the shuttle pulled up to the airport's entrance, Illyana took a moment to assess the situation. She watched as passengers hustled towards the main doors, pulling their luggage behind them. The whole scene seemed pretty ordinary, "Why don't we just sneak onto the tarmac?" Illyana whispered to Tyson, her voice filled with mischief. "Or better yet, I could just teleport us directly onto the plane. It would be quick."

Tyson glanced at her with a raised eyebrow. "Illyana, that's a bit...extreme, don't you think? Besides, there's always a risk someone might spot us."

She smirked, twirling a strand of her hair. "Come on, where's your sense of adventure?"

Tyson leaned in, his voice low. "I think blending in with the passengers is a safer bet."

Illyana rolled her eyes. "You and your illusions."

Tyson chuckled with a mischievous glint in his eyes. "Well, besides, I need the practice. Let's see how convincing I can be."

Illyana sighed but gave in, a smirk still playing on her lips. "You were pretty convincing last night. Fine, we’ll do it your way."

Together, they walked toward the airport entrance. The automatic doors slid open, and the duo quickly moved inside. The airport's ambiance filled the air; the sound of soft chatter, shoes clicking on the tiled floor, and rolling suitcases.

"Why don't I just ask?" Illyana suggested, "I can play the lost tourist card."

Tyson seemed to consider this for a moment, then nodded slowly. "Alright. You handle the talking, I’ll handle the rest."

Illyana smirked, "Can't be that hard."

The pair approached the check-in counter, positioning themselves behind a family of four and a business traveler. Illyana's confident stride was in contrast to Tyson’s more subtle movements. As the family moved away, it was finally their turn. The woman behind the counter gave Illyana a polite smile, "How can I assist you?"

"I'm sorry," Illyana began, pushing a strand of her platinum blonde hair behind her ear, "I seem to have lost my stuff. Can you tell me when the next flight to Calgary is?"

The woman, whose nametag read "Melissa," checked her computer quickly, "It's in two hours."

Illyana tilted her head slightly, her blue eyes locking onto Melissa's, "Any available seats?"

Melissa typed away for a second and then looked up, "Yes, we have a few spots left. Would you like to book seats?"

Before Illyana could answer, Tyson cleared his throat, drawing the woman's attention. When Melissa made eye contact with him, her gaze went distant for a brief moment. Her face took on a dazed look, and her fingers moved across the keyboard of their own volition.

"Don’t worry Mrs. Smith. It’s fine that you lost your tickets," Melissa said in a slightly off-tone, her eyes still slightly unfocused. "I'll print new ones right out for you."

Illyana gave Tyson a side glance, whispering, “Mrs. Smith? Huh.” though she was impressed by his timely intervention; he just offered her a subtle wink in return. 

Tyson's eyes scanned the interior of the plane, noting its compact size. "Good call on the tickets," he whispered to Illyana, who was adjusting her seatbelt.

She smirked, leaning slightly closer to him, her platinum blonde hair brushing against her shoulder. "You were right though, sometimes it's easier to just blend in. Look around. This plane? It's tiny."

Tyson looked around, realizing the truth in her words. The aisles were narrow, and the seats were packed close together. Passengers were crammed in, trying to occupy their thoughts with magazines, and devices. "Point taken," he murmured, leaning back in his seat, feeling a slight pressure as the plane began its takeoff.

The vibration from the plane's engines grew stronger, and the two felt the push against their seats as the aircraft accelerated. As the plane lifted off the ground, the world outside the windows became smaller.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

As the plane dipped lower, the vast expanse of Calgary unfolded before them. The hustle and bustle of Calgary International Airport was evident even from the sky, with planes taxiing and taking off in organized chaos.

Illyana peered out of the window, her eyes narrowing in thought. "Calgary's bigger, busier, more eyes." She glanced at Tyson, her blue eyes assessing. "We need a plan."

Tyson nodded, his fingers drumming lightly on the armrest. "Agreed. This isn't a tiny terminal we can just waltz out of."

She smirked, leaning toward him, "We could always teleport."

He raised an eyebrow, "And risk being seen?" Tyson thought for a moment. "We stick to the basics. If it worked once, it’ll work again."

The plane's wheels touched the ground with a jolt, bringing them back to the reality of their situation. As the aircraft taxied to its designated gate, the duo exchanged a glance. "Ready for another adventure?" Illyana whispered, the excitement evident in her voice.

Tyson grinned, "Let’s do it."

The bustle of Calgary International enveloped Illyana and Tyson as they disembarked from the plane, a stark contrast to the small-town vibe of Williams Lake. Everywhere they looked, people moved around; families on vacation, travelers, or flight attendants. Illyana glanced around, taking in the modern architecture and the art that dotted the terminal. "Quite the upgrade, don't you think?" she quipped, her tone dripping with sarcasm.

Tyson smirked, "Definitely less rural." He adjusted his jacket and ran a hand through his hair. While most passengers veered towards the baggage claim, Tyson and Illyana took a different route. 

She nudged him playfully, "You said New York's our best bet. Let's find the next flight out."

They weaved through the crowd, reaching a massive screen displaying the myriad of arrivals and departures. Illyana's eyes scanned the listings rapidly, searching for any flights bound for New York. 

"There," she pointed to a flight scheduled to depart in three hours. "Looks like we have a bit of a wait. Any ideas on how to lay low?"

Tyson glanced around, taking note of a small café nearby. "Coffee? On me, of course."

Illyana laughed, "Always the gentleman. Let's go."

At the café, Tyson and Illyana found a secluded corner spot with a clear view of the terminal. Tyson gave a fleeting glance at the menu, then turned to Illyana. "What's your poison?"

She smirked, leaning back in her chair. "Black coffee. And maybe one of those sandwiches. Turkey, perhaps?"

Tyson nodded and approached the counter, drawing upon his illusion powers. He made brief eye contact with the barista, and at that moment, her gaze glazed over. "A black coffee and a turkey sandwich, please," he ordered smoothly.

The barista, under his subtle influence, nodded and prepared their order. Once done, she handed it over. Tyson flashed a winning smile. "Thanks." Returning to the table, he set the sandwich and coffee in front of Illyana. "Bon appétit."

Illyana took a bite, raising an eyebrow in approval. "Not bad for airport food."

They ate in companionable silence for a while, watching the passengers come and go. Once done, Tyson proposed their next move. "We should get those tickets to JFK before it gets crowded."

Illyana nodded. "Lead the way."

At the airline's counter, Tyson took the lead. He met the gaze of the airline attendant, exerting his influence. "Two first-class tickets to JFK, please."

The attendant's fingers flew over the keyboard, her face void of any suspicion. "Of course. Here you go." She handed them the tickets, her smile automatic.

Illyana smirked, taking one of the tickets. "New York, here we come." She held her fist out to Tyson. "To free rides and easy getaways." 

Tyson bumped her fist with his, snorting. "This getaway has been anything but easy."

The plane's engine hummed softly in the background as Illyana and Tyson settled into their plush first-class seats. The spacious cabin was dimly lit, with the ambient light creating a serene atmosphere. Illyana fiddled with the entertainment system, finding a suitable movie. Once she settled in, she wrapped her arm around his. "We've been through worse, Ty. We've got this."

The flight attendants began serving meals and drinks. The aroma of microwaved chicken and buttery rolls filled the cabin. Throughout the flight, Illyana and Tyson chatted, and reminisced, and she even caught up on her missing sleep.

Exiting the airport, the duo quickly navigated their way to the JFK AirTrain. The train was sleek, with shiny silver panels and clear windows that offered a panoramic view. Illyana, taking a seat by the window, was instantly captivated by the view. The train car was moderately packed with a mix of tourists and locals. The hum of conversations, the rattle of luggage, and the soft chime of the train's announcements created a rhythmic backdrop. The churning of the train wheels began to slow as they neared the Archer Avenue Station. One transfer and a half an hour had them in Penn Station. The muffled announcements overhead heralded their imminent arrival. As the train doors slid open, a cacophony of sounds greeted Illyana and Tyson; chatter, echoing footsteps, and the occasional announcement over the PA system. 

The scent of roasted nuts from nearby vendors and the distinct scent of the New York City subways mixed in the air. Streams of people flowed in all directions. Some rushed to catch their trains, others leisurely meandering, and tourists with wide eyes trying to get their bearings.

Illyana took a deep breath, taking it all in. "It's been a while since I've been in a place this crowded," she remarked. 

Hand in hand, they made their way through Penn Station heading to the station's escalators. She gestured toward the ascending steps. Without a word, they positioned themselves on the escalator. After they ascended, Tyson turned back to take in Madison Square Garden. The Garden’s rounded structure and tall perimeter walls made it look like a coliseum of the contemporary age. The jumbo screens flashed with vibrant colors, promoting concerts and games that were to be held in the coming days.

Tyson absorbed the sight. The noise from the streets, the honking of the cars, and the distant conversations became mere background hums as Madison Square Garden claimed his entire attention.

Illyana, sensing the shift in his mood, glanced at him with concern. "Is something wrong?"

Tyson hesitated for a moment, staring at the ground before lifting his eyes to meet the imposing structure of the Garden once again. "Just thinking about how much happened before I finally made it here."

"What do you mean?" Illyana inquired, her blue eyes searching his face for understanding.

Tyson took a deep breath. "Remember when I got hurt badly by Magneto? You were one of the first people to visit me when I regained consciousness.” 

Illyana nodded slowly as memories flooded back, "Yeah..."

He continued, his voice tinged with sorrow, "He came after me by setting a trap. He lured us out of the institute with tickets to a basketball game. NBA finals, at Madison Square Garden" Tyson gestured to the arena and sighed heavily. "We never made it to the game."

Illyana nudged Tyson lightly. "Well, that wasn't a great couple of days for you in terms of basketball." She smirked, her eyes twinkling with mischief. "I remember saying to you that basketball isn't your sport. Maybe you should give hockey a try."

Tyson chuckled, the sadness in his eyes replaced by amusement. "Hockey? Seriously? I can't even skate!"

Illyana winked. "There's a first time for everything." She paused for a second before asking, “Who was the first to visit you?” Tyson responded with a questioning eyebrow raise. She clarified, “You said I was one of the first to visit you. Who was the first?”

Tyson answered, “Jubilee was there when I woke up.” Illyana hummed noncommittal. He rolled his eyes, a gentle smile playing on his lips as he suggested, "Let's find a hotel for the night. I know we didn't do much today, but traveling sure takes it out of you."

Illyana smirked, folding her arms as she tried to put on a serious face though the twinkle in her eyes betrayed her playful intent. "And no funny business tonight," she warned with mock severity.

Tyson held up his hands in surrender, his eyes wide in feigned innocence. "Yes, ma'am."

Illyana pointed a finger at him, her playful demeanor belying her serious tone. "I mean it. Some of us need sleep."

They wandered a few blocks before spotting a nearby hotel with a neon sign that hummed softly in the dusk. After a quick check-in process, they made their way to their room. Illyana, true to her word, wasted no time in showering and tumbling into bed, her fatigue evident. The soft sounds of her even breathing filled the room shortly after, signaling her swift descent into slumber.

Tyson took his shower. Once done, he wrapped himself in one of the hotel robes and sat down at a small table. He unfurled the map of Manhattan they had acquired earlier, his fingers tracing the intricate web of streets and landmarks. His mind was already working on the next steps of their journey.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Morning sunlight filtered through the gaps in the hotel room curtains, casting a gentle glow over the interior. The noise from the streets below was muted, but Tyson could still hear the distant murmur of early risers and the beginning of another bustling day in the city. 

Illyana rubbed her eyes as she leaned over Tyson’s shoulder to take a closer look at the map. Her fingers brushed over various locations, her brow furrowing in thought. "So," she began, her voice filled with curiosity, "where are we going?"

Tyson sighed, his fingers tracing a random route on the map. The enormity of their task was beginning to set in. "That's the tricky part," he confessed, a hint of frustration in his voice. "I know what I'm looking for if I see it. But I have no idea where it is."

She raised an eyebrow, "How big is Manhattan anyway?"

He paused, trying to recall the specifics, "About 13 miles long and 2 miles wide."

Illyana's eyes widened slightly, realizing the challenge ahead. "That's a lot of ground to cover." She sat on the edge of the bed, pulling her knees up to her chest, looking thoughtful. "So, what's the plan?"

Tyson glanced at her, taking a moment to appreciate her tenacity. When it came down to business, Illyana was always ready. 

"We should start at the very bottom and work our way up," Tyson said, pointing towards the southernmost point on the map. "One block at a time. Methodical, so we don’t miss anything."

Illyana smirked, "One block? You're forgetting our little advantage," she teased.

Tyson chuckled. "Right. Two blocks, then. With my illusion power, I can see through your eyes and mine, so long as I don’t stray too far away. It'll double our coverage."

Illyana gave a nod of approval, "Efficient. I like it."

With their plan set, the duo ventured out of their hotel, making their way through the pulsating veins of Manhattan's streets, with taxis honking, pedestrians chattering, and the distant sound of sirens providing a familiar urban melody.

The air was a mix of salty sea breeze and the unmistakable scent of city life as they approached the Staten Island Ferry Terminal. With the shimmering waters of the Hudson River to one side and the towering skyscrapers of the Financial District to the other, the sight was nothing short of breathtaking. Tyson's eyes scanned every corner, every alleyway. He was looking for a needle in a haystack, but he was hopeful. With Illyana by his side, the task seemed a little less daunting. Commuters rushed past, ferries honked, and tourists stood by, taking photos of the iconic Statue of Liberty in the distance. 

The Financial District was a world unto itself, an arena of towering steel and glass. As the morning sun glanced off the high rises, it painted a mosaic of light and shadow upon the ground. Illyana’s boots thumped against the pavement as she walked alongside what seemed to be Tyson. To any onlooker, she was just a girl chatting to her earbuds as she explored the city. But in reality, it was Illyana conversing with an illusion, a figment of Tyson's power, while the real Tyson was a block away.

"So, any luck on your end?" Illyana asked. Her voice echoed in Tyson's mind as she strolled down Broad Street, her eyes scanning every nook and cranny.

"Nothing yet," Tyson responded. 

Thanks to the psionic link created by his power, it seemed like he was talking to her from a few paces away. His body however was running at peak-human speeds down the adjacent Wall Street. It was a strange contrast, with Illyana leisurely strolling and engaging with the illusion, while the actual Tyson covered much more ground with his speed. It was a strategy that played to their strengths, allowing them to survey a vast area in a short amount of time.

"I don’t understand why they’re taking pictures at that Bull," Illyana commented, referencing the throngs of tourists gathered around the famous bronze sculpture.

The morning hours slipped by quickly. By midday, they had scoured the area, their unique tandem approach proving efficient and thorough. They rendezvoused at City Hall Park, the small green lawn providing a stark contrast to the urban jungle they had been navigating. 

"Well, that's one neighborhood down," Illyana remarked, "Ready for the next?"

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

The busy streets of Chinatown buzzed with activity, the vibrancy evident in each nook and corner. With their prior strategy working well, Tyson and Illyana dived right in, each tackling a different street while staying in touch through their special link.

Tyson skimmed through Pell Street, pausing occasionally to take in details, his enhanced senses and speed making the job somewhat easier. On the other side, Illyana wandered along Doyers Street, glancing at the assorted stalls, the restaurants, and the throngs of tourists.

But around 3 p.m., as the sun cast a warm, golden hue over the streets, Tyson noticed something. Not the target of their main search, but something else, something familiar. Without hesitation, he had his illusion guide Illyana towards him, drawing her to Monroe Street.

As she arrived, she took a moment to look around, her gaze finally landing on Tyson. "Did you find it?" She asked, her voice tinged with hope.

"No," Tyson replied with a sigh, "But, look at this." He pointed to the building he was standing in front of. Illyana followed his finger, her eyes slowly drifting up to a sign affixed near a rusty fire escape. The sign was numbered 43 in the bottom corners. The top was painted red with white bold letters that read, "Chikara Dojo," followed by intricate Chinese characters. Below that, in contrasting black with white lettering, the sign elaborated on the disciplines taught: Karate, Jujitsu, Kempo, Kenjutsu.

The sun was casting a gentle golden hue over the streets of Chinatown, the shadows lengthening as the afternoon wore on. Amidst the bustling market stands and the cacophony of languages, the front of the Chikara Dojo stood in muted contrast, its sign offering a touch of the traditional amidst the contemporary.

Illyana raised an eyebrow. "A dojo? Really?"

He nodded slowly, pointing to the list of disciplines on the sign, particularly to the last one. "Kenjutsu," he said with a hint of reverence in his voice. "That’s using weapons… like swords."

Illyana looked at him, her arms crossed and her face pulling into a smirk. "Okay… So, what? You're going to enroll and become a samurai now?"

He gestured towards a flyer hanging in the window. Illyana, ever curious, stepped closer to read it. Tyson had a wide smile plastered across his face as he replied, “Not me, us. And not samurai… we’re going to become ninjas.”

Neatly printed on pale paper, the flyer read:

The Chikara Dojo is dedicated to realizing the potential of every student who walks through its doors. While it may be located in the heart of Chinatown, Chikara nevertheless guarantees the very finest education in the Japanese art of Kenjutsu that New York City has to offer. Students of all ages are welcome.

Illyana read the flyer aloud, her voice dancing between jest and seriousness. "Sounds fancy," she said, "You think I need lessons on how to use a sword?" When she looked over, he still hadn’t looked away. She sighed, "Fine, Tyson. My ninja, lead the way."

Tyson mumbled, “My ninja… Really?” Illyana looked at him with an innocent grin, leaving Tyson unsure if she knew what it sounded like she said.

The chime of a small bell echoed as the wooden door creaked open. Tyson and Illyana stepped into the Chikara Dojo, their shoes clicking softly on the polished wooden floor. The expansive training space was bathed in warm, muted lighting that cast a serene atmosphere over the room. Wooden beams crisscrossed the ceiling, and the walls were lined with various traditional Japanese weapons. The center of the room was dominated by a large practice mat, surrounded by a few wooden dummies and punching bags at its periphery. To one side was an altar with incense burning, sending thin wisps of smoke upwards, leaving the air heavy with the scent of cedarwood.

On the practice mat, a young woman was deeply engrossed in her training. It was clear she was a master of her craft; every movement she made was purposeful and deliberate. She paused in her routine, turning her attention to the newcomers. 

The woman before them exuded an aura of calm strength. Her almond-shaped eyes, warm tan skin, and raven-black hair tied back in a neat ponytail, all spoke of her Asian heritage. Standing at an average height, her physique was deceptively slender, yet her posture and the slight definition of muscles beneath her white gi hinted at formidable strength and agility. She appraised them for a moment before breaking into a friendly smile. "Can I help you?"

"Hey," Illyana said in a casual tone, with a hint of her distinctive Russian accent. "Cool moves you were doing there. Can I try?"

Tyson gave Illyana a sidelong glance, "What she means," he began with a more reserved demeanor, "is we saw a sign mentioning a free lesson. Thought we'd give it a shot."

The woman chuckled lightly, her demeanor welcoming. "I'm Colleen Wing," she introduced herself, executing a slight bow with the elegance of practiced tradition. "This is my dojo. And yes, I offer free lessons for beginners. Always glad to introduce more people to the art."

Illyana's lips curled into a mischievous smile. "Beginners? Oh, this will be fun." She glanced at Tyson with a playful wink. "You ready to get schooled?"

With a nod of acknowledgment, Tyson returned Colleen's graceful bow. Straightening up, he glanced at Illyana before addressing Colleen. "Both Illyana and I have had our fair share of... encounters," he began cautiously, choosing his words carefully. "We believe some official training would be of great benefit."

Illyana crossed her arms defiantly, "Speak for yourself. I can fight just fine."

He let out a soft sigh, casting her a knowing glance. "Illyana there is always room for growth. There are countless fighting styles out there, and each one offers unique techniques that could be adapted to our... special circumstances."

Illyana rolled her eyes but didn’t interrupt. Instead, she simply huffed, looking somewhere between annoyed and begrudgingly agreeing.

Colleen raised an eyebrow, a hint of a smile playing at the corner of her lips. "Your friend has a point," she said, nodding towards Tyson. "Every style has something to teach, even if you're an experienced fighter. Being open to learning and adapting is what makes a true warrior."

She gestured toward the center of the dojo. "Let's start simple. Show me your stances, both of you. Let's see where we can build from there."

Illyana muttered something under her breath in Russian, but stepped forward nonetheless, ready to demonstrate. Tyson just shot her an amused glance, readying himself as well.

Colleen watched the two newcomers carefully, her sharp eyes taking in their every movement. The dojo had seen a diverse range of students, but Colleen couldn't quite put a finger on the vibe that these two newcomers gave off.  They had the weariness of those who had been on the run, or perhaps teens who'd faced a challenging upbringing. However, appearances could be deceiving.  But at the same time, there was a notable difference. They didn’t have the typical ragged appearance of those living on the streets. Their clothes, though casual, were clean and showed no sign of long-term wear, and the way they spoke hinted at a decent education. 

"So," she began, clapping her hands together to gain their attention. "Let's start with the basics." She moved to the center of the training mat, her stance precise. "First, the jab," she said, demonstrating a quick punch. "Then the cross," she continued, shifting her weight and throwing a punch with her other hand.

Illyana smirked, seemingly unimpressed, "I've thrown punches before, you know." 

Colleen simply nodded, "Of course. But the question is, can you throw them correctly?" She challenged.

Tyson complied, throwing a punch with precision that suggested prior training. His form was decent, and the power behind his strike was evident.

Illyana muttered something in Russian but assumed a fighting stance, mirroring Colleen's movements.

"Good," Colleen nodded, observing their efforts. "Now a front kick." Once more, Tyson executed with a certain finesse, driving his kick forward with good balance and speed. Illyana let out a dramatic breath as she delivered a front kick

"Good," Colleen acknowledged. "Now, the roundhouse kick." She demonstrated, her leg sweeping in a controlled arc.

As both Illyana and Tyson attempted the movements, Colleen moved between them, adjusting a foot positioning here, realigning a shoulder there. She was pleasantly surprised. Despite Illyana's brashness, both teens had the foundation of good fighters. Illyana’s movements were fluid, and her strikes had potential, but they lacked polish. It was clear Tyson was far more practiced and crisp with his strikes. But his technique was reminiscent of regimented training, military perhaps.

After a few rounds of different techniques, Colleen paused, taking a moment to assess. "Not bad," she finally said. "You've got potential, but there's still a lot to refine. The real question is," Colleen continued, "are you both willing to unlearn to relearn? Training here means humility, discipline, and hard work."

Illyana's eyes gleamed with a mix of challenge and excitement, "Bring it on."

The dojo was filled with the echoes of grunts, kicks, and punches as Colleen took Illyana and Tyson deeper into their lesson. Both showed clear signs of prior training, but with each technique, Colleen pushed them to step out of their comfort zones.

Tyson was up first. His strikes were precise, and calculated, but lacked a certain fluidity. "You're too rigid," Colleen observed. "Think of the water. It flows, adapts, changes its form but never loses its essence."

Tyson nodded, trying to internalize the advice, but the strain on his face was evident as he struggled to implement the feedback.

Illyana, on the other hand, was all fire and brimstone. Her moves were aggressive, even reckless at times. "You've got the spirit," Colleen said, her voice firm yet encouraging. "But you need to channel that energy, not let it control you."

Illyana huffed, her pride slightly wounded. "I'm not some wild animal," she snapped.

"No," Colleen replied, holding her gaze. "But you're letting your emotions drive your actions. Here," she added, motioning to the dojo floor, "you need to find balance."

As the lesson progressed, Colleen had them spar with her and each other, pointing out flaws, and challenging them to think on their feet and adapt to different fighting styles. At one point, Illyana lost her temper, her emotions getting the better of her. Her movements became more erratic as she attacked Tyson in their spar. Colleen intervened swiftly, grabbing Illyana's wrist and pinning her in a hold.

"Control," she whispered into Illyana's ear, her voice calm yet stern. Illyana's breathing was ragged, but she nodded, the fight draining out of her.

Tyson, meanwhile, was trying to shake off his rigidity, to flow like the water Colleen spoke of. But it wasn't easy. Each time he felt he was making progress, a missed block or slow counter reminded him of how far he still had to go. By the end of the lesson, Illyana was drenched in sweat, her body aching in places she didn't know could ache. 

            

    
        Arc 3 - Ch 4: Residence

    
    
    
    
                Date: Thursday, July 22, 2010.

Location: Chikara Dojo, 47 Monroe St., Chinatown, Manhattan, New York

Colleen's keen eyes evaluated the two young fighters before her. Every punch, every kick, told her a story. It was clear these weren't ordinary students. 

Illyana is fierce. She’s the type who's been through something to develop that kind of edge. And Tyson... he's interesting, she mused inwardly.

The longer the session went on, the more apparent it became. 

Tyson isn’t tiring out. Each of his strikes has held the same intensity from the start, and the speed? It was more than just good technique. There is raw power there. Even for his build, the strength he displays is remarkable. Is it adrenaline? Or is there something more to him? Colleen wondered. His potential is undeniable. We've always been on the lookout for talents like these. Raw gems waiting to be shaped and polished. If guided right, they'd fit in seamlessly.

And then there was Illyana. Her determination, her spirit, it was intoxicating. She had an intensity that couldn't be taught. She'd be a valuable asset to us. With a little guidance and a bit of molding... she could be exceptional. Yet, she had to tread carefully. First impressions matter. It was too soon to make any overt moves or reveal any intentions. They had to be introduced to our world, in their own time, when they were ready.

For now, it was about nurturing that spark she saw in them and drawing them closer.

"You both have potential," Colleen remarked, her face betraying a hint of a smile. "But remember, the potential is just that. Potential. It's up to you to realize it."

The sweat on Illyana's brow was beginning to dry, her breaths starting to return to a normal rhythm when Colleen stepped towards them, her expression serious. "You both have an undeniable talent," Colleen declared, "Have you ever considered formal training, on a more...advanced level?"

Illyana arched an eyebrow, "You mean, more than just afternoon lessons in a dojo?"

Colleen smiled slightly at the response, "Exactly. I'm offering you both a scholarship. It's a chance to truly hone your skills and reach your full potential."

Tyson looked between Illyana and Colleen, he had a feeling he knew this pitch. "What's the catch?"

Colleen chose her words carefully. "The training wouldn't be here. You'd have to leave the city. Think of it like... a training camp or a boarding school. You'd be educated, housed, and trained at a special facility. With the best trainers and everything you'd need."

Illyana's eyes narrowed, "And the price tag on this 'golden opportunity'?"

Colleen hesitated for a split second, "It's expensive. But seeing the potential in both of you, I'm willing to vouch for you. This scholarship would cover everything."

Tyson rubbed his chin thoughtfully, "Why us?"

Colleen’s voice was sincere, "Because I believe you both can be extraordinary. And sometimes, to achieve greatness, you need the right environment and guidance."

The silence following Colleen's offer was palpable. Illyana and Tyson exchanged a look. Tyson cleared his throat, "Thank you, Colleen, truly. The offer is... generous. But we've just left a boarding school not too long ago." He glanced at Illyana, who nodded in agreement.

Illyana's voice held a hint of sarcasm, yet genuine appreciation. "Yeah, and I've already finished high school, thank you very much." She flashed her mischievous smile, one that showed she was both teasing and serious.

Tyson continued, "Our roots in this city are... strong. And our current journey is tied here. We can't leave."

Colleen's face reflected a mixture of understanding and a touch of disappointment. "I respect your decision," she said, offering a small, genuine smile. "If you still wish to train here, I can provide you with the costs for regular lessons."

Illyana glanced sideways at Tyson. "See, that sounds more our speed."

Tyson looked around, "Is the dojo always this... empty?" he asked.

Colleen exhaled, letting out a small sigh. "Enrollment's been low," she confessed. "Especially with summer on the horizon. Kids prefer the outdoors, sports, family vacations... you know how it is."

Tyson looked thoughtful. "About that training camp you mentioned, would it be possible for us to pay for it? I have a feeling that we'd benefit from concentrated sessions like that. And honestly," he paused, choosing his words carefully, "I think you're the right person to teach us."

Illyana's eyebrows furrowed, a hint of suspicion in her narrowed eyes. "Tyson?" she started.

But his illusion silenced her with a subtle hand gesture. She heard a whisper in her ear, “Trust me.”

Colleen seemed taken aback, clearly not expecting the proposal. She pondered for a moment, her financial woes flashing briefly in her mind. The lack of students weighed heavily on the dojo's funds. "It's not a normal request," she began slowly. "But considering the current enrollment, I think it's possible." She then named the price, one thousand dollars a month, each. Tyson considered it a fair rate, yet reflective of the intensive training.

Tyson nodded. "We can manage. I'll find a night job if I have to."

Colleen looked them over, "And do you have a place to stay?" she asked, the genuine concern evident in her tone.

Tyson had a confident gleam in his eyes as he replied, "We have that covered."

She remained skeptical, doubting if these two could truly handle everything they were getting into. But she chose to keep her concerns to herself. Instead, she simply nodded. "Alright then. I hope to see you soon."

Tyson gave a deep bow to Colleen. "Thank you for the lesson. It was truly an enlightening experience."

Illyana opted out of the customary bow. But she did dip her head in acknowledgment, "Yeah, thanks," she added in a surprisingly genuine tone.

Colleen smiled in return. "It was a pleasure teaching both of you. Remember what you've learned today."

The door chime sounded as Tyson and Illyana stepped out into the streets of Chinatown. The sun painted the skyline in hues of amber and pink, a gentle reminder that evening was approaching. Tyson’s stomach rumbled audibly, and he chuckled. “Hungry?”

Illyana rolled her eyes, but answered, “Always.”

He led the way to a cozy-looking restaurant, the aroma of sizzling dishes inviting them in. As they settled at a table, Tyson made eye contact with their server and summoned his illusion powers. He was subtly manipulating the man to ensure that when the bill came, the costs would be covered in a way that didn’t cause him trouble. He ordered a generous spread of dishes for them, each one more delicious-sounding than the last.

Illyana leaned in, whispering conspiratorially, "You sure we can afford all of this?"

Tyson just laughed. He winked and replied, "Don't worry about it."

As the sounds of the bustling restaurant surrounded them, Tyson leaned in, capturing Illyana’s attention with a serious expression. 

"Alright, here's the plan," he began.

She raised an eyebrow, intrigued. "Oh? Since when did we start planning things?"

Tyson sighed, "Since we've been on our own, we've pretty much been winging it. Just hoping things will work out. If we keep taking shortcuts, using my powers like this," he gestured vaguely around the restaurant, "we’re bound to slip up. It’s only a matter of time before we draw unwanted attention."

Illyana smirked, picking up an appetizer and taking a bite. "So, what's the master plan?"

"We need stability,” he pressed on. “A place to call home, a regular income." As Tyson laid out his thoughts on a more permanent living situation, a sudden realization crept across Illyana's face. Her usually sharp and witty demeanor softened, a faint blush coloring her cheeks. She hesitated for a split second, her blue eyes searching Tyson’s for some hidden meaning.

"You want to make a home... with me?" Illyana's voice was almost a whisper, a mixture of surprise and vulnerability, her Russian accent more pronounced.

Tyson was momentarily caught off guard. Illyana's words hinted at something deeper. He hadn't intended to imply anything about the nature of their relationship, but as he looked into her eyes, he realized he wasn't entirely opposed to the idea.

"That wasn't exactly what I meant," Tyson started, choosing his words carefully. He took a deep breath, and with a sincere tone added, "But, I enjoy being with you. And if you feel the same way..." His voice trailed off, leaving the sentiment unspoken, yet palpable between them.

Illyana's eyes held a mixture of surprise and consideration. The usually confident and often sarcastic mutant found herself in unfamiliar emotional territory. The implication of Tyson's words was something she hadn't anticipated, yet it stirred something within her. The clinking of dishes and the soft murmur of conversations surrounded them. As the server set down their plates, Illyana leaned back, taking a sip of her drink. "So," twirling a strand of her blonde hair she asked, "what did you have in mind?"

Tyson took a moment, collecting his thoughts. "First things first, we need to find a place to live. Hotel hopping has been... adventurous," he chuckled, thinking of the various hotels they'd been in over the past days, "but we should pick one and set up a more long-term residence."

Illyana raised an eyebrow, her interest piqued. "And how do we do that?"

Tyson smirked, "Some hotels offer high-level employee perks; reserved rooms, access to special lounges, and such? We make ourselves appear as such employees. That way, we get food, shelter, laundry, and everything. It's a bit of a cheat, but it'll provide us with the stability we need."

He paused, his eyes searching Illyana's for a sign of approval. "Plus, if something ever happens and I'm not around temporarily, you'd still be taken care of."

Illyana mulled over the idea, taking a bite of her food. "It's sneaky," she said after a moment, a sly grin forming on her lips, "I like it. We'd have a… home. And it beats running around the city with no fixed address."

Tyson chuckled, relieved. "I had a feeling you'd be on board."

Illyana, picking up a fork, looked at Tyson, "Why the dojo?" she probed. "Out of all places... why there?"

Tyson thought back on recent events, "Since I woke up in that truck, I've felt like a punching bag. I've been in fights almost non-stop," he admitted, running a hand through his hair. "And I'm not winning as many as I'd like."

Illyana tilted her head, "You're not exactly a pushover."

He chuckled weakly. "I have memories, techniques, entire lifetimes of fighting stored in my head thanks to Sabertooth. But when it comes down to it, I'm constantly scrambling, reacting more than acting." Illyana was about to retort, but Tyson continued, "And you," he said, his gaze intense, "you have that magic sword of yours. It's powerful, sure. But without proper training, it's just a sharp object. You need to wield it, not just swing it."

Illyana's pride was evident in the slight stiffening of her posture. "I've managed so far."

Tyson leaned forward, the urgency clear in his voice. "We can't rely on 'so far', Illyana. Magneto's probably plotting as we speak. Stryker might be off our backs for now, and then there's..."

"Azazel," Illyana hissed, her distaste for the name palpable.

Tyson nodded grimly. "He's a master with that rapier of his. You need to be more skilled to stand a chance against him."

Silence enveloped the table for a moment. Illyana's fingers tightened around her fork, her eyes clouded with thoughts of battles past and those yet to come. Finally, she nodded. "Fine," she conceded. "We train." A teasing lilt was added to her voice, “Are you sure it isn’t because you think Colleen's cute?"

Tyson nearly choked on his drink, eyes wide as he sputtered, "What? No!" 

Illyana tilted her head, a smirk playing on her lips. "Hmm, I wonder if you have a type." 

Tyson looked at her with a mix of confusion and wariness. "A type? What are you talking about?"

She waved her fork around casually, "Well, you do seem rather... fond of Jubilee."

Tyson's eyebrows shot up, his voice dripping with disbelief, "You think I have a thing for Asian girls?"

Illyana clapped her hands in mock delight, "Yes, that's it!"

Tyson's face turned a shade redder. "But... I'm with you, aren't I? What's your point?"

Illyana leaned in, her smirk growing wider. "Isn't a part of Russia in Asia?"

Tyson brought a hand to his forehead, groaning. "I can't believe we're having this conversation." 

A pressing question weighed on Illyana's mind. Taking a sip of her drink, she looked over at Tyson, her blue eyes searching his. "How are we going to afford the lessons? We've been scraping by as is."

Tyson, leaning back in his chair, smirked and asked, "Remember that massive bull statue we passed?"

Illyana's brow furrowed, recalling the huge bronze statue in the Financial District. "Yeah, the Wall Street bull thing? What about it?"

"That area," Tyson started, gesturing with his hands, "is overflowing with money, Illy. I was thinking I might try my hand there."

She raised a skeptical eyebrow, the corner of her lips twitching. "You? In a suit?"

Tyson waved a dismissive hand, laughing lightly, "Not exactly. But, there are countless jobs and chances to make money. I'll find a way."

Illyana considered his determination, and her worries momentarily quelled. With a sigh, she said, "Alright, if you say so." Illyana's eyes snapped to his, feigning annoyance. "And don't call me Illy. I hate that nickname."

Tyson leaned forward, pretending to ponder deeply. "How about... Yana?"

She snorted, "Sounds like a pop star or like I should be dancing in a ballet or something."

He smirked, "I wouldn't mind seeing that. How about... Ana?"

She squinted at him, "That's just lazy. Next, you're going to be calling me 'I'."

Tyson chuckled, holding up his hands in defeat, "Alright, alright. I'll stick to Illyana then.”

The atmosphere in the restaurant grew softer as the evening progressed. As the last remnants of their dessert sat on the table, the flickering candles painted their faces with a gentle glow. Tyson's demeanor shifted to something more vulnerable. He placed his hand atop Illyana's. To anyone else, it would've looked like a simple, intimate gesture. But she felt no accompanying pull on her life force, letting her know it was an illusion crafted by his powers. His eyes searched for something within her own. "Illyana... Are you truly okay with everything? With all of this? I feel like... like I've been dragging you into my chaos. I want to make sure this is what you want."

She studied him for a moment, letting the weight of his words settle. "Tyson, after Xavier's Institute, I didn't have a clear path in mind. You know that. Staying there to help teach? Or trying to navigate college applications? That's not me. At least not right now." He nodded, swallowing hard as he continued to hold her gaze. Illyana squeezed the illusionary hand, wishing she could feel the warmth and weight of his actual hand. "This adventure? It's been wild, unpredictable, and honestly? More fun than I expected. I'm happy, with you."

He exhaled a breath he didn't realize he'd been holding, relief flooding his features. "Thank you, Illyana. I just... I want to make sure you're never feeling trapped or obligated."

She smirked, her trademark mischievous glint returning to her eyes. "Trust me, if I wanted out, you'd know."

With a chuckle, Tyson replied, "I believe that. Well, now that we’re full. Want to find a nice place and move in together?"

Illyana raised an eyebrow, a playful smirk on her lips. "Well, that escalated quickly. Moving in together? Are you sure you're ready for that level of commitment?"

Tyson chuckled, leaning back in his chair. "We've been through a lot together. We've fought side by side, and we've had each other's backs in the toughest of situations. In a way, we've already been living together, just... without a fixed address."

She tilted her head, pondering. "You make it sound so romantic – 'living without a fixed address'. Most people call that being homeless."

He laughed, "Well, we've had quite the untraditional journey so far. I just thought... maybe it's time for us to have a little normalcy. A place we can call home. A safe haven."

Illyana sighed, looking out of the window for a moment before turning back to him. "A home does sound nice. Somewhere to return to after a long day. Somewhere to hang my... sword?"

He nodded, "Exactly. And besides, I think we’re due for a bit of stability."

She leaned in, narrowing her eyes playfully. "Alright, but only if you promise not to leave your dirty socks everywhere."

Tyson grinned, "Deal. But you have to promise not to bring any demons home."

"Deal!" she said with a laugh.

And with that, the two set out to find a place to call home. Tyson and Illyana walked side by side, their footsteps in sync as they strolled back toward City Hall Park. Glancing over, they spotted a luxurious Four Seasons hotel. With its grand entryway and a revolving door, it beckoned them over, suggesting an elegance that was inviting. As they walked in, the high, vaulted ceiling, gilded with hints of gold, captured the essence of luxury. Large crystal chandeliers hung majestically, each crystal meticulously polished, scattering prisms of light that danced across the marble floor, reflecting intricate patterns. To one side, a grand, sweeping staircase adorned with plush, deep red carpet led to the second floor. Seating areas, scattered around the lobby, featured plush velvet sofas and armchairs which sat atop hand-woven rugs. Every corner whispered sophistication; from the curated pieces of art that graced the walls to the discreet, uniformed staff that moved silently, ensuring the perfection of every detail. Towards the back, a large, polished mahogany desk acted as the reception, where staff, looking impeccable in their tailored suits, attended to guests with a level of care and discretion only seen in establishments of this caliber. The ambient music which was a soft blend of classical and contemporary filled the air.

Without missing a beat, Tyson confidently strode toward the reception desk. Behind it stood a young woman with neatly pinned-up hair, her smile a practiced blend of cordiality and professionalism.

Before she could greet them, Tyson locked eyes with her, subtly activating his illusion powers. "I'd like to speak with the manager," he stated calmly.

She blinked, seemingly finding something reassuring in his gaze. "Of course, sir. One moment, please."

A few moments later, a sharply dressed man approached them. His suit was crisply tailored, his shoes polished to a shine. "Good evening. I'm Mr. Lawrence, the floor manager. How may I assist you?"

Again, Tyson employed his gift, locking eyes with the manager. "Is there a higher-level manager available?"

Mr. Lawrence appeared momentarily caught off guard but soon regained his composure. "Well, I'm in charge of the daily operations here. However, our hotel administrator, Ms. Carter, oversees the larger scope of management. Would you like to meet her?"

Past the grand lobby and the serene indoor fountain, the duo found themselves standing outside an ornate wooden door, the nameplate reading "Ms. Carter - Hotel Director." The door opened, revealing a large, elegant office that had the same air of understated luxury as the rest of the hotel. Sitting behind a sleek mahogany desk, Ms. Carter looked up, her sharp eyes assessing the two young people before her. She was a tall, poised woman with a stern countenance, her black hair pulled into a tight bun, and a single strand of pearls around her neck. "How can I assist you today?" she asked, her tone professional.

Tyson didn't waste a moment. As soon as their eyes met, he activated his illusion power. 

A woman opened the door and entered the room. 

The hotel director, Ms. Carter, straightened up, stern expression shifted to one of sudden realization and respect. She addressed the newcomer, "Ms. Taylor! I didn't expect the Four Seasons CEO to be paying a visit. What can I do for you?”

"Ah, Ms. Carter," Kathleen Taylor began, “I apologize for arriving unannounced.” Ms. Carter assured her it was no problem. The CEO continued, “This is my nephew Tyson Smith, and his fiance, Illyana.”

Tyson, playing along with the illusion he had cast, said, "We'd like to spend some time in New York and were hoping to reserve your finest suite for the foreseeable future. And I want the utmost discretion." Illyana tried to hide a smirk, impressed by Tyson's audacity.

Ms. Carter, now saw him as a distinguished corporate VIP of the Four Seasons chain, "I apologize for not recognizing you immediately, Mr. Smith. It's an honor to have you here.” she said, her fingers deftly moving across her computer keyboard. "We have our Empire penthouse suite available for just such situations, it takes up half our top floor and offers panoramic views of the city and every amenity you might require. I'll ensure your stay is as comfortable and private as you wish."

Ms. Taylor chimed in, "And ensuring any room charges are written off as corporate expenses would be appreciated."

Ms. Carter's fingers paused on the keyboard, her eyes widening slightly at the request but quickly regained her professional composure. "Of course, Mr. Smith," she responded, turning her gaze back to the computer screen. "I'll arrange for all charges to be billed directly to the corporate account."

Illyana, still maintaining a facade of nonchalance, leaned in slightly. "We appreciate your discretion, Ms. Carter," she said, her voice carrying a hint of a Russian accent. Her eyes darted between Tyson and Ms. Carter, a mixture of amusement and intrigue dancing in them.

Ms. Carter nodded her attention still partially on the computer. "Is there anything specific you require during your stay? Any particular preferences or needs?"

Tyson glanced at Illyana, then back at Ms. Carter. "Privacy is our primary concern," he said, his tone firm yet polite. "Beyond that, we trust your judgment to provide the best Four Seasons has to offer."

Ms. Carter, now fully in the role of an accommodating host, looked up from her computer with a smile. "I'll have someone show you to the suite right away. And rest assured, your stay here will be nothing short of exemplary."

As they were escorted towards the elevator, Illyana whispered to Tyson, "I can't believe that worked." 

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

The Empire Suite at the Four Seasons Downtown in Manhattan was nothing short of a masterpiece. It had a magnificent panorama of the city through floor-to-ceiling windows, bathing the entire suite in a golden hue. The open-concept living area was expansive, with plush beige sofas adorned with rich, patterned throw pillows, a pristine glass coffee table, and modern art gracing the walls. The space was large enough to host a small party, with a long walnut dining table that could easily accommodate ten guests. Crystal chandeliers hovered above, casting their radiant glow. To the left was a kitchen with stainless steel appliances and glossy black countertops. Nearby, a media room boasted the latest audio-visual equipment, waiting to deliver entertainment. Perhaps the most impressive feature was the master bathroom, which felt more like a mini spa. It was adorned with white marble, a deep soaking tub with views of the city, and a rainforest shower. The office held a sturdy mahogany desk, with a high-back leather chair. Shelves lined with books and curios gave it a personal touch and a modern desktop computer gleamed under the ambient lighting.

It was at this desk that Tyson sat, studying the map of Manhattan with the city's skyline stretching behind him. Illyana, having just awoken, walked in with her characteristic swagger, her blonde hair tousled from sleep.

"Morning," she yawned, leaning against the doorframe, taking in the sight of Tyson and the room around her.

Tyson looked up, offering a warm smile. "Morning, sleepyhead. How did you find your first weekend in our home in the sky?"

Illyana stretched and smiled as her eyes scanned the suite. "Feels a bit too posh for a couple of misfits like us, doesn't it?" she teased. "It's weird that the club's just next to us, but I didn't hear any of the usual club noises all weekend. Nice soundproofing."

Tyson glanced up from his notes, nodding in agreement. "Yeah, they've designed this place well."

Illyana turned back to him, her blue eyes curious. "So, about your job search... What’s the plan.”

Tyson hesitated for a moment, his gaze drawn to a particularly imposing tower further uptown. "You know," he began, his voice thoughtful, "I've been thinking about it some more. Instead of Wall Street, maybe I'd visit one of the major corporations headquartered here in Manhattan."

Illyana, with her platinum blonde hair and piercing blue eyes, looked at him quizzically. "Why the sudden change in plans?"

He pointed in the direction of the towering structure that caught his eye. "See that? That's Oscorp's tower. It's further uptown and has way more visibility than any other building. I'm considering heading up there, maybe do a little scouting."

"Oscorp? Of all places?" Illyana raised an eyebrow, "What's pulling you there? Looking for some high-tech toys?"

Tyson shook his head, "No, it's not that. It's just... I have this feeling. Call it a gut instinct or whatever." He met her gaze steadily. "I can't explain it, Illyana. But something tells me that there's more to Oscorp than what meets the eye."

The early morning sunlight washed over Oscorp's massive structure, giving the glass exterior a glistening hue. Tyson positioned himself at a nearby coffee stand, a block from the entrance. It was the perfect vantage point, allowing him to observe without drawing too much attention.

He watched as employees hurriedly made their way into the building, ID badges swinging from their necks. They were a mix of young and old, all dressed in professional attire. The tech giant had a reputation for attracting the best talent, and by the looks of it, that reputation held.

Every so often, someone would step out for a quick coffee break or to catch a breath of fresh air. Tyson seized these moments as opportunities. Striking up casual conversations, he'd subtly probe for information. 

"Morning! Seems like a busy day at Oscorp," he remarked to a young woman waiting for her cappuccino.

She smiled politely, her eyes darting to his attire. Tyson was dressed in casual clothes, giving off the vibe of a tourist. "Always is. New projects, deadlines... the usual corporate stuff."

Tyson continued his approach, blending in seamlessly as he engaged with several more employees. In each conversation, Tyson used his illusion power to gather insights. The employees, under the influence of his power, shared details about their work with a sense of pride. However, Tyson couldn’t help but notice a cautious tone in their voices, hinting at deeper, more complex dynamics at play within the company.

His interactions had piqued his curiosity about the inner workings of the tech giant, but he wasn't keen on forcing his way into a position. The risk seemed too high, especially considering the other opportunities that New York presented.

The city was a hotbed for various underground activities. Gangs, crime, and other less-than-legal means of making money were rampant, offering avenues that could be exploited without causing harm. Moreover, he hadn't completely given up on the idea of using his illusions to secure a high-paying job in the finance sector. The prospect of effortlessly waltzing into a lucrative position using his powers was still appealing. It was a safer, potentially more profitable route.

With these thoughts in mind, Tyson decided to step back from Oscorp for now. He would bide his time, exploring the various facets of the city and perhaps its darker corners, all while keeping the option of a cushy finance job as a viable backup plan.

Since Times Square was nearby, Tyson walked over for a look before heading back to the hotel. Neon signs flashed, and enormous electronic billboards streamed advertisements for everything from the latest blockbuster movies to brand-name clothing. The constant thrum of activity was punctuated by the sounds of traffic, pedestrians chatting, and street performers trying to earn a few dollars. 

Tyson stepped into the sea of people, allowing himself to be carried along by the crowd. He glanced up at the buildings, looking for any signs of difference between this Marvel universe and his memory. However, aside from a few ads for Stark Industries and Oscorp, it felt disappointingly familiar. With a resigned sigh, he headed south, enjoying the familiar feel of the city. The sights, sounds, and even smells of NYC were a comforting backdrop to his thoughts. 

Several miles into his walk, a corner pizzeria with a sign reading ‘Bleecker Street Pizza’ stopped him in his tracks. 

The name rang a bell, but he couldn't place where he'd heard it before. Its rustic red-bricked exterior and the aroma of freshly baked dough beckoned him inside. Inside, the warmth of the oven and the sound of soft conversations surrounded him. The walls were adorned with photos of celebrities who had visited, along with countless awards the pizzeria had earned over the years. He approached the counter and ordered a slice of their signature margarita pizza. As he bit into the cheesy goodness, Tyson scanned the room, searching for any clues as to why the name was so familiar. The slice was decent, but it was the name of the place that kept nagging at his mind.

He pulled out his trusty map of Manhattan, tracing a route with his finger. Spotting Bleecker Street's connection to Broadway, he realized he could follow it back to the hotel. Setting the map down, Tyson took one last look around the pizzeria, hoping something would click. Unfortunately, it remained a mystery.

With his pizza done and the map folded away, Tyson exited the pizzeria, letting the city's ambiance envelop him once more as he made his way back to the hotel. The bustling streets of Manhattan were a labyrinth of turns and crossings, but none as peculiar as the six-way junction where Bleecker Street met 6th Avenue. He hesitated for a moment, watching as the locals navigated the intersection with ease. Shrugging off the mild embarrassment, Tyson continued his walk. The savory smells of restaurants wafted through the air, and the magnificent facades of high-rise condos towered overhead. But none seemed to pull at Tyson's memories like Bleecker Street Pizza did.

Just as he was getting lost in thought, he froze as he nearly walked past a particular building. His eyes widened, and his heart raced as he looked up at the facade. The shock was evident on his face, and for a moment, the bustling city around him faded into a mere whisper. The building stood out to Tyson like a beacon. 

The New York Sanctum.

It was an old, stately structure that looked slightly out of place amongst the modern architecture of the city. Built from worn white stone, the Sanctum had tall, narrow windows with intricately designed lattices. Above it, close to the roof, was an arcane symbol etched into the window, a circular design with intertwining lines shimmered faintly, as if there was some latent energy pulsing from within.

A shit-eating grin was plastered to Tyson's face. Every instinct told him to go knock on that door. But he couldn't, not without Illyana. This was their shared adventure, he wouldn’t move forward without her at his side. He glanced up, noticing the orange hues of the sun in the sky. The clock was ticking, and it was already 7 p.m. He couldn't waste any more time; Illyana had to see this! With that thought, Tyson pivoted on his heel and launched himself into a swift run, zooming through the streets, weaving past pedestrians and dodging the occasional taxi, heading straight for the hotel.

Bursting through the doors of the hotel, he made his way to the nearest phone. He picked it up, dialing the concierge. As the phone rang, he tried to catch his breath and calm his racing heart.

"Good evening, Hotel concierge. How may I assist you?" came a crisp voice from the other end.

"Hey, I need a recommendation," Tyson began, trying to sound casual despite his evident excitement. "What's the best tea place in lower Manhattan? Something special, something... unique."

There was a brief pause on the other end as if the concierge was contemplating the perfect suggestion. "Ah! I would recommend 'McNulty's Tea & Coffee Co.' on Christopher Street. It's not your everyday tea place. It has an old-world charm, and they offer a variety of unique blends."

Tyson's grin widened. "Perfect! Thank you!" With the information in hand, he went back out into the streets. Their visit would have to wait until tomorrow. He couldn’t arrive empty-handed.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

The morning sun streamed through the curtains of their hotel room, casting a golden glow on everything. Tyson lay there, counting the seconds, as he listened to the subtle shifts and movements of Illyana stirring from her slumber. He replayed yesterday's discoveries in his mind, the anticipation bubbling within him, almost too great to contain. 

Illyana stretched and gave a slight yawn, her blue eyes blinking open. "Morning," she murmured, her voice raspy from sleep.

"Morning," Tyson replied, his eyes twinkling with mischief. "How was your night?"

Illyana pushed her wild blonde hair out of her face, recalling the quiet evening she'd had. "Good enough. Drank some wine, and watched some crap TV. You?"

Tyson propped himself up on one elbow, trying to keep his face casual, which was harder than he thought. "Oh, you know. Searched for a job. Found the wizards," he said nonchalantly, trying to hide his grin.

Illyana, still waking up, nodded slowly, processing his words. "Mm, that's nice," she replied distractedly, then froze. Illyana's initial look of bemusement turned into wide-eyed astonishment. "You're joking, right?" She sat up quickly, the blankets falling around her. "You found them?"

Grinning triumphantly, Tyson replied, "Thought that might wake you up.” He chuckled, unable to hide his glee any longer. "Yep! I found them."

Illyana sat up, her excitement mirroring Tyson's. "Let’s go!"

            

    
        Arc 3 - Ch 5: New York Sanctum

    
    
    
    
                Date: Tuesday, July 27, 2010.

Location: 177A Bleecker St. Greenwich Village, Manhattan, New York

The warm morning sun glistened off the stone facade of the New York Sanctum. The wooden doors loomed ahead and the occasional passerby would glance over curiously before moving along, clearly unaware of its significance. Tyson stood with his head tilted up, taking in every inch of the building. He had been so eager to introduce himself and Illyana the day before, but now, doubt seemed to cloud his features. He fidgeted with his shirt collar, taking deep breaths, clearly trying to steady himself.

Illyana's piercing blue eyes darted between the entrance and Tyson, "What's got you so spooked?" she rasped.

"It's just... I mean... yesterday, I was so sure about this. But now," Tyson hesitated, glancing sideways at Illyana, "I don't know how to approach them."

Illyana snorted, "Oh, so the Great Illusionist is scared of a few wizards? Who would have thought?"

"Sorcerers. Please don’t call them wizards. And it's not that," Tyson protested. "It's just... I don't know the proper way to introduce ourselves."

Illyana rolled her eyes, clearly exasperated. "Why are you overthinking this?" she muttered. Without a second thought, she strode up to the massive wooden doors and gave a loud, confident knock.

Tyson's eyes widened, and he blurted out, "Wait!" But it was too late. 

The grand doors creaked open, revealing a tall, bald, black man. He wore a sleeveless yellow robe with intricate patterns embroidered on the sides. His eyes darted between the two visitors, a hint of curiosity evident. 

Before Illyana could open her mouth, Tyson, in a hasty attempt to break the ice, stepped forward with a smile that bordered on awkwardness. "Good morning," he began, holding out a bag of freshly baked bagels, "we brought bagels."

The man's eyebrows rose slightly, his gaze resting on Tyson as if questioning his sanity.

Trying to recover from the awkward introduction, Tyson added, "And... uh, tea," holding a bag from the high-end tea shop a few blocks away.

Illyana rolled her eyes, clearly unimpressed with Tyson's attempt. She stepped forward with her usual confidence. "What he's trying to say is we're here to see the Grand Wizard."

Tyson's face paled. Realizing her faux pas, he quickly yanked his sleeve over his hand and, in a slightly frantic move, covered Illyana's mouth with it. He whispered through clenched teeth, “Of all the things to say.” Facing the man with a look of sheer panic, Tyson quickly corrected, "She meant the Sorcerer Supreme. Uh, the Ancient One.” Tyson took a breath and calmly said, “We're here to see the Ancient One if she'll have us... please."

The man's stern expression cracked ever so slightly, his eyes glinting with amusement. He glanced between the two, taking in Tyson’s nervous, expectant face.

A soothing voice echoed from within the Sanctum, one Tyson found familiar. "Oh, stop torturing them, Master Drumm. You've had your fun."

Master Drumm stepped aside. As Illyana confidently strode in, she tossed a "thank you" over her shoulder, her tone dripping with her signature sarcasm.

Tyson hesitated, looking between Illyana and Master Drumm. Holding up a hand, Drumm raised an eyebrow and said, "Grand Wizard? Really?"

Tyson's face reddened, "Sorry," he mumbled, "she's not American. She doesn't get how fucked up that was." He gave an apologetic shake of his head, sighing deeply.

Master Drumm, clearly entertained by the exchange, chuckled softly. "It's alright," he said. With that, he gestured for Tyson to follow Illyana inside.

They stepped over the threshold, to the entry foyer of the New York Sanctum. The floor beneath them was polished to such an extent that their reflections were clear. In the center of the foyer, a staircase reached up, adorned with brass railings that gleamed in the ambient light. 

Off the entry foyer, a room beckoned Tyson and Illyana. The walls were lined with dark, polished wood. The room's ambiance invoked a sense of calm and solitude. At the center of the room was a table with two empty chairs on one side and another occupied by the Ancient One, as if she’d been expecting them.

She sat, pale-skinned and bald, with an aura of timeless wisdom, her frame appearing simultaneously delicate and strong. Thin, arching eyebrows framed deep-set eyes. Her face, though unmarked by the passage of time, carried an air of profound experience. Every feature, from the slight upturn of her nose to the graceful curve of her lips, retained an ageless quality. She wore a long, flowing robe, and around her neck hung a pendant.

She looked up from a worn tome, her wise eyes meeting theirs, a serene smile gracing her lips. Beside the table, sat a steaming pot of water and a stack of tea cups.

Illyana stopped in her tracks, staring at the Ancient One. "You're a woman?" she blurted out, genuine surprise evident in her tone. "Well, that's unexpected. I always picture wise, old, wizards as being men with long white beards."

The Ancient One merely chuckled, "Expectations can be limiting, my dear."

Tyson felt a rush of embarrassment flood his cheeks. He was regretting not having come alone the previous day when he discovered the Sanctum. Maybe he could have avoided such an awkward situation.

Illyana added, "Didn't mean any offense. Just, you know, the stories paint a different picture."

The Ancient One, still with a gentle smile, responded, "Stories have a way of changing with the teller. Now, come. Sit. I have been expecting you both."

Tyson handed over the bag with the tea to Master Drumm, which he acknowledged with a slight nod. The room was thick with the scent of freshly brewed tea as Master Drumm meticulously poured the golden liquid into cups. 

The Ancient One looked towards the tea with a soft smile. "Thank you, Master Drumm, for preparing the tea," she began, then turned her gaze to Tyson, "And to you for providing such a thoughtful gift."

Swallowing his nervousness, Tyson bowed slightly, "Thank you for seeing us, Ancient One."

She tilted her head in acknowledgment and looked at them both, her eyes shimmering with curiosity. "So, what brings you both to my doorstep?"

Illyana, never one for hesitance, leaned forward, her voice dripping with annoyance, "We had a run-in with Azazel. I assume you know of him since he thought we were sorcerers. He decided to crash my realm, Limbo." She scoffed, "Since he made the assumption, figured we'd seek you out."

Tyson cleared his throat, taking a moment to steady his voice. "We should've probably started with introductions," he began, his eyes glancing between The Ancient One and Illyana. "I'm Tyson and this," he motioned to Illyana, "is Illyana Rasputin." Illyana raised an eyebrow, leaning back in her seat but not interrupting. "We are... or were, students under Professor Charles Xavier, at his institute." He paused, taking a deep breath as the weight of their recent battles pressed upon him. "We first encountered Azazel not too long ago. Working together, we managed to fend him off. But..." 

Illyana took over, her voice carrying a tone of frustration, "He came back, and this time he's brought along many demonic allies." She leaned forward, her blue eyes fiery with determination. "We've dealt with our share of problems, but this... This is something else. Azazel’s not playing games. He has magic and confused Tyson for a sorcerer, so here we are."

The Ancient One's face remained impassive, her fingers gently cradling the teacup as she listened to their story. The silence that hung in the room was almost palpable as she took a moment to sip the brew thoughtfully. Once done, she placed the cup gently on the table. "I’m aware of Azazel and his recent activities in Limbo," she began, "Charles Xavier and I have crossed paths in the past. He reached out after your initial confrontation with the demon."

Tyson's eyes lit up, the realization dawning on him. He snapped his fingers and pointed at The Ancient One, "Oh! That's right! Professor X did mention contacting someone about this. I just didn’t put two and two together." 

Tyson looked at The Ancient One expectantly. Her gaze, however, was directed towards Illyana. "So, now that we've established our connections," she began, her voice gentle yet probing, "what exactly do you want from me?"

Tyson met The Ancient One's gaze squarely. "Training," he stated simply. "We need to be better prepared for what lies ahead."

Illyana jumped in, her voice edged with desperation, "And to drive Azazel out of Limbo once and for all."

The Ancient One leaned back, her calm demeanor never wavering. "As Sorcerer Supreme, it falls upon me to protect Earth from threats emerging from other dimensions. Azazel is certainly one such threat."

Illyana's eyes lit up, hopeful. "So, you'll help me reclaim my realm?"

The Ancient One's voice was gentle but firm, "My duty extends to Earth, Illyana. Limbo, as much as I sympathize, is not within our realm's jurisdiction."

Illyana's face twisted in frustration, the weight of her predicament weighing heavily on her. She turned to Tyson, her voice laced with bitterness, "Training? That's all we came here for? More training?"

Before Tyson could respond, The Ancient One continued, her voice soft yet compelling. "You both possess incredible potential." Her gaze shifted to Tyson, eyes sharp and probing, "But you should know, the path of the mystic arts is not without its sacrifices. To learn our ways comes at a cost."

Illyana shot back, "How much? If it's money you need, we can find a way."

Tyson shook his head slowly, an expression of grim understanding on his face. "I don't think it's that kind of cost."

Illyana's eyes blazed with anger and confusion. "What then?" she demanded, her patience thinning.

The Ancient One regarded her calmly, her gaze unwavering. "The cost of your training, Illyana, can only be paid after you drive Azazel from Limbo," she stated in her composed and measured tone.

Illyana's hands clenched into fists, her voice rising in frustration. "What kind of twisted game is this? We come to you for help with that very task, and you turn around and offer to help us only if we complete it?"

Throwing her hands up in exasperation, Illyana muttered a sharp curse in Russian. To her surprise, The Ancient One responded fluidly in the same language. 

Illyana took a moment, exhaling deeply to calm herself. The Ancient One waited, patient yet curious. "What exactly is Limbo?" she finally inquired.

Illyana's gaze turned distant, reflecting a deep emotional bond. "It's my safe space," she replied, her voice softening. "My dimension."

The Ancient One turned her thoughtful gaze towards Tyson. "You should know," she began, her voice filled with expectation. "Where do Sorcerers draw their power?"

Tyson hesitated for a split second before he responded, drawing on his meta-knowledge. "From other dimensions," he answered.

The Ancient One gave a nod of approval before directing her gaze back to Illyana. "Your connection to Limbo makes you unique. While most of us must pull from other dimensions for power and face the limitations and... drawbacks," her eyes shifted subtly to Tyson, hinting at an unspoken understanding, "for you, that connection offers an essentially limitless source. You can draw from it without facing those same restrictions."

Illyana's brows knitted together in confusion. "I don't understand the problem," she voiced, trying to grapple with the information, "this all sounds good."

The Ancient One’s gaze remained steady and patient. "The problem, Illyana, lies with Azazel and all the demons in Limbo. Should you start drawing power from Limbo while it remains tainted by these entities, you risk transforming into a demon yourself."

Illyana's eyes widened, her face contorted with a mix of anger and frustration. "Then, like I said, you can't help me," she spat out bitterly. She paused, letting the weight of the conversation sink in before her eyes darted to Tyson. "But you mentioned my cost," her finger pointed accusingly at Tyson, "What's his?"

The Ancient One's lips curled into a mysterious smile as she took a sip of her tea. "I cannot say. His cost cannot be paid until after yours is," she responded, her tone enigmatic.

Illyana's impatience bubbled to the surface, her eyes darting between Tyson and the Ancient One. "Why are we still here?" she snapped, "She can't teach us. She won't help us fight. What's the point of even learning magic if we can't use it to fight Azazel?"

The Ancient One, ever poised, extended her hand towards Tyson, palm up, fingers slightly curled. "Would you shake my hand?" she asked softly, her eyes never leaving his.

Illyana tilted her head slightly, suspicion clear on her face, while Tyson hesitated. "Are you sure about this?" he asked, uncertainty evident in his voice.

"Quite sure," the Ancient One assured with a calmness only she possessed.

With a cautious slowness, Tyson extended his hand, fingers wrapping around her hand. Illyana, and perhaps Tyson himself, anticipated a surge of energy, memories, or some magical connection. But there was nothing. Just a simple handshake.

Illyana's gaze flitted between the two, her brow furrowed. "Is this an illusion?" she demanded.

Tyson pulled his hand back, still somewhat stunned. He shook his head slightly, "No. But...how?"

The Ancient One unclasped the pendant from around her neck. Its intricate design seemed to shimmer ever so slightly, a hint at its latent magical power. "We can imbue objects with magic," she began, holding the pendant between her fingertips, "to alleviate some of the pressures on ourselves. For this pendant, I've employed two enchantments: Sheltered Vitality and Death Ward. One neutralizes your Ability Drain, and the other counters your Energy Drain. Together, they neutralize your unique power."

Illyana's eyes darted to the pendant, a glimmer of hope within them. "Can I have that?" she asked, her usual bluntness apparent.

The Ancient One passed the pendant to Illyana but added a cautionary note, "Regrettably, the enchantment isn't permanent. The materials used can only sustain the magic for about twenty minutes."

Illyana turned the pendant over in her hand, inspecting it closely. "Twenty minutes? Can you make it permanent?" she asked.

The Ancient One sighed softly, "Yes, it's possible. But as with many things in life, it comes at a cost." She paused for a moment, letting the weight of her words settle. "To craft that pendant, it took materials worth approximately 16 thousand dollars. That, or in this case because it's a single-use item, 16 days of continuously investing magical energy. If you want a pendant or ring with a permanent enchantment, you're looking at around 369 years of magical investment, or 392 million dollars for the materials."

Illyana's eyebrows shot up, clearly taken aback by the hefty price tag. "369 years?" she questioned, disbelief evident in her tone.

The Ancient One's lips curled into a subtle, knowing smile. "That was merely one method," she said softly. Standing gracefully, she moved closer to Illyana, "If I may?" she asked, extending her hands slightly.

Illyana hesitated for just a moment. Then, with a curt nod, she consented.

The Ancient One began moving her hands in intricate patterns. Bright, ethereal lines started weaving in the air, intertwining and expanding. The once-simple lines became mesmerizing patterns, a shimmering, iridescent dance of colors and symbols that seemed both ancient and otherworldly. The spellform's complexity grew, spiraling and glowing brighter and brighter. As the Ancient One gently touched Illyana's chest. The radiant spellform descended upon her like a cloak of luminescent starlight. It wrapped around her, encasing her momentarily in its brilliant glow before sinking seamlessly into her very being. The room was momentarily cast in a softer, golden hue before everything returned to normal. 

Drawing back, the Ancient One met Illyana's eyes. "Go ahead," she encouraged, nodding towards Tyson. "Take his hand." As Illyana reached out hesitantly, the Ancient One added, "That was the Death Ward spell. For the next seven minutes, Illyana, you will remain unaffected by Tyson's life drain. Tyson, while you will still gain her memories and abilities, I promise, you won't harm her."

The weight of the Ancient One's words hung in the air, and a profound silence settled over the room. Illyana and Tyson's eyes met, a cascade of emotions passing between them. Hope, fear, longing, and perhaps… love. In that instant, they didn't need words; their eyes said it all.

Hesitatingly at first, they inched closer. Illyana's fingers trembled as they reached up to touch Tyson's cheek. He responded by placing a hand gently at the nape of her neck, drawing her in. Their foreheads touched first, a gentle collision of souls basking in the safety and warmth of each other's presence.

And then their lips met, a delicate brush at first as if testing the waters. But as seconds passed, their kiss deepened, growing more passionate and fervent. Every pent-up emotion, every ounce of longing they had held back, poured into that kiss. Their embrace tightened as if trying to merge into one. Time seemed to stop, and all that mattered was the here and now.

When they finally pulled apart, they rested their foreheads against each other's, breathing heavily. Their eyes remained closed, savoring the aftermath of their shared moment. The world around them faded, leaving just the two of them, intertwined in an embrace that had been denied for far too long.

The silence that filled the room was broken by the Ancient One's soft voice, "Time is nearly up."

Illyana's face softened, her eyes reflecting gratitude. "Thank you," she murmured with sincerity. "Really."

Beside her, Tyson was overwhelmed. The sensation of touch, unmarred by his power, left him almost breathless. "Thank you," he managed, his voice fragile, laden with emotion.

Illyana tilted her head thoughtfully, and her earlier frustrations subsided. "Why offer us a glimpse of something we can't have?" she asked, curiosity evident in her tone.

The Ancient One, with her perpetual air of calm, began to explain. "What I displayed to you is a mere glimpse of potential. Tyson," she motioned gracefully towards him, "you came with aspirations to grasp the intricacies of magic. And Illyana," she looked directly into the young mutant's eyes, "you arrived with a mission to defeat Azazel."

As she spoke, a spellform began to glow and take shape in the air, illuminating the room with its intricate patterns. She then gestured towards Illyana's amulet, which gleamed in response.

"You assumed that without sorcery, Azazel remains unbeatable. Your challenge," she continued, her gaze unwavering, "is to prove this belief wrong. What you see before you, this spell and that amulet, are merely two solutions to a singular problem. While the way of sorcery might be barred to you now, another route exists to defeat Azazel. Discover it, tread its path, and then magic will be yours to wield."

The Ancient One lowered her hands, the sparkling spellform fading into the air. "However, in five weeks, this Sanctum will be sealed to you."

Illyana's eyebrows knitted together in confusion. "Five weeks? Why so specific?" Her frustration was evident. "So, what you're saying is, I have to defeat this demon, reclaim my dimension, and come back here, all in less than five weeks? Just to have a chance at learning sorcery?"

The Ancient One met Illyana's fiery gaze with a calm demeanor. "Yes. Challenges often present themselves in tandem. Life rarely gives us the luxury of facing one obstacle at a time."

Illyana crossed her arms, her tone dripping with sarcasm. "Oh, how very insightful of you." Illyana sighed, her sharp edge softening just a bit. "Alright. Five weeks. I'll do it." She paused, her resolve clear as she looked at Tyson. "I have to."

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

The golden hue of the morning sun painted the streets of New York as Illyana and Tyson exited the Sanctum Sanctorum. The city's relentless pace surrounded them, but for a moment, they felt detached, processing everything they had just experienced.

"How is it even possible?" Illyana mused, her voice tinged with frustration. "To feel like I've learned so much and yet... nothing at all?"

Tyson glanced at her, taking a deep breath. "It's like... when you learn that each star in the night sky is like our sun. You suddenly realize just how much of the universe you don't know."

Illyana sighed, looking at the ground. After a moment, she looked back up at him, her gaze serious. "What do you think we should do?"

Tyson stopped walking and turned to face her. "Look, the Ancient One believes we can take on Azazel, so there must be a way. Training at the dojo is a start. It'll sharpen us, prepare us." He paused, running a hand through his hair. "But let's be real, five weeks won't close the skill gap between us and him. We need... something more."

"Like more allies?" Illyana suggested. "The X-Men?"

He shook his head firmly. "I don't want to involve Xavier unless the world's ending. And putting our other friends in the crosshairs with Azazel?" He shuddered at the thought. "You saw how quick he was, trying to kill me."

Illyana nodded, her face clouding with worry. "So, what? We're on our own?"

Tyson hesitated, then with a slight smirk said, "Well... maybe Logan."

Illyana raised an eyebrow, "Wolverine? That could work." She mused. Illyana added confidently, "My brother will help. He can be discreet."

Tyson asked, "And how exactly do you plan on contacting him?"

Illyana shot him a quizzical look, her tone dripping with dry humor, "His cell phone, genius."

"Right," Tyson murmured, making a mental note. He'd forgotten that just because smartphones were uncommon at this point, didn't mean cell phones didn't exist. He seriously needed to get a phone, he thought.

The two continued to walk. Illyana held up the pendant the Ancient One had given her earlier. A mischievous glint in her eye, she teased, "Well, if nothing else, we do have twenty minutes." She swung the pendant playfully. "Any ideas on how you'd want to spend it?"

Tyson's face flushed slightly, caught off guard by her flirtatious suggestion. "Twenty minutes... It's just not long enough," As he considered their situation, Tyson's thoughts raced, connecting dots that seemed obscure moments ago. He froze, his eyes wide, a realization dawning.

Illyana noticed the change and turned to him, brow furrowing in a mix of concern and curiosity. "What's wrong?" she asked, her voice taking on a slightly impatient tone typical of her.

Tyson looked at her, excitement gleaming in his eyes. "The spell," he began, his voice trembling with urgency. "We hugged, Illyana. For seven minutes."

A small smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. "Yeah, and it was nice," she remarked, a teasing tone evident.

But Tyson was in no mood for light banter. His voice elevated in excitement as he exclaimed, "Not just that! Because of that hug, I have your power now. For seven hours!"

Illyana's playful demeanor disappeared, replaced by a look of dawning comprehension. Her powers, combined with Tyson's unique abilities, had been key in driving off Azazel the first time. "Wait, so you mean..."

He nodded fervently, "Exactly. If there was ever a time to take the fight to Azazel, it's now. With both of us having your powers at full strength, we have a chance."

A fierce determination settled over Illyana's face, her stance shifting into one of readiness. "Then let's not waste any time," she said. 

"Do you know how to get back to the institute?" he asked, brows furrowing slightly in concern.

Illyana gave him a look that was half-amused, "Kind of," she replied, her tone casual. "Just go north. If we get lost, pop into the sky and follow landmarks. Easy." She shrugged, as though navigating through the vast city was just another mundane chore.

He nodded, appreciating her confidence, though he knew her nonchalant exterior often masked the depth of her thoughts. "Call your brother," he instructed. "Get him and Logan on board. We'll pick them up at the train station."

Illyana's gaze lingered on him, noticing the tense line of his jaw and the distant look in his eyes. "Okay," she agreed slowly, "But what are you going to do?"

Tyson exhaled, his expression solemn. "Getting some supplies. We need to be prepared." His gaze met hers, intensity evident in his eyes. "Then I'll meet you there."

Illyana watched him for a moment, the strength and determination evident in his stance. With a resolute nod, she used her power to their penthouse to use the phone. When she arrived he was already at the computer looking something up. By the time she got off the phone, Tyson was already gone.

Tyson focused on his surroundings, heeding Illyana’s advice to guide him. He summoned the energy to teleport, and in the next instant, he was standing atop a nearby building. He looked around, using the vantage point to gauge his direction. The wind ruffled his hair as he blinked rapidly, teleporting from one building to the next, moving swiftly northwards. His teleports were precise, ensuring he jumped less than a quarter mile each time, but doing so in rapid succession allowed him to cover vast distances in mere seconds. The city blurred beneath him until the familiar curve of upper Manhattan came into view. His eyes locked onto Interstate 87, and he adjusted his trajectory.

As Tyson reached Yonkers, he slowed his pace, searching intently for the location he'd researched earlier. It took him about 15 minutes of zigzagging across the area, but finally, he saw the sign he was looking for.

He stopped in front of the establishment. The gun shop's windows were dark and covered with crisscrossing metal bars. Without hesitation, Tyson reached for the door handle. He knew that every step was leading him closer to the ultimate confrontation with Azazel. And he had to be ready.

            

    
        Arc 3 - Ch 6: The Battle For Limbo

    
    
    
    
                Date: Tuesday, July 27, 2010.

Location: Xavier Insitute, Scarsdale, New York

The common area of the Xavier Institute buzzed with low conversation as several students lounged around or discussed assignments. Close to the kitchen entrance, Colossus sat with a sketchpad, his metallic fingers creating delicate lines and curves. He enjoyed drawing, and it was difficult for him to do so while transformed. However, the exercise was his way of practicing his control and fine motor skills while in his metallic state. A distinct, tinny ringtone broke his concentration. 

He shifted out of his metal form to avoid damaging another cell phone. Pulling out the device, he saw Illyana’s name flashing on the screen and answered, immediately, "Illyana? Is everything alright?"

Jubilee who sat a few meters away reading a graphic novel, lifted her head at the mention of Illyana's name. She pretended to be engrossed in her book, but her ears were focused on the conversation.

"Piotr, I need your help," a touch of desperation seeped through Illyana’s voice.

“What happened? Are you safe?” Colossus's brows furrowed with concern.

“We're safe for now. But we can't handle this on our own. Azazel... he’s making his move. Limbo has been invaded again, this time he has allies."

Colossus repeated questioningly, “Azazel is back?”

Jubilee’s eyes widened. She knew of Azazel from Tyson’s recounting and recognized the danger.

Illyana continued, "I need backup. Where's Logan?"

“Why do you need Logan?” Colossus asked, hesitating.

“He’s a fighter. Tyson respects him and thinks he’ll come to help.” Illyana’s voice held an edge of urgency.

“I’ll get him,” Colossus promised. “Stay safe. I’ll call back soon.”

He ended the call and stood up, heading in search of Wolverine.

Jubilee waited for a moment, biting her lower lip. Concern for Tyson and the danger of Azazel, caused her to make up her mind. She couldn’t stay behind and wonder. She needed to help. Placing her graphic novel down, Jubilee snuck after Colossus. She tiptoed after him, staying hidden behind corners and larger decorations.

Colossus found Logan in a secluded alcove. His rugged face was focused on a cigar. Colossus cleared his throat, "Logan."

Logan looked up, “Peter. What’s up? I promise I wasn’t going to smoke it here.”

Colossus ignored his comment, and that Logan had mispronounced his name, "Illyana called. She and Tyson are in trouble."

Logan immediately stopped what he was doing, his eyes narrowing. "What did she say?"

"She said they decided to confront Azazel. They're going in together against him and a horde of demons. I told her I’d help, but she said Tyson suggested asking if you were willing to join them.”

Logan grunted, standing up, "That kid is always biting off more than he can chew."

Colossus nodded solemnly, “She asked specifically for you, Logan. She said Tyson trusts you."

Logan smirked, “That kid. Got a lot of nerve.” He took a moment to consider, then nodded, "Alright. I'm in." The two turned to exit the Institute heading towards the train station.

Jubilee watched them from her hiding place. She started sneaking after them, keeping to the shadows and ensuring she was never too close to give herself away. However, Logan's heightened senses picked up on her presence almost immediately. The scent of bubblegum and sparklers drifted to his nose. A slight smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth. He was not about to reveal her, not after Tyson commented about him and Ororo just before he left.

As Wolverine and Colossus arrived at the train station, they immediately spotted a familiar face. Illyana’s blonde hair stood out as they approached. Relief was evident in Colosus’s eyes as he swiftly closed the distance and wrapped his sister in a warm embrace. "Illyana," he murmured, pulling back to inspect her. "Are you alright?"

She gave a small smile. "I've seen better days, big brother." Turning to Logan, she stepped forward and gave him a brief hug. "Logan. Thank you for coming. Tyson will be glad to see you."

Logan nodded, his eyes scanning the surroundings. "Always got your backs. Now, where's the boy wonder?"

Almost as if on cue, a bright flash of white light erupted. When their vision cleared, Tyson stood there, a large duffel bag slung over one shoulder. “Logan, Piotr,” Tyson greeted with a nod, then smirked. “Thanks for joining the party.”

Colossus frowned, glancing at the duffel bag. "What’s in there?"

Tyson shifted the bag’s weight, “Supplies.”

Logan's nostrils twitched, and his eyes narrowed slightly. "Guns?"

Tyson smirked, “Good nose.”

But then Tyson’s nostrils flared, catching a whiff of a familiar scent. Logan's grin widened, almost wolfish. Tyson's eyes scanned the surroundings, settling on a particular corner. "You can come out. I know you're there."

With her position revealed, Jubilee hesitantly stepped around the corner, her face a mix of defiance and nervousness. She gave a sheepish smile, “Guess I’m not as sneaky as I thought.”

Tyson gave Logan a knowing look before he walked over to Jubilee, his face softening. To her surprise, Tyson reached out, seemingly ruffling her carefully styled hair. Jubilee’s eyes widened slightly, she let out a small yelp, swatting at him in mock irritation. "Hey! Watch the hair!" She stopped suddenly, her eyes darting to where his hand had just been. "Wait... you touched me! How?”

Tyson laughed, “I’ve been practicing. Using the illusions. I didn't actually touch you."

Jubilee huffed, but her eyes shimmered with a mix of awe and curiosity. "So, what have you and Illyana been up to?"

With a casual shrug, Tyson responded, "Oh, you know. Caught a couple of flights, and hopped from one hotel to the next. Met some wizards, getting ready to battle a few demons." He paused, glancing at Illyana with a teasing glint in his eyes. "You know, just the usual stuff."

Jubilee folded her arms, trying to look stern but her playful nature broke through. "Wizards and demons huh? Need any help? I can tag along."

Tyson's demeanor shifted. The levity in his eyes was replaced with a gravity that bore down on Jubilee. He slowly shook his head. "Not this time, Jubes. I'm sorry."

She frowned, "But—"

He cut her off, "Azazel means business. Last time we squared off." He drew an X on his chest with his fingers over where his heart was. "Stabbed me right through the heart."

He gestured towards Logan and Colossus. "They'll survive something like that." Tyson then turned his gaze back to Jubilee, his eyes filled with a mix of protectiveness and pain. "You won’t."

"Hold on, Tyson," Illyana said with her eyes locked onto Jubilee.

Tyson turned, an objection ready on his lips, but Illyana was already moving. She walked up to Jubilee and, in an uncharacteristically warm gesture, linked arms with her. The movement was so fluid that it left little room for protest as she started to guide Jubilee away from the group. Tyson watched them go. He looked over at Colossus and Logan, silently pleading for backup. But Colossus simply raised an eyebrow, an amused look crossing his metallic face. Logan, meanwhile, took a deep draw from a cigar, the ember glowing brightly. He simply gave a non-committal grunt, seemingly content to let things play out.

Tyson sighed and raked a hand through his hair. "Great," he mumbled.

Meanwhile, away from earshot of the men, Illyana and Jubilee stood facing each other. Illyana’s blue eyes searched Jubilee's. "Look, thanks for coming. I know you're mostly here for Tyson," she began, her tone softer than usual.

Jubilee blinked in surprise, clearly not expecting this. She started to speak, but Illyana held up a hand.

"I treated you like crap when we were at the Institute." Illyana continued with a trace of regret in her voice.

Jubilee nodded slowly, her expression thoughtful. "Yeah, you did."

Illyana chuckled dryly. "Trust me, I know." A pause stretched between them, the past momentarily bridging the distance. Then, with a sly glint in her eyes, Illyana added, "I also know you have a thing for my boyfriend."

Jubilee's face turned a deep shade of red, her eyes wide. "I— What? I don’t—”

"I see the way you look at him. It’s always been like that. Since the moment he arrived at the institute." Illyana’s tone was candid yet oddly gentle, "He spent his nights with me, you know. But his days?" She leaned in closer, "His days were with you."

Jubilee's brows furrowed, her eyes narrowing. The implications hung heavily between them. But before she could retort, Illyana continued, "He cares about you. A lot. He might not say much, and might not let it show, but I see it. The way he looks at you, the way he worries. Trust me, I know Tyson."

Jubilee looked down, her face a mix of embarrassment, confusion, and guilt. Illyana took a step closer, her gaze softening. "But you showed up. That means a lot. More than you probably realize." She sighed, her voice tinged with a hint of melancholy. "None of the other girls from the Institute ever made such an effort for me. So, thank you."

Jubilee blinked, taken aback by the unexpected gratitude. She opened her mouth, perhaps to say something conciliatory, but Illyana beat her to it.

Leaning in conspiratorially, Illyana whispered with a smirk, "But between you and me? Tyson's never gonna let you tag along. He cares too much to let you get hurt."

Jubilee swallowed and gave a slight, sad nod. Her usually vibrant face held a somber expression. After a moment of contemplation, she lifted her chin, making eye contact with Illyana. "Look, I get it," she began, trying to hide the tremor in her voice, "You guys have been through a lot… But I've seen what Tyson can do with other mutants' powers. With Jean, he took on Magneto, and with your help, he faced down Azazel. Just think of the possibilities with mine."

Illyana's brow raised skeptically, a playful challenge evident in her eyes. "No offense," she drawled, "But what are a few sparkles going to do against a legion of demons?"

Jubilee's cheeks reddened, but she squared her shoulders, meeting Illyana's gaze head-on. "They aren't just sparkles," she retorted defensively, her hands balling into fists, tiny lights flickering between her fingers. "They're explosions. And with focus, I can make them a lot bigger than you've seen."

Illyana's eyes traveled to the dancing lights in Jubilee's hands, then slowly trailed back up to meet her eyes. The playful smirk on Illyana's face turned into a broader, more sinister grin. "Explosions, you say?" she mused, almost purring the words. "Now that we can work with."

Illyana raised her voice, "Tyson, come here."

Tyson turned his attention from Logan and Colossus to find Illyana beckoning him. Wolverine simply tilted his head towards the two women and made a 'go on' gesture with his hand. "Looks like you're being summoned, bub," he teased.

Tyson rolled his eyes, shaking his head. He approached Illyana and Jubilee, "What's going on?"

Jubilee stepped forward, "Listen," she began, her voice filled with urgency. "I want to help. I know you think it's too dangerous, and maybe it is, but..." she took a deep breath, steadying herself, "...if you won't let me come with you, at least take my power. Make it count."

Illyana crossed her arms giving Tyson a challenging look as if saying, 'What will you do now?' Her tone was soft as she explained, "It hurts, you know," she murmured.

Jubilee raised an eyebrow, "Doesn't look like it hurts you."

"Not me," Illyana whispered, eyes darkening, "Everyone else."

Jubilee squared her shoulders, steeling herself. "I can handle it," she insisted, shooting Tyson a desperate look that screamed, 'Trust me.'

Tyson rubbed the back of his neck, "You'll be safer this way. I'm good with it if you're sure." He paused, turning his gaze to Illyana. "But if I'm taking her power, you have to give me the time to make it count. If it's as destructive as I imagine, you can't be anywhere near. I'll need five minutes without worrying about friendly fire."

Illyana crossed her arms, narrowing her eyes. "If you're going to do this, promise me something."

"What?" he asked, wary of her intensity.

Her voice filled with steel. "No banter. No mercy."

Wolverine chuckled from behind them, "That's more like it." Colossus simply nodded, agreeing silently with Illyana's sentiment.

Tyson gathered everyone closer, "Here's the plan." He pointed a finger towards Jubilee. "I touch Jubilee for five seconds. That'll give me five minutes to cut loose with her power."

Jubilee tried to look determined, but her eyes revealed her anxiety.

Tyson then gestured towards Illyana, his face tightening with concern. "When I go, take her back to the institute so we know she'll be safe. I need those five minutes. After that? Portal in with the cavalry."

Wolverine grunted, cracking his knuckles. "So what should we expect?"

Tyson explained. "Magic traps, demons, and all sorts of shenanigans. Azazel won't make it easy. He can teleport like Kurt too. But nothing I came in contact with there couldn't be hurt by your claws." he smiled grimly, "I'll clear as much as I can with Jubilee’s power."

Illyana remarked, "Alright, we all get it." She glanced between Jubilee and Tyson. Turning to Logan and her brother, she suggested, "Let's give them a minute, and we'll start when they're ready. Go guard the guns or something."

Wolverine raised an eyebrow but said nothing, and with a nod, Colossus replied, "Understood." They both moved away, leaving Jubilee and Tyson in their private bubble.

Jubilee looked earnestly at Tyson, her voice filled with concern. "It was hard leaving you behind. I knew you'd be okay, but we just... left you. In the middle of nowhere. We had no idea where you were going or if we'd ever see you again."

Tyson's eyes softened, his gaze distant. "I couldn't come back to the institute. Still can't. There are reasons."

"Whatever it is, the professor will forgive you," Jubilee insisted, her voice hopeful.

Tyson took a deep breath, the weight of his choices apparent in his eyes. "Maybe. But I took advantage of him. On principle, I can't just accept handouts from him after that. My idea, what I did... it's too soon to tell if it even worked. Years from now, perhaps we can talk about it, but I'll never live at the institute again."

Jubilee's face fell, the pain of his words evident. Tyson tried to console her, "We're almost set, you know, with a more permanent place to live. Once this Limbo mess is sorted, I promise we'll talk." 

Jubilee took a moment to process this, a million thoughts and emotions playing across her face. The weight of uncertainty pressed down on her. She let out a heavy sigh, pushing aside the chaos of feelings to focus on the task at hand. "Alright," she said, her voice firm. "Are we doing this or not?"

Tyson stepped closer, the weight of what was about to happen pressing down on both him and Jubilee. The atmosphere was charged with anxiety and anticipation, but before the tension could become unbearable, Illyana piped up, "Hey, it's her first time. Be gentle."

Jubilee was caught off guard and blushed a deep crimson, but she grasped onto the momentary levity. She batted her eyelashes exaggeratedly at Tyson and playfully leaned in, her voice dripping with faux sultriness, "She's right, you know. It'll be my first time being touched like this." Slowly, she slid off her yellow gloves, revealing her delicate fingers, and placed them on Tyson's face. As their skin made contact, a sudden rush of energy flowed between them.

She was a lonely child to two prosperous Chinese immigrants who hardly had time for her between business meetings and overseas trips. When her mutant power manifested, fearful whispers and pointing fingers followed her down the halls of her elite boarding school. She chose to escape the mounting pressures and incessant bullying by running away. She relied on her wit, agility, and powers, often resorting to stealing to survive on the streets of Los Angeles. The X-Men discovered her, and the institute became her sanctuary, her new family. For the first time, she didn't feel alone or out of place and her personality shone as bright as her powers. Her experiences had given her a blend of youthful exuberance, resilience, and independence, yet left a yearning for connection.

As Tyson connected with Jubilee's memories, a cascade of emotions and images rushed into his consciousness.

Curiosity.

Tyson recalled Jubilee’s feelings when he first stepped foot into the institute and she led him on the tour of the institute. She studied him, trying to figure out the enigma that he presented.

Sympathy.

Then came the memories of an understanding that only someone who had been through their fair share of struggles could offer. Tyson experienced Jubilee’s feelings from when he’d revealed his power and its harrowing side effects to her. She responded not with fear or disdain, but with compassion.

She saw past the powers, past the facade, Tyson realized. The memories shifted again, this time to their shared moments, little snippets of time when they laughed, confided, and just... existed together. She liked me for who I was, quirks and all.

Jealousy.

But it wasn't all pleasant. He felt a twinge of what lurked whenever he spent time with Illyana. She wanted to be closer, to be the one he confided in.

Loneliness.

There was a profound sense of loss when he decided to leave. She felt like she was back on the streets, alone in the world.

Jubilee's eyes widened in panic and pain, her breathing grew rapid, but determination held her in place. The cold, numbing sensation of Tyson's power made her entire body shudder with the sensation of impending doom. Yet, she held her hands steadfastly against Tyson's face, bracing herself against the anguish and deepening abyss that threatened to consume her.

Jubilee's grip began to weaken, her energy waning. Sensing this, Tyson gently removed her hands from his face. His eyes, now filled with gratitude and understanding, locked onto hers. "Thank you," he whispered.

Without another word, he turned and stepped through a swirling portal, its center revealing an unmistakable gateway to Limbo. The portal closed behind him, leaving Jubilee standing there, her knees buckling from the exertion. Illyana, for once looked genuinely concerned. She moved quickly to support Jubilee.

Time passed differently within Limbo. With her free hand, Illyana opened a portal, high in the dimension’s sky, to ensure their time was synced. She called Piotr over, “Stick your hand through here.” He looked at her skeptically. She ensured in a tone that hid her uncertainty, “It will be fine.”

With a series of quick jumps, Illyana's teleportation ability whisked them away, depositing them in the familiar surroundings of her old room at the Institute. The room felt like a forgotten relic, untouched since the chaos of the invasion. It seemed like so long ago, but it’d been less than two weeks since the institute was invaded. There was so much damage to the rest of the mansion that noone had gotten to examine her room yet. A few of Illyana's trinkets still lay scattered on her desk from her hurried exit.

Illyana's eyes, usually so guarded and fierce, softened with concern as she took in Jubilee's pale complexion. She guided the slight girl into the bed. Jubilee offered no resistance, her strength sapped by Tyson's power. She groaned, her voice barely above a whisper, "You weren't kidding, that felt horrible. I imagined weakness, maybe some nausea... But that? That felt like I was dying."

She slowly turned her head, locking eyes with Illyana. "You said earlier that you knew how I felt about Tyson. So why are you being nice to me now?" She questioned, a hint of vulnerability creeping into her tone.

Illyana leaned back, crossing her arms and regarding Jubilee coolly. "Because," she began, choosing her words carefully, "he's now fully aware of your feelings."

"What? How…" Jubilee's eyebrows knitted together as understanding dawned, “He has all my memories, he knows what I went through, and how I felt.”

Illyana's gaze was distant, her usual confidence replaced by a raw vulnerability. "There are things about my past, that I've locked away, deep inside. I hadn’t told anyone, even my brother doesn’t know everything," she began, her voice tinged with the pain of memories long buried. "When I was younger, I was taken. They wanted to use me; to sell me to the highest bidder. But my powers emerged just in time, and I escaped that horrid fate." She took a deep breath, trying to find the right words. "Growing up, as I became a woman, I felt the natural urges, like everyone else. But after everything I went through, the idea of being close to someone, especially a man, was... tainted. It scared me." Her eyes glimmered with a hint of tears, "But then Tyson came along, and somehow, around him, things felt... different. I didn’t have to hide what happened to me or be ashamed of my past. When I touched him, he saw everything I experienced. There isn’t another person who could understand me better than him."

Jubilee's heart ached as she listened. "Illyana, I'm so sorry. I thought my life on the streets was tough, but what you went through..."

Illyana shook her head, silencing her. "I don't need pity. It's the past, and I've learned to cope. But there's something else." Her expression grew solemn. "Limbo, it's not just a place. It's a part of me. When we use your power against Azazel, it's like you're helping to heal a piece of my soul. You wanted to help, to save me from the darkness. Regardless of your motivations, today you are my hero.."

Jubilee was taken aback. She opened her mouth, trying to form a response, but words failed her; she’d been left speechless. Illyana leaned in, "Thank you again, Jubilee." She leaned down, placing a gentle kiss on Jubilee's forehead. "Rest now, you did your part." And with those parting words, Illyana vanished in a flash of light, leaving Jubilee alone with her thoughts.

~~Rogue Replacement~~

From the vantage point of the jagged cliff, Tyson could see the sprawling castle being built in Limbo's chaotic terrain. The reddish sky and the castle's eerie structure created an atmosphere of dread. Tyson invoked his illusion power, masking his presence. He delved deep into Jubilee's memories and images flooded his mind. 

Jubilee, much younger, experimenting with her powers in a dimly lit room; her joyous laughter as she created tiny sparkles in the palm of her hand; the intense focus as she tried to generate bigger, more controlled bursts; the night skies lit up with her miniature fireworks, leaving spectators in awe. 

Yet, in all those memories, her power remained controlled, never reaching its full potential. Maybe a 3/10 of her total potential.

Tyson aimed his hand towards the castle's outer wall, he visualized the power scale he had constructed in his mind. As he recalled Jubilee's practices, he decided he wouldn't just mimic them. He needed more. Much more. Pushing aside any reservations, he dialed her power up to 8 out of 10.

From his outstretched hands, a radiant stream of plasmoid energy shot out, more concentrated and forceful than anything Jubilee had ever produced. The brilliant energy beam roared like a fiery dragon, surging towards the wall. The impact was catastrophic, the castle wall vaporized upon contact, leaving a gaping hole amidst a cloud of dust and debris. The sheer power of the blast sent shockwaves through Limbo, shaking its very foundation.

A grin spread across Tyson's face. In a split second, he teleported just outside the now-broken wall, his feet barely making an imprint in the ash below before he raised both hands. He drew deep from the reservoir of Jubilee's power. Twin streams of scintillating energy roared forth, vaporizing walls and structures with ease. Every release of her power was accompanied by a thunderous boom, resonating like a war drum across Limbo.

That powerful sound acted like an alarm, drawing in the demons. They came in droves, charging and roaring, but as they neared Tyson, they were effortlessly consumed by the raw power he wielded, disintegrating into nothingness.

Suddenly, amidst the chaos, Azazel appeared. With a mocking tone dripping with arrogance, he began, "You've returned, Nameless One…"

But Tyson promised Illyana he wouldn't hold back, and wouldn't banter. Without letting Azazel finish, he swiftly turned the full force of Jubilee's power on him. Azazel's eyes widened in surprise and the mighty demon lord disappeared in a swift puff of smoke just before he would have been engulfed in the brilliant blaze.

Azazel made it his mission to frustrate Tyson's efforts, teleporting around him in an attempt to strike with his lethal blade. But Tyson shared Illyana's innate connection to Limbo. It gave him a heightened sense of his surroundings, allowing him to detect the nuances of Azazel's teleportation. Each time Azazel vanished, leaving a swirl of dark energy in his wake, Tyson would already be a step ahead. Sensing where Azazel would reappear, Tyson adjusted his aim accordingly, targeting the spot moments after Azazel manifested. When that wasn't enough, Tyson tapped into Illyana's teleportation abilities, repositioning himself to cause maximum havoc. But Tyson never lost sight of his true mission amidst the cat-and-mouse chase.

Wreak as much destruction as possible.

Drawing on Jubilee's explosive energy, Tyson obliterated wave after wave of demons. They charged, hoping to overwhelm him, but ended up vanishing into blinding light before getting close. The castle, once a looming structure of dread, was steadily reduced to rubble under Tyson's relentless assault. Towers crumbled, walls shattered, and courtyards were razed.

Throughout the battle, Azazel attempted to break Tyson's concentration, lunging with his rapier and teleporting rapidly. But Tyson possessed both Jubilee's explosive power and Illyana's connection to Limbo and managed to keep the devil at bay. Vilsteth, the faceless demon that saw through Tyson's illusions, joined Azazel. The demon's unique ability to merge with stone made it an evasive target. Each time Tyson directed Jubilee's explosive energy towards Vilsteth, the demon seamlessly flowed into the nearest stone structure or the ground itself, becoming one with the rock. By the time the explosion hit, Vilsteth had already traversed through the stone, avoiding the attack and re-emerging ready to strike.

Tyson's surroundings became a treacherous maze. Every rock, every wall might hide Vilsteth. And Azazel was still relentless in his teleporting attacks. Yet, Tyson managed to fend off both adversaries. He danced around Azazel's teleportation stabs and anticipated where Vilsteth might emerge, all the while using Jubilee's powers to destroy any demon that dared to approach.

But the tide of battle took a sudden turn. The explosive power Tyson relied on waned, its radiant bursts cut out with a flicker.

Azazel and Vilsteth sensed the shift, their confidence growing as Tyson lost hold of Jubilee's explosions. The demons advanced, taking advantage of this unexpected change. Tyson could feel the weight of the battle shifting, the odds now stacking against him.

The ebb and flow of battle took a sharp turn as Vilsteth continued using its unique capabilities. Every time Tyson attempted a direct attack on the demon, Vilsteth seamlessly melded into the stone terrain, evading the assault. Previously, Tyson could use the explosions to destroy the stone, but now, it was like battling a ghost. Unable to destroy the stone, Tyson was surrounded, every surface a vector the demon could attack from. Vilsteth re-emerged unpredictably, sometimes from the walls, other times from the ground beneath Tyson's feet, catching him off guard. Its claws, sharp and forged of stone, lashed out, slashing Tyson's skin. Oddly, these cuts, while painful, didn't activate his absorbing power. It was as if the demon’s stone anatomy was immune to Tyson's life-drain ability.

The relentless assault by Vilsteth kept Tyson off-balance, each swing and slash was aimed not just to harm Tyson but to divert his focus.

And Vilsteth's assault was a successful distraction. In the backdrop, Azazel was preparing darker and more dangerous magic. As Tyson fended off Vilsteth's rapid strikes, Azazel's voice began a chant, low and haunting. The ground beneath them quaked slightly, and black, inky tentacles erupted from the stone. They snaked around Tyson's limbs, pulling and constricting. Each tentacle felt cold and void of life, sapping his strength.

Desperate, Tyson tried to access Illyana's teleportation power to make a quick escape. But the tentacles held him firmly, their grip unyielding. Every time he thought of a location to teleport to, the tentacles tightened, disrupting his concentration and preventing his escape. Tyson was trapped, his powers restrained by Azazel's dark magic.

Azazel, with a smug grin stretching across his face, stepped closer to the restrained Tyson. His voice dripping with malicious amusement, he said, "Feel like talking yet? It's quite a sight, seeing my beautiful castle in ruins and my minions turned to dust. They did toil so hard. But then, you bring me such a delightful consolation prize."

Gasping in pain, Tyson managed to ask, "What are you talking about?"

"That fragment of Limbo that now resides in you," Azazel replied, his eyes glittering with greed. "It's like a beacon, calling out to me."

The devil's fingers began to dance in the air, hinting at an incantation. "All I need is a simple ritual. Once complete, the fragment shall be mine, and I shall reign supreme over Limbo."

Azazel's laughter began to echo around them, a chilling sound that would send shivers down the spine of any mortal. But then, something unexpected happened. Tyson began to laugh too. It was hearty and genuine, contrasting sharply with Azazel's sinister chuckles.

Taken aback, Azazel's laughter ceased as he squinted at Tyson, trying to decipher the meaning behind the unexpected mirth. Just as he was about to question Tyson, there was a sudden display of raw power. Using his strength, Tyson was finally able to tear through the tentacles that had bound him. The spell Azazel woven around him dissipated like smoke.

With a defiant glint in his eyes, Tyson faced the devil and said, "It won't work. Your plan is doomed from the start."

Azazel was unaffected by Tyson dispersing his spell. The devil asked, his voice dripping with condescension, "And pray tell, what flaw do you see in my plan?"

As the last word left his lips, the very air seemed to warp, and from the distortions, a portal took shape. The portal revealed Colossus and Wolverine ready for combat. They stepped into Limbo, eyes focused on the threat at hand. Tyson saw Illyana through the portal, still standing near the train station. She looked in, evaluated the situation, and closed the portal.

Vilsteth wasted no time. Its stone-like claws extended, and the demon lunged toward Wolverine and Colossus. The ground shook as the three met in a collision of power and fury.

Tyson turned his gaze back to Azazel. With a smirk, he said, "That fragment of Limbo you're so eager to obtain? It's not permanent. It's an echo, a shadow of the real thing."

Azazel's eyes narrowed, attempting to decipher if Tyson spoke the truth or merely sought to deceive him. His expression contorted with rage. "Then, there's no more use for you," he sneered. "Perhaps your death will coax out the true Mistress of Limbo."

Meanwhile, Tyson felt a familiar presence. Above them, the swirling portal shifted positions, indicative of Illyana's power. However, Illyana herself did not come through. Instead, the portal remained open, as if watching, waiting.

Azazel lunged towards Tyson. Tyson dodged and parried Azazel's attacks with his hands, the slices healing over nearly instantly. In return, Tyson sliced at the devil with his claws, attempting to grab hold of Azazel. Azazel, however, was no novice. He teleported out of range and countered with his magic, conjuring a quickly cast shield to protect himself from Tyson’s touch.

The landscape of Limbo echoed with the sounds of the battle. The ground trembled, dust and debris flew as the powerhouses duked it out.

"Alright, rock-face," Wolverine growled, a glint of excitement in his eyes. "Let's dance."

Colossus's organic steel skin reflected the red hues of Limbo. "Stay alert, Logan," he warned, positioning himself between Wolverine and Vilsteth.

Vilsteth, showing off its agility, lunged at Colossus, its stone claws aiming for the metallic mutant. Colossus deflected the first swipe with a heavily armored arm, but Vilsteth swiftly maneuvered to his side, aiming another blow.

Meanwhile, Wolverine dashed with feral speed, trying to flank the creature. As he lunged, claws extended, Vilsteth melded into the ground, disappearing. Wolverine's claws struck stone, sending sparks flying.

"Crafty little--" Wolverine started, but before he could finish, Vilsteth reappeared behind him, slashing down with a swift motion. However, Wolverine's keen senses allowed him to twist out of the way just in time.

Colossus seized the opportunity, aiming a heavy punch at Vilsteth. The creature, anticipating this, darted to the side, causing Colossus's fist to smash into the ground, creating a small crater.

While Vilsteth was agile and unpredictable, it was the masked demon's unique abilities that ensured neither side could gain a clear advantage.

High above, Illyana's portal pulsed, the window-like opening seemed like Illyana's watchful eye, waiting for the right moment. Tyson knew he had to do something drastic to tilt the balance in their favor. Every clash had Azazel trying to go for Tyson's head or neck. The demon was cunning and had learned from past mistakes. Aiming for the heart wasn't going to get him the victory he craved.

Tyson's thoughts remained on the portal. He realized Illyana was waiting for the perfect moment to strike. He needed to create one for her.

In the heat of their next exchange, Tyson deliberately left himself exposed. The bait was set. And Azazel took it.

Azazel's eyes gleamed with malevolent joy as he saw the opening. He aimed his blade at Tyson's neck. 

"Got you," Azazel whispered, a triumphant grin on his face.

The blade made contact. A gasp left Tyson's mouth as it sliced through his skin and into his neck. Time seemed to slow. From the corner of his eye, Tyson could see Colossus, momentarily distracted from his battle with Vilsteth, horror evident on his metal face.

As Azazel's blade glided effortlessly through Tyson's flesh, blood erupted in a pulse. 

Until an unexpected resistance met its razor-sharp edge. Just when it should have cleaved through the spine, it halted. The adamantium fused to Tyson's skeleton had stopped the demon's weapon.

A moment of sheer confusion flitted across Azazel's eyes, his arrogant grin faltering for the first time. "What?" he murmured, the realization dawning on him.

But Tyson didn't give the demon a moment to collect himself. Seizing the fleeting advantage, Tyson's fingers closed around Azazel's wrist, his adamantium claws piercing the demon's tough skin, making his escape impossible, and allowing Tyson’s palm contact with the demon.

Azazel's face contorted in pain as he felt his very essence being drained away. As Tyson absorbed the demon's life force, he transformed. His skin deepened to a fiery shade of red, and a sinuous tail sprouted from his lower back, swaying menacingly.

"No!" Azazel gasped, feeling the very core of his being siphoned off. But it was too late. With each passing second, more of the demon melded into Tyson.

The infusion of Azazel's malevolence twisted the fibers of Tyson's thoughts, filling his mind with dark intentions and wicked whispers. He reveled in the surge of power flowing through him. The demon's essence coursed through his veins, awakening a hunger for more. Tyson's gaze drifted upwards towards the portal hovering above. Beyond it, he could sense Illyana watching, waiting.

A slow smile spread across Tyson's face. She would be the key to securing his reign over Limbo. With her by his side, none would stand against him. Tyson pictured Illyana at his side, beautiful and terrible, Limbo's magic bending to her will. Together, they would be unstoppable.

Tyson called out to the portal. "Come to me, Illyana," he purred, his voice resonating with confidence and allure. "Join me, and we shall rule this realm as one."

He could feel Illyana's hesitation through the portal. But Tyson knew how to coerce her. With Azazel's charm, he would exploit her most intimate desires and vulnerabilities.

Tyson continued. "I see you, Illyana. I know the darkness that lies in your soul, mirroring my own." He imbued his words with temptation. "Why resist? Embrace your destiny, as I have embraced mine."

The landscape around him began to shift in response to Tyson's connection with Limbo, and the growing darkness in his heart. The reddish sky deepened to a nightmarish hue. Tyson's tail swayed behind him as he declared, "Behold, my kingdom transforms to welcome its new lord. With you at my side, we shall reshape it into a true dominion."

Tyson could sense Illyana's resolve wavering. Her soul resonated with his words. He would ensure she accepted her full potential. "Come, claim your destiny," Tyson commanded, his voice echoing through the unstable realm. The portal flickered in response.

With Tyson distracted by his declarations to Illyana, Azazel attempted to teleport away. But Tyson would not allow Azazel to escape his grasp again. He channeled Azazel's knowledge of teleportation and traveling through dimensions to thwart the demon's escape. As Azazel tried to teleport away, his silhouette blurring for an instant, Tyson instinctively countered. With a snap, they both vanished and then reappeared almost immediately. The two combatants were locked in an intense battle of wits and wills. To the onlookers, they seemed to be stationary. The only evidence of their teleportation duel was the slight distortion of their figures and the faint aura of smoke that surrounded them.

From the corner of his eye, Tyson spotted Vilsteth's form dissolving into the stone, the ground rippling as it swiftly moved toward them. Tyson knew he had mere moments before the stone demon would be upon him. He tightened his grip on Azazel, determined to finish what he had started before Vilsteth could intervene.

Illyana's portal snapped shut. Tyson felt the shift in Limbo. He sensed her presence nearby and anticipated Illyana's timely intervention against Vilsteth. His words, combined with the stone demon's intervention had finally stirred her to join him. But when the familiar shimmer of her teleportation magic flared, she wasn't positioned between them and the incoming stone demon.

Instead, Illyana emerged next to Tyson and Azazel, determination clear in her eyes. Her arm reached out straight and unwavering, her hand inches from the side of Azazel's head. The silence of Limbo was shattered by two booming sounds.

Azazel's eyes went blank. Any malice, determination, or emotion in his gaze vanished. The steady stream of energy Tyson had been siphoning cut off instantly as brain matter and bone sprayed out from the opposite side of Azazel's head.

What was left of Azazel's head lolled. It was then that Tyson noticed the large chunk missing, and the weapon clenched in Illyana's grasp. It was one of the guns he'd picked up after leaving the city.

Illyana had ensured that Azazel's reign of terror was halted, once and for all.

The winds of Limbo suddenly felt even colder. The battlefield, which had moments ago been a swirl of relentless action, came to a standstill. Each of the mutants seemed frozen in place, the reality of what had just transpired taking its time to set in. Illyana's face remained as steely and resolute as ever, but there was an undeniable weight behind her eyes. No quip, no jest, no banter; only the grim expression of someone who'd made a hard choice.

The stone around them remained eerily quiet. Vilsteth never re-emerged from its hiding place within the rocks.

Finally, the silence was broken by Illyana. She exhaled, a breath she didn't even realize she'd been holding. "It's over," she murmured, her voice carrying a hint of relief mixed with sorrow.

Wolverine grunted, his gaze fixed on Illyana. "Didn't see that one coming."

Colossus nodded. "Neither did Azazel," he said in his thick Russian accent.

Tyson, still processing the enormity of what had just happened, managed to find his voice.

Tyson coldly asked, "You... What have you done? Millennia worth of knowledge, all that power, all that magic... gone." The others turned to Tyson. His mismatching yellow and purple eyes narrowed into slits as Limbo's skies turned blood red, mirroring his rage. "I was to be king, with you the queen at my side. And now what? There's no rewind from this..." Tyson stopped, his words sending his thoughts into a spiral. "Unless I attack the Sanctum. I'll take it from the Ancient One. If I bring it back here, it can bring Azazel back. I’ll take his strength as my own and possessing it, my power will stretch beyond infinity."

Illyana approached Tyson. She said calmly, "You're not going to attack the Sanctum." Tyson's eyes narrowed as she spoke, "You are already my king, and I am your queen." She was so close, Tyson could hear her whisper as she wrapped an arm around his neck, "I am my beloved's and my beloved is mine." The line froze Tyson in his tracks. His memories and meta-knowledge came to the forefront of his thoughts as the line resonated with something he remembered from his past life. 'Game of Thrones'. "I am hers and she is mine."

But how could Illyana know that? Tyson's thoughts began to spiral. Thinking of Game of Thrones reminded him of the first time he saw Jean, and thought she was Sansa Stark. Thinking of Jean brought Tyson's thoughts to Jubilee and her gifting him her powers so they could fight Azazel. Then his thoughts came full circle to Illyana who he was about to harm, because of Azazel's insidious, malicious thoughts. Tyson felt his rage replaced by confusion and unease. Illyana's words had stirred something deep within him, awakening memories and feelings from another lifetime. Had she peered into the depths of his mind the way he had done with others? Or did she possess some other means of unveiling his secrets? Tyson searched Illyana's face, looking for deceit or manipulation. But all he saw was openness, compassion, and… regret.

All his thoughts ground to a halt as Illyana stabbed her Soulsword through Tyson's abdomen, angled upward. She placed the blazing sword perfectly to slide under his adamantium ribcage. It pierced his lung and lodged in his heart. The look of betrayal on Tyson's face nearly broke Illyana's heart. 

But then it twisted into a snarl, becoming a murderous mask as Azazel's personality reemerged.

Tyson tried to teleport, tried to use his magic, but the Soulsword lodged in his chest dispersed any power he brought to bear. The weapon held a particular strength against magic, magical creatures, and demons; among which Tyson was now counted. 

Tyson’s adamantium claws emerged to rend Illyana, but Colossus and Wolverine were there, holding his arms out, away from her. His healing factor worked to heal his body, as fast as the Soulsword damaged his insides, but it was only temporary as the weapon was still lodged within his chest.

 "I'm sorry," whispered Illyana. 

The tears running down her face revealed it was the truth. 

            

    
        Arc 3 - Ch 7: Here's Your Papers

    
    
    
    
                Date: Wednesday, July 28, 2010.

Location: 177A Bleecker St. Greenwich Village, Manhattan, New York

The tea room in the New York Sanctum was a cross between a Gothic cathedral and a cozy Victorian parlor. High-vaulted ceilings were supported by intricately carved wooden beams. Elaborate stained-glass windows refract the outside light, casting the room in a dance of muted blues, reds, and golds. In the center of the room stood a grand table, hewn from a single piece of dark mahogany. An intricate silver tea set, rested on ornate coasters, emitting delicate tendrils of steam. The air was filled with the comforting aromas of exotic blends; hints of jasmine, bergamot, and mint.

The Ancient One sat at the head of the table. Her ever-present air of wisdom seemed to add weight to the room. As she lowered her cup from her lips, she asked. "Then what happened?" Her voice was calm, but the curiosity in her eyes was undeniable.

"If Logan and Piotr hadn't been there to back me up, I'm not sure I could have contained him on my own." Illyana said, "Azazel presence in Tyson's mind was strong. Even with my Soulsword, it took all my concentration to keep him from teleporting away while Logan and Piotr restrained him." Illyana absently brushed a lock of golden hair behind her ear. She shook her head before continuing. "But finally, the red left Tyson's eyes. Azazel's appearance, mind, and powers faded away. That's when I knew we had him back."

Illyana glanced over at Tyson, offering a faint, relieved smile. Tyson's gaze momentarily dropped to the intricate patterns on the table in shame before meeting the Ancient One's eyes. "After the battle, we searched the ruins of the castle. With so much of it destroyed, the intact parts were easier to pinpoint and explore." He paused, taking a breath, "They didn't just build upwards. They carved deep into the ground of Limbo, creating a labyrinth below."

The Ancient One raised a questioning eyebrow, "And what of the bodies?" she inquired, her voice calm but carrying an underlying intensity.

Tyson shifted slightly, a sense of closure in his voice. "We didn't find Vilsteth; I assume it retreated. As for Omega Red," he paused a hint of disapproval crossing his face.

Illyana continued, "I had a chat with Omega Red. I released him through a portal to Russia."

Tyson interrupted noticeably unhappy, "With such a long-distance portal, he could be there now, or in the past, or future. Who knows." The Ancient One smiled knowingly. Tyson concluded, "We made a cairn over the remains of Azazel. But I kept his sword, it's just a normal, but well-crafted rapier as far as I can tell. "

Illyana chimed in, her voice tinged with frustration, "In one of the larger underground chambers, we found a portal. It pulsed with energy, and we could sense the demons, itching to pour out." She leaned back in her chair, fingers playing with the rim of her teacup. "I tried using my connection to Limbo to close it. But nothing happened. And without any knowledge of magic, we were stuck."

The Ancient One listened intently, her face impassive. After a moment, she nodded. "I'm not surprised you couldn't close it." She paused, considering. "A gateway should have been beyond even Azazel’s capabilities to create. Unless he had help and used a ritual."

Illyana's eyebrows knitted together, her blue eyes clouding with confusion. "Gateway?" she echoed, the term unfamiliar to her.

The Ancient One leaned back, her expression turning grave. "Yes, a portal that remains open indefinitely, unaffected by external factors. If Azazel did create such a portal, then there's nothing you can do. At least, not as you are."

"Could you close it?" Illyana asked, her voice laced with a mix of hope and desperation.

The Ancient One looked thoughtful for a moment before meeting Illyana's gaze. "Likely, yes. But entering Limbo poses a significant risk." She paused, her voice turning somber. "If I were to venture there, powerful entities would notice my absence. Earth would be left vulnerable to threats from beyond our dimension."

Illyana's face fell, her fingers tightening around her teacup. "So you can't help?"

The Ancient One continued, "I can traverse the mirror dimension, the astral plane, and a select few others without drawing attention. But Limbo... is not one of them."

Illyana sighed, her shoulders drooping in defeat. "So, what? I'm just stuck with this problem?"

The Ancient One smiled, a small, reassuring gesture. "Not quite. You faced Azazel and emerged victorious. That in itself is commendable. And while I may not be able to intervene directly, I can offer you another path." She paused, letting the weight of her next words settle. "We would be honored to welcome you as a student at Kamar Taj, Illyana Rasputin. In time, with both your connection to Limbo and knowledge of the magic, you might be able to close those portals yourself."

Illyana looked up, surprise evident in her eyes. The weight she'd been carrying seemed to lighten if only a little. "You'd train me?"

The Ancient One nodded. "Yes, Illyana. I believe you have the potential to master the mystic arts."

The room grew quieter, the only sound being the Ancient One’s faint sips as she awaited Illyana’s response. "What about Tyson? You were cryptic before, saying he couldn't pay his cost until I paid mine. What does that mean?"

The lines on the Ancient One’s face deepened as she chose her words carefully. "Tyson has great potential, but there are rules that even I cannot bend. We cannot train him, not yet."

Illyana's brow furrowed, confusion evident in her eyes. "Why not?"

The Ancient One sighed slightly. "He hasn't completed his formal education. As per the traditions of Kamar Taj, he must at least finish high school before he can be trained as a sorcerer."

Illyana's face hardened, determination shining through. "Then I'll wait for him."

The Ancient One's eyes softened with a hint of sadness. "I had truly hoped you'd join us. Your potential is vast, and it's a pity to see you pass up this chance."

Illyana shrugged, "It's just a year. I'll come back next year after he finishes school."

The Ancient One shook her head, her voice tinged with regret. "You misunderstand, Illyana. When you took on the challenge to face Azazel, I explicitly stated that after five weeks, the doors of the Sanctum would be closed to you. That condition still applies. If you don't decide to join Kamar Taj within that period, the opportunity to learn will be lost."

Illyana was still absorbing the Ancient One's words when Tyson broke the heavy silence. "You should go."

His statement felt like a slap to her face, and she looked at him, her eyes filled with a sense of betrayal. "How can you say that?"

Tyson took a deep breath, meeting her eyes earnestly. "Look, you have five weeks to decide, right? Instead of waiting those five weeks, why don't you go and train? Use that time to see if Kamar-Taj is the right fit for you."

Illyana looked puzzled, her eyes searching Tyson's for a hidden meaning. "What are you trying to say?"

He leaned in, his words carefully chosen. "I'm saying you aren't a prisoner there. You have the freedom to decide at the end of the five weeks if you want to stay or come back. But at least you'd know, rather than spend the whole time wondering 'what if?'"

As Tyson spoke, Illyana's eyes flicked to the Ancient One, as if seeking confirmation. The Ancient One simply nodded. "He speaks the truth. You are bound only by the choices you make."

Illyana looked back at Tyson, seeing the sincerity in his eyes. It was a hard decision, but the logic was there. Five weeks of training could give her the insight she needed, without making an irreversible choice. Finally, she broke the silence. "Alright, I'll train at Kamar-Taj."

Tyson nodded, a smile tugging at his lips. But then, he turned to the Ancient One, a question furrowing his brow. "Will she be able to come back to New York after the five weeks?"

Illyana looked at him, confused. "What do you mean, 'come back'? Isn't this sanctum Kamar-Taj?"

The Ancient One shook her head, her voice retaining its mysterious calm. "Your suggestion is acceptable, Tyson. As for your question, Illyana, Kamar-Taj is not in New York. It's the place where sorcerers receive their training. It's located in Nepal."

Illyana blinked, her eyes widening. "Nepal? As in, halfway across the world Nepal?"

"Correct," the Ancient One confirmed. "It's far from here, a place that will challenge you, and help you grow."

"So," Tyson pressed, "she can return to New York after the training period?"

The Ancient One looked from Tyson to Illyana, then nodded. "At the end of her training period, I'll allow her to return to New York. You both can discuss your options then. If Illyana wishes to discontinue her training before the five weeks are up, she will be allowed to return to the New York Sanctum."

Tyson looked relieved. "Well, that settles it then. You get to go, train, and we'll still be able to see each other afterward to consider your decision."

Illyana felt a mixture of excitement and trepidation. "Alright. I'll do it." but as she looked at Tyson, she felt a twinge of sadness. She would be leaving behind the one person who had stood by her.

"You sure you're okay with this?" she asked Tyson, seeking reassurance.

He met her gaze, "I'm sure. It's an opportunity you can't pass up. And who knows, you might like it there." He could see the swirl of emotions mirrored in her gaze. "Guess this is it, huh?" Tyson said softly, his voice tinged with sadness.

Illyana nodded, her eyes suddenly shimmering with the first hint of tears. "Yeah. But this isn't it. It's not a goodbye, just a see-you-later."

Unable to bear the space between them any longer, Tyson stepped forward and pulled her into a tight hug. For a moment, they stood there, wrapped in each other's arms, as if trying to memorize the feel.

Illyana pulled back just enough to look into his eyes, and then they kissed; softly, briefly. She felt a subtle tug, a lessening of her life energy. It was a kiss filled with a promise, a hint of the depths of their relationship that could not be fully explored. Not until Tyson learned to control his power, or Illyana learned to wield the magic demonstrated by the Ancient One.

"Can you do it again?" Illyana asked, her voice barely above a whisper, but full of urgency. "Can you cast that spell so I can...you know, say goodbye properly?"

The Ancient One looked at the young mutant for a few seconds, seemingly considering her request. Finally, she nodded. She looked at Tyson as she said, "One last chance. Make the most of it."

With graceful motions, The Ancient One waved her hands. The scene was mesmerizing. Vibrant sparks of gold and azure sprang to life in the air. Like tiny fireflies, they spiraled around, shimmering and dancing in delicate patterns. They were intricate and beautiful, illuminating the room. Each spark gradually began to converge on Illyana, who closed her eyes, allowing them to envelop her. As the last spark entered her, the room returned to its normal ambiance, signaling the completion of the spell.

Taking a deep breath, Illyana moved towards Tyson. They looked at each other, the weight of their farewell evident in their eyes. Then, as if drawn by an invisible force, they leaned in. Their lips met, gently at first, and then with increasing intensity. The world around them blurred, and for those few minutes, it felt like time had stopped. They held each other tightly. It was a moment of profound connection, of longing, of promises whispered without words.

But, like all things, the moment was fleeting. Reluctantly, they pulled apart, each taking a step back, their hands lingering until the very last second.

Illyana's eyes shimmered with tears, but she forced a smile, the weight of separation heavy in her heart. The Ancient One watched silently, understanding the depth of their bond and the challenge of their farewell.

"I know it's hard, but try not to miss me too much," Illyana said as they parted.

Tyson smiled sadly as Illyana wiped away a lone tear that had escaped down her cheek. "I'll try to find a way to survive your absence."

"Sure you will," she teased, but her smile faded as she glanced over Tyson's shoulder to see Master Drumm waiting patiently by the door. She leaned in, her lips close to his ear. "I still have the amulet," she whispered. "When I get back, we'll use it, okay? Practice with your power because twenty minutes isn’t long enough." Illyana wiped away the last of her tears. "I'll see you in a few weeks."

"Take care, Illyana. You’re going to do great."

With that final exchange, Illyana turned and walked toward Master Drumm, who led her into the inner sanctum, the door closing softly behind them. Tyson’s heart was both heavy and light, filled with the conflicting emotions of loss, sadness, and hope.

The Ancient One gestured to the chairs surrounding the ornate wooden table. "Would you care to sit? There are some things we need to discuss."

"Of course," Tyson replied, taking a seat. "Can we speak candidly?"

At his request, the Ancient One’s fingers danced through the air as sparks flickered around them, drawing intricate arcane patterns that shimmered with otherworldly energy. With the final flourish of her wrist, the glowing pattern contracted before melding into the walls, forming an invisible shield.

"We can speak freely," she assured him. "No one outside this room will hear our conversation."

Taking a deep breath, Tyson looked the Ancient One squarely in the eyes. "I can't help but feel like you're separating Illyana and me purposefully. Is that part of her training or something more?"

The Ancient One picked up her cup of tea and took a slow sip before answering. "Every journey into the realm of sorcery comes with its trials… A quest, if you will, as well as a cost."

"So, Illyana's quest was to drive off Azazel, but that wasn’t her cost?" Tyson clarified, trying to grasp the mystifying rules of magic.

"Correct," she nodded. "Her quest was to rid Limbo of Azazel's influence. Her cost... is you."

Tyson felt like he'd been punched in the gut. "But why? Why do I have to be her cost?"

Setting her cup down, the Ancient One looked at him with empathy. "Illyana has few attachments in this world. Her brother, Limbo, and you. Of those, you are the only one she can truly 'sacrifice.' The cost of magic must be something of deep, personal significance."

"But what does that mean for us?" Tyson asked, his voice tinged with desperation. "Is our relationship a price that she pays for her power?"

"In a manner of speaking, yes," the Ancient One replied. "Being a sorcerer is a path fraught with sacrifice. Many before her have paid similar prices, forsaking what they love to serve a greater cause. Your separation tests not only her resolve but also her capability to make the difficult choices that will inevitably lie ahead."

"I think I understand," Tyson said, pondering the required sacrifices. "Like Doctor Strange. His quest was…err… will be to find Kamar Taj and to learn to let go, to open his mind to new possibilities. His cost; his hands, his love, and his career as a doctor."

The Ancient One nodded, clearly pleased with his summation. "That's a simplified, but fair description of the path Steven Strange will walk. However, I must insist that you do not interfere with that journey, in any way."

Tyson looked at her, his eyes twinkling, "Is that my cost, then? To stay away from Doctor Strange?"

She laughed heartily. "If only it were that simple." Once her laughter subsided, Tyson saw an opportunity to steer the conversation back to his concerns.

"So what is my cost, then? What's my quest?"

The Ancient One's eyes grew serious. "Your quest is rather specific. You must ensure that New York survives the Chitauri invasion and that Thor Odinson returns to Asgard with the Tesseract at its conclusion."

Tyson looked away for a second, parsing his memories in confusion, "Isn't that what happens anyway? That’s the outcome if I do nothing, right?"

She shook her head. "A quest where you do nothing is hardly a quest. Although, for you, restraint might be a challenge all its own. Perhaps you will not need to act, and events will continue as you expect. Or perhaps events will change in unforeseeable ways, as other experiences have. But so long as Loki Laufeyson's scheme is thwarted and the Tesseract returns to Asgard, thus allowing the repair of the Bifrost and Rainbow Bridge, your quest requirements would be considered fulfilled."

Tyson says, "You speak as if the breaking of the Rainbow Bridge is a guarantee.”

The Ancient One remarks, "Things may not always play out as you expect as there are millions of possibilities. However, certain events are destined to occur. Try as you may, I have not foreseen an outcome where your actions prevent the destruction of the Rainbow Bridge." 

Tyson frowned, considering the Ancient One's words carefully. The idea that some events were destined to happen, no matter what he did, didn't fully align with his understanding of timelines and alternate realities. The way he understood it, every choice created a branching path, spawning an infinite number of parallel timelines. This explanation was the most likely, especially considering Tyson shouldn't exist in this world. Preventing the Rainbow Bridge's destruction seemed like something that should be possible if the right actions were taken. As much as Tyson wanted to argue, he had to acknowledge she likely understood the workings of time better than he did.

Still, he decided to press the issue, if only to satisfy his curiosity. "With all due respect," he met the Ancient One's gaze. "How can you be so sure the Rainbow Bridge will be destroyed? Isn't it at least possible to create a different chain of events?"

The Ancient One smiled, though her eyes remained serious. She leaned forward, steepling her fingers together contemplatively. "In most cases, that would be true. However, to shift the course of pivotal moments, while possible, would require tremendous power and have potentially catastrophic consequences."

Tyson's brow furrowed as he absorbed her perspective. It seemed to contradict itself; affirming malleable timelines yet insisting certain points were immutable. Though he still didn't fully comprehend.

"So changing the outcome of the Rainbow Bridge's destruction..." Tyson said slowly. "That would require intervention beyond mine or invoke significant unforeseen consequences?" The Ancient One gave a single nod. Still, the protective, almost maternal look in her eyes told him she only wished to shield him from forces beyond his control. "I think I understand," Tyson finally replied. "Some things are just...beyond me. At least for now." He offered a small, resigned smile. "I'll just have to focus on fulfilling my quest."

The Ancient One's expression softened. "A wise choice. Accepting the limits of our reach is a difficult but necessary lesson for any sorcerer." She picked up her tea, taking a long, thoughtful sip before continuing. "We cannot control all outcomes. But we can control the choices we make in the moments before us. That is where our power lies."

Tyson nodded as the Ancient One spoke, but his mind was racing. He didn't care one bit about the fate of the Rainbow Bridge itself. What he was concerned about were the consequences of its destruction.

He knew from his memories that after the bridge exploded, Odin had awoken prematurely from his Odinsleep. The Allfather had already delayed his hibernation once before for Thor's botched coronation and subsequent banishment. By waking early again to save his sons from the unstable Bifrost, Odin weakened himself tremendously. Tyson suspected that, combined with Odin using dark magic to send Thor to Earth while the Rainbow Bridge was still destroyed contributed greatly to his eventual death during the events of Ragnarok. With Odin gone, Hela returned to decimate Asgard, and later Thanos retrieved the Tesseract, slaughtering half of the remaining Asgardians in the process.

Ultimately, the destruction of the Rainbow Bridge set off a disastrous chain of events. Destabilizing Asgard, and opening the door for Thanos to gather the Infinity Stones.

Tyson tuned back into the Ancient One's words, nodding politely. But internally, his mind was racing with the implications of his quest, and the true goal of diverting the oncoming storm that was Thanos. Tyson cared little about some magical space bridge, but he understood how one piece would bring down Asgard like a house of cards. He'd attempt to save the bridge, but if its destruction was inevitable, he'd try to save Thor and Loki, so Odin wouldn't have to.

Tyson leaned in, growing more curious. "Okay, I understand my quest, but what's the cost? Every quest has a cost, you said."

The Ancient One looked deep into his eyes. "Your cost will be paid along the way."

Tyson squinted, suspicious of the enigmatic response. "So, the whole 'finishing high school' thing was hogwash? I've got one year left, and if my memory serves me right, it's closer to two years until the Battle of New York."

"The time frame is indeed longer than a year," the Ancient One conceded. "However, one event doesn't preclude the other. Completing your education isn't a waste; it’s a different kind of preparation. Your quest and your cost aren’t separate from the life you live; they’re a part of it."

Tyson sat back, absorbing her words. "So you're saying that by living my life, fulfilling my quest, I'll eventually pay my cost, whatever that may be?"

The Ancient One nodded, "Exactly. In between are a myriad of choices for you to make. In almost every circumstance, these lead to your cost being paid. And when it is, you will know. And when you do, I hope you'll find the cost, the sacrifice was worthy of the power." she said, her voice carrying a note of finality that seemed to close this chapter of their discussion. 

Tyson contemplated the Ancient One's words. Ward off the Chitauri invasion and ensure Thor returns to Asgard with the Tesseract. But it was also what she didn't say that lingered in his mind. She had made no mention of Loki's Scepter, the weapon that housed the Mind Stone. Was she giving her blessing to take it? It seemed like implied permission. The Mind Stone set off a cascade of events that Tyson couldn't ignore. Loki’s scepter eventually made it into the hands of Hydra leading to the Maximoff twins becoming Scarlet Witch and Quicksilver. No Scepter, no Ultron. No Ultron, then Vision would never be created, and never house the Mind Stone in his synthetic forehead. Then, ultimately, the stone wouldn't be torn from Vision’s forehead by Thanos, sending Wanda Maximoff spiraling into an abyss of grief and… madness. Each event was like a domino, and he had the potential to knock the first one off course. But should he? And was it even that simple? Tyson had already run into Magneto twice, and he was supposedly the Maximoff twins’ father in some comics. Was it possible they were mutants that already had their powers, and the Infinity Stone wasn’t part of their origin?

Shaking his head, he realized he was getting ahead of himself. These were issues for another day, problems that were years yet to come. But the seed had been planted. Up until now, he had often been reactive, jumping from crisis to crisis as they appeared before him. That wouldn't be enough. When the sky over New York opened up and alien forces poured through, he couldn't afford to improvise; he would need a plan.

Tyson was deep in thought when the Ancient One slid a manila folder across the table, snapping him back to the present. Intrigued, he opened the folder and was met with a stack of papers that looked strangely familiar yet completely foreign. A Birth Certificate, a Social Security Card, and a Mississippi Driver's License; all bearing his name and face. Well, almost his name. He looked at the photo on the license; it showed him as he was when he first arrived in this world.

The image wasn't an exact match to his current appearance, but he mused that teenagers change quickly as they go through puberty. Maybe he could pass it off as an old photo. Then he noticed the last name on all the documents. 

Smith.

"Is this a joke?" he asked, raising an eyebrow.

The Ancient One sipped her tea, her eyes twinkling just a bit as she hid her smirk behind the cup. "No, it's all quite valid," she assured him. "Foreknowledge can be a useful tool."

"I can see that," Tyson said, a little amused by the 'Smith' detail.

His eyes then moved to a large stapled packet at the bottom of the folder. He quickly skimmed through it. First, he saw transcripts from Rogue's school in Mississippi. Then, somewhat surprisingly, there were transcripts from his partial semester at Xavier's Institute for Gifted Youngsters. And lastly, high school enrollment papers for a place he recognized.

Midtown School of Science and Technology.

"Midtown High? Really?" he questioned, genuinely puzzled.

The Ancient One set her teacup down. "Midtown offers an excellent curriculum, particularly in the sciences. It would be beneficial for you."

Tyson rolled his eyes, "And if I don't want to follow this script you've written?" he asked.

Tyson studied the Ancient One's expression, trying to discern any hidden motivations behind her suggestion. Her eyes held a knowing look that made him suspect there was more to this.

"If you would prefer, you're welcome to return to Xavier's Institute, or attend the Massachusetts Academy, or any number of public schools," the Ancient One said smoothly. "I was merely presenting a possibility I thought you might find appealing."

Tyson considered her words. He knew Midtown High held significance in this world. But Tyson chafed at the idea of having his choices dictated. Ever since arriving in this world, it felt like he'd been swept along by forces beyond his control. First Magneto, then Stryker, and now sorcerers. He was tired of reacting, tired of having his path decided for him.

"I appreciate you looking out for me," Tyson began carefully. "But I think I need to figure this out on my own. I've spent too much time being tugged in every direction. When I return to high school, I want it to be my choice, not what someone else laid out for me."

He unflinchingly met the Ancient One's eyes, silently asserting his right to self-determination. Tyson expected to be met with stern refusal, but instead, her expression softened into an approving smile.

"I cannot make your choices for you, nor would I wish to. The offer still stands, but the decision is yours alone," she said with a nod.

The future felt heavy with the weight of impending threats, but he was determined to meet it on his terms.

"Thank you for understanding," Tyson replied sincerely. "I know you're trying to help steer me down the right path. But I need to walk it myself."

He gathered up the documents and slid them back into the folder. For the first time since arriving in this world, Tyson felt like he was regaining control over his life. Wherever he ended up next, it would be on his terms.

~~Rogue Replacement~~

Tyson pushed open the heavy wooden door and stepped out onto the cobblestone streets of Greenwich Village. The scene outside the sanctum was a stark contrast to the serene mysticism within. The sidewalk was bustling with people. But despite the clamor and noises, Tyson felt an emptiness, a profound loneliness. Illyana's familiar presence, her wit and charm, were gone. He missed the mutants from the institute too. Every face in the crowd around him was a stranger.

Tyson began to walk, but not in the usual way. Channeling Illyana's power, every step he took felt like a leap through space. It was accompanied by the sensation of the world around him folding and unfolding with each stride. Within moments, the Sanctum was a distant blur. Half a dozen steps, and he found himself inside his room in the Four Seasons downtown.

As he sat on the bed, a sudden realization washed over him.

The Ancient One’s spell. Like before fighting Azazel, the moment she’d given him would allow her ability to linger. He’d have Illyana’s power coursing through him for the next seven hours, giving him a unique advantage. He could travel to Limbo at will…

Or he could use it to earn some money, especially since he hadn't secured a job.

Tyson's mind raced, brainstorming the possibilities. The window of opportunity was narrow which limited his options. But with Illyana's power at his fingertips, Tyson knew he had the means to change his circumstances. He just needed to figure out how.

Tyson paced back and forth in his hotel room, his thoughts spiraling into darker territory. A dangerous idea began to form in his mind. What if he could rob a bank? With Illyana’s power, he could be in and out of a bank vault within seconds, leaving no trace behind. It was almost too tempting. The allure of quick money, the thrill of the heist, and the assurance of his getaway weighed heavily on his conscience.

"Just this once," he whispered to himself, trying to justify the idea. "One heist and I'd have enough to be set."

But deep down, he knew it wouldn't be enough. What bank had the kind of money he needed? He needed a bigger score, something substantial, something that would be enough for a long time. That's when the thought of Oscorp entered his mind. If he was going to cross a line, it should be worth it. Oscorp was a giant conglomerate with secrets and military prototypes. But what could he take that would be valuable? He needed something he could sell. Who would he even sell a prototype or some groundbreaking tech that hadn't been released yet? A rival company or a foreign country? With his ability to jump in and out of places, Tyson could potentially infiltrate Oscorp, find something of worth, and disappear before anyone realized what had happened.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, he grappled with his conscience. "Could I become the villain, even if it's just for one day?" he wondered aloud.

He weighed his options. He had an extraordinary opportunity, with Illyana’s powers at his disposal, but there was the very real risk of becoming something he didn’t want to be. Tyson would have to make a decision. The allure of quick riches battled against the morals he held himself to.

Tyson sat at the edge of his hotel bed, tapping his foot rhythmically against the polished wooden floor. In his mind's eye, he envisioned the bank vaults, overflowing with money. But was that the kind of life he wanted to chase after?

His fingers drummed on the bedspread. "If I'm going to do this," he mumbled, "it has to be for something monumental."

He thought about what the value of his integrity was. A hundred thousand? Millions? The idea seemed absurd. But what about billions?

He chuckled, the sound dry and humorless. "Yeah, right. Like there's something I can just grab that's worth billions."

But then, a realization slowly dawned upon him. He thought of the Ancient One’s words when she cast the spell allowing Tyson and Illyana to say goodbye. She hadn’t spoken to Illyana, she’d looked directly at Tyson when she said, “One last chance. Make the most of it."

Of course, the Ancient One knew what he would be planning. She knew what he would do.

"I can't believe I'm even considering this," Tyson whispered as he planned his future.

            

    
        Arc 3 - Ch 8: The Heist

    
    
    
    
                Date: Wednesday, July 28, 2010.

Location: 44 Maiden Ln., Manhattan, New York

Tyson paused at 44 Maiden Ln, letting the weight of the moment settle on his shoulders. Before him, the Federal Reserve Bank of Manhattan loomed. Its grand limestone façade rose upwards, accentuated by ornate carvings and patterns reminiscent of an age long gone. Two enormous iron-bound doors, framed by two lanterns, stood as gatekeepers guarding the entrance.

He noted the constant flow of tourists lining up for the regular tours. Most of them chattered excitedly, cameras around their necks, their eyes full of curiosity. To them, it was an opportunity to get a rare glimpse inside one of the world's most important financial institutions. For Tyson, it was so much more.

As the magnitude of his intent weighed heavily on him, the bustling New York crowd seemed oblivious to his internal struggle. Just as he was about to turn and walk away, a playful voice pierced through his thoughts. "You know, when you're standing outside a big building looking all conflicted like that, it's either girl trouble or you're about to make a really tough decision."

Tyson turned to see an elderly man standing beside him, dressed in aviator glasses and a cardigan, his silver hair perfectly coiffed. The man had a mischievous sparkle in his eyes and a grin that told of countless stories and adventures. "I've seen a lot of things, been in a lot of places. More places than you might think."

Tyson recognized the man immediately. He was stunned, staring in amazement and confusion. But he chose not to press the issue and instead spoke truthfully. "I'm... I'm contemplating something big," he admitted.

The old man chuckled. "Oh, I can see that. Trust me, kid, I’ve seen that look on many faces." 

Tyson looked around to make sure no one was eavesdropping. Lowering his voice, he asked, "What if what I'm thinking isn’t noble or heroic? What if it's...selfish?"

The old man scratched his chin thoughtfully. "Well, not every story is about saving the universe or a damsel in distress. Sometimes, the story is about making a choice for yourself."

Tyson nodded, understanding the gravity of what the man was hinting at. "But what if I get caught?"

"Ah, the age-old dilemma," the old man said with a smile, "To take the risk or to stay safe? Look, every choice comes with consequences. The real question is are you ready to face them, whether they're good or bad?"

Tyson hesitated, thinking deeply about the weight of his decision. "I don’t know if I can do this."

The elderly man clapped him on the back. "You know, I’ve seen many others hesitate before they leap. But sometimes, all you need is a little push in the right direction."

"Are you saying I should do it?" Tyson asked incredulously.

The man grinned. "I'm not saying you should, but I'm also not saying you shouldn’t. All I know is that sometimes you have to take risks."

Tyson took a deep breath, his resolve strengthening. "I just... I don’t want to regret this."

The old man smiled warmly. "Regret is a part of life. But remember, sometimes the biggest regret is not taking the chance when you had it."

Tyson looked up at the Federal Reserve one more time, determination creeping into his eyes. The clock was ticking on his use of Illyana's power. 

"Thank you," he said, turning to the elderly man. But to his surprise, the man was nowhere to be found. He had disappeared as quickly and mysteriously as he'd appeared. Tyson swore he heard a word echo from the space the man had vacated…

Excelsior.

Tyson approached the entrance to the Federal Reserve Bank, easily blending into a group of eager tourists. All around him, people chatted animatedly, their faces lit up with excitement. One man was pointing at the various features of the building, while couples leaned into each other, sharing whispered conversations.

Tyson activated his illusion ability, wrapping himself in a disguise. Though he was standing amidst the crowd, none would see the real him. To the tourists and guides, it was as if he was a medium-height, wide, overweight, Texan tourist with a wide-brimmed hat. Tyson was, in reality, wearing the outfit of the illusion he projected, but he changed his height, and skin color, and replaced his muscular form with an obese bulk. To complete the outfit, Tyson wrapped a bandanna around his face, another detail that was obscured by his illusion, and hopefully wouldn't be too noticeable on cameras, obscured by his oversized hat.

The heavy, ornate doors of the Federal Reserve Bank slowly opened, granting the group entrance. As they stepped inside, the transition was remarkable. The noisy, bustling streets of New York were replaced by a hushed, grandiose aura. The bank's interior was a blend of historical architecture and modern functionality. Marble columns reached towards a high, decorative ceiling. Golden chandeliers hung low, casting soft, elegant light upon the polished floors. The very air inside felt rich with legacy.

The tour guide, a petite woman with a bright smile, ushered the group forward. "Welcome to the Federal Reserve Bank of Manhattan! Throughout this tour, you'll see the operations of one of the most important financial institutions in the world."

The group followed her as she led them through grand hallways. They passed offices with frosted glass doors, where silhouettes of employees could be seen discussing important matters. Display cases showcased historic coins and old paper currency. The highlight of the tour was, of course, the vault. After descending the elevators in smaller groups, and passing through numerous security checkpoints, the tour found themselves standing before a massive steel door.

The guide paused, letting the suspense build. "Behind this door," she began dramatically, "is one of the largest gold vaults in the world. Thousands of gold bars, each weighing approximately 28 pounds. A literal mountain of wealth."

Tyson's eyes locked onto the immense vault door. But Tyson made no overt actions. This wasn’t the time. Not yet. Instead, he silently committed every detail of the vault to memory. The number of security cameras, the placement of guards, the patterns on the vault door; every piece of information was crucial. As the tour guide continued to speak, discussing the history and significance of the bank's gold reserves, Tyson took mental notes. He needed to understand everything about this place. Every corner, every hallway, every door.

After what felt like an eternity, the guide began to usher the group away from the vault. "Thank you all for visiting the Federal Reserve Bank. We hope you've found this tour enlightening, enjoy your stay in New York!"

Tyson, still under his illusion, moved with the group, careful not to cause suspicion. As they made their way through the same opulent halls they had entered, he felt a mix of anticipation and anxiety.

Finally, the tour group emerged back onto the busy streets of Manhattan. The city’s sounds and sights were jarring compared to the bank's quiet, grand interiors. Tourists chatted excitedly, recounting their favorite parts of the tour and discussing the unbelievable amount of gold they'd just seen.

Blending in with the departing crowd, Tyson removed his illusion. He merged seamlessly into the New York foot traffic, just another face in the crowd. The Federal Reserve Bank's grand facade began to recede behind him, but his mission was only just beginning.

Tyson walked the few blocks to Wall Street, finding TJ Maxx. Once inside his eyes scanned the aisles as he made his way to the luggage section. He perused the selection carefully. He needed suitcases that were not only large but also sturdy enough to handle significant weight. After a few moments of consideration, he selected a pair that seemed to meet his criteria. Their robust build and spacious interiors were exactly what he needed. With a plan in mind, Tyson proceeded to the checkout. He paid for the suitcases, maintaining a low profile amidst the crowd. Then, with the purchased items in hand, he casually walked outside, maneuvering through the bustling streets until he found a secluded spot around the corner. Ensuring no one was watching, he teleported the suitcases to Limbo.

He repeated this process, returning to the store to purchase another pair of suitcases, taking them outside, and teleporting them to Limbo just as he had done before. Tyson used his illusions to, blend in with the crowd of shoppers and change his identity each time he re-entered the store. After several trips, Tyson had successfully transported a total of 10 suitcases to Limbo. With his task completed, Tyson took a moment to ensure everything was in order before preparing for his next move.

He had picked out an alley behind a Chick-fil-A, nestled between John St. and Fulton St., as his staging area. This location was strategically chosen for its relative seclusion and its proximity to two key locations. The alley offered the perfect cover for Tyson's activities. It was quiet, tucked away from the street, providing the privacy he needed for his plans. Just as importantly, the alley put him within a quarter mile of both The Federal Reserve Bank, which he had visited earlier, and the Four Seasons Downtown where he had been staying in the Empire Suite.

As Tyson stepped into the alley, he scanned the area with a careful eye, ensuring that he went unnoticed. Satisfied, he paused to take a deep breath, before beginning to execute his plan.

Tyson's surroundings shifted instantly as he initiated the teleportation into Limbo. The bustling sounds of New York City were replaced by the eerie, timeless atmosphere of Illyana’s dimension. Around him were the suitcases he had gathered and transported here. 

The alley had been a strategic choice because it provided a stable anchor point for his portals. In Limbo, time behaved differently, and the risk of time-warping was a constant concern when using Illyana’s teleportation powers. By using the alley as a fixed starting point, Tyson minimized these risks as both his target destinations were within a safe distance.

Standing amidst his luggage collection, Tyson focused his attention on the next phase of his plan. He visualized the guest bedroom in his suite at the Four Seasons Downtown, a space he had become familiar with during his stay. With a clear image in mind, he conjured a portal, the swirling vortex of energy opening up to the well-appointed guest bedroom.

Closing his eyes for a moment, Tyson tried to recall every detail of the vault from the tour. The security measures, the size of the room, and the exact location of the gold stacks. With a clear image in mind, he extended his hand outward, focusing his energy. A small, shimmering portal opened before him.

Through the portal, he saw the gleam of the gold bars. It was the vault, just as he had pictured it. No guards in sight, at least not from this vantage point. The sheer amount of gold was staggering, almost unbelievable. A lump formed in his throat. This was it, the moment of truth. Would he go through with it? 

With a flick of his wrist, Tyson closed the portal. The shimmering void dissipated, leaving behind only the ever-gloom of Limbo. Taking a moment to regain his focus, he visualized the inside of the Federal Reserve's gold vault. He pictured the stacks of gold bars, glistening and neatly arranged. With another gesture, a new portal materialized, this one offering a bird's-eye view into the vault. It was a golden wall, the metal bars packed so densely they reached near the ceiling. The sight was awe-inspiring.

Carefully, Tyson reached an arm through the portal. He wrapped his fingers around a gold bar, its cool weight instantly pressing into his palm. The dense metal was heavy, but with his enhanced strength, Tyson hardly noticed.

Lifting the lid of one of the suitcases, he started stacking the bars inside. One by one, the bars clinked together, their weight causing the fabric of the luggage to strain. He counted each bar as he placed it in, ensuring he had exactly one hundred bars. 

Closing the lid, Tyson took a moment to marvel at his achievement. The heist was proving successful, but he had a long way to go. 

With a grunt, Tyson gripped the suitcase's handles tightly, the sheer weight of the gold threatening to slip from his grasp. The wheels were utterly useless under the immense load. He could feel the strain on the luggage’s frame, knowing it might give way if he wasn't careful.

He held the first suitcase horizontally, using the solid side as a base while it was heavy with gold, and carefully maneuvered it through the portal into the guest bedroom of his suite at the Four Seasons. The weight was significant, but Tyson managed it with ease, thanks to his super strength.

Once the first suitcase was securely through, he turned his attention to the next one waiting in Limbo. He dragged it over to another portal he had opened, one that led directly down into the vault of the Federal Reserve above a different stack of gold. 

One by one, Tyson filled each suitcase with gold, working efficiently to transfer the precious metal through the portal. After filling all ten suitcases, Tyson began the process of dispersing them around his suite. He placed them in strategic locations, ensuring they were well-hidden yet easily accessible when needed. The suite, with its luxurious decor and expansive layout, offered plenty of options for concealment.

"Made it," he whispered to himself, a victorious grin spreading across his face. As he spread the suitcases throughout the suite, Tyson couldn't help but feel a sense of accomplishment. The plan had come together smoothly. The heist had been a success, but what came next was uncertain. Tyson now had to decide how to use his newfound wealth.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Inside a dimly lit conference room in the heart of the S.H.I.E.L.D. headquarters, Director Nick Fury paced the floor. His piercing gaze held the intensity of a storm, yet his voice was calm and calculated when he began. "Listen up. We've got a situation."

Four agents sat around the table, heads turned toward Fury. Agent Coulson leaned forward with pen poised over his notepad. Beside him, Clint Barton, the famed Hawkeye, scrutinized the room with those sharp eyes that missed nothing. Natasha Romanoff, the Black Widow, sat with an elegance that belied her lethality, her red hair a splash of color in the otherwise muted space.

Fury slid a series of folders to each of the agents. "The Federal Reserve Bank in Manhattan was hit. The thief got away with 1000 gold bricks. Each brick weighs 27.4 lbs, and gold is valued at around $1,200 an ounce. For those mathematically challenged, that's 526 million dollars worth of gold." He paused for a moment, letting the information sink in. "Clean getaway. No prints, no mistakes."

Agent Coulson lifted an eyebrow, intrigued. "Any leads?"

Fury pointed to a surveillance photo of a tall, imposing figure. "This is the only lead we have. Caught on camera, yet didn't register with any of the tour groups that day."

Clint squinted at the photo. "Man's a giant. You'd think someone would've noticed."

"That's what's odd," Fury said. "He stood with the tour group, and when the others were questioned, they only recalled a ‘fat cowboy’."

Natasha leaned in, her green eyes studying the image. "Fat? That's quite a stretch for an entire group to agree on. Are we dealing with an enhanced individual?"

"It's looking that way," Fury replied.

Coulson pondered aloud. "It's possible he possesses some form of telepathy or mind manipulation, given that no one noticed him."

Natasha frowned, picking up the file. "Still, leaving behind this image was careless. An amateur mistake. Unless it was intentional."

Fury nodded, mulling over the possibility. "It might be a message. Or a challenge. We need to find out who he is and what he wants… Besides the gold."

Natasha added, "We should consider known enhanced individuals who fit the profile, and cross-reference with any recent activities."

Clint leaned back, eyes still on the image. "Whoever this guy is, he's playing in the big leagues now. You don't just rob the Federal Reserve and walk away."

The air was thick with purpose, the kind that made the entire room buzz with intent. Nick Fury, face grave, addressed his team.

"We've got the FBI, CIA, and a handful of other agencies combing the streets," Fury began, using his hands to emphasize the breadth of the investigation. "They'll handle the usual protocols, interviews, witness statements, and scouring every available camera feed."

Agent Coulson shifted slightly in his seat. "So, where does that leave us?"

Fury's one eye gleamed with a mix of determination and cunning. "I want S.H.I.E.L.D. to think outside the box. Use our resources and our contacts. We've got a bigger pool to fish from than the feds. Ideas?"

Clint Barton, always quick on the draw, offered, "The gold's got to go somewhere. I suggest we make contact with gold buyers. Not just any buyers, but the ones who deal in bulk. The ones who'd melt it down to resell. We need to find out if anyone's approached them recently with a massive amount of gold."

Coulson nodded, tapping his pen on the table thoughtfully. "Additionally, we should check out high-profile auction houses. If this thief wants to move the gold quickly, they might turn it into artifacts or art pieces, selling them to the super-rich on the black market."

Natasha's lips curved into a sly grin, her mind always several steps ahead. "Or we think even more unconventionally. What if our thief isn't selling? What if the gold is a means to an end? Perhaps a distraction for something bigger or a component for a significant project."

Fury leaned forward, his interest piqued. "Elaborate."

"Suppose he's using the gold to buy something more valuable or dangerous. Weapons or information. Of if it's being used in some kind of new technology." Natasha continued, her voice dripping with intrigue. "I suggest we watch the arms and tech black market. See if there's any unusual activity or big buyers."

Fury's stern expression cracked into a smirk of approval. "Good ideas. Barton, you take point with the gold buyers. Coulson, look into the auction houses and underground art world. Romanoff, dive into the black market. See what bubbles up."

The agents nodded in agreement, each with a clear direction and purpose.

"This isn't just a theft," Fury reminded them, his voice firm. "It's a statement. Let's find out what they're trying to say."

The energy in the room was palpable as the agents dispersed, ready to unravel the mystery of the gold heist.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

The room's overhead lights illuminated the smooth surface of the conference table, casting a warm glow on Clint Barton's face. He looked triumphant as he faced his SHIELD allies.

"I got something," Clint said, clicking a remote to play the footage on a large screen. The video was grainy but showed a busy Diamond District street. A man entered a gold dealer's shop and left shortly after. From a distance, he looked just like any other customer, but a few telltale signs caught Clint's expert eyes.

"The guy's big, like our guy from the Federal Reserve footage," Clint began. "Talked to a few folks in the Diamond District, and they pointed me to this dealer. This guy," he pointed at the man on screen, "walked in and sold half of a gold brick. 80% market value, roughly 204 thousand dollars."

Nick Fury leaned forward, brow furrowed, "But he's not our guy?"

Clint sighed, "Here's the interesting part. I got to the gold-monger before any of the feds did. He described the man who sold the gold bar as an average-height, Caucasian guy. Nothing like the big guy from the Federal Reserve footage."

Fury's good eye narrowed, "What are you saying, Barton?"

"I'm saying the video time stamp matches our tall suspect, but the description doesn't."

Natasha quickly chimed in, her voice razor-sharp with intrigue, "Even with a photostatic veil, you can't change someone's height that drastically."

Agent Coulson nodded in agreement, "So, we're dealing with an enhanced individual. Someone who can not only change their appearance but also their physical build. Or at least, the perception of their appearance."

Nick Fury sat back, taking it all in, his fingers tapping the table thoughtfully. "I’m going to get some of the eggheads on this. See what we can learn.”

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Nick Fury stood at the head of the conference room, its high-tech interior illuminating the new set of folders Fury had placed in front of his agents. "Our techies worked some magic and managed to piece together a clearer picture of our suspect."

He slid a picture across the table, revealing a young black man with a strong build. "This is Tyson Smith."

Natasha's eyes scanned the contents of her folder. "Currently living it up in the Empire Suite at the Four Seasons downtown," she commented dryly.

Clint looked up with an eyebrow raised, "Empire Suite? Swanky."

Fury nodded, "That's not all. Turns out Mr. Smith has enrolled in his senior year at the Midtown School of Science and Technology."

Agent Coulson jumped in, "So he's a student. That gives us something."

Clint was still stuck on the age detail, looking incredulously at the photo, "Hold on a second, he's still in high school?"

Fury’s stern face betrayed a hint of amusement. "He is, or will be, in a few weeks."

Natasha leaned forward, her mind racing ahead, "What's the play here? Do we pick him up?"

Fury's expression turned more contemplative, "No. Not yet. We know he's only pawned a small portion of that gold. But the gold's not our top concern anymore. The Feds are still scratching their heads, so we're going to drop the investigation, saying it's not our jurisdiction. Our priority lies here. Enhanced individuals like him are a rarity. And this one's just a kid. I want eyes on him to watch his movements."

Agent Coulson quirked an eyebrow, "Are you suggesting one of us goes undercover at a high school?"

Nick's smirk widened, "Exactly. And I might just have the perfect cover for one of you."

The room went silent for a moment, and Clint said with a smirk, "I can already see Coulson as the new principal."

Natasha rolled her eyes but grinned, "Only if you're the new wood shop teacher, Barton."

Fury chuckled, "We'll sort out the details. For now, let's keep our eyes on the prize and remember. This is a reconnaissance mission. No moves until I give the order."

The agents nodded in agreement, ready for their next mission... Even if it meant heading back to high school.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

The heavy wooden doors of the Chikara Dojo creaked open, and Tyson stepped inside, pausing for a moment to observe. The focused faces of the children greeted him. Their forms were precise as they went through katas under the watchful eye of Colleen Wing. Tyson silently moved to a corner, waiting. After the class, the children dispersed, bowing to Colleen and bidding their farewells. 

With the room now quiet, Colleen turned to Tyson, "Took you a few days. Thought I might not see you again."

He ran a hand through his hair, slightly embarrassed, "Got caught up with some... odd jobs to earn a few bucks."

Colleen's eyes scanned him briefly, landing on the space beside him. "Your companion, Illyana. She's not with you today?"

Tyson's gaze fell to the floor momentarily, sadness flickering in his eyes, "She left New York. I don't think she's coming back anytime soon. It's just me now."

A brief silence followed. Colleen then tilted her head, studying him, "Still interested in the intense program?"

"Yeah," Tyson nodded, "but I only have a few weeks before school starts."

Colleen crossed her arms, considering, "We could work hard for the rest of the summer, and lay a strong foundation. And once school's back, you could practice in the afternoons. I'll have other classes, but I can guide you with exercises and pointers. Think of it as a supervised, self-study."

Tyson looked hopeful, "Really? That would be great."

Colleen smiled, her eyes softened as she said, "This dojo is more than just a training center. It's a family. We look out for each other. And, Tyson, you're welcome to be a part of it."

He grinned, "Thanks, Colleen. Sensei?"

As the two discussed the plans for Tyson's training, Colleen cleared her throat, she began, "There's just the matter of payment. You mentioned picking up some odd jobs, but if the fee is too steep, we can work something out. Weekly installments or..."

Tyson waved his hand dismissively, cutting her off. "No need," he replied. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a thick wad of cash. With a smirk, he asked, "Is it cool if I pay for the first three months upfront?"

Colleen blinked in surprise, taking a moment to process what just happened. She hesitated for a brief moment, then nodded, stretching out her hand to accept the money. "Of course, that works," she replied, trying to keep her tone casual. However, as she looked at the notes in her hand, she couldn't help but wonder about the origin of this unexpected windfall. She eyed Tyson, a hint of suspicion in her gaze, "Doing odd jobs around town, huh? Must be some high-paying gigs."

Tyson nonchalantly replied, "Let's just say I've had a bit of good luck lately."

Although grateful for his contribution to the dojo, Colleen couldn't shake off the nagging feeling. She wondered if Tyson was involved in anything dangerous or illegal. But for now, she decided to let it slide and focus on his training. 

Over a month, a montage of lessons played out…

…Tyson executed a series of kicks and punches. Under Colleen's watchful gaze, he practiced roundhouse kicks, jab-cross combos, and elbows, tirelessly working on his footwork and agility. 

…When the time came for a more personalized session, Colleen sat cross-legged on the mat, looking at Tyson intently. "You've grasped the basics quickly," she began. "But martial arts is not just about movements. It's about the spirit, the intention behind every punch, every kick. What do you want to focus on?"

Tyson took a deep breath, understanding the gravity of her question. "I've always been strong," he began hesitantly, "but I prefer open-palm strikes." He shaped his hand into a claw and explained, "This... feels natural to me."

Colleen raised an eyebrow, confusion, replaced with suspicion, before giving way to consideration. "That's not a common choice. Most find it uncomfortable." She paused, observing Tyson’s hands closely. "But there's a style, a form of kung fu, called Fu Jow Pai. Tiger Style. Its techniques are inspired by the strikes of a tiger's claws."

Tyson’s eyes lit up. "That sounds perfect."

Colleen smirked, amused by his excitement. "It won't be easy. But if you're up for it, we can start today."

…Sessions became more intense. Tyson lunged at his imaginary opponent, fingers curled like a tiger's claws, aiming for the opponent’s throat or face. He learned to combine swift footwork with devastating claw-like strikes. The power he felt, the alignment of his unique style with this ancient martial form, was invigorating.

…Colleen introduced weapons into his training. First, the staff. She demonstrated a few moves, twirling it with an ease that left Tyson awestruck. When Tyson attempted, his movements were awkward and clumsy. But with every wrong move, Colleen was there, guiding, correcting, and encouraging him.

…Colleen explained the art of 'Iaido'. The way of the sword. She demonstrated how to draw, strike, and sheath the sword with swiftness and precision. Tyson watched, absorbing every detail, and when he got his turn, he managed a few strikes, mimicking Colleen’s movements. As they practiced, Colleen paused and looked at Tyson. "You've come far, but remember, a weapon is only as good as the person wielding it. Respect it, understand it, and it'll never fail you."

The days flew by, with Tyson’s skills becoming more refined. Colleen often sparred with him, pushing him to his limits, and making him adapt and think on his feet. The month of intense training ended with Tyson, standing at the center of the dojo, executing a series of Tiger Claw strikes with utmost precision. 

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Tyson opened the door to the Empire Suite after another intense training day, anticipating a warm shower. As he stepped in, a rich and inviting smell tickled his nostrils, causing his mouth to water. But what caught him off guard was a familiar scent, nearly masked by the food.

He walked further in, and there she was. Illyana sat on the lavish couch in the common area, a smile adorning her face. The table in front of her was a delightful sight, covered in dishes he didn’t recognize but felt an instant craving for. Discarded bags lay haphazardly across the kitchen counter.

"I hope you’re hungry," Illyana teased with a playful lilt in her voice, her accent as captivating as he remembered. "I brought all this from Nepal."

"You know I am," Tyson responded with a grin. He moved towards her, wrapping her in a warm embrace. Their lips met briefly in a sweet reunion after weeks apart. He’d been doing some light meditation during his training. But it hadn’t helped to rein in his power in the slightest. So he quickly pulled back.

Tyson's eyes took in the spread. There were savory dumplings, spicy curries, and a steaming pot that smelled of rich broth and fresh herbs. 

"You didn’t have to go through all this trouble," Tyson remarked.

Illyana shrugged, "I wanted to. Plus, I thought you might need some comfort food before heading back to school."

Tyson groaned at the mention of school. "Don’t remind me. From training all day to sitting in a classroom."

"But think about it," she countered, "only a year, and then you're free."

He chuckled, rubbing the back of his neck. She didn’t know it would be closer to two years before the Ancient One would accept him as a student. And didn’t know how to explain it to her.

As the rich aroma of the Nepalese dishes filled the room, Tyson and Illyana settled comfortably opposite each other. Tyson eagerly picked up a dumpling, taking a savory bite. "This is amazing," he praised, mouth full.

Illyana chuckled. "Wait until you try the curry."

"I've missed you," Tyson admitted, his tone slightly melancholic. 

Illyana reached across the table, giving his hand a gentle squeeze. "I missed you too," she whispered, her blue eyes softening. "Tell me about your training with Colleen."

With an enthusiastic nod, Tyson began recounting his experiences at Chikara Dojo. "Colleen is patient. We worked on some basics first, but then I told her about my... preference." He wiggled his fingers, indicating his claw-like strikes.

Illyana raised an eyebrow, intrigued. "And?"

"She introduced me to Tiger style. It’s perfect for my claws." Tyson demonstrated a few moves, looking quite pleased. "Plus, she also taught me to use various weapons. There's so much to learn, but I feel far more confident."

Illyana grinned, "Sounds intense. Let me tell you about Kamar Taj."

Tyson leaned forward, eager to hear her tales. With a dramatic sigh, Illyana began, "First, the altitude. It took me days to adjust." She made a face, clearly not having enjoyed that part.

Tyson chuckled, imagining Illyana huffing and puffing in the Himalayas.

"But once you get past that, it’s... magical, literally." Her face lit up with excitement. "The way they manipulate energy, creating spellforms, it's unlike anything I've ever seen."

His curiosity piqued, Tyson asked, "Did you learn any... cool tricks?" Illyana picked at her food, her brow furrowing in what seemed like frustration. Tyson took note of the sudden shift in her mood. "Hey, what's on your mind?" he asked, concerned.

With a deep sigh, Illyana looked up. Her usually fierce blue eyes held a hint of vulnerability. "It's just... you’ve progressed so much in your training, and here I am, struggling with the basics."

Tyson leaned forward, trying to gauge her emotions. "What do you mean?"

She scoffed, "I see other initiates opening portals left and right. And me? I've managed some flashy sparks, but that's it." She looked genuinely frustrated, a side of Illyana Tyson hadn’t seen before. "And spells?" she continued, "Don’t even get me started. I can punch, kick, and grapple with the others, but magic? It feels like I'm hitting a wall."

Tyson reached out, taking her hand gently. "Hey, everyone has their own pace. Just because you're finding it challenging now doesn't mean you won't master it later."

Illyana's gaze hardened, her pride evident. "I'm not used to being... mediocre," she admitted begrudgingly.

Tyson smiled softly. "You know, Colleen says that true mastery isn't about getting it right the first time, or even the tenth. It’s about perseverance. It's about rising every time you fall."

Illyana rolled her eyes, though a tiny smile tugged at her lips. They shared a moment of understanding. Illyana's expression softened. "It's just... frustrating, you know? I want to be the best. But I guess I need to learn patience."

He chuckled, squeezing her hand reassuringly. "I have no doubt you’re going to be a powerful sorceress. They were calling you Magik before you even knew magic was real."

The atmosphere in the room became heavy with anticipation, as Tyson hesitated. Finally, he took a deep breath and asked, "So, you're going to stay at Kamar Taj?"

Illyana looked deep into his eyes, her voice softer than usual, "Yes," she nodded, "I feel like I belong there. I've missed you so much, Ty, more than words can describe. But training there, feeling the magic in the air, it's like finding a missing piece of me. It's something I need."

Tyson took a moment to digest this. He knew how important this was for her, but their separation was tough on him too. "Illyana, this past month..." he began, choosing his words carefully, "it felt both long and short. Days flew by, but every moment felt... incomplete without you. I felt... hollow."

A hint of vulnerability peeked on Illyana’s face. "I felt the same way. But we both know, we're on separate journeys right now. Journeys that'll pay off in the end."

He sighed. "I know. And I want you to learn, to become powerful enough to cleanse Limbo. But it doesn't make missing you any less difficult."

She moved closer to him, "We're a team, and we always will be. Distance can't change that." Drawing close, Illyana gently cupped Tyson's face, her fingers cool against his heated skin. Her thumb slowly traced the line of his cheekbone. Pulling away before the drain became too much, she looked deep into his eyes. "A year, Tyson," she began softly, "It's going to be a long time. But you need it. You need to go to school, experience some sense of normalcy, have fun... be happy."

Tyson shrugged, discomfort wrinkling his brow. "I don't know about all that. I'm not exactly... typical high school material, Illyana. Normal isn't exactly in the cards for me."

"Oh, come on," she rolled her eyes, her voice taking on a challenging edge. "After all the hell you've been through? This should be a cakewalk. Think about it." she said, flicking her hand at him, "You in high school. Making friends, going to lame parties, and oh" she feigned a gasp, "Maybe getting a girlfriend?"

He blinked, taken aback, his mouth opening and closing as he processed her words. "A girlfriend? Aren't you... I mean... aren't we..." He stumbled over the words, his certainty waning under her intense, playful gaze.

"Of course, we're something," Illyana said with a shrug, but her voice had an undercurrent of something deeper. "It's just a year, Tyson. Besides, with your... condition," she continued, circling her finger in the air vaguely towards him, "it's not like you can get super close to anyone else, right? So, what's the harm?"

Tyson frowned, "It feels wrong," he admitted, his voice a low rumble. "And you're not just 'something' to me, Illyana. You know that."

"I know. And you're not just something to me either. But we're not normal, are we? We don't get the luxury of simple. We're always in the middle of some storm." Her eyes, usually so fierce, held a hint of melancholy. "You need to grab every experience you can. Because who knows what tomorrow holds?"

"Is it selfish to not want to let you go?" Tyson questioned, his voice low, almost a growl.

Illyana's tough facade was crumbling. "I don't want to hold you back. think about it. A high school sweetheart, the drama, the excitement. It's a rite of passage, no? I won't lose you to some cheerleader. And who knows, it might be fun to hear stories about you fumbling through flirting."

A reluctant smile tugged at his lips. "You think I'd be bad at it?"

"I know you'll be adorable trying," she quipped back, the fire returning to her eyes. "So, promise me you'll give it a shot? Live a little, for both of us? Since you didn’t get to at the institute."

Tyson's gaze held hers, reading the earnest plea in her eyes. This was her way of caring, he realized, her way of ensuring he didn't miss out on life, even if she couldn't be as much a part of it as they both wanted.

"Okay," he capitulated, "I'll try.."

Illyana's smirk returned, full force. "That's the spirit," she said with a wink. She pulled out the small enchanted item the Ancient One had given her. The artifact that would allow them to touch, even if just for twenty minutes. She held it up between them, watching his reaction.

"I mean," she began with a teasing tone, voice dripping with sultry suggestion, "I'm the only one who can really... enjoy you." She paused, tapping her chin thoughtfully, though the mischief in her eyes betrayed her mock seriousness. "So, the question is, should we use this now or save it for later?"

The room's air grew thick with tension, a charged expectancy that buzzed between them. Illyana's eyes were intense, the teasing quality never fully leaving them. "Just because we're going to be apart doesn't mean I'm willing to risk some high school girl swooping in and stealing what's mine," she declared, her tone possessive yet playful.

Tyson's throat felt dry, his heart thundering against his ribs. "Yours?" he managed, the word barely a whisper.

She confirmed with a nod, leaning in so close he could feel the warmth radiating from her. "That innocence? It belongs to me. Imagine," she continued, her voice dropping to a husky whisper, "if you finally learn to control this power of yours while I'm away..." Her gaze flitted to his lips, then back to meet his eyes. "I'd have missed my chance to... spoil you for any other girl."

"You've already corrupted me, remember?" he tried to joke, though his voice was tinged with longing. "Thanks to my illusions." Tyson swallowed hard, the memory of the night they'd shared flashing in his mind. 

Illyana scoffed lightly, waving a hand dismissively. "Illusions," she echoed with a roll of her eyes. "They're fun, satisfying, and it feels so real that I can't tell the difference… but it's not real." Her hand reached up, hovering mere inches from his face, the desire to touch mirrored in both their expressions. "Nothing can replace the real thing. To actual touch. To true intimacy."

The words hung heavy between them. Tyson was the first to break the silence, "So, what are you suggesting?"

Her smile was all victory and temptation, eyes alight with triumph. "I suggest we make some real memories, ones that'll have to last us both for a whole year." Tyson's breath caught in his chest, the reality of what she was offering dawning on him. "And when we're aching from the absence," she continued, "we'll have this moment to hold onto."

He nodded, the action bringing his face dangerously close to hers, their breaths mingling. "Okay," he breathed out.

Illyana's smirk softened into something tender, perhaps vulnerable, an expression reserved only for him. "Okay," she echoed. "But, since we only have twenty minutes, we should probably start with...illusions."

Tyson reached for her, his thumb tracing the high arc of her cheekbone, marveling at the surreal reality his powers created. Drawing her closer, their lips met in a kiss that spoke of starved longing and tender affection. To Illyana, it felt so real, so vivid, but she knew it was his power. There was no drain, no ebbing of her life force.

Their kiss deepened, and the world around them seemed to fade away, leaving only the two of them in a universe of Tyson's creation. Hands explored her body, rekindling the flames between them. It was sighs and soft laughter, a narrative told in the silent language of yearning looks and urgent caresses. Somehow, they found themselves moving, drawn toward the bedroom. Clothes became a forgotten casualty along the way, discarded haphazardly.

In the soft light of the bedroom, the ethereal glow of her skin contrasted artfully against his duskier tones. Her platinum locks were a wild cascade around a face flushed with need. His features had sharpened with desire yet were softened by affection.

It was a sight, a moment, they both wanted to sear into their memories, to carry with them through the lonely nights ahead.

With a breath that trembled, Illyana reached for the artifact that had been resting on the bedside table. It hummed with magic as she clasped it around her neck, the metal felt cool against the heat of her skin.

Tyson took the place previously occupied by his illusion. The warmth of her skin was real under his hands now. The weight of his touch was no longer an illusion but tangible, real. They gasped at the actual, physical contact they'd been denied for so long.

The connection they shared in those moments was transcendent. It was tender yet passionate, an expression of love and longing too powerful for mere words. Their world narrowed down to the sound of shared breaths, the patter of skin against skin, and the quiet declarations spilled in the space between kisses. Time was their enemy, but became irrelevant, existing only in the beats of their joined hearts. And when the climax came, it was with a shared sense of wonder, a realization that what they had was worth every second of waiting, every moment of yearning.

They collapsed together in a tangle of limbs and satisfied laughter. The artifact's glow dimmed as the spell wound down. But the memory of their shared experience, burned all the brighter for it. 

In the afterglow, they lay together, but apart, the artifact silent around Illyana's neck. They didn't need words; their shared glances spoke volumes, promises, and reassurances exchanged without a sound.

They'd face tomorrow when it came, with its uncertainties and challenges. But for now, in this quiet moment, they were simply Tyson and Illyana, together.

And that was enough.

            

    
        Arc 4 - Ch 1: Midtown High

    
    
    
    
                Date: Tuesday, September 7, 2010.

Location: Four Season Hotel Downtown, Manhattan, New York

As the morning sun bled into the Empire Suite in the Four Seasons Downtown, Tyson anticipated his first day at Midtown High with excitement.

Bzzz. Bzzz. His phone vibrated on the marble bedside table, the screen lighting up with a new message. Picking it up, he saw it was from Illyana Rasputin, his now ex-girlfriend. They’d only just broken up a few days earlier. The memory was still tender in his mind.

Good luck at Midtown, Ty. Remember, try to have fun. Think normal thoughts.

Despite the ache in his heart, Tyson managed a small smile. Illyana had ended things because she wanted him to experience everything that high school had to offer without worrying about her, especially with her training to be a sorcerer on the opposite side of the world. Quickly, his fingers tapped out a reply.

Thanks, Illyana. Hope the training is going well.

No sooner had he sent the message, than another text from Illyana popped up. 

Before I forget, here’s Jean’s and Jubilee’s numbers. Don’t be a stranger to them, okay?

He texted back before saving the new contacts.

Got it. Thanks… Miss you.

Setting the phone down, Tyson’s gaze drifted around the room, finally landing on the shopping bags from yesterday. Getting a new cell phone after Illyana left hadn’t been his only therapy purchase. There was a sense of independence, and perhaps rebellion, in buying the new, leather jacket that lay crisply folded among other things. It was completely unlike his old style, his way of stepping into this new chapter of his life. The jacket was a piece of the person he was becoming, the person he wanted to be… Plus it matched his new ride.

His routine was simple; a quick shower, followed by a breakfast of scrambled eggs and waffles, bacon, and sausage that was delivered to the room. After dressing up in casual jeans, and a t-shirt, and throwing on his new leather jacket and matching gloves, Tyson grabbed his backpack and headed out. 

Inside the Four Seasons underground parking sat a black motorcycle, which he’d bought the previous day. This purchase was made with the money earned from pawning some gold he’d acquired from the Federal Reserve. Tyson found himself flush with more cash than he knew what to do with. After the paperwork, courtesy of the Ancient One, he had a license and the legal proof needed to make these purchases.

Straddling the motorcycle, Tyson donned his helmet. More for blending in than safety. With his skull reinforced by indestructible Adamantium and a healing factor that laughed in the face of injury, Tyson was virtually unbreakable. But he needed to maintain appearances. The motorcycle thundered to life, and with a final look at the towering elegance of the Four Seasons, Tyson revved the engine and sped off toward Queens. 

The wind rushed against him, tugging at his jacket and roaring in his ears, the city becoming a blur of color and motion. The iconic structures of Manhattan slowly gave way to the more grounded, community-driven landscape of Queens. As he navigated through the traffic, Tyson couldn’t help but feel a sense of exhilaration. 

Finally, Midtown High came into view, students milling about, chatting and laughing in groups. As Tyson rolled into the school parking lot, the low growl of his motorcycle's engine turned several curious heads. He couldn’t help but feel a small surge of satisfaction. Yet, that sense morphed into concern as he noticed a crowd gathering not far from where he parked. Swinging his leg over the bike and removing his helmet, Tyson strode toward the commotion. As he drew closer, his eyes caught sight of a boy at the center of it all. 

He was lean, not particularly tall, with tousled brown hair and a kind of nerdy air about him. He wore a simple combination of a T-shirt and jeans, both of which looked one size too big as if he’d inherited them from someone older. The boy’s glasses were slightly askew, and his books were scattered on the ground. Recognition flickered in Tyson's mind.

Tobe…Peter Parker.

The reason for the crowd's interest became clear. Towering over Peter was another student, broad-shouldered with a confident smirk plastered across his face. His skin was tan, his hair styled heavily with gel, and his letterman jacket seemed to scream "popularity." This had to be Flash Thompson, a stereotypical high school jock, known for his athleticism and his less admirable trait of being a bully.

“Come on, Parker,” Flash jeered, shoving Peter, who stumbled as he was attempting to rise to his feet. “Stand up for yourself, Peter. Or are you just good at hiding behind those science books of yours?”

The crowd laughed; Tyson’s fists clenched at his sides, heat rising in his chest. He pushed through the gathered students, his size making it all too easy. As he stepped into the circle, his shadow momentarily engulfed both Peter and Flash. The crowd’s laughter died down.

“Hey!” Tyson called out, his voice deep and commanding, drawing every eye to him. He towered over Flash, his 6’6 frame broad and muscular, eclipsing Flash’s 6’2 lean athletic build. “That’s enough.”

Flash’s eyes widened, clearly taken aback by Tyson’s sudden appearance and imposing stature. But he recovered quickly, “This doesn’t concern you. Why don’t you mind your own—”

Tyson cut him off, pointing at Flash, “You're going to,” and then back at himself in turn “Tell me what to do.” He asked threateningly. “Go ahead… finish what you were saying.” Tyson’s voice was calm, but it carried an edge, a silent warning daring Flash to continue. 

A murmur rippled through the crowd. Flash sized Tyson up, his gaze traveling up and then down, the smirk fading when he realized he was significantly outsized. There was a moment, a silent standoff, where it seemed Flash might escalate the situation.

But then, something unusual at Midtown happened.

Flash backed down.

“Fine,” he muttered, the word laced with frustration. He shot Peter a final, warning look. “This isn’t over, Parker.”

With one last glare at Tyson, Flash turned and disappeared into the dispersing crowd, his friends trailing after him. The circle of spectators broke up as the excitement of the confrontation passed, leaving Tyson with Peter, who was slowly gathering his books. 

Tyson extended a hand, offering a small, reassuring smile. “You alright, Peter?”

Peter looked up, a mix of gratitude and surprise in his eyes behind those slightly skewed glasses. He took Tyson’s hand and pulled himself up. “Yeah, yeah, I’m okay. Thanks, uh…”

“Tyson,” he filled in, still holding Peter’s gaze, ensuring his sincerity was evident.

“Thanks, Tyson,” Peter repeated. He glanced away for a second, awkwardly adjusting his glasses, before adding, “You didn’t have to, you know, step in. But I’m glad you did.”

Tyson gave a slight shrug, "I couldn't just stand there and watch," he said. Then, with a playful glint in his eye, he added, "Plus, it was a pretty good way to make an entrance on my first day, don't you think?"

Peter laughed, the sound light and relieving, pushing away the last remnants of tension in the air. "You're not wrong," he admitted. "So, you're new here? I haven't seen you around before."

"It's my first day," Tyson confirmed, "And by the looks of it, just in time, huh?"

Peter's gaze drifted to where Tyson had gestured, landing on the motorcycle parked a short distance away. His eyes widened behind his glasses. "That's yours?!" he asked, a note of incredulity mixed with admiration in his voice. "Your parents let you ride that?"

A shadow passed over Tyson's features, his smile fading slightly. "My parents aren’t around," he said simply.

Understanding flashed in Peter's eyes, and his expression softened. He of all people knew the pain of not having parents around, the gaping absence that was left in everyday life. "I get it," he said sincerely. "I lost my parents too. I live with my Aunt May and Uncle Ben."

For a moment, the air between them was charged with a mutual understanding.

"Looks like we have more in common than I thought, Peter Parker," Tyson said, the corner of his mouth turning up in a half-smile.

Tyson clapped a hand on Peter’s shoulder, “There's strength in numbers.” he said, trying to lighten the mood. “I helped you up. Maybe you can repay the favor and help me find my first-period class.”

Peter chuckled, and just like that, the air around them felt lighter. As the bell rang in the distance, signaling the start of the school day, Tyson was thankful that he arrived just at the right time. He hadn’t just made a grand entrance, he might have also made an important friend. 

— Rogue Replacement —

The room was alive with teenage energy. Students milled around, chatting about everything from the latest school gossip to their favorite video games. But all that white noise faded into the background as the teacher, Mrs. Morita, a woman of short stature but undeniable authority, clapped her hands sharply. The sound silenced the cacophony as if she’d flipped a switch.

“Alright, everyone, settle down. We’re assigning lab partners today. This is Chemistry, not a social hour,” Mrs. Morita announced. As she began pairing off students, Tyson took the opportunity to look around, his eyes taking in the lab stations, the safety posters plastered on the walls, and his classmates. “Tyson Smith, you’re with Gwen Stacy,” Mrs. Morita said, not looking up from her clipboard.

A girl detached herself from a nearby group. Her blonde hair was secured in a neat ponytail, her blue eyes bright with intelligence, “I’m Gwen,” she introduced herself, offering a hand with a courteous smile.

“Tyson,” he replied while shaking. Wearing leather gloves in class may have been unusual, but Tyson making skin contact would’ve been far more problematic.

As they settled into their assigned task, Tyson’s first impression of Gwen was she was brilliant, handling their chemistry assignment with deftness and understanding. He watched as she skillfully measured and poured, her hands steady, her attention detailed.

“Man, I just got through Physics, and now this,” Tyson couldn’t help but mutter, half to himself, as he attempted to follow her lead with his brows knitting together in concentration.

Gwen glanced up with a polite smile, “It’s a lot, I know. But you’ll get the hang of it. Chemistry can be tough, but it’s not impossible. Here, you’re adding too much of the reagent. Try to level it off a bit, like this,” she demonstrated.

Tyson managed a decent attempt at mimicking her. “Thanks, Gwen.”

“No problem, Tyson,” she replied, that earnest smile still on her face. Then, her tone shifted, “You know, I saw what you did this morning. With Peter.” Gwen held an approving expression as she continued, “That was brave. Flash isn’t exactly...easy, to stand up to. But you did it anyway. Not a lot of people would’ve done that.”

He shrugged, trying to appear nonchalant, “Couldn’t just stand there, you know?”

“Well, I’m glad you did,” Gwen said earnestly, her focus returning to their assignment but her words lingering in the air between them.

The conversation ebbed and flowed after that. Gwen wasn’t just the smartest girl in the room; she was kind, empathetic, and just. As the bell eventually rang, signaling the end of class; Tyson packed up his things. He shot Gwen a grateful smile, receiving an encouraging one in return.

— Rogue Replacement —

The hallway after his third period was like an ocean, with waves of chatter. Locker doors slammed, punctuated by the laughter and shouts of teenagers. Tyson found himself swept up in the current of students, all hurrying to their next destination. He was surrounded by faces in the crowd, none standing out until he saw… her.

She was like a monochrome siren. Her white hair flowed freely down her back as though it refused to be tamed. Her black clothes were simple yet bold. It wasn’t just her appearance that caught Tyson’s attention; it was the way she moved. There was a deliberateness in her step, a silent confidence that bordered on predatory. She was a panther among housecats, and she knew it.

Their eyes locked, and the clamor around them seemed to mute. “Felicia,” she said when they were close enough. Her voice wasn’t loud, but it didn’t need to be. It had the kind of pitch that demanded to be heard, clear and strong yet inexplicably intimate, as though her words were meant for him and him alone.

“Tyson,” he responded, his name feeling somewhat plain as it left his lips. He found himself wishing he had something more interesting to say, caught up in her presence.

A small, cryptic smile played on her lips as if she were privy to a secret that he wasn’t aware he’d shared. “I saw what you did this morning,” she said, her tone casual but her eyes sharp. “That was...unexpected. Especially for the new guy.”

He shrugged, “Just seemed like the right thing to do.”

"Oh," she expressed in mock surprise, her eyes gleaming with amusement while a playful grin formed. "A knight in shining armor type... That's a bold move. You're already the talk of the town. Not here to just blend in, are you, Tyson?"

He chuckled, a short, dry sound, and shook his head. “No more than you are, it seems.”

Felicia’s smile widened by a fraction, acknowledging his point. “True. I guess it takes one to know one.”

The bell chose that moment to ring, its shrill sound signaling the end of their brief interlude and the need to move on to their next classes. The spell broke, and the noise of the hallway crashed back into Tyson’s awareness like a tidal wave reclaiming the shore.

“I’ll be seeing you around then,” Felicia said. It wasn’t a question, nor was it a simple statement. It was an assurance. With a final, inscrutable look, Felicia turned and merged back into the student body flowing through the hallway. She weaved through the crowd until she was out of sight.  

Tyson stood there for a few seconds longer, the echo of her words lingering in his mind. With a deep breath, he readjusted his backpack and headed to his next class, her enigmatic smile imprinted in his thoughts.

— Rogue Replacement —

Tyson had been looking for the cafeteria and found himself pushing open a door to the sound of overly impassioned dialogue. Inside, on the stage, was a girl with fiery red hair and an energy that seemed to captivate her classmates.

She was running lines with another student. The moment he stepped inside, the scene paused, and her eyes found Tyson in the doorway. “Hey, you’re the new guy, right? ” Caught off guard, Tyson could only nod. The redhead beamed. “I’m MJ. You should join the drama club. We could use someone who’s not afraid of the spotlight.”

Her invitation was impulsive and sincere, and though Tyson didn’t see himself on stage, he couldn’t help but smile at her enthusiasm. “I’ll think about it,” he promised.

He made his way back outside the auditorium and continued walking until he stumbled upon Peter. “There’s someone I want you to meet,” Peter said. He pointed down the hallway at a boy dressed in a casual ensemble that somehow screamed designer, from the effortless drape of his jacket to the pristine quality of his shoes. His hair was a tidy mess, likely styled to appear unintentional, and though he was engrossed in something on his phone, there was an undeniable air of isolation about him.

“That’s Harry,” Peter explained, a small smile tugging at the corners of his lips, though it didn’t quite mask the worry in his eyes. “Harry Osborn.”

As they approached, Harry looked up, his expression transforming from one of distracted interest to a warm, welcoming grin. Harry quickly sized Tyson up before extending a hand in greeting, “Harry Osborn.”

“Tyson Smith,” he replied, accepting the handshake. “Good to meet you.”

“You too, man. Heard you made quite a scene this morning. Flash is all bark and no bite, but I guess you figured that out already,” Harry chuckled, though the laughter didn’t quite reach his eyes. 

— Rogue Replacement —

Students shuffled into the gymnasium for physical education. The moment Tyson entered the gym, his eyes were inexorably drawn to the figure standing center-court. Her hair was a cascade of auburn curls that fell in soft waves around her shoulders. Her skin was smooth and flawless, save for a few almost imperceptible lines that creased momentarily when she scanned her surroundings. Her attire clung to her in a way that managed to be both modest and revealing. The form-fitting nature of her white top and black leggings highlighted a physique that was lean, almost dancer-like in its contours, but Tyson could see the latent strength that resided in her limbs. Her eyes were a striking shade of green. They flicked across the students, assessing with the kind of gaze that seemed to penetrate and analyze one's very essence. Even when her lips curled into a professional smile, her eyes retained a watchful light.

When she walked over toward the gathered students, there was an economy to her movements, nothing wasted. Seeing her, Tyson's senses didn't just take in a woman of striking beauty; they acknowledged a human weapon in gym teacher's attire. This was a facade, a guise worn as comfortably as her skin, but as Tyson well knew, appearances could be deceiving.

She introduced herself with a smile that didn't quite meet her eyes, maintaining a cool professional demeanor. "Good afternoon, everyone. I'm Ms. Natalie Rushman, and I'll be guiding your physical education sessions for the foreseeable future."

Tyson's heart didn't so much skip a beat as it did freeze entirely. He knew her, not as Natalie Rushman, but as Natasha Romanoff, also known as the Black Widow. Every alarm bell in his head went off at the realization that one of the most formidable spies and assassins was here, in Midtown High, masquerading as a gym teacher. The question that pounded in his skull was, why?

"We're playing dodgeball today," Natalie announced, and the groans and cheers alike couldn't disguise the students' curiosity about her, their whispers swirling around the gym. "I'll participate to balance the teams."

The game unfolded, and Natalie, Natasha, was nothing short of a spectacle. She displayed an almost surreal agility, dodging and throwing with a precision that hinted at her true, lethal skill set. The gym buzzed with whispers and wide-eyed glances as "Natalie Rushman" showcased moves that made even the most athletic students gawk. Flash Thompson sauntered up to her, a smug grin plastered on his face. 

"Hey, Miss Rushman," Flash drawled, puffing out his chest. "Need a partner for a demonstration? I’m pretty skilled myself."

Natalie turned to him, "That won’t be necessary," she replied coolly, her voice carrying enough firmness to hush the murmuring students. 

Flash Thompson seemed to take her denial as a challenge. "Bet you’ve never had a student as athletic as me," he declared as he puffed out his chest. 

Natalie looked at Flash, unimpressed, then turned her gaze directly to Tyson, who stood a distance away. "Actually," There was an undeniable softening in her eyes as she said, "I see more talent in him." Her voice held a hint of... Respect, or maybe Fondness? It was hard to pinpoint, but it was there when she referred to Tyson.

Murmurs erupted among the students as Flash’s smirk faltered, his bravado deflating faster than a punctured balloon. Tyson, suddenly conscious of every pair of eyes on him, found himself analyzing her unexpected response. Red-faced and embarrassed, Flash skulked back to his friends, while the other students struggled to hide their giggles. 

But Tyson couldn't fully focus on the game. His mind raced, trying to piece together the puzzle of Black Widow's presence. Peter hadn't become Spider-Man yet. This morning’s altercation with Flash made that clear. So, she wasn't here for a friendly neighborhood superhero chat. That left one unsettling option. 

She was here for him. 

But why? Was SHIELD now keeping tabs on him through one of their top operatives?

After the class, as the students filed out of the gym, Natalie approached Tyson. His enhanced sense of smell picked up her subtle, natural fragrance. Rich leather, exotic spices, and a cool wisp of winter air, all intertwined with the faintest trace of gunpowder. Her gaze was inscrutable, and she spoke with casual praise, "You have good moves, Tyson. But your instincts could use a little work."

Struggling to keep his voice even, Tyson replied, "Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind. You're pretty impressive yourself."

A flicker of amusement crossed her features. "I've had my share of practice." She held his gaze, her eyes narrowing ever so slightly. "I look forward to seeing what else you can do," she added. Her tone was light but the undercurrents were deep. It wasn't a mere statement; it was a warning, one that should have gone over Tyson’s head, but with his meta-knowledge, it gave away her purpose in the school.

She then moved away to attend her next class, leaving Tyson grappling with his thoughts. The presence of the Black Widow in his school complicated things. As he left the gym, Tyson's mind was abuzz with the most nagging question being, what game was SHIELD playing at Midtown High? How did he end up on their radar? Was it because of his mutant ability, or maybe he screwed up during the heist.

Fuck. 

He definitely screwed up during the heist.

— Rogue Replacement —

The school gradually grew quiet as students dispersed, each to their destination. Peter, with a hesitant but genuine smile, turned to Tyson. "So, um, you want to come over for dinner? My Aunt May's not half bad in the kitchen," he offered. There was a lightness in his tone to mask the underlying sincerity.

Tyson was surprised but touched by the invitation, and accepted. They hailed a cab, and the ride was filled with the kind of easy chatter that newly minted friends share. The cab rolled to a stop in front of a quaint, well-kept house. Peter paid the fare, and they headed toward the entrance. The door opened before they reached it, revealing a woman whose smile was as kind as her eyes.

"Peter. And who's this?" Aunt May greeted, her voice lilting with pleasant surprise.

"This is Tyson, Aunt May. He's new to the school," Peter introduced.

"Pleasure to meet you, ma'am," Tyson said, extending a hand politely.

"Oh, none of that 'ma'am' business," Aunt May chided gently, "Come in, come in. Dinner's just about ready. You're in time to save Peter from his cooking duties."

They laughed, and Tyson felt an unexpected pang of... was it longing? But he pushed it aside as they entered the house. The aroma of a home-cooked meal wafted through invitingly.

They settled at the dinner table, where a man with a friendly face and a gentle demeanor joined them. Tyson immediately recognized Uncle Ben. 

"So, Tyson, what brings you to our part of the city?" Uncle Ben inquired, passing the mashed potatoes.

"I had difficulties at my last school up in West Chester. I was lucky enough to get accepted to Midtown, so I made the commute over from Manhattan. It’s not too bad, only twenty-five minutes or so." Tyson replied.

"And how are you finding things? Settling in okay at school?" Aunt May asked, concern tinting her words.

Tyson glanced at Peter, sharing a look that held the weight of today's events. "It's been an... interesting first day."

Both Aunt May and Uncle Ben caught the undertone but chose to let it lie, understanding that some stories weren't meant to be told at the dinner table. Instead, they shared stories of their own, filling the meal with a sense of unity that Tyson hadn’t realized he'd been missing. 

The night had settled when Tyson eventually left. He’d met Peter Parker and his family, but it wasn’t the Peter he’d expected. Add in the presence of Mary Jane Watson, Gwen Stacy, Felicia Hardy, and the Black Widow, and Tyson wasn’t sure what he knew anymore.

            

    
        Arc 4 - Ch 2: Oscorp Field Trip

    
    
    
    
                Date: Friday, September 10, 2010.

Location: Oscorp, Manhattan, New York

Midtown High's students spilled from the school buses and gathered in front of Oscorp's towering skyscraper. The tide of students parted around Tyson's large frame. Peter stood in front of him, safe in his wake from being dragged along with the crowd. Both of them craned their necks to take in the building that stretched ambitiously toward the sky.

"It's bigger than I thought, the pictures don't do it justice," Peter commented, his voice barely audible over the clamor of the gathered students and the distant, ever-present hum of the city.

"That's what she said," Tyson mumbled, amused.

It was then that a luxury car pulled up to the curb. The doors opened, and out stepped Harry Osborn, looking as privileged as his name suggested, followed by his father, Norman Osborn. The senior Osborn was a figure straight out of the magazines; confident, imposing, and with an aura that commanded attention.

"Peter Parker," he declared more than asked, extending his hand in a firm handshake. The familiarity took Peter slightly aback. He'd met Norman Osborne previously, as he and Harry had been friends for years, but Peter hadn't seen Norman since middle school. He had not expected the magnate to recognize him, let alone remember his name.

"Yes, sir," Peter responded, a bit flustered but managing to grip the offered hand.

"Harry tells me you're quite the science whiz. You know, I'm something of a scientist myself," Norman remarked with a hint of pride in his voice, his smile broadening yet not fully reaching his eyes.

"I read all your nanotechnology research. It's brilliant," Peter admired, his respect for the man's work evident in his tone The nervousness he initially felt began to ebb away in the face of his scientific passion.

"And you understood it?" Norman teased lightly, a chuckle escaping his lips. "Like father, like son." Norman's gaze then slid over to Tyson, taking in his stature with a businessman's assessing eye. "And you are?"

"Tyson, sir," he replied, offering a gloved hand that Norman shook firmly.

"A strong grip," Norman observed. The CEO's eyes momentarily flicked down to their handshake. He remarked, "You might be the biggest high school kid I've ever seen."

Tyson chuckled, unperturbed by the frank assessment. "Yeah, maybe I should put it to use, maybe play Football or get a job as a bouncer," he joked.

Norman's lips twitched into a smile, "Tell you what, I'll have someone from Security find you before your field trip is over. If we have lab interns at Oscorp, there's no reason we can't have Security interns."

"Really?" Tyson was surprised by the unexpected offer.

"Absolutely," Norman confirmed, "Welcome to Oscorp. Enjoy your tour."

As Norman moved away to address some waiting executives, Harry, Peter, and Tyson joined the throng of students as they began to move toward the entrance, funneled along by their teachers and Oscorp staff. 

As they crossed the threshold into the building, Tyson couldn't help but smile at what was coming... Assuming his memories of this field trip held. As the doors of Oscorp closed behind them, sealing them off from the rest of New York, Tyson was ready for the show.

The students of Midtown High crowded into the lobby of Oscorp. They were all whispers and wide eyes as they took in the tower. However, the buzzing halted when a young woman stepped forward. Clad in a crisp white lab coat that contrasted with her neatly tied-back blonde hair, Gwen Stacy greeted them. “Welcome to Oscorp,” Gwen’s voice cut through the murmurs, commanding attention. The badge on her coat marked her not as a student, but a lab intern. “I'm Gwen Stacy, the head intern here, and I'll be guiding you through today's tour.”

Tyson nudged Peter lightly, “That’s my chemistry lab partner.”

Peter just smiled. Unlike Tyson, he'd been at Midtown long enough to know of Gwen's intelligence. But seeing her outside of school, with a position at a leading technology company, elevated his respect for her to another level. 

The group's first stop was a place that brimmed with the kind of advanced science you only read about in textbooks or saw in sci-fi films. The room was a collection of high-tech equipment, from robotic arms handling DNA samples to computer screens displaying complex genetic data.

“Oscorp’s leading the world in cross-species genetics,” Gwen said with enthusiasm in her voice, “Pioneering studies into combining the DNA of different organisms.”

The tour took them through various exhibits and departments, each new area unveiling another layer of Oscorp’s contribution to science. They saw advanced robotics, renewable energies, and more. As the tour continued, Peter’s anticipation built; they were heading to the laboratory of the renowned Dr. Curt Connors, one of the lead scientists at Oscorp. He practically buzzed with excitement. The students huddled into the department heralded by a crisp sign.

Department of Genetics, Bioengineering, and Cellular Studies. 

Gwen's voice broke through the mounting whispers. "Everyone, this is Dr. Curt Connors, Director of GBCS. He's one of the brightest minds here at Oscorp and a pioneer in his field."

Dr. Connors, a tall man with a kind face and wearing a lab coat over his one-armed frame, greeted them with a warm, albeit tired smile. "Welcome, everyone. I'm excited to share with you a fraction of the work we do here." The group settled into a semi-circle around him. “Our department,” Dr. Connors began, sweeping his hand in a half-circle, a clear gesture encompassing the realm of his life's work, “is at the forefront of exploring the human genome, understanding its secrets, and pushing the boundaries of what we know about our very existence.” He pointed around the laboratory as he spoke, gesturing at the various stations. Each featured cutting-edge technology that seemed ripped straight from the future. There were machines sequencing DNA, microscopes showing magnified cells, and in a secure glass case, a model of a DNA helix. “We’re not just studying genetics in a traditional sense,” Dr. Connors continued. His voice was a mix of passion and scholarly wisdom. “We’re looking at bioengineering, the science of altering the genetic makeup for beneficial traits, combating diseases, and potentially, improving human capabilities.” 

The students listened, focused on the expert. Tyson glanced over at Peter, noticing the furrow of his brows, and the tilt of his head.

“And cellular studies,” Dr. Connors went on, oblivious to Tyson’s distraction and Peter's brewing questions, “allow us to delve into cloning, understanding cellular regeneration, and possibly answering one of the biggest questions. Can we replicate human cells effectively and ethically? Imagine being able to copy healthy cells to replace diseased ones, or regenerate lost limbs.” His gaze inadvertently dropped to his missing arm, and the room fell into a sympathetic silence. “Anyway,” he cleared his throat, redirecting the focus, “the implications of our work are vast, affecting medicine, technology, and even the environment.”

His speech drew to a close amidst a murmur of thoughtful hums and light applause. The students were then given free rein to explore the equipment and speak with the scientists. The lab was a hubbub of curious students exploring every crevice and contraption. Peter, however, stood apart, his gaze trailing Dr. Connors as the scientist retreated to his office. Tyson caught the glint of longing in Peter’s eyes.

Tyson asked, “What’s up?”

Peter responded, “I was hoping to speak with Doctor Connors.” His expression shifted to one of disappointment. 

Without another word, Tyson clasped Peter's arm, steering him through the throng until they reached Gwen. She was in her element, yet still exuded an aura of approachability. "Hey, lab buddy!" Tyson greeted with an easy grin, trying to sound as charming as possible.

Gwen looked up, her expression brightening in recognition. "Tyson. What’s up?"

"This is Peter," Tyson gestured, though it was clear the two already knew each other from the subtle acknowledgment in their eyes.

"Hey, Peter," Gwen smiled, then her attention shifted back to Tyson, "What can I do for you guys?"

Tyson looked into Gwen’s eyes before leaning in slightly, "Actually, I was hoping for a favor. Peter here is dying to meet Dr. Connors personally. Any chance you could introduce him?"

Gwen hesitated, biting her lip. "I don't know, guys. Dr. Connors is really busy—"

"Please?" Tyson interjected, putting on his best pleading face, while Peter's own mirrored a similar sentiment.

With a sigh, Gwen capitulated. "Okay, fine… But for the record, you’re too big to make puppy dog eyes. Make it quick, alright?"

Tyson replied, “Big dogs are puppies too.”

Gwen shot back, “And that’s the only reason I’m going along with this.”

She led them to Dr. Connors' office, knocking politely before entering. "Dr. Connors? Sorry to disturb you, but there's someone here who's very eager to meet you."

Dr. Connors, seated at his desk, looked up and adjusted his glasses. "Oh? And who might that be?"

Peter stepped forward, a little nervously. "Hi, Dr. Connors. I'm Peter Parker. I'm a huge admirer of your work."

The scientist's face softened into a smile. "Is that so? And what particularly interests you, Peter?"

"Everything, sir. But especially your research into cross-species genetics. It's... well, it's brilliant," Peter's voice held a reverence, his enthusiasm barely contained.

"Thank you, Peter," Dr. Connors replied, genuinely pleased. "It's not often I meet young people so passionate about our work."

Tyson piped up, "Parker's the top of our class, Dr. Connors. Super smart."

Gwen couldn't help herself. "Second, actually," she interjected with a playful smirk.

"Second?" Tyson raised an eyebrow, then shot a questioning look at Gwen, "Then who's—"

She just gave him a look, a silent, proud, 'obviously'.

"Oh," Tyson laughed, "Right."

The word "Parker" seemed to echo in Dr. Connors' mind, reverberating against his memories. He peered more intently at Peter, recognition dawning on his face like the slow creep of sunrise. "Parker," he repeated, his voice was softer, almost distant. "Your parents... Richard and Mary Parker. I worked with them."

Peter's heart skipped a beat, his breath held captive. "It’s true then. The picture wasn't just a one-time staged photo.” he said, more to himself than Connors, before asking, “You knew my parents?"

"Yes," Dr. Connors nodded, a tinge of sadness in his eyes. "Brilliant scientists, both of them. They were pioneers in their field before... before they disappeared." The air in the room grew thick. Tyson, sensing the weight of the moment for his new friend, squeezed Peter's shoulder in silent support. Dr. Connors continued, his voice took a faraway tone as if lost in memories, "I remember you as a child, Peter. You had your mother's eyes."

Peter swallowed, emotions tangled. As he prodded, "My parents…” Peter recalled Norman Osbron mentioning his father earlier, “...they worked here?"

"On special projects," Dr. Connors confirmed. "Much of the foundation of what we do in cross-species genetics was laid by your father. He was onto something groundbreaking."

The conversation drifted naturally to Dr. Connors' current research, and his aspirations to use genetics for regenerative medicine, potentially even limb regeneration, inspired by his condition. Peter listened, enraptured, every word pulling him deeper into a world his parents had once inhabited.

That's when Peter's gaze fell on the formula dominating Connor’s office. He recognized the sequence of symbols. "That formula," Peter interrupted suddenly, his voice urgent, "I've seen it before." Dr. Connors and Gwen turned, following his stare at the complex equation on the whiteboard. "It's... it's my father's work, isn't it?" Peter's fingers were almost touching the scribbled numbers, his eyes bright with intensity.

Dr. Connors observed him, a flicker of something unreadable in his gaze. "Yes, it was one of Richard's theoretical formulas. But it's never been completed."

Without a second thought, Peter grabbed a marker from Dr. Connors' desk. And then, in front of a stunned Dr. Connors and an astounded Gwen, Peter completed the sequence. The marker squeaked against the board as he scribbled, the sound punctuating the silence that enveloped the room.

Dr. Connors was the first to speak, breaking the hush that had fallen. "Incredible," he murmured, inspecting the formula as if seeing a ghost from the past.

Gwen was next, her voice a mix of awe and disbelief. "How did you do that, Peter?"

Peter lowered the marker, his chest heaving lightly from the adrenaline. "It's been in my house all along. My dad solved the formula."

For a long moment, no one spoke. The gravity of the revelation, the bridging of past and present, hung heavily around them.

Dr. Connors finally turned to Peter with a serious look on his face. "Peter, thank you. This... this could change everything." 

Tyson clapped Peter on the back, a proud grin on his face. He addressed Dr. Connors, “You know you can’t use this without paying Peter right? It’s his solution.”

Connor’s voice held a promise, "Of course not. I'll be in touch, Peter."

As they exited the office, Gwen resumed her role as guide. When they rejoined the tour, she continued to explain the intricacies of Oscorp's work. But her glances towards Peter held a new light, one of deep respect and a hint of wonder.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

The students filed into a large, open lab. Eyes were wide, some in fear, others in intrigue as they took in the rows of glass enclosures, each housing a spider. The genetically-engineered arachnids displayed an array of colors and patterns as they clung to their webs. Gwen began explaining the breakthroughs Oscorp had achieved with these creatures.

Peter, however, had drifted to the front, his fascination transparent. "You know some spiders can change colors to blend into their environment," he shared, more to himself but loud enough for others to hear. "It's a defense mechanism."

Harry, leaning against a table, rolled his eyes in disinterest. "Peter, what would make you think I wanted to know that?" he asked, though there was no real malice in his words.

Peter was too absorbed to respond. His attention remained fixed on the spiders as he continued, "Some spiders even have super strength relative to their size, and others have a venom that can be adapted for advanced medical treatments."

Gwen smiled at Peter's enthusiasm, then directed everyone's attention to a scientist who began a more detailed lecture about the genetic enhancements they'd introduced into the spiders.

One sharp-eyed student, squinting at the enclosures, interrupted. "Isn't one missing? There are supposed to be thirteen."

The scientist barely skipped a beat, more perturbed by the interruption than the missing spider. "One of our colleagues is likely conducting some tests. Nothing to worry about."

The explanation seemed to satisfy everyone, and the lecture resumed. 

In a rare instance where Peter's mind was not focused on science, his eyes drifted to where Mary Jane stood fixated on the spiders. A sly grin crossed Harry’s face. He said to Peter, “You should talk to her.”

Peter challenged, “You go talk to her.” Surprisingly, Harry pushed off the table and approached Mary Jane confidently.

"Did you know," Harry began, "that some spiders can change colors to blend in? It's a defense mechanism."

Mary Jane turned to him, an eyebrow raised. "Really? That's... interesting."

"Yeah," Harry continued. Peter watched the exchange from a few feet away with a sinking heart. "And some even have like, super strength."

Before Harry could continue, their teacher's sharp voice cut through the room. "Mr. Osborn. Do we need to review proper etiquette during lectures?"

Harry straightened, caught. "No, sir," he mumbled. 

The eyes of the group were now on him, a few students snickering under their breath as Harry was brought to a corner of the lab to be chastised. The teacher's voice could be heard even though they stepped away, “Just because your name is on the building, isn't an excuse to be rude.”

Tyson meandered away from the group, his eyes scanning the lab. Amongst the high-tech equipment, he found what he was looking for. A small box of unused vials and a collection of stoppers. With his acquisition in hand, he positioned himself at an elevated area with a clear view of the whole room. He decided to just stand back and observe the iconic moment… and bide his time.

Meanwhile, Peter mustered up the courage, camera in hand. "MJ, could I get a picture? For the school paper?" he asked, a hopeful lilt in his voice.

Mary Jane looked surprised but then agreed with a hesitant smile. "Sure, Peter."

The first few shots were awkward, Mary Jane was unsure how to pose with the glass enclosures of spiders. Yet, as Peter's camera clicked away, she warmed up. Her poses became more natural, even playful.

"Great! That's really good," Peter encouraged, his own nervousness abating with each photo. Yet he still hid behind the camera.

Just then, one of Mary Jane's friends came bounding over. "MJ, you have to come see this!" she exclaimed, grabbing Mary Jane's arm and pulling her away, leaving Peter alone with the camera still raised.

Tyson saw it all from his vantage point. His focus, however, shifted when a tiny movement caught his enhanced sight. It was a spider, but not just any spider. It was the genetically engineered spider that had been pointed out as missing earlier. Its blue and red hues were vibrant, almost pulsing.

This was it. The moment Tyson had been waiting for.

As if in slow motion, Tyson observed the arachnid descend gracefully from its web above, lowering itself via a silken strand directly toward Peter, who was oblivious, still looking at the photos he'd just taken.

Tyson watched with eager anticipation. 

The spider landed softly on the back of Peter's hand. For a split second, it seemed as if nothing would happen. Then, with an almost imperceptible movement, the spider bit down.

Peter's reaction was immediate. His hand whipped back from the sharp sensation. The camera nearly slipped from his grasp as a surprised yelp escaped his lips. He stared at the tiny red mark on his skin, then up at the space where the spider had been, now empty.

"What the—?" Peter began, but the spider was already scurrying away, having avoided his notice. The commotion had drawn a few curious looks, but the tour continued. Peter wasn’t popular enough for his outburst to hold the group’s attention. 

In the immediate aftermath of Peter's bite, Tyson's entire focus was locked onto the spider. While it had evaded Peter's notice, Tyson channeled his predatory nature and focused on his prey. Its vibrant blue and red hues stood out starkly in his enhanced vision as it scurried away, attempting an escape. However, with Tyson's senses, it couldn't hope to disappear; he tracked it as it darted across the lab floor.

As Tyson moved to intercept it, he cloaked himself in an illusion so as to not draw attention. The spider suddenly altered its course, rapidly ascending another student's leg. This girl, unaware of the tiny creature scaling her, continued her conversation with a friend. Before Tyson could intervene, the spider bit her, just as it had Peter. The girl flinched, her hand shooting to the spot on her leg where the spider had struck. But she wasn't fast enough to hit the spider. She missed, and it fell toward the floor anchored by an invisible thread. 

Seizing his chance, Tyson approached quickly, but carefully and precise with his movements.  He caught the spider in the vial as it drifted toward the floor. Securing the stopper, Tyson slid the vial with the captured spider into his pocket.

Tyson approached the girl who had slapped her leg. He walked over and spoke to her just as she was recovering.

The girl was slender, with long dark hair. Her almond-shaped eyes sparkled with a hint of mischief as she laughed at something her friend said once she recovered from the sting of the bite.

"You okay?" Tyson asked, his deep voice laced with concern.

She looked up at him, her initial surprise at his towering presence quickly melted into an easy smile. "Yeah, I'm fine. Thanks," she replied, rubbing her leg absently. "You’re the new guy, right? I'm Cindy."

"Tyson…" he responded simply, eyeing the spot where the spider had bitten her.

"You're big, Tyson," Cindy remarked, a playful note in her voice. "Do you know how to skate?"

"Skate? Like, Ice skating? Dunno, Never been," Tyson admitted.

"Too bad. We could use you on the hockey team," she said with a wistful sigh. "You'd make a great defenseman, just standing there like a wall."

Despite the situation, Tyson chuckled. "My ex-girlfriend said I should try hockey."

"Welp, that’s awkward,” Cindy said after a pause, taking a step back. "See you around."

With that, she turned and rejoined her friends, leaving Tyson to consider the spider in his pocket and the event that had just unfolded.

As the group lingered, a security guard approached Tyson. The guard’s expression was professional but not unkind. The students fell silent, their eyes darting between Tyson and the guard, whispers tracing the edges of the crowd. They seemed to expect a confrontation of some kind. However, Tyson calmly followed the guard without protest. He was led through a series of corridors until they reached the epicenter of Oscorp's security. It was a space filled with monitors displaying every inch of the Oscorp building. In the center sat a stern-looking man. His sharp eyes flicked from screen to screen until they were drawn by Tyson's entrance.

"Tyson, this is Mr. Gargan, head of security," the guard introduced.

"Nice to meet you," Tyson greeted, offering a hand which he shook firmly.

"Mr. Osborn mentioned you might be interested in an intern position here," Mr. Gargan began without preamble. "What makes you a good fit for our security team?"

Tyson stood tall. "I'm a fast learner, and I don't scare easy. Plus, I've got a good sense of when things aren't right."

Gargan studied him for a moment before a slight smile cracked his professional facade. "You certainly have the physical qualifications," he conceded. "You're a student, but you could still learn something on the afternoon or night shift. How's that sound?"

"Night shift works for me," Tyson agreed promptly. "I've got school during the day, and I train at Chikara Dojo in the afternoons."

"You do martial arts?" he raised an eyebrow, visibly impressed.

Tyson answered, "I have some training in fighting and firearms, but I recently took up eastern martial arts."

"Good. You'll start with security training as soon as you can get in. We'll ease you into it," Mr. Gargan decided, handing him a badge with the Oscorp logo on it. "Welcome to Oscorp security, Tyson Smith."

Accepting the badge, a slow smile spread across Tyson's face. "Thanks, Mr. Gargan. I appreciate the opportunity."

As he left the security office, badge in hand, Tyson felt a sense of accomplishment. He'd pocketed the spider that bit Peter Parker. And landing a security internship gave him a foothold in Oscorp, and hopefully, a way to keep an eye on things from the inside. Plus, with his limited need for sleep, the late-night shift was perfect. And as an intern, he could set his own schedule and fly under the radar. 

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

As the engines of the school buses hummed, ready to depart, Tyson squeezed through the throng of students to find Peter pale-faced, swaying like a branch in the wind. Peter's hands missed the railings repeatedly as he tried to climb the stairs inside the bus. 

"Peter, you don't look so good," Tyson commented as he steadied Peter with a firm hand.

"I...I don't feel so great," Peter confessed. The weakness was as prevalent in his voice as it was in his body as he leaned heavily against his friend.

The teacher approached with a frown. "What's going on here? Why aren't you getting on the bus?"

"Peter is sick," Tyson explained, quick thinking kicking in. "I think he's gonna hurl. It's better if he doesn't do that on the bus, right?"

The teacher's nose wrinkled at the thought. "Well, we can't just—"

Tyson's eyes flashed as he made eye contact with the teacher. 

Suddenly he had a cell phone in his hand. He held it out for the teacher. "It's okay, I've got his Aunt May on the line," Tyson interjected, "She says I can take him home."

"Oh, well, if Aunt May says it's okay," the teacher relented, albeit still hesitant. 

She put the cell phone to her ear. Aunt May’s voice came through clearly. The teacher gave Tyson the phone back 

She said, "Make sure he gets home safely, Tyson."

"You got it, ma'am," Tyson nodded, supporting Peter's weight more fully now.

They moved away, and Tyson hailed a cab, helping the staggering Peter inside. Peter mumbled what might have been a thank you, his head lolling against the seat. The city blurred past them as Tyson kept a steady arm around Peter, whose quick and shallow breaths revealed his discomfort. 

"Hang in there, man," Tyson urged softly, "I got you."

Peter's home came into view, and Tyson paid the driver before helping his friend to the door. With one arm supporting Peter, his other grabbing the keys Peter handed him, Tyson managed to get them inside. The worry was palpable in Aunt May and Uncle Ben's eyes as Tyson half-carried a listless Peter through the front door. "What happened?" Aunt May fretted, rushing to Peter's other side.

"I’m just sick," Peter croaked weakly, trying to muster a reassuring smile but failing. "Need some sleep, that's all."

Tyson nodded in agreement, adding, "Yeah, it was a close call in the taxi. Thought he was gonna hurl." His tone was light, attempting to inject some levity into the situation.

Together, though mostly through Tyson’s efforts, they maneuvered Peter up the stairs and into his bedroom. Peter collapsed onto the bed with a groan, his energy completely sapped. Tyson, acting like an honorary family member, took the initiative to get a glass of water and some aspirin. He set them on the nightstand, within Peter's easy reach.

"Thanks," Peter mumbled, his clarity momentarily returning.

"No problem, dude. Just get some rest," Tyson replied.

"Will do," Peter breathed out, his eyes already closed, just giving a weak thumbs up. Tyson lingered, ensuring Peter was resting before he quietly let himself out, shutting the door behind him. 

Downstairs, Aunt May was a flurry of motion in the kitchen, the homely scent of cooking wafting through the air. Uncle Ben was setting the table, his movements betraying his lingering worry. They both looked up as Tyson descended the stairs. Feeling like he needed an excuse Tyson commented, “The flu and stomach bugs have been running around school early this year. Might want to make sure you wash your hands extra good for the next few weeks.” Then he took a step toward the door.

"You're not leaving without having something to eat, young man," Aunt May declared before Tyson could even say goodbye. It wasn't a request, but a gentle demand. Her expression softened as she added, "You brought our boy home. It’s the least we can do."

Tyson hesitated, not wanting to intrude, but the warm, inviting smells from the kitchen tugged at his senses. "Well, if you insist, Aunt May. I’d hate to let good cooking go to waste," he relented with a smile.

As they sat down to eat, the conversation was light. They chatted about school and the Oscorp trip, and Tyson even mentioned his new late-night internship, careful to play down how unusual it was for a student.

Aunt May acted as the caring surrogate, encouraging Tyson to balance work, school, and rest. "You boys, always trying to do so much," she chastised affectionately.

Uncle Ben added, "We appreciate you taking care of Peter. Keep taking care of those around you. We lift each other up. That's how we all succeed. And success isn't just about what you accomplish in your life, Tyson. It's about what you inspire others to do." 

Getting a motivational phrase from Uncle Ben resonated with Tyson. Perhaps even on a level he wasn't fully ready to confront.

The meal ended with warm goodbyes and Tyson assuring he would visit again. As he stepped out into the evening chill, he couldn't help but feel a sense of foreboding. In this house, he'd found a kind of family albeit transiently. 

And he knew what would happen next. 

With a sullen sadness, Tyson wondered if he’d be able to interfere and prevent the approaching tragedy.

            

    
        Arc 4 - Ch 3: Yet More Basketball

    
    
    
    
                Date: Monday, September 13, 2010.

Location: Midtown High, Queens, New York

The Monday morning sun heralded the start of a new school week as Tyson made his way to chemistry class. He thought about how his weekend had progressed. 

Saturday morning he’d made a trip to the pet store for a terrarium and plenty of crickets and mealworms for his new pet spider. 

Tyson had fought the desire to prod the spider to bite him. He knew how deadly his touch was.

Instead, he had tested the viability by walking outside of the Four Seasons, and grabbed one of the many pigeons loitering around the street… barehanded. By the time Tyson raised the captured bird to his face to inspect it. 

It died. 

He looked himself over quickly. No feathers, wings, or beak. He didn’t experience a rush of memories. He wasn’t overcome with the feeling of using his wings to fly, or scavenge from the streets, or shit on random pedestrians. Actually, according to Tyson’s memories, Victor Creed had done that a few times. But Tyson gained nothing from the bird. He just killed it. Pretty much instantly.

As much as he coveted the abilities of Spider-Man, he had no desire to harm the spider. Especially since he had it safely contained. Besides, Tyson strongly believed his healing factor would prevent whatever process Peter went through to gain his abilities. He'd need to find some way to harvest spider venom. Then find a way to temporarily suppress his healing factor or his mutant powers completely. Both were things he would need to look into. Not just to acquire spider powers, but because it represented a massive vulnerability for Tyson. If his mutant abilities were suppressed he wouldn’t have any way to defend himself. 

In his disappointment at not being able to gain the powers of Spider-Man, he turned to his studies. So, for once, Tyson was prepared for class. Chemistry wouldn’t be the new physics. Even after spending several hours at the dojo with Colleen on Sunday, he was well ahead of his coursework.

Tyson settled into his seat in Chemistry, scanning the room. His gaze paused on an empty chair. He hadn’t noticed Cindy Moon before she was bitten by the same spider that bit Peter. But since she came to his attention, she was on his mind frequently. Tyson knew very little about her. Seeing her being bitten and learning her name had sparked his memory, but Tyson hadn’t been an expert when it came to the comics. He didn’t recall much more than she existed and was a spider person. And now, seeing she was absent, Tyson's mind registered the implications. Like Peter, she must have transitioned.

As the class progressed, despite his lingering thoughts, Tyson demonstrated an unexpected grasp of the day's topic, drawing a surprised look from Gwen. After class, she commented to him in the hallway. "Tyson, I have to say, I'm impressed with how you stepped up in class," Gwen remarked genuinely.

Tyson smiled slightly, but remained modest, "Well, after meeting Dr. Connors with you and Peter, I realized I was the only one in the room who was completely lost. " he admitted with a chuckle, "I'm no genius, but I figured if I put in the work, I should be able to pull off an A."

Gwen's smile widened at Tyson’s compliment, "That's the spirit," she encouraged. "But, for the record, you’re not giving yourself enough credit. You went from struggling to being one of the better students in like a week."

Tyson appreciated Gwen's sincerity. They chatted a bit more before parting ways for their next classes.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

As Tyson stepped into the gym for PE, he couldn't suppress a small, anticipatory grin. It wasn't the prospect of gym class itself that had him looking forward to this period. It was the knowledge that he'd again cross paths with his teacher, Natasha... or ‘Natalie’ as she was known here. There was a dangerous allure about her, considering his knowledge about who and what she was, hidden behind the facade of a PE teacher. 

Natalie again stood at the center of the gym. Today, she'd forgone the standard athletic wear for an outfit that was somehow even more striking. A pair of snug, athletic shorts that highlighted the toned, powerful lines of her legs, and an A-shirt. The neckline dipped just enough to bare cleavage, regardless of her sports bra. Again, her hair was pulled back in a practical ponytail with a few stray wisps framing her face.

The students gathered around her, as she snatched up a basketball from the rack nearby and addressed the class.

"Today, we're switching gears. Basketball," she announced, her voice carrying an assertive edge that demanded attention. "I'll be dividing you into teams, and I want to see good sportsmanship and effort from everyone."

As she began dividing the students, assigning them to different sides of the court, Tyson couldn't help but get nostalgic. He was reminded of the confrontation on the basketball court at the Xavier Institute with Illyana. He couldn't help but smile. Here he was, ready to dive into yet another simple game of basketball, and again surrounded by extraordinary circumstances. This time, instead of a class of mutants, it was his instructor Natalie, the Black Widow in disguise, and the potentially newly superpowered Peter Parker hovering nearby.

Tyson caught Natalie’s eye briefly, and for a fleeting second, he thought he saw the corner of her mouth twitch upward. But as quick as it appeared, it was gone, replaced by the stern, focused expression of a teacher ready to begin class.

Tyson positioned himself at center court, his formidable height casting a long shadow across the polished floor. Opposite him, Flash Thompson squared his shoulders, a challenging glint in his eyes. This was a contest of athleticism, sure, but under the surface, it was also a clash for social dominance.

"Have fun," Natalie encouraged with a smile. Her tone was light, yet somehow suggestive. As she bent to launch the basketball up for the jump ball, her shirt stretched taut against her form, offering Tyson an undeniable view of her cleavage. The sight momentarily hijacked his focus from the start of the game. Her allure was a potent distraction, and he could sense it wasn't entirely innocent. Her movement was eye-catching, and while he appreciated the view, the closeness of her scent was just as alluring.

Introspectiveness took over Tyson’s world, like a frozen moment in time. He wondered if his thoughts were his own, or was he being affected by Sabertooth? Was it the allure of Natasha Romanoff that had his senses so heightened? Or could it be the danger she presented? The prospect of dominating an athletic competition alone wouldn’t cause such a drive in his thoughts. Regardless of the source, Tyson was feeling far more aggressive than usual, and he fought to push down his instincts.

With a flex of his muscles, borne from superhuman strength, Tyson leaped for the ball as Natalie's hand sent it flying. He soared upwards, his fingertips brushing the sphere first, sending the ball toward his teammate.

What followed wasn't just a display of basketball proficiency; it was a spectacle, a one-man show of near-superhuman prowess. Tyson moved across the court like a force of nature. He'd make a pass without even looking, seemingly aware of the player’s position through some preternatural sense.

"Man, you seeing this?" one of the students gasped from the sidelines. "Unreal!" another echoed, as Tyson crossed Flash. He looked down on the teen bully as Flash stumbled backward, falling on his ass. Tyson then launched the ball from the three-point line. It arced through the air, a perfect trajectory, and swished through the net without so much as grazing the rim.

But it wasn't just his offense; Tyson's defense was impenetrable. When the opposing team managed possession, they found any path to their hoop thwarted by his intimidating form. At one point, a player from the opposing team saw an opening and drove toward the basket. The player lept, arm outstretched, the ball in his palm... only for Tyson to appear as if from nowhere, his hand meeting the ball in a resounding slap. The block was so forceful that the ball rocketed off the court. The students gawked, while Flash's frustration was evident in his clenched fists.

The loose ball rolled and rolled, finally losing momentum near the bleachers, where it nudged against a familiar pair of sneakers. There, slightly apart from the excitement, stood Peter Parker. His eyes sparkled with a quiet amusement as he stooped to retrieve the ball. The energy in the gym shifted palpably as Peter picked up the basketball that had rolled his way. With a hint of surprise that he quickly masked, Peter noticed that his fingers seemed to adhere to the ball’s surface.

"Hey, Parker! Give it here!" Flash demanded, strutting towards Peter with an outstretched hand, expecting the nerd’s compliance.

Peter looked at the ball, then at Flash, a spark of defiance igniting in his eyes. He held out the ball as if to return it, but when Flash tried to snatch it, Peter quickly moved his hand leaving Flash swiping at the air. This repeated several times before Peter allowed Flash to grab the ball. But surprisingly, inexplicably, it wouldn’t move. A ripple of confusion spread through the onlookers.

"What the—?" Flash grumbled, grabbing again. But the ball might as well have been glued to Peter's hand. It was a bizarre tug-of-war, with the ball remaining stubbornly stationary despite Flash's increasingly aggressive tugs. The spectators' confusion turned to amusement. Whispers and chuckles bubbled up from the crowd, and even a few snorts of laughter echoed in the gym. Flash's face reddened, his ego bruised under the weight of unexpected ridicule.

Peter, meanwhile, seemed to grow more assured with each passing second. Catching everyone off guard, he yanked the ball away, sending Flash stumbling.  Then, Peter moved across the court dribbling the ball with an almost surreal ease. His classmates watched, mesmerized by the shy, unathletic Peter Parker's transformation. Flash, recovered and charged at Peter, determined to regain his dignity. But Peter seemed to be playing at another level. With a surprising burst of speed, Peter closed in on the hoop. With a leap that defied belief, he soared through the air, arm outstretched and ball in hand. The entire gym seemed to hold its breath. He slammed the ball into the basket with a resounding echo, hanging from the rim for a split second before dropping down to the court. The gym erupted in cheers and gasps of disbelief.

Flash was left standing there dumbfounded as Peter, the same boy who once faded into the background, basked in the cheers of his stunned classmates. 

The shrill sound of Natalie's whistle pierced the cheers, immediately anchoring everyone's attention to her. "Impressive, Peter," she commended with a nod before her gaze swept over the excited students. "How about we up the stakes? A little one-on-one. Parker versus... Tyson."

The announcement was like a spark to kindling, the students' excitement bursting into a wild flame of cheers and whoops. They'd all witnessed the incredible feats both boys were capable of, and the prospect of them facing off was irresistible.

The sly smile on Natasha’s lips barely betrayed her anticipation as she added, "Let’s make it interesting. Whoever wins gets an A for the semester." She explained the rules succinctly, her eyes glinting. "First to seven points wins. One point for field goals, two for three-pointers. Win by 2. And I'll be calling the fouls."

The game commenced with an intensity that had everyone on edge. Tyson moved and looked like a basketball player. Peter, however undersized, had a wild agility that was both erratic and spectacular. He was learning his new limits, testing them with every pivot, jump, and dash.

Tyson scored the first point, but Peter responded by weaving through Tyson’s defense and securing a point. Each dribble, and intuitive reaction, was a subtle showcase of their extraordinary capabilities. It was an interesting experience for Tyson, being so much larger than Peter, but realizing that he couldn’t back the smaller teen down in the post. While Tyson weighed more, he could feel Peter was far stronger than himself. Peter was also quicker. Tyson had to rely on his experience and knowledge of basketball to match Peter’s outstanding physical ability.

The score tied at five-all. The students were a mix of loud cheers and held breaths, the tension almost tangible. Peter made a daring leap for a dunk, but Tyson predicted the move. Peter, despite his enhanced physical abilities, hadn’t been much of a shooter throughout their match. Tyson had positioned himself to block Peter’s attempt. Tyson’s hand was wedged between the ball and the rim, a scene that might have been devastating to another player, but thanks to Tyson’s adamantium bones, only required a moment’s recovery. The ball ricocheted off to the side, and both sprang after it.

In a display of dexterity that had the crowd gasping, Peter managed to snag the ball mid-air just before it went out of bounds. And, with acrobatic finesse, Peter spun 180 degrees and launched it toward the basket from behind the three-point line. But Tyson was close, he’d pursued the ball to the out-of-bounds line just as Peter had. Tyson had the opportunity to block the off-balance shot but refrained. Time slowed as the ball arced through the air. It bounced off the opposite side of the rim, high into the air. And fell, swooshing through the net.

The gym erupted in elation, the students' voices melding into a thunderous roar. Peter was the victor and several kids crowded around him, praising his shot. But as he and Tyson locked eyes, the mutual respect between them was evident. They bumped fists, once Peter was free of his celebrating classmates. Natalie, meanwhile, observed with a keen eye, mentally noting every display of reflexes, strength, and agility. Her mind was abuzz with calculations, evaluations, and the implications of what she'd witnessed.

The gym's ambient noise dwindled as students spilled out toward lunch. Natasha's hand tapped Tyson's arm gently but firmly. "A moment of your time, Tyson?"

He nodded and the world narrowed to the two of them in the vacating gym. The rhythmic squeak of Natasha's shoes on the polished floor echoed in the now-silent gymnasium as she led him into the PE office.  The door's soft click as it closed seemed to cut them off from the remainder of the school. Inside the office, Natasha transformed. Her fingers worked deftly, untying the ponytail, and releasing fiery waves that spilled about her shoulders. She leaned forward in a slow, deliberate motion. The fabric of her shirt stretched tight, emphasizing the generous curve of her chest.

"Tyson," she drawled, "I was wondering… that was an impressive display you put on, likewise for mister Parker. But in that last play, you could've blocked his shot but didn't. Why?"

Her words hung in the air. Tyson, despite the rush from being alone and close to her, sensed more behind her honeyed tone. His thoughts raced. Had they gone too far in showcasing their abilities? Would her attention shift to Peter? He couldn't risk that. Tyson knew SHIELD was onto him, there was no changing that at this point, but he could still keep Peter under their radar.

"Can you keep a secret, Miss Rushman?" Tyson asked. Natalie leaned closer, exposing more of her cleavage as she encouraged him to continue speaking. Tyson admitted, "I could've beaten Peter." 

Tyson stared deep into Natalie’s eyes. Her beautiful green met his entrancing green-blue. “Don’t pay any mind to Peter’s abilities on the court today. I put on the real show.” Tyson relaxed a little, “I held back a lot because Peter needed the win more than I did.”

Natalie shook her head before refocusing, “Actually, Parker is near the top of the class. Why would he need the A more than you?”

Tyson shook his head, “Not that. The attention of his peers, the cheering, the recognition. Peter needed that more than I did. The grades aren't important to me. I don't have to worry about school or finding a job when I graduate.”

Interest flickered in her eyes, her smile a secret. "Oh?" She shifted, one leg crossing over the other, the movement was undeniably staged. Her shorts rode up slightly with the motion, exposing more of her toned thighs. “And why is that?”

Tyson hid his smirk. He'd successfully pulled her attention back to himself. He shrugged, “I’m a trust fund kid.”

Natalie parroted Tyson's words, “Trust fund… Is that so?”

Tyson continued, “Yup. Don't need to worry about an after-school job or anything like that. It frees up my time to get plenty of exercise.”

"And what kind of exercise might that be?" Natalie asked as she leaned back in her chair. She leaned backward, arms overhead as she stretched.

His eyes followed the movement before snapping back up. "Martial arts," Tyson confessed. A sense of playing with fire licked at the edges of his consciousness. "Every day."

"Martial arts?" Her words were an inviting, inquisitive purr. "Where might you be taking these classes?"

"Chikara Dojo in Chinatown," he said, now acutely aware of every minute shift in her posture, the way her shoulders rolled subtly, the rise and fall of her chest with each breath.

"Chikara Dojo," she repeated, savoring the words. Her lips curled into a smile, her eyes held a glint of something unreadable within. "Perhaps I'll stop by... I could use a good lesson."

But then, as quickly as her demeanor had softened, she was all business again. "You're free to go, Tyson. I'm sure you're hungry after all that work on the court. Enjoy your lunch."

The door seemed heavier as he exited. Behind him, he left a woman with motives hidden beneath layers of allure and strategic deception. But Tyson smiled, he had pulled off a strategic deception of his own.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Laughter, heated debates, and clattering trays blended in the noisy chaos. The ambiance of Midtown High's cafeteria enveloped Peter as he shuffled through the crowd, lost in thought. Still dazed from the impossible physical feats in gym class earlier, Peter felt off-balance, as if he'd been forced into a role he wasn’t aware he tried out for. 

Sitting alone at an empty table, Peter picked at his food, his racing thoughts killing his appetite. But then, his whole body buzzed with an odd, unfamiliar energy he couldn't explain. From the corner of his eye, he noticed Mary Jane Watson approaching with her lunch tray. For Peter, everything slowed down when he saw her. Suddenly, disaster struck. A student bumped into MJ, sending her sliding dangerously across the freshly mopped floor. Her tray flew upwards, launching her fruit cup, soda can, and other items into the air like astronauts in zero gravity.

In the heartbeat that followed, the world that always slowed when MJ was around, now ground to a near standstill. Students nearby were frozen in surprise at her fall...everyone except Peter.  

He moved with impossible speed, his body reacting instinctively. One hand shot out to catch MJ, stopping her fall. His other hand danced through the air with lightning reflexes, catching the runaway tray upright, then moving to catch all its contents, neatly stacking them again. All this happened in a fraction of a second.

The world snapped back to normal speed. MJ, held steadily by Peter's arm,  looked at him in awe. "Wow, Peter, that was...amazing," MJ stammered, blushing as she gazed at him with wide, wondering eyes.  

Equally amazed by his own reflexes, Peter managed a sheepish smile, trying to seem casual. "Uh, yeah, I guess..." he said, voice cracking under her scrutiny. At that moment, it felt like they were the only two people around. Peter had always longed for MJ to truly see him. Held almost intimately in his arms, her smile was meant just for him and sent butterflies through his stomach. He didn't fully understand these new abilities he was manifesting, but in that singular, extraordinary moment, Peter Parker felt like everything was getting better.

MJ made it safely to her table, but Peter's mind lingered on their shared moment. Lost in distraction, he went to grab his milk carton. 

That's when it happened. 

Without warning, a streak of white shot from his wrist. Was that...a web? It happened so fast. The strange strand attached itself to a tray several tables away. Peter jerked it reflexively with surprising force. The tug sent the tray flying through the air until it collided spectacularly with Flash Thompson, who sat mid-conversation halfway across the lunch room.  

Lunch exploded across Flash, dripping from the table and his clothes. The cafeteria's chatter ground to a shocked halt, all eyes swiveling between the messy scene, the rope, and trailing it from the tray back to its source. Peter Parker.  

Confusion swirled with panic in Peter's gut. This was bad. Flash's friends were already rising, intent clear on their faces. But Flash's glare chilled Peter most. No confusion there, only anger and a promise of payback. Peter's mind raced. He hadn't meant to do that, hadn't even known he could. He couldn't explain the web, why it had fired. His heart pounded urgently, screaming at him to run. 

But fleeing would make it worse. Swallowing hard, feeling the weight of dozens of eyes, Peter stood. He couldn't trust his voice. He wouldn't be Flash's victim again, not with everyone watching. So he walked away under that intense scrutiny. It wasn't courage nor fear solely guiding him, it was also an overwhelming urge to get away, to think, to understand what was happening to him.   

Behind him, the cafeteria remained hushed, his exit doing nothing to break the spell. He left his uneaten food, the questions, and Flash's furious gaze behind. The lunchroom doors swung shut with an ominous echo. Now outside, Peter jerked to a stop, as his arm pulled back. 

The web was still attached to the tray inside. With effort, he released it and continued away from the scene.

Tyson was late getting to Midtown High's crowded cafeteria. His conversation with 'Natalie Rushman' had delayed his arrival to lunch. Scanning the room, he spotted Peter alone at a table. Decision made, he headed for the lunch line. He internally groaned at the thought of more of the school's food. Mentally kicking himself for not starting to bring his own lunch from the hotel, or picking something up on the way to school. Yet here he was again. Before Tyson could even grab a tray, an unnatural silence suddenly fell over the room. 

A quiet that abrupt only happened when something unexpected seized a group's attention completely. Tyson's head snapped up searching for the source.

Peter's table was empty except for an untouched tray. But it wasn't Peter's sudden exit that had silenced the room. It was likely caused by the cafeteria tray sliding across the floor as if pulled. Not by a rope, but by what Tyson recognized as a web.

His eyes widened. The tray was tethered to a strand of web leading somewhere outside the cafeteria, presumably attached to Peter based on the shocked faces around him, and Flash Thompson who was following the tray covered in the remains of someone’s lunch. 

Excitement bubbled within Tyson. This was it. Time to view another iconic moment.

Murmurs swelled as the cafeteria’s shocked silence wore off. Tyson heard speculation, confusion, and inevitable jokes. Grabbing a sandwich, for afterward, he hurried for the door. He heard Flash Thompson's annoyed, cocky voice rise above the others as he stormed after Peter. Students followed, hyping the impending fight. Tyson slipped through the doors in the crowd, not wanting to miss the show. The cafeteria's tension spilled into the hall, students flowing out in its wake, eager to see the brewing conflict unfold.

Peter stopped but didn't turn, senses tingling in warning. A buzzing at the back of his mind escaped to run along his skin. Then, without thought, he sidestepped a vicious punch aimed at his head. It was like time slowed, letting Peter take in each stark detail.

Flash's fist sailed toward his face in a clear trajectory. Peter stepped aside, focused on the punch. He had time to glance between Flash and his hand several times before momentum carried Flash past him. 

MJ stepped in front of Flash, brows knitted in concern. "Stop it, Flash! He didn't mean it. Leave him alone," she pleaded.

But Flash was beyond reason.

Nearby, Tyson watched with folded arms. His stance remained calm even as Gwen anxiously tugged his sleeve. "Tyson, you have to stop this! Remember the first day? Flash will pulverize him," she urged, voice tinged with panic. “You can't leave Peter alone against Flash.”

"He's not alone," Tyson replied softly, eyes never leaving Peter. "I'll step in if it gets bad. But it won't," he whispered, as much to himself as Gwen. "He's got this."

Gwen looked at him like he was crazy. "How can you say that?"

"Just watch," was all Tyson said. The firm finality of his tone indicated he wouldn't budge. 

As Flash swung a heavy fist, time slowed for Peter. His senses dialed up, perception shifting. The punch came in a lazy arc, reflexes so heightened Flash seemed to move through molasses. With agile grace that astounded all, even Tyson, Peter dodged the blow with a dance-like step. Flash's momentum made him stumble, unbalanced. 

As one of Flash's friends tried circling to ambush Peter from behind, Peter's heightened senses detected the motion. In a move that made the crowd gasp, Peter effortlessly leaped over the sneaky attacker, flipping midair and landing lightly on his feet. Now facing both would-be assailants.  

The ambusher raised his hands and stepped back. "He's all yours," he said to Flash as he retreated.

Flash's frustration boiled over and he charged again. The bully’s face reddened with embarrassment and rage as he swung wildly. Peter artfully dodged each punch, seeming to predict Flash's moves before he even made them. Tyson noticed not just the dodging, but the growing confidence in Peter's stance. The dawning realization in the boy’s eyes that he was more than he thought; more than a nerdy, invisible kid. He was somebody. He was powerful.

Increasingly frustrated, Flash pulled back for a mighty haymaker, channeling all his weight and pent-up fury. Peter's senses buzzed in warning and he caught Flash's fist, stopping it cold. The audible crunch of Flash's knuckles made him howl in pain and shock.

Then in a move no one anticipated, Peter struck. A single, precise punch, backed by newfound power. The blow sent Flash flying back to skid across the floor and stop at the spectators' feet. A stunned silence enveloped the hall. Peter looked at his hands with an expression of awe and a flicker of fear at his newfound strength. 

"See?" Tyson said to Gwen, never taking his eyes off Peter, who looked around as if awakening from a trance. Tyson pushed off the wall, face slowly nodding in approval. This was a defining moment of self-discovery for Peter.

The fight's aftermath left students murmuring. Flash was just regaining his footing when a piercing whistle sliced through the crowd. Students parted as Natalie Rushman strode into the circle. Her expression revealed she was unamused.  

"Round's over, boys," Natalie announced sharply, the whistle dangling around her neck. "Everyone back to lunch or class. Parker, Thompson," her gaze flicked between the two panting from the scuffle, "you're going to the principal's office." As she turned to leave, one finger extended directly at Tyson. "You too, Smith. Principal's office."

Tyson scoffed, arms opening in disbelief. "Me? I didn't do anything." 

"Principal's office," Natalie repeated brokering no argument. 

Tyson shrugged, chuckling as he fell in behind Peter and Flash. Just loud enough for Natalie to hear, he mumbled, "What's he gonna do? Call my mom?"

"Maybe," Natalie retorted smoothly.

"Nah, I'm emancipated," Tyson replied, nonchalantly. 

They walked in an uneasy procession. While Flash and Peter trudged ahead, heads bowed dreading the reprimand, Natalie sidled closer to Tyson. "Why didn't you break up the fight?" she asked.

Tyson rolled his eyes. "Not my job," he replied, then shot her a cheeky glance. "Why didn't you?"

A slight smirk tugged Natalie's lips, acknowledging the point though she didn't respond. They continued in silence, the distance to the principal's office shrinking with each reluctant step.

The principal was a stern man with glasses teetering on the end of his nose. He eyed them over steepled fingers. Peter and Flash's story tumbled out in fragments with both talking over the other until the principal raised a hand, silencing them. 

"And you, Mr. Smith?" He peered at Tyson. "What's your role in all this?"

"Just an innocent bystander," Tyson quipped. He sat casually in the chair, his long legs stretched out. "For the record, Peter didn't mean to provoke Flash. He didn't even get a chance to apologize before Flash attacked.” Tyson pointed at Flash accusingly, “He was butt-hurt after getting shown up on the basketball court earlier.” Tyson continued after the insult, “Flash threw the first punch. Well, the first twenty punches. Peter just shoved him back in self-defense." 

The principal sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. "You all know fighting is against school rules. Detention for you two.” He gestured to Flash and Peter. Turning to Tyson the principal said, “And detention for you as well Mr. Smith. I want you to think about the influence you have and your role in this school community."  

Tyson held the man's gaze for a moment, “I’ve only been here a week.” But Tyson relented, "Fine, detention it is." 

Peter fidgeted nervously with the straps on his backpack during the exchange. Flash just stared sullenly at the floor. The principal dismissed them with instructions to report to detention that afternoon. As the trio left the office, Tyson clapped Peter on the back. "Don't sweat it, Pete. Could've been worse. At least you won the fight." 

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

The school day waned, shadows stretching longer in the halls as Tyson entered the nondescript classroom for detention. He picked a seat and pulled out homework, deciding to use the time productively since he'd be late to the dojo. Not long after, Peter shuffled in, posture subdued. "Thanks for having my back with the principal," he murmured, taking the seat beside Tyson.

"No big deal," Tyson responded with a casual shrug. He looked up from his textbook and asked, "Got any plans after this?"

"Just heading home. I need to figure some things out." Peter admitted.

Tyson nodded understandably, not pushing. A comfortable silence settled between them, only to be disrupted when Flash barged in. The jock’s complaints about missing practice filled the room. His whining fell on deaf ears as neither Tyson nor Peter dignified it with a response.

Minutes ticked by monotonously until the door swung open and Natalie appeared. "Tyson, you're coming with me. We’re going to the weight room." 

Flash's head snapped up indignantly. "He gets to go to the weight room while I miss practice? How's that fair?"

Natalie's lips twitched in a smirk. "Tyson didn’t throw any punches today. But he’ll be cleaning the weight room for his detention assignment. Would you like to join him, Thompson?" 

Flash grumbled under his breath, sinking lower in his seat as he sullenly shook his head. Tyson closed his textbook and gathered his things. As he stood, he met Peter's gaze and discreetly gave a mocking salute to Flash. Peter bit back a smile, shaking his head.  

Tyson followed Natalie out of detention and down the hallways into the messy weight room. The scattered weights indicated hasty, careless workouts. The teams and PE classes using the facilities didn’t rerack their weights, and it seemed the custodial staff hadn’t cleaned recently. Natalie gestured to the cleaning supplies, a stack of rags and disinfectant spray.  

As Tyson started working, the clinking of weights and hiss of the spray bottle filled the room. Natalie settled into a nearby chair with a book. Her posture was deliberately casual, but every so often she'd shift, drawing his attention, then slowly cross and uncross her legs. Her movements were like a siren's call, meant to catch the eye. When she leaned forward, holding the book low, her blouse gaped just enough to offer a hint of cleavage creating an unspoken invitation for wandering eyes.

Tyson continued organizing the weights and wiping down each bench, feeling Natalie's gaze the whole time, a nearly palpable weight on his back. He finished after half an hour and looked over at her, a silent question hanging between them. 

She simply smiled. The cryptic curve of her lips told him nothing and everything at once. Her eyes roamed appreciatively over his athletic frame as he racked the last dumbbell.

"Good work," Natalie praised as she checked the time. "You've still got 30 minutes of detention, Tyson. But since you did such a thorough job..." she paused, eyes leisurely taking in the spotless weight room, "feel free to use the rest of the time to work out."

Tyson's eyebrow quirked up. "You sure that's allowed?" 

"Consider it a...privilege for good behavior," she replied, mouth ticking upward. “I’m sure a guy your size understands proper technique.” 

"I've got some experience," he admitted, catching the double meaning despite her innocent tone.

Natalie strolled confidently over to the squat rack and smoothly loaded a set of plates onto the barbell. Without preamble, she positioned herself under the bar, lifted, and began squatting.  

Tyson noticed her pristine form; back straight, knees stable. Each rep was slow and controlled. Yet there was an exaggerated arch to her lower back that was hard to ignore. The posture accentuated her figure more than it served any practical purpose. Gym etiquette dictated Tyson ignore her provocative posture and focus on his workout. But this wasn't a public gym. 

That's what he told himself, at least.  

After finishing her set, she easily added another set of plates to the end of the weight. "Your turn," she beckoned, stepping back with an invitation and challenge. 

Tyson approached the bar, momentarily distracted by Natalie's performance. But as he positioned himself under the weight and lifted it off the rack, his focus narrowed. The familiar motion of squatting was grounding. He hadn’t lifted since arriving in this world, and it felt good to get back in the gym. 

"Wait," Natalie called out, hand raised. She stepped over and ordered, “Rack that for a moment.” Then wordlessly added another plate to each side. Tyson raised his eyebrow but said nothing, resuming his reps. The extra weight was negligible. Again she stopped him, eyes glinting playfully as she loaded on yet another set. "Try now," she challenged.  

Tyson accepted silently, continuing his fluid, controlled squats. He powered through the set and then let out a small, satisfied grin as he reracked the bar. 

Natalie watched appreciatively, arms crossed. "Not bad, Tyson," she remarked, a hint of genuine approval in her tone.  

Her praise warmed him. Natalie grabbed another barbell for herself. She deliberately placed it on the floor in the center of the room with an echoing clank. She loaded a set of plates and positioned herself for deadlifts. Each smooth, controlled bend accentuated her figure and caused her shorts to ride up enticingly.

Finishing her set, she met Tyson's gaze. Her eyes sparkled with challenge, "Think you can switch it up to front squats?" she asked casually though her expectation was clear.

Hesitation flickered across Tyson’s face. Front squats had always been more challenging for him than the standard squat. But he nodded, gripping the bar and moving so that it lay across the front of his shoulders. His first rep was careful, respecting the shifted balance. But realizing the lightweight, his caution faded.  

Natalie watched approvingly. "Impressive," she remarked sincerely. 

As Natalie completed her second set of deadlifts, her movements remained tantalizingly slow and sultry. Each lift was followed by an agonizingly gradual return upright. Despite himself, Tyson watched with barely veiled attention. 

"Your turn again," Natalie called, jolting him from his reverie. "How about some power cleans?"

Tyson shrugged agreeably. Power cleans were explosive and demanding; a true test of power and technique. In his past life, he wouldn’t even consider, let alone try such a thing with just over four hundred pounds. But the squats had been laughably easy. Nothing more than a warm-up with his enhanced strength. He approached the bar, grounding himself and feeling the weight of Natalie’s expectations. 

His grip was sure, stance measured. He hefted the bar off the rack, stepping back. With surprising control, he dropped it to hang at his thighs, then lowered it to the floor.  

With a breath, he initiated the first pull, a ground-skimming sweep up his shins as momentum built. The transition to the second pull was seamless as his hips drove forward and shoulders shrugged with powerful force, launching the bar high. Then the catch, after a split-second of weightlessness he dropped into a front squat, elbows punching forward to cradle the bar on his deltoids. A paused beat in the bottom position, muscles coiled, before exploding upwards to stand tall, bar secure.

Each subsequent rep mirrored the first creating a cycle of explosive power and controlled recovery. Finishing the set, Tyson looked up to find Natalie watching appreciatively with her arms crossed under her chest.

"You make it look easy," she praised. Though her tone was light, Tyson detected genuine respect. "Looks like your hour's up," Natalie remarked as they moved to rack their weights. She glanced around the tidy room. "Still hitting the dojo after all that?" She asked with a hint of playful challenge in her voice.

Tyson grinned. "The grind never stops. That was just a warm-up." 

She rolled her eyes exaggeratedly but on her it was charming. She moved closer until her face was inches from his. Natalie confessed in a whisper, "Sorry for dragging you to the principal. I knew you'd defend Peter. Most students wouldn't." She was so close, her breath tickled his ear, "And I needed help cleaning up in here. So thanks for that."

“It was worth it.” Her intimate proximity quickened Tyson's pulse far more than the workout had. Her unique scent stirred an urge to reach out. Instead, he cleared his throat, correcting his thoughtless words. "I mean, it's no problem. All good." 

As they walked to the door, the charged atmosphere eased into something more comfortable. "Maybe next time we work out, it'll be at the dojo," Natalie suggested.

"I look forward to it," Tyson replied, leaving the potential hanging between them. 

Natalie paused at the exit. She met his eyes as she commented, "You know, you keep surprising me, Tyson." She smiled. "See you around."  

Tyson watched her walk back down the hall, unable to keep his eyes from wandering. With effort, he tore his gaze away and headed for the dojo.

            

    
        Arc 4 - Ch 4: The Night Shift

    
    
    
    
                Date: Tuesday, October 5, 2010.

Location: Oscorp, Manhattan, New York

Tyson's night shift at Oscorp began like clockwork. A stroll through the pristine lobby, followed by exchanging familiar nods with the middle-aged security guard at the front desk who enjoyed lame jokes. The perfunctory flash of his ID badge was more out of habit than necessity. The guard knew Tyson well enough to skip the formalities, but rules were rules. 

The security locker room with its rows of lockers flanking wooden benches was reminiscent of the locker room at Midtown High. Except here, a crisp uniform awaited Tyson when he arrived. Oscorp didn't allow the security uniforms off-site. They were laundered and pressed on-premises, returning them fresh for the next shift. Slipping into the stiff uniform, Tyson readied himself. He took the internship seriously, even if nights consisted mostly of empty hallways with the occasional interruption caused by lab techs working late.

Dressed for work, he headed to the security office. This space, filled with monitors and high-tech surveillance equipment, belonged to his supervisor for the night shift, Aleksei Sytsevich. The stocky Russian with a buzzcut had an authoritarian manner bordering on abrasiveness. But Tyson kept his opinions to himself. Most nights the two manned the security office with a handful of other guards. The job required regular patrols, a task Sytsevich seemed to think was beneath him. He lounged in his chair like a king, dispatching Tyson to the quiet halls with a lazy wave. 

"Another round, Tyson," Sytsevich would grunt, eyes glued to his magazines, barely glancing at the screens.

Tyson never minded the patrols. The stillness of Oscorp at night contrasted his busy days. It was during these quiet moments, walking the empty halls that Tyson's mind would wander. To his friends, school, and the looming events that cast shadows on his actions.

Despite the monotony, despite Sytsevich's characteristically gruff indifference, Tyson knew Oscorp harbored a secret. The internship was ordinary, perhaps, but he knew Oscorp would see action someday and he'd have insider access. 

The security office was as Tyson had left it. Aleksei barely looked up from his magazine to acknowledge Tyson's return. Tyson was about to settle in to study when Aleksei's gravelly voice shattered the tranquility. 

"Camera's out," Aleksei grunted, stabbing a thick finger at a black screen. "Sector 17-A. Go check it out."

Tyson nodded, immediately heading for the stairwell. He bypassed the sluggish elevators. The stairs were free of cameras, creating a blind spot that allowed Tyson a moment to cut loose. His feet pounded the concrete steps, leaping entire flights in exhilarating bursts of speed. This freedom to unleash his true abilities was a guilty pleasure. In moments, he reached the 17th-floor door. 

Bursting into the stark white hallway, Tyson glimpsed sudden movement and a whisper of sound as a dark figure vanished around a distant corner. No lab tech working late would move like that, nor wear all black. Instincts kicked in as Tyson pursued the fleeing figure. The intruder was quick, but Tyson was far faster. The distance between them rapidly closed, the thrill of the chase firing through his veins. 

Ahead, the figure suddenly halted and pivoted to face him. Time seemed to slow, every detail burning into Tyson's memory. The moonlight streaming through a nearby window caressed her form, accentuating the sinuous silhouette. Her skintight, black suit was adorned with fur at the neck and wrists. The outfit highlighted more of her shape than it concealed. A dark mask obscured her identity but failed to diminish the allure in her piercing blue eyes. Platinum blonde hair cascaded around her shoulders, and her lips curved in a knowing, mocking smile. 

Tyson met her intense gaze. The night itself seemed to hold its breath as they engaged in a silent duel of wills. Her smile widened in a challenge, "My, my, a charming night guard playing the hero?" 

A palpable tension thrummed between them. Despite her relaxed, almost casual stance, Tyson sensed the coiled energy within her. Shaking off his moment of being distracted by her appearance, he challenged, "What's your business here?" 

Her low, sultry laugh curled around him. "Perhaps I'm just a Black Cat who's wandered into the wrong alley. Or maybe I'm after the cream..." Her gaze flicked to Tyson’s waist suggestively. Almost imperceptibly she looked to the 'Restricted' door. But Tyson detected the fleeting glance with his enhanced eyesight. That door held Oscorp's secrets, secrets he was supposed to protect. He recalled this section housed administrative offices, finance, and acquisitions. Not research or weapons. 

The standoff lingered until Tyson relaxed his stance. Even without meta knowledge, he recognized her. Her delicate scent tickled his nostrils; vanilla and jasmine with a hint of leather and cedarwood. Even if he ignored his superhuman senses, her white-blonde hair gave away her identity. 

"Interesting we keep meeting in hallways, isn’t it?" he asked.

The Black Cat, Felicia Hardy, stiffened. Her eyes widened fractionally, confirming his suspicion. The taut silence stretched for a heartbeat before she recovered, her smile was now tinged with wry amusement. "Took you long enough, night guard," she purred, neither confirming nor denying Tyson’s question. "But what happens now?"

Tyson's mind raced. He'd only met Felicia once at school. What secrets did she seek?

Sensing his turmoil, Felicia tilted her head studying him. "Tick tock, hero. Decisions, decisions." 

An impish spark lit Tyson's eyes as he leaned in, "You know, I've always had a thing for cats," he quipped in a conspiratorial whisper, "So how can this humble night guard help a lost little Black Cat find her way?"

Felicia's smirk grew. She pivoted to the door and focused wholly on the lock. Bending over, she brandished a lockpick with practiced finesse. Her back arched deliberately, the skintight outfit accentuating her silhouette's curves. Tyson found his eyes drawn and their surroundings fading into irrelevance. The lock clicked softly. Felicia's shoulders rolled in quiet triumph, casting a flirtatious glance over her shoulder.

She slipped inside the room. Papers rustled, fluttering under her quick, searching hands. Then she released a soft, triumphant "aha!" barely louder than a breath, yet resonant with victory. Gloved fingers extracted a folder, and she clutched it to her chest like a prized possession. The top corner of the file brushed her chin as she pivoted towards him. Her expression embodied mock innocence, "Mind if I borrow these?" she asked. Her voice was like honey threatening to envelop him. 

Tyson outstretched his hand. "That's not how it works," he countered, trying to project authority against her magnetic pull.

A playful pout formed on her lips. "Not even a tiny peek?" she cooed intimately.

Her tone almost had Tyson capitulating, but somehow he held firm. "Nuh-uh," he denied simply, belying his swirling emotions.

Felicia pouted in disappointment. Approaching with a seductive sway in her hips, she conceded gracefully, placing the folder in his hand. Her gloved fingers grazed his deliberately as she followed Tyson's mandate.

Tyson moved to the photocopier. The light briefly illuminated his face as he duplicated the documents. With the originals secure, he extended her the copies. Her broad smile betrayed her satisfaction, "My hero," she teased, genuine gratitude flickering in her gaze.

His back was turned mere seconds as he replaced the folder. But when he turned back around, she had vanished, like a whisper in the night. He could have tracked her unique scent but allowed her to slip away.

Back in the security office, Aleksei looked up, lazy interest in his heavy-lidded eyes. "What happened?"

"Camera's busted," Tyson shrugged with casual dismissal. "Needs a tech."

Aleksei grunted, his attention already back on his magazine. Tyson slumped into his chair. Felicia, the Black Cat, had vanished, but her presence lingered in Tyson's thoughts. 

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Wonder filled Peter as he stood in the alley gawking at his hands. The sensation was inexplicable. It was as if Millions of tiny hooks sprung from his fingertips, pulling him tight to the wall. He tested tentatively at first, but his confidence bloomed with each successful step up the building's side. Gravity lost meaning as he scaled, exhilaration rushing through him. 

Peter's echoing laughter rang between the skyscrapers as he victoriously crested the rooftop. He did a giddy dance, kicking up gravel. "Who needs elevators?" he joked. 

Unable to stand still, he mumbled, "Okay, let's try something else." He jutted his hand out, rolling his wrists. Disappointingly, nothing happened. Frowning in concentration, he flicked both wrists. Still nothing. "Come on," he muttered, his excitement edged with frustration. 

Different words spilled from his mouth as he tested various hand motions, “Go, Webs.”, “Go webs, Go.” but no webs fired. Peter’s mind returned to the lunchroom. He recalled reaching for milk then... 

Peter flexed his fingers, reminiscent of the rock and roll gesture. Suddenly, the web shot out, fast and straight, surprising him. "Yes!" he shouted as triumph replaced his frustration. 

He practiced until his aim improved, pegging his far target, on the roof a distance away. He tugged the taut line and briefly wondered if he could swing across the street. Shooting a web was one thing, but swinging on one? That was something else entirely. Peter hesitated as the practical part of his brain protested his crazy thoughts. But his curiosity urged him on, hungry for more. Releasing the line, he carefully aimed and shot again, the web zipping out to anchor across the street. He tugged it taut. The line seemed strong enough. 

Taking a deep breath, he retreated several steps and then sprinted forward, leaping off the building's edge. Adrenaline punched his gut as the ground dropped away dizzyingly. Gripping the web line, it held firm. Momentum swung him forward and he whooped with joy, the rushing wind tearing away the sound. This was no mere swing; he was soaring, weightless and free! But as the arc's peak approached, reality kicked in. How would he land?

The next building rapidly neared. Panic flaring, he let go and desperately flung another webline. It caught, and he swung again, landing in a clumsy run. "Need to work on sticking the dismount," he panted, knees weak with relief at not splatting. But it was a start, the first of many swings to come. With each, his confidence grew until the city transformed into a playground pulsing with possibility.

Hours passed in blissful freedom as Peter practiced swinging, improving with each attempt. He felt unstoppable until the setting sun snapped him back to reality. 

"Oh no, Uncle Ben!" he gasped, guilt crashing in. He was late to paint the kitchen. 

With a heavy heart, Peter fired a webline banking toward home. The city blurred beneath him as he swung, leaving his laughter behind.

Peter's feet hit the ground running, puffing breaths doing little to ease his tight chest. He slowed nearing home, tidying his appearance from the high-flying adventure. Rounding the corner, his heart sank. There was Mary Jane, laughing as she stepped into Flash's shiny new red car. She didn't even glance Peter's way as he stood longing.

"Flash Thompson...," Peter muttered, shoulders hunching as he shoved his hands in his pockets. The impressive car screamed for attention. Peter looked down at his worn sneakers, thinking spitefully, "Would a cool car make me cool too?"

He pictured Tyson, revving his motorcycle, the look in people's eyes, even Mary Jane's. Maybe that's all he lacked. Something loud and fast to prove he was more than a nerd.

But those thoughts came crashing down as he opened the door to Uncle Ben's disappointed, concerned face. Guilt twisted Peter's gut for forgetting his promise while he was too busy swinging above the city.

"Sorry I'm late, Uncle Ben," Peter started, but the older man silenced him with a raised hand.

"Save it, Peter," Uncle Ben's voice held unusual sternness. "We were supposed to paint the kitchen together. Your Aunt May can’t help me, we rely on you for work like this."

Peter's guilt turned defensive, a prickly heat creeping up his neck. "I know, I just...lost track of time."

"Doing what?" Uncle Ben pressed, standing stiffly. "We had plans, Peter. You've been different lately. Avoiding us. Coming home late. Getting into fights." 

"I'm not different, Uncle Ben," Peter retorted harshly. "I've just got a lot on my mind, okay?" he added hastily, desperation creeping into his tone.

"Try me, son," Uncle Ben gently challenged, but Peter adamantly shook his head.

"It's my life, okay?! You wouldn't get it. You're not my dad!" The words hung in the air between them creating a gap. Peter had crossed a line. He’d spoken words that could not be unsaid. 

Uncle Ben recoiled as if struck, hurt flashing across his features. "You're right," he said after a heavy pause, "I'm not your father. But since he couldn't be here, I've tried my best. I promised him I would raise you as my own." He sighed heavily as if the weight of that promise suddenly felt heavy. 

Misreading Peter's silence as rebellion, Uncle Ben continued, "You're not a child anymore. You need to be responsible, Peter. Your actions have consequences..."

"I know, I know!" Peter interrupted, temper flaring. "I’ve heard it before. With great power comes great responsibility." 

Uncle Ben looked taken aback, words failing him. “Peter. Please, talk to me,” he pleaded, reaching for his nephew.

But Peter didn’t linger to hear him out. With one last regretful, defiant look, he turned and stormed off, the slamming door echoing his inner turmoil.

Uncle Ben stood frozen, hand outstretched, silent sadness in his eyes. He'd only wanted to understand, but the chasm between them had widened making it more vast than ever.

Peter ran down the block. His ragged breaths couldn’t drown out the chaotic mess of guilt, anger, and deep-cutting sadness. The cool night air did little to calm the storm within. He didn't know where he was going. He just needed to outrun this swell of emotions, if only briefly. And so he disappeared into the growing darkness, alone with his turbulent thoughts.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

As the sun dipped below New York's bustling skyline, casting long shadows down the streets, Tyson found himself reflecting on an oddly lonely day. His usual crew had vanished. No Peter at lunch, MJ and Harry nowhere to be seen, and not even an appearance from Flash to stir things up. Chemistry class with Gwen had been routine, but Cindy Moon's empty seat was now an unsettling new norm. The school felt emptier, classes quieter, and the day decidedly duller.

But the highlight was anything but dull. Martial arts class at Chikara Dojo, and it wasn't just the vigorous workout that got his blood pumping, but his partner. Natasha Romanoff, or ‘Natalie Rushman’ as she claimed. She'd started attending a week ago, always coincidentally arriving when Tyson did. Her impressive skills meant Colleen often paired her with Tyson, the only student whose physicality allowed him to match her skill. 

Today's focus was grappling. Natalie had demonstrated an intricate knowledge of the art to Collen, prompting Colleen to allow her to instruct Tyson while she worked with other students. Natalie's instructions were precise, and her demonstrations were flawless. Tyson found himself caught in her teachings. Each collision made him acutely aware of her. The softness of her skin, the scent of her hair, the play of muscles beneath her tight exercise outfit. She'd guide his hands to her waist, shoulder, arms, teaching holds, and locks. But occasionally, just occasionally, his hand would slip or she'd place it teasingly close to more personal territory. 

That sly glint would appear in her eyes, playful, challenging, daring him to speak up. But Tyson, though flushed, kept his focus, respecting the woman and the art she wielded.

Tyson wore full spandex, including gloves and a turtleneck, under his t-shirt and joggers. He did his best to limit his superhuman attributes to human levels. Not just to maintain his facade, but to ensure he properly learned the techniques.

Natalie guided Tyson through each grapple with disciplined proficiency. As they shifted positions, he struggled to focus on the technique and not his hyper-awareness of her. 

In a sudden, fluid motion, Natalie twisted his momentum against him. He thudded to the mat, air whooshing from his lungs as he found himself staring at the ceiling. His vision was filled by Natalie's victorious grin.

Lying there, Tyson was acutely aware Natalie’s body had followed her throw, leaving her atop him. The faint scent of her shampoo mingled with sweat from her exertion. Her eyes sparkled competitively but now held amusement too.

Her closeness tested Tyson's restraint. He sensed the minute changes in her breathing and felt the warmth of her body. Their position, her straddling atop his hips, brought heat to his cheeks and an involuntary response he couldn't hide. He knew there was no way Natalie had failed to notice his bulge pressing against her. 

"You're so close," she whispered, her breath warm against his ear. The words carried a challenge but something more too. "Keep at it, and maybe you'll get it." She set his heart racing but he held her gaze, accepting the double meaning. 

Matching her wit, Tyson replied, “Don’t worry, I’ll keep trying. I don’t give up easily. I’ll get it eventually.”

Natalie raised an eyebrow in response. She rose, offering a hand, pulling him up and away from the chaotic thoughts their contact inspired.

Outside the Chikara Dojo, conversation flowed easily between Natalie and Tyson after their intense sparring session. As they lingered outside, Natalie couldn't help but inquire about Tyson's unusual attire. The outfit included matching gloves, a high-necked turtleneck sleeveless top, and leggings that disappeared into his shoes, leaving only his head exposed. 

Natalie gestured vaguely at his ensemble. "So, what's the deal with the spandex bodysuit getup?" she asked, one eyebrow raised quizzically. 

Tyson avoided her gaze and tugged self-consciously at the spandex encasing his bicep. "It's uh...it's a skin condition," he mumbled unconvincingly. 

"A skin condition that requires head-to-toe spandex?" Natalie pressed skeptically. 

"Yeah, uh, my doctor recommended I wear breathable fabrics to...help with the irritation," Tyson claimed, still not meeting her eyes. 

Natalie's eyes sparkled mischievously. "So no touching then? That’s funny, I seem to recall some exceptions during our session," she teased, her husky tone unexpectedly warming him.

Before he could respond, his phone's sharp trill cut through the moment. Grateful for the distraction, Tyson retrieved it. Jubilee's name flashed on the screen.

"Who's calling?" Natalie asked casually, though Tyson detected a note of interest.

"Just a friend," he replied, too quickly.

Her lips curled teasingly. "A girlfriend, perhaps?" 

"No, not like that. She's just a friend," Tyson clarified, sounding defensive even to himself.

Natalie just smiled wider, letting it go. With a graceful tilt of her head, she casually bid farewell, leaving Tyson to his call. But as he answered, Tyson's eyes followed Natalie as she sauntered down the block, taking a piece of his composure with her.

Tyson leaned against the wall outside the Chikara Dojo, phone in hand. "Hey Jubes, what's up?" he greeted, his voice casual, still riding the high from being so close to Natalie.

Jubilee's voice crackled with an unmistakable excitement, "Tyson, where are you right now?"

"Uh, Chinatown. Why?" he replied. Her tone pulled his thoughts away from Natasha.

"Is that near the Brooklyn Bridge?" she asked, urgency underpinning her words.

"Yeah, actually it is. Why?" Tyson frowned.

"Because there's a dinosaur on the Brooklyn Bridge!" Jubilee blurted out, and the absurdity of the statement gave Tyson pause.

A dinosaur? Images of the Savage Lands flashed through his mind, but that was so far away, and he hadn't even considered its existence in this world. A beat passed before realization dawned, his mind turning to Peter, Oscorp, Dr. Connors, and that formula. Is that happening already?

His thoughts were shattered by the beeping of his phone indicating another call. "Jubes, I'll call you back," he said quickly.

Switching calls, Tyson started jogging in the direction of the bridge. "Hello?"

The phone line hummed before an older woman's voice filtered through, laced with concern. "Is this Tyson?"

"Speaking," he replied, slowing his pace slightly, an inkling of worry starting to form.

"Oh, Tyson, this is Peter's Aunt May. I found your number on Peter's desk. Is he with you?" she inquired, the tremor in her voice barely masked.

"No, sorry, he isn't," Tyson responded, his worry escalating. Aunt May wouldn't go looking through Peter's stuff and call him unless it was important. 

"Oh, that's too bad. Peter and Ben had an argument, and he stormed out. Ben went looking for him," Aunt May explained, her words rushed and tinged with anxiety. "If you see him, can you call me, or bring him home?"

A surge of worry welled within Tyson. "Sure thing, Aunt May. I'll go look for him now," he assured her.

With the call ended, Tyson's worry morphed into action. He knew the argument would lead to Uncle Ben's death. They could be anywhere in the vast city, his only clue was the Lizard's bridge appearance. It couldn't be a coincidence. 

He sprinted toward the Brooklyn Bridge, legs pumping, each long stride devouring pavement. The cityscape blurred around his sharply focused mind. Uncle Ben was in trouble, and maybe Peter was too. He had to be there for them. 

Racing through crowded streets, Tyson impulsively snatched a mask from a vendor. He quickly stripped his shirt and shorts leaving him in the spandex getup. It was a spontaneous move to conceal his identity. With no time for doubts, he kept running. Despite the urgency, he smiled slightly at the mask style. An Anbu fox mask from a beloved anime. The only difference was this one covered his upper face and had been cut along the mouth-line. This left Tyson’s lower face exposed while hiding his other features. 

Mask in place, Tyson's determination solidified. A burst of speed carried him toward the bridge. In the distance, unmistakable sounds of destruction met his ears. He prayed he wasn't too late. As the bridge loomed nearer, he steeled himself for what he might find. Uncle Ben was out there, possibly amidst this chaos, needing help. Remembering Aunt May's worry, Tyson pushed himself harder.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Natasha rounded the corner of the block housing the Chikara Dojo. Her footsteps were light and casual despite the adrenaline just fading from her veins. Slipping her smartphone from the pocket of her leather jacket, and putting in her earpiece, she hit the speed dial for her partner's number. The line trilled once before being picked up by the familiar gravelly voice.

"Clint, what do you see from that bird's eye view up there?" she asked, her tone low and even, but not devoid of its subtle, playful undertone. 

Perched high on a rooftop across the street with a clear vantage point overlooking the dojo, Clint's voice crackled in her earpiece, amusement evident even through the slight static. "Kid's got some serious moves, no question there. But he's not the only one bringing the skills today. Looks like you put the moves on him during that sparring session."

Natasha's lips curled into a sly smirk, the corner of her mouth ticking up ever so slightly. "Just being thorough in my evaluation," she retorted, the easy banter between them as natural as breathing. 

"Uh-huh, sure," Clint drawled, not buying her feigned nonchalance for even a split second. "Gotta say though, pretty impressive restraint and control for a teenager. Looked like he was trying to learn from you instead of just tossing you around or feeling you up, which he definitely could've done, and you didn’t seem to be discouraging." 

A moment stretched silently as Clint continued surveying the scene through his hawk-like gaze. Then suddenly, his voice lost its casual tone, turning serious and urgent. "Heads up Tasha, the kid's on the move, and I mean really on the move. Heading your way fast, like easily breaking the speed limit fast."

Natasha's brows furrowed together, "What, already on his motorcycle?" she inquired, confused how he could have retrieved and mounted his bike so quickly.

"Negative, he's on foot," Clint clarified, disbelief at the feat seeping into his tone. "But moving way faster than the cars right now."

Anticipation flooded Natahsa’s veins. They knew Tyson was extraordinary. First was the Federal Reserve heist, which they still hadn’t determined how he’d pulled. Then there were his feats at the basketball game. The easy set of 405 lb power cleans later that day had further cemented her suspicions, and this impossible speed was yet another confirmation that he was enhanced. She was now almost certain they were dealing with a new Super Soldier, which raised concerning questions. Who had administered the serum to create him, for what purpose, and was he experiencing the rumored side effects? And yet being a super soldier still didn't explain how he managed to nab the gold from the Federal Reserve Bank. 

Having driven to Chikara Dojo herself on a sleek black motorcycle, Natasha now sprinted toward where she had parked her bike just around the next corner. Mere seconds later, a blur of motion zipped through the intersection ahead of her.

"Keep eyes on him, do not lose visual," Natasha ordered Clint sharply as she slipped in her nearly invisible earpiece communicator. Donning her helmet, she kickstarted the motorcycle to life, peeling out after her target. Her spy instincts were screaming that this was big, the kind of unusual activity they were trained to identify and investigate, the kind that could potentially cost innocent lives if left unchecked...

The throaty roar of Natasha's motorcycle engine filled the air as she gunned it, tires squealing against the pavement as she wove expertly through traffic in pursuit of Tyson. Her mind raced through scenarios and possibilities, wondering what unfolding situation could have prompted him to risk exposing himself like this.

But amidst the uncertainty, an undeniable thrill surged within her. This was what she lived for. The chase, the unknown, and the danger. 

Keeping a block's distance, Natasha tailed Tyson as he maintained his impossible pace, clocking nearly 50 mph on foot alone. His trajectory remained unwavering, heading straight for the Brooklyn Bridge just ahead. Natasha's eyes narrowed in anticipation, wondering what could be drawing him to the bridge at such speed.

As they approached, Natasha noted the bridge was a snarled mess of honking horns and frustrated commuters caught in near standstill traffic. Without hesitation, she veered her motorcycle up onto the sidewalk, adeptly weaving through the few startled pedestrians who shouted in surprise and indignation. She didn't slow, her focus laser-sharp on the blur that was her target.

Her commlink crackled to life in her ear, Clint's voice cutting through the rush of wind and urban noise. "We've got another player. There’s an unknown Enhanced on the bridge." 

Natasha's grip tightened on the handlebars, a fresh surge of adrenaline kicking her heart rate up a notch. "Got any details, or just surprises today?" she shot back tersely, her tactical mind already racing through potential threat assessments.

"You're gonna have to see this one to believe it," was his only cryptic warning. 

Mere seconds later, she glimpsed firsthand what had given Clint pause. Lumbering onto the bridge was a creature so monstrous, so primal and reptilian, that Natasha's brain took a moment to fully register what she was witnessing. 

A giant Lizard. 

It moved with terrifying speed and coordination on powerful hind legs, shoving aside vehicles as if they were plastic toys. Screams of panic filled the air as commuters abandoned their cars and fled in all directions.

Fishtailing her bike to a stop, Natasha's pulse pounded in her ears. This was bad. She was trained for a lot, but dinosaurs come to life? That fell distinctly outside her typical mission prep.

Natasha's sharp eyes scanned the chaotic scene before her, searching for any sign of Tyson amidst the pandemonium erupting on the bridge. She deftly dodged panicked civilians scrambling by while keeping a wary eye on the unpredictable, rampaging movements of the gigantic reptilian creature. She didn't know exactly what she was dealing with here, but, at this moment, she was the only thing standing between this monster and potential civilian casualties. 

Clint's voice suddenly crackled urgently in her commlink, a tension in his tone she recognized all too well. "Stand down and hold position. Get any closer right now and your cover is blown."

Natasha's finely honed instincts screamed at her to move, to do something, anything to intervene. But she was a professional above all else. Maintaining her cover identity mattered. Especially on such a delicate undercover mission where trust could be destroyed in an instant. 

"There are civilians everywhere," she shot back tersely, taking in the terrified faces around her, each one a human being she was duty-bound to protect.

"Mask is about to engage the target. Get to a higher vantage point to observe only," Clint instructed, his tone brooking no argument this time. 

“Mask?” Natasha mumbled to herself. With a fluidity born of countless missions, she sprinted toward the nearest bridge support pillar. An exposed maintenance ladder led upwards along the pillar towards the heights of the bridge's understructure. Each rung she climbed gave her a broader view of the anarchy unfolding below until she was perched silently high above it all, an eagle-eyed sentinel observing the madness from her lofty vantage point.

There, amid the screaming crowd and blaring car horns stood Tyson. The muscular teen seemed small and vulnerable compared to the hulking reptilian behemoth lumbering before him. Tyson was still clad in the skintight black spandex from earlier, but now a white mask was strapped over the upper half of his face, concealing his identity. Where had that come from? Natasha filed away that detail for later. The more pressing question was what exactly the teen planned to do against this prehistoric monster.

It was almost surreal, watching the teenager square off solo against the towering creature straight from mankind's primordial nightmares. The Lizard dwarfed Tyson, a leviathan of scales, sinew, and raw animal power that seemed like a laughably unfair matchup at first glance. But as Natasha observed from above, she noted Tyson's stance held no trace of fear or hesitation, only poised confidence. A heightened version of the self-assurance she had witnessed in their earlier spar.

The very air seemed to thicken with tension as the standoff continued, the panicked screams around them fading into background noise. All of Natasha's senses zeroed in on the confrontation unfolding below. Every muscle was taut, ready to drop into the fray the instant the need arose. 

But Clint's words still echoed clearly in her mind...observe only. 

For now, her role was to watch and wait, trusting that whatever extraordinary abilities Tyson possessed. And hope he had some kind of plan for dealing with a threat seemingly ripped from the pages of science fiction.

The Lizard lunged straight for Tyson, powerful jaws gaping wide, clawed hands outstretched to shred the teen to ribbons. At the last possible second, Tyson moved. One heartbeat, he was directly in the path of certain death, the next he had flowed around the creature's lethal strike, like water, to land a series of blindingly fast blows that made the Lizard reel back with an enraged, confused roar. 

Natasha's breath caught in her throat as she observed the battle unfolding far below her perch. Tyson was holding his own for the moment, but it was a dangerous, precarious dance with death that could shift at any second. 

For all his uncanny agility and reflexes, Tyson failed to see the Lizard's thick, powerful tail whipping around to slam into his side until it was too late. The impact was thunderous in Natasha's ears even at a distance. The teen was sent flying like a limp ragdoll to crash into a parked car with enough force to leave a Tyson-shaped indentation in the metal chassis.

Natasha's heart stuttered in a rare flash of panic that she ruthlessly suppressed behind her impassive spy's facade. This was it. She had to intervene now to try to save as many lives as possible. She would mourn Tyson’s death later, but now she had work to do. Her muscles tensed, ready to propel her from her perch into the fray. Yet even as she prepared to drop, Tyson astonishingly pulled himself from the mangled wreckage, shaking his head to clear it like an action movie hero. He grimaced, but then defiantly cracked his neck and raised his fists, making a clear "bring it on" gesture to the Lizard.

The creature roared in frustration, enraged by Tyson's refusal to stay down. The battle resumed, even more intense than before. The Lizard's claws raked forward, shredding through Tyson's clothes and grazing the skin beneath. 

And then before Natasha’s eyes, things somehow managed to get even stranger.

Scaly patches erupted across the visible portions of Tyson's skin. His posture changed, back hunching as his body rapidly bulked up. A long tail extended from between his spandex turtleneck and pants, completing his shocking new reptilian form. 

Natasha was no stranger to the bizarre and unexplained in her line of work, but this? This was something new even for her extensive experience. "Barton, are you seeing this?" she hissed sharply into her comm piece, unable to fully trust her own eyes. 

A brief pause, and then Clint's stunned voice crackled back. "Yeah, I got eyes on it too. I'll be damned. Looks like our boy just got an express ticket to Jurassic Park down there."

As the shocking transformation was completed, Tyson refocused his attention on the rampaging Lizard with renewed ferocity. There was a wildness to his movements that hadn't been present before, animalistic savagery unleashed by whatever traumatic transformation his body had just undergone.

Natasha knew she should move, intervene, and take control of this rapidly escalating situation. Yet she found herself rooted in place, unable to look away from the spectacle unfolding below. This was uncharted territory now, a scenario that no training could have fully prepared her for. What did this radical transformation mean for Tyson's future? For the mission? Things had suddenly grown far more complicated, the situation spiraling rapidly outside of expected parameters. Natasha's hand hovered over her comm, weighing whether to call for backup. This was far beyond any standard assignment now.

But then she noticed a pattern that gave her pause.

Tyson, even in this monstrous semi-reptilian form, was using hand-to-hand techniques and maneuvers she recognized from their training session at the dojo earlier. His movements, though now endowed with a feral savagery, still contained echoes of the martial arts skills he had demonstrated before. It was astonishing to see those trained techniques translated through such a primal, bestial lens. 

Tyson's claws glinted with an unnatural metallic sheen as they sliced through the Lizard's thick hide as though it were mere paper instead of tough scales. The creature released a bone-chilling, pain-filled howl that ricocheted around the bridge, making even Natasha momentarily wince in sympathy. Driven by animal instinct, the Lizard lashed back with a surge of raw power, its muscular legs launching Tyson through the air. But the transformed teen twisted his bulky body in midair with preternatural grace, executing an acrobatic maneuver that looked jarringly smooth for such a large, hulking creature. 

Natasha's breath caught in her throat as Tyson re-engaged the Lizard in a blur of motion the instant his clawed feet hit the pavement. The Lizard, acting on pure survival instinct now, gave one final desperate leap up onto the bridge railing. Then the creature hurled itself over the edge, falling into the murky river far below. 

Tyson remained standing rigidly at the railing's edge, back heaving and claws clenched, staring after the dark waters that had swallowed his foe's retreating form.

As the haze of adrenaline from the battle began to recede, the full chaos and destruction left in its wake crashed over Tyson with the force of a frigid wave. The bridge was now a disaster zone. Car alarms blared, but above all else, the screams and cries for help from terrified civilians caught in the wreckage snapped Tyson from his battle-lust. 

With a thought, Tyson reactivated his illusion ability, the power that had always allowed him to blend into a crowd, unseen and unremarkable. It was crucial now, given his tattered, barely-there clothes, semi-reptilian form, and the mask that had concealed his identity was pushed up by his new lizard snout. 

Natasha tensed, ready to drop down into the scene, but Clint's urgent command in her earpiece made her pause. "Stand down. Maintain cover. Something's off here. The kid looks normal to the naked eye, but imaging still shows his full transformation."

Natasha's gaze snapped back to Tyson, sharply analyzing his every movement as he surveyed the chaotic scene around him. His focus landed on a nearby crisis. There was a car teetering precariously half off the bridge's edge. A child's panicked wails were audible from within the vehicle. 

Tyson sprinted into action. To Natasha's eyes, he appeared as the young man she'd been training at the dojo earlier. But the visual feed from Clint told a very different story. It was the hulking, reptilian beast Tyson had transformed into now lifting the car as if it were a mere toy in his massive clawed hands. 

Gripping the car's undercarriage with ease, the creature Natasha saw as Tyson, hoisted the vehicle up and back onto solid ground. Inside, the child's cries shifted to choking sobs of overwhelming relief. Nearby witnesses, frozen in horror just moments before, now rushed to the car to pull the rescued child from the wreckage to safety.

As the illusion of his human self, Tyson stepped back once the child was safe, ceding the scene to the police and paramedics rushing in. Natasha yearned to approach him, to offer some form of reassurance or guidance. But she held back, remaining an observer high above it all.

"He's back to his normal self again on cameras,” Clint’s confused voice crackled in her earpiece. “How the hell did he do that switch? What's going on here?" 

"I'm not entirely sure yet,” Natasha admitted, her penetrating gaze never leaving Tyson down below. Then he tilted his head up as if sniffing the air, before turning, and for a split second that seemed to stretch on far longer, his eyes locked directly onto hers. The chaos around them faded away, leaving just the two of them suspended in a bubble of unspoken connection. His eyes mirrored so many emotions she had experienced all too often in her shadowy past. She longed to convey that he wasn't alone in this, that she understood.

But the fleeting moment broke as Tyson’s gaze slid away, moving past her position as if she were just another fixture of the landscape. He spun around and dashed toward the Manhattan side of the wrecked bridge, weaving smoothly through the maze of totaled cars and dazed civilians. 

“Did he make you?” Clint demanded sharply in her ear, skepticism clear in his tone.

“No. I don’t believe so,” Natasha responded on instinct. But even as she said it, she knew it was a lie, one she found herself telling as much for her own sake as for Clint’s. Because in that glance, she’d glimpsed definite recognition in the teen’s eyes.

He had seen her. And perhaps more importantly, she had seen him. She saw the alone young man hidden beneath the extraordinary exterior.

"He's heading off the bridge. Should I tail him?" Natasha asked, already climbing down toward the motorcycle. 

"Negative," Clint replied after a pause. "We'll regroup and debrief with the team first. There’s a lot to unpack here.” Procedure dictated the next steps, but it did little to ease the worry gnawing at her gut as she watched Tyson disappear alone into the city.

Sirens began wailing in the distance signaling the incoming swarm of emergency responders. Emergency vehicles flooded the scene, their red and blue lights cast flickering shadows across the ground. Natasha remained fixed on the route Tyson had fled down, his retreating image imprinted sharply in her mind. She couldn't seem to shake the sense of kinship she felt with the teenage boy. His situation called to her shadowy past. She recognized the profound isolation of having no one to turn to. She had been there once, lost and adrift in a world that seemed far too vast and cruel, seen only as a weapon to be used or a threat to be neutralized. Natasha had been known solely for the trail of bodies left silently in her wake. It was that bleak darkness that had first drawn SHIELD's attention, leading Clint to find her with an offer of not an end, but a potential new beginning. A chance at redemption, at purpose. She owed Clint nothing less than her life and humanity for that pivotal second chance. And in Tyson, she glimpsed someone potentially in desperate need of the same lifeline she had once gotten. Natasha took one final lingering look down the path where Tyson had disappeared. At that moment, a silent promise took form within her. She would offer guidance as someone who had walked a similar road.

"Nat, you need pickup at the scene?" Clint's voice crackled through her earpiece, a grounding presence as always.

"Negative, I'll take the bike back," she responded. The wind whipped wildly through her hair as she navigated the streets, the city fading into background noise compared to the storm churning within her thoughts.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Peter Parker's feet pounded the pavement as he raced through Queens, buildings and people blurring past. Driven by frustration, he wasn't sure where he was going until his sprint slowed, leaving him in a small, quiet park. Collapsing onto an empty bench, his churning mind gradually calmed. The world came back into focus and he noticed a crumpled newspaper beside him. Smoothing it out, a bold ad immediately caught his eye.

WRESTLING EXTRAVAGANZA! Win $3000 for surviving 3 minutes in the ring!

Thoughts of Flash's flashy car and Tyson's motorcycle rolled through Peter's mind. $3000 could put him on the road to getting a decent set of wheels.

Without another thought, Peter sprang up, mind whirring with possibilities. He dashed into a thrift store, eyes scanning until landing on a plain red long-sleeved shirt, gloves, and a balaclava. Next, a craft store provided a can of spray paint, and an idea formed as he went. 

In a private alley, Peter's hands worked feverishly. He laid the shirt flat, using the spray paint with surprising skill. It began to transform, taking on a new identity as he hoped to. A makeshift spider symbol emerged on the fabric, the gloves and balaclava following suit.

Donning his crafted persona, Peter felt a thrilling surge. He wasn't just Peter Parker anymore. Stepping into that ring, he would be someone new. Someone capable of amazing feats no one else could achieve.

With a pounding heart, Peter made his way to the raucous wrestling arena. The deafening crowd noise fueled his anticipation. Hollering, jeering spectators created a cacophony of excitement that echoed through the makeshift arena. The announcer's larger-than-life voice boomed through loudspeakers, brimming with enthusiasm.

"Ladies and gents! In this corner, a newcomer, a nobody, a...kid in a red getup! Let's welcome…” The announcer whispered, “What's your name, kid?"

"It's 'The Human Spider,'" Peter said. It sounded sillier aloud than in his head.

"The Human Spider?!" The announcer scoffed. "Too wordy, too boring! You need something catchy, and memorable!” He returned to the mic, “Ladies and gents, I give you...The Spider-Man!" 

The crowd reaction was mixed but it didn't matter. Peter was angry that the announcer improvised his name, but had to admit, ‘Spider-Man' had a gravitas to it.

"And in the other corner," the announcer's tone darkened, "a man you know, a man you fear… he's stone cold, he instills the fear of death in his opponents, the indomitable, the terrifying...Tombstone!"

The crowd erupted, some cheered, and others gasped in fear as a towering ash-skinned figure with maliciously gleaming eyes stepped forth. White flat-top hair completed the ominous presence.

The cage door clanged shut and Peter's heart lurched. What was he doing?! Peter exclaimed, “There must be a mistake. I didn’t sign up for a cage match!” But there was no backing out now.

At the bell, Tombstone advanced. Driven by survival, Peter moved unlike ever before. He dodged powerful swings that could crack concrete, somersaulted under crushing grabs, and leaped with newfound grace. Initially dismissive, the crowd came alive.

"Look at Spider-Man go!" the announcer roared, surprised.

But Tombstone was relentless, backing Peter into a corner. Trapped, Peter saw the punch coming but froze as fear gripped him. At the last second, reflexes born of his new abilities took over and he twisted away with preternatural speed, the grazing fist still feeling like a Mack truck slamming into his side. Pain exploded through him but he ignored it, desperate to survive this cage match. 

The crowd gasped, astonished at Spider-Man's uncanny dodge. Emboldened, Peter knew he had to keep moving or he'd be crushed. As Tombstone reared back for another powerful swing, Peter leaped upwards, sticking to the cage wall with his hands and feet like a spider. The crowd roared in shock and excitement at this gravity-defying move. Tombstone's fist smashed into the cage, deforming the metal where Peter's head had been a split second ago. 

"What's this, folks?! The Spider-Man is scaling the walls!" bellowed the disbelieving announcer. 

Peter didn't have time to revel in the crowd's excitement. He scrambled higher, using his adhesive grip while Tombstone bellowed and grasped for his ankles. But Peter was too quick, climbing out of reach. Tombstone shook the cage violently, desperately trying to dislodge his arachnid opponent but Peter held on, muscles burning from exertion. 

At the top of the cage, Peter surveyed the situation. He might be a matched for Tombstone in strength, but why would he when his new abilities made him far faster and more agile? He just had to avoid getting grabbed or cornered. 

Taking a breath, Peter leaped, flipping gracefully over the enraged Tombstone to land lightly behind him. The crowd cheered ecstatically at the aerial acrobatics on display. As Tombstone spun around, roaring and throwing a wild haymaker, Peter dropped and rolled away. Quick as a blink, he bounced to his feet, unleashing a flurry of rapid punches to Tombstone's lower back before dancing away. 

Howls of shock and then rising excitement came from the spectators. This scrawny kid in a makeshift costume was evading the monstrous Tombstone's grasp and now dishing out damage of his own! 

Enraged, Tombstone whirled with startling speed, huge hands grasping for purchase. Peter barely slipped the grip, feeling the wind of it brush his hair. The chase continued around the ring, brute force versus agility. For a time, Peter managed to stay ahead, peppering Tombstone with minor hits while avoiding the sledgehammer blows aimed at him. But the giant seemed impervious to pain. He couldn't keep running forever. He had to take Tombstone down somehow before he got careless. 

Peter's mind raced, analyzing Tombstone's lumbering gait, seeking weaknesses. Then he saw it. When Tombstone kicked, he put all his weight on one leg for just a moment. Peter hatched a desperate plan, baiting Tombstone into another kick. As the giant's leg extended, Peter shot out a web, binding that foot to the floor mid-kick! Gasps rang out as Tombstone realized he was stuck. Seizing the split-second opportunity, Peter raced forward, leaping onto the immobilized man's shoulders. Before Tombstone could react, Peter unleashed a furious barrage of rapid-fire punches squarely into his face. 

The giant staggered, dazed under the onslaught. Pressing his advantage, Peter spun and delivered a desperate, full-force kick to Tombstone's jaw. A sickening crack echoed through the arena. Tombstone's eyes rolled back in his head and nearly 500 pounds of muscle crashed to the canvas, out cold. The ring shook violently and the crowd went insane. 

Panting and shaking with adrenaline, Peter could scarcely believe it. The bell rang as the announcer declared Spider-Man the winner. He had done it. He had beaten Tombstone! As the crowd chanted his impromptu moniker, Peter felt reborn.

The bell rang again, and the announcer roared, "The winner is...Spider-Man! Folks, we have a new champion!"

In the aftermath, with the crowd still buzzing, Peter made his way to the organizer's booth, heart racing from the match. He could practically feel the $3,000 prize in his hands. 

Approaching the booth, the sleazy organizer with a crooked smile counted out $200, sliding it over.

"Hey, the ad said $3,000," Peter protested.

The man smirked without even glancing up. "Well, the ad also said three minutes. You pinned him in two. You're lucky to get even a couple hundred."

Peter was stunned, fist clenching in frustration. "I need that money," he said, struggling to steady his voice.

"Not my problem," came the dismissive reply. The organizer’s attention was already back on his cash counting.

Feeling utterly defeated and cheated, Peter stuffed the crumpled bills into his pocket and turned away, the elation of his victory souring into anger and resentment. All he could now afford was a bicycle, not the flashy car or motorcycle he'd dreamed of. Once again, despite doing everything right, his hard work and effort had gotten him nowhere. The story of his life.

As Peter made his way through the dingy hallway, a sudden commotion erupted behind him. He turned to see a panicked man sprinting his way, security guards in hot pursuit. 

"Stop him!" one of the guards shouted, but the thief was fast, barreling straight toward Peter.

Peter easily could have tripped the robber or grabbed him, stopping him in his tracks. But the bitter sting of the organizer's betrayal was still fresh in his mind. So when the moment came, he did nothing, stepping aside and letting the robber pass without a word. 

As the man rushed by, he shot Peter a quick nod. "Thanks, kid," he said breathlessly.

Moments later, the winded guards ran by, frustration etched on their faces. The organizer caught up to Peter, "Why didn't you stop him?" he demanded.

Peter couldn't help the bitter smile that crossed his lips. "It's not my problem," he echoed callously, the organizer's dismissive words still ringing in his ears.

The organizer looked appalled by this. "Not your problem?!"

Peter shrugged, his residual anger from the bait-and-switch prize money clouding his judgment. "I'm just here to wrestle."

The flabbergasted organizer just shook his head before taking off after the thief again, yelling at his guards to call for backup. With the hallway now empty, Peter found his bitterness softening. The brief excitement and satisfaction from his victory had evaporated completely, replaced by frustration and injustice. He started heading home, his hands shoved bitterly into his pockets.

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~


Tyson raced through the city’s streets, the cold night air stinging his face. His mind was a whirlwind, replaying the bridge events. The Lizard fight, the bystanders' panicked eyes, and Natalie's piercing gaze cut through it all. He'd held her look a fraction too long, and a silent acknowledgment had passed between them. 

But where were Peter and Uncle Ben? They were the reason he'd rushed to the bridge yet nowhere to be found. A sinking feeling settled in his stomach, worry for his friends eclipsing the fight's adrenaline. 

As he neared Queens, wailing sirens painted the night sky in flickering red and blue. Tyson followed the sounds, their urgency heightening his anxiety. The streets became a blur as he wove through traffic, focused solely on finding his friends and ensuring their safety. His motorcycle roared beneath him, echoing his turbulent emotions. He was a rider without a destination, guided only by the emergency beacons and an intrinsic need to help, to make things right.

Tyson's journey was cut short as he stumbled into a scene that chilled him to the bone. A mass of onlookers had gathered around a small grocery store, patrol cars haphazardly stationed outside. The storefront glass lay shattered while Officers held back the crowd.

Without a second thought, Tyson abandoned his bike. The world slowed as Tyson pushed through the line of spectators, breath trapped in his throat. There, in the stark, flashing lights, amidst the turmoil, Peter held a lifeless form. 

Uncle Ben. 

Both men’s shirts were stained with blood. The scene was painted with vivid, horrifying clarity that would surely be burned into Tyson's mind.

Peter's face was a mask of desperation, his eyes were wide and shimmering with unshed tears. The crowd around them faded into a blur, their whispers and murmurs an incoherent buzz. Nothing else mattered but the heartbreaking scene.

"Uncle Ben," Tyson mumbled as he took a knee beside Peter. Peter looked so small, the slowly growing confidence gone, replaced by a lost boy clutching his uncle as if he could anchor the man's soul to this world by will alone.

Peter's gaze found Tyson's, and the raw anguish there struck like a physical blow. "He...he tried to stop a thief...got shot," Peter stammered, voice ragged. "I-I called 911, they were supposed to come, they. They said they'd help him!"

Tyson reached out, resting a gloved hand over Peter’s trembling one. "It's not your fault, Pete," Tyson said, the words ringing hollow even to him. What solace could he possibly provide now?

The sirens wailed closer as paramedics pushed through the crowd, but Tyson knew… they all knew, it was too late. The vibrant man who'd offered sage advice disguised as casual comments was gone.

The paramedics arrived, but. Peter clung tighter, refusing to let Uncle Ben go. There was nothing the emergency responders coud do. Tyson had to gently coax Peter to release his hold using a slight application of his enhanced strength.

"You gotta let them help him, Pete," Tyson urged gently. The plea broke through Peter's shock, and he finally let go, standing numbly with Tyson's support. They backed away together yet isolated in grief as the paramedics fulfilled their duty. A duty no longer holding hope.

The officers began questioning. But the words barely registered to the teens. 

~~ Rogue Replacement ~~

Nick Fury, director of SHIELD, sat at the head of the table, his iconic eyepatch and stern expression commanding attention. Clint, Coulson, and Natasha surrounded him. "Status report," came his succinct order that focused everyone in.

Natasha began. "The target individual, Tyson, appears to be enhanced in some way. My initial judgment categorized him as a potential super soldier given his extraordinary reflexes and strength exhibited during gym class. His talents vastly eclipsed any normal teen, easily bordering Olympians." She paused, “During observation, he never demonstrated any of the abilities to avoid detection, shapeshift, or any other power that would explain his appearance noted by Barton in our previous meetings.” 

"However, after the incident on the overpass, it's evident he possesses more than just enhanced strength and agility. He transformed during his skirmish with another enhanced we’re deeming ‘The Lizard’. Whether this change was reactive, his previously demonstrated power, a latent capability, or something else entirely, we're still uncertain.” She paused, scanning the faces of her associates sternly. "Despite the mysteries surrounding his talents, his character seems principled. He's shown a strong sense of loyalty to his friends, respect for authority, though reluctantly at times, and a genuine desire to assist when people are endangered."

Clint's lips quirked in a smirk. "It almost sounds like you're fond of him, Nat. Some of those characteristics are due to your involvement or... influence. You've made quite an impression on the kid."

Her eyes narrowed. "All the more reason to consider bringing him into the fold. If he's seeking role models, he could do far worse."

Fury folded his hands, gazing at Natasha pensively. "Do you believe he has the makings of a recruit?"

"Not right now," Natasha admitted. "He's unrefined, but he has promise. And currently, he's alone, which leaves him susceptible to other influences. We have a window to approach. Before he gains someone else’s attention."

"Or we may be inviting a ticking time bomb into our midst," Coulson interjected practically, ever the voice of reason.

Fury nodded slowly. "We'll need to monitor him closely. Natasha, stay with him. Get a better understanding of his nature. Clint, I want you to keep tabs. Coulson, uncover anything you can about this kid's history, his family, anything that might provide us insight."

Coulson's voice cut through the strategizing. "About that, sir." His tone was different, laced with a gravity that immediately seized the attention of every person present. He slid a dossier across the table, the bold, capitalized words "MUTANTS" emblazoned on the cover. "I've discovered something disturbing. It seems our memories, possibly the memories of everyone, have been manipulated. We've been blinded to a significant threat."

Clint picked up the file, his brows knitting together skeptically. "Is this some kind of joke? Mutants are a myth, a conspiracy theory. They aren't real."

"They are, and they have been here," Coulson responded with uncommon urgency in his voice. "I don't know how it's possible, but it's as if we've been living with a blind spot. Just read the file."

Details were absorbed, pages reviewed, and the information within the file burned into their minds. Images of beings with supernatural talents, classified accounts of unexplainable events, and scientific analyses indicating genetic deviations. All factual, all verifiable.

Silence hung heavy for a moment before Natasha shattered it, her voice betraying none of the disquiet within. "This changes everything. How could we have missed or forgotten this?"

Fury's single eye bored into them, intense and uncompromising. "That's what we need to uncover. Coulson, you and Hill dig deeper. Determine the scope of this memory manipulation and how it was accomplished."

Fury stated firmly, unhesitating. "We proceed as planned, but with heightened vigilance. If Tyson is a mutant, our prior assessment may not be accurately accounting for his power. And he may not be the only one."

Coulson nodded, already compiling the resources required for such an investigation. "We should also look into known associates, see if there are any connections to mutants or related incidents."

"Agreed," Fury acknowledged with a sharp dip of his chin. He turned his attention to Natasha. "Maintain your cover. Keep observing Tyson. If he is a mutant, he's our best avenue into understanding what we're up against."

"And if he uncovers our motives?" Natasha pressed, aware of her precarious position.

"We'll handle that situation as it develops," Fury stated decisively. His eye traced over each of them in turn. "We aren't in the business of recruiting children, but we are in the business of safeguarding the world. If this kid is what you claim, Natasha, he'll need allies. It's better for everyone if those allies are us."

The meeting adjourned, and the weight of their new mission descended upon them as they set off to their assigned tasks. Drawing an enhanced individual into the fold would be no simple matter. And this was no longer tracking one anomalous, enhanced individual. They were plunging into a mystery capable of redefining their comprehension of the world itself. Mutants were real. A truth they were only beginning to unravel. 

            

    
        Arc 4 - Ch 5: Menace

    
    
    
    
                Date: Wednesday, October 13, 2010.

Location: Oscorp, Manhattan, New York

The sun was just beginning to set over the Manhattan skyline as Tyson stepped through the glass doors into the headquarters of Oscorp that Wednesday evening. It had been over a week since Uncle Ben's tragic passing. Tyson knew he couldn't let himself fall into depressed inaction. So here he was, badge clipped neatly to his belt, walking into his internship as usual, unaware of the chaos that awaited within.

The moment he entered the lobby, Tyson sensed something was amiss. Security guards paced with stiff urgency, their brows furrowed with evident concern. Scientists chatted in small groups, looking sadder than Tyson felt. The mood was decidedly grim. Everyone seemed to be carrying a heavy weight, their shoulders slumped and their faces drawn.

Except one scientist who stood out as he headed through the lobby on his way home.

He walked with an unsettling spring in his step, a smile playing on his lips that seemed utterly disconnected from the palpable atmosphere of distress surrounding him. His attire was impeccable. He wore a tailored black suit, under his lab coat, that hugged his tall, lean frame. His skin was pale, and his meticulously slicked-back hair was jet black with the slightest hint of blue sheen under the artificial lighting.

Tyson approached this seemingly out-of-place man. The ID badge pinned to the man's lapel identified him as Dr. Stasis. The name wasn't familiar, but his scent of electric ozone and dusty velvet with chemical undertones was. It took a moment for Tyson to recall where he'd encountered the smell before he realized it was during the field trip. Dr. Stasis must have been one of the scientists working in the spider lab.

"Excuse me," Tyson interrupted, his deep voice carrying a mix of curiosity and concern. "Do you know what happened today that has got everyone on edge?"

Dr. Stasis turned towards Tyson, and his smile widened as if he relished the opportunity to recount the day's events. "One of our scientists was discovered dead this morning," Dr. Stasis said in a tone that almost bordered on joviality. "And that's not all. Military hardware went missing, as did an experimental serum."

Throughout his explanation, Dr. Stasis's eyes sparkled with an odd glee that seemed grotesquely out of place given the nature of his news. The cheerfulness in his voice was disconcerting as he described what would otherwise be considered grave outcomes.

Tyson furrowed his brow, confusion etching lines across his forehead as he tried to reconcile the man's demeanor with the information he had just been given.

"I see," Tyson managed to say after a moment, still perplexed by Dr. Stasis's unusual happiness about such dire events. "Thank you for letting me know."

"Oh, it's quite all right," Dr. Stasis replied with a dismissive wave of his hand as if discussing nothing more consequential than a change in the weather. "Such incidents are simply... opportunities for progress, wouldn't you agree?"

Before Tyson could respond or inquire further, Dr. Stasis nodded curtly and continued on his way out of Oscorp's lobby, leaving behind a trail of unsettling energy that seemed to linger in the air.

Tyson watched him go, his mismatched eyes narrowing slightly as he pondered what kind of person found joy in such events. He shook off the unease creeping up his spine and turned to begin his patrol through Oscorp.

As Tyson ventured deeper into the building, fragments of hushed conversation painted an increasingly dire picture. When Tyson managed to catch a glimpse of the ransacked laboratory itself, the story became clear. Tables were overturned, glass shattered across the floor, and ominous stains smeared on the walls.

With his meta-knowledge, it was obvious to Tyson what had happened. Norman Osborn was a genius, but also a man driven by dangerous ambition and desperation. He had been on the brink of a breakthrough that promised to push human capabilities further and solidify lucrative military contracts. However, there were rising concerns about the safety and stability of the untested super soldier formula he'd been developing. Now, in the wake of death, destruction, and Osborn's disappearance, Tyson felt the weight of the dreadful realization settle upon his chest.

Osborn tested the unstable formula on himself. What had occurred in that lab was born of his reckless transformation, a Jekyll and Hyde scenario that could only spell disaster.

The Green Goblin was coming.

Tyson had thought that with the Lizard's rampage on the bridge, Osborn might not become the Green Goblin, at least not yet. He wondered if he should do something, but he was caught in the grip of uncertainty, his mind churning with indecision. He had no real evidence to turn in to the authorities to substantiate his suspicions about Osborn's dangerous experimentation. He was sure others had already gone through the security footage, but he would look it over with a fine-toothed comb. Hopefully, there'd be some evidence, he couldn't just outright accuse Norman Osborn.

But the thought of doing nothing, of leaving Osborn potentially out there along with the Lizard, was unacceptable. Tyson was no stranger to feeling helpless, and the sting of it now, in the wake of Uncle Ben's death, was poignant.

He left Oscorp late that night, the lights of the city blurred as he rode, his mind troubled and restless. He couldn't approach the authorities, he hadn't found any hard evidence, but he couldn't sit idle either while Osborn posed a menacing threat. There had to be a way to mitigate the danger the reckless scientist presented. He mulled over his options as buildings and streetlights slid past in the darkness. Even with the super soldier serum and the military tech he stole, Tyson should be able to stop Osborn before the Green Goblin was unleashed upon the city. Tyson's brows furrowed in contemplation as he navigated the nighttime streets. Would preemptively taking out Osborn affect Peter's development as Spider-Man, and was letting a madman run around the city a fair trade-off for Peter's growth?

— Rogue Replacement —

Tyson's morning routine proceeded as usual, the hotel staff delivering a breakfast spread that he picked at between gathering textbooks and double-checking his backpack. As he jabbed at the power button on the room's television, ready to catch the morning news, a familiar brash voice blared out, arresting his attention mid-bite.

There on the screen, in high-definition, was J. Jonah Jameson, editor-in-chief of the Daily Bugle, his mustache bristling with indignation. Today Jameson's tirade seemed to be ratcheted up to a whole new level.

"They're criminals, that's what they are!" Jameson bellowed, slamming a clenched fist onto his cluttered desk and sending papers jumping. "This city's becoming a playground for vigilantes with no regard for the law, no accountability!"

A series of images flashed on the screen beside the incensed editor. Blurry shots and shaky video clips showed the chaos on the Brooklyn Bridge, cars crunched and tossed aside like toys, the monstrous form of the Lizard looming large...and then, himself. Tyson swallowed hard at the sight of the dinosaur-like creature he had transformed into.

Jameson jabbed a finger at the image on the screen, his face contorted in a sneer. "This one appeared out of nowhere, fighting what witnesses describe as a 'dinosaur'!" the editor bellowed, once again slamming a fist onto his desk. "And during this so-called 'heroic' act, dozens of vehicles were destroyed, traffic disrupted for hours, and lives put at risk! There was a child, for heaven's sake, trapped in a car that nearly fell off the bridge during the melee!"

The images on the screen shifted to a shaky clip of Tyson in his reptilian form, engaged in a fierce battle with the Lizard. Debris and crushed cars littered the bridge around them. Then, as quickly as he had appeared, Tyson was gone. It was a trick of the camera as the bystander turned to check on the wailing child just as Tyson sprinted away.

"And then, poof! Vanishes into thin air!" Jameson continued his bulbous face reddening, voice dripping with disdain. "The locals are calling him 'Mirage.' Ha! More like a nightmare!"

Tyson shifted uncomfortably in his seat. He had known there were cameras, cell phones... But seeing himself broadcast on national television was something else entirely. His scaly visage splayed across the screens like a wanted criminal.

"Let me make this clear!" Jameson's eyes were alight with fervor, spittle flying. "This city does not need 'heroes' hiding behind masks or vanishing acts! We need law and order, accountability, and responsibility! These vigilantes, like this 'Mirage', they're a menace!"

Tyson's appetite was gone as he stared down at his plate of food. He had tried to help, to do something good, but in the eyes of blowhards like J. Jonah Jameson, he was just another problem plaguing the city. The injustice of it stung, though he supposed he shouldn't have expected more from such a caricature of a newsman.

The television screen split, displaying images of himself on one side and the flashy new Spider-Man on the other. "Let's not forget about our wall-crawling menace, Spider-Man!" J. Jonah Jameson roared, spittle flying as his finger jabbed at the images. "He's just another vigilante causing chaos in our city, taking the law into his own hands! These masked hooligans are a plague on our society!"

Tyson's eyes were fixed on the red and blue figure dominating the other half of the screen. Spider-Man had become the talk of Midtown High recently, with many fascinated by his gravity-defying stunts.

The news segment transitioned to shaky footage captured by enthralled bystanders, showcasing Spider-Man's agility as he effortlessly vaulted over rooftops and ricocheted between buildings. But it wasn't just acrobatics. There was an intensity to his actions, a personal motivation fueling his driven movements.

The footage cut to a dingy alley, the camera unsteady as Spider-Man had a suspect pinned menacingly against the brick wall. "Where is he?" Spider-Man hissed, his voice a fierce whisper. "The guy with the star tattoo on his wrist!" The thug frantically shook his head, and in an instant, Spider-Man was off again, a red and blue streak vanishing into the darkness.

"He's not just patrolling," Tyson muttered under his breath, leaning forward intently as the scenes played out. He recognized that relentless intensity. Spider-Man, Peter, was hunting for the man who had killed his Uncle Ben, seeking to right his wrong or perhaps for revenge.

The screen cut back to Jameson, the news anchor's smug expression one of vindication. "See? He's a menace!" Jameson proclaimed, jabbing an accusatory finger at the screen. "Provoking violence, instilling fear! This Spider-Man is a law unto himself, and it's only a matter of time before innocent people get caught in his web!"

Tyson's fists clenched at his sides, he tried not to let Jameson's inflammatory words reach him. But the man did have somewhat of a point. It was a reminder of the fine line he and Peter walked. Heroes only to some. Were they really that different from the criminals they fought if they embraced their raw drives? For Peter, right now, it was his rage and vendetta.

For Tyson, it was the morally questionable ways he used his powers since arriving in New York. This suite, the expensive clothes, the shiny new motorcycle parked in the underground garage, all of it was acquired by manipulating others. The slowly dwindling collection of gold he'd been spreading across the city's goldmongers had been stolen from the Federal Reserve, a whim at the time, that was proving difficult to justify.

Tyson slouched in his chair. The more he dwelled on recent events, the heavier the unease grew within him. He thought back to the chaos on the bridge, how he had intervened without hesitation to stop the Lizard's rampage and rescue that child trapped in the dangling car. That had been the right thing to do. So why did he feel this creeping doubt?

Tyson moved to the suite's window and peered out at the sprawling cityscape before him. This was his fresh start, a chance to define himself on his own terms. He didn't have to be a hero, but he refused to become a villain either, no matter how alluring that path might seem.

With a frustrated sigh, Tyson grabbed the remote control and switched off the TV, plunging the room into silence. Glancing at the time on his phone, Tyson realized he'd be late for school if he didn't hurry. Grabbing his backpack, he cast one last conflicted look at the blank TV as he headed for the door, the echoes of Jameson's accusations haunting his steps. Down in the garage, Tyson swung his leg over his motorcycle, the engine rumbling to life beneath him. As he sped off down the street, doubts and questions swirled within him. Was Jameson right? Was he just a menace?

— Rogue Replacement —

The atmosphere in the gym was filled with the chorus of exertion and the unmistakable tang of competition hanging heavy in the air. Thick ropes dangled from the lofty ceiling. Students shuffled into lines, at each rope. Their faces broadcast a spectrum of emotions; determination, apprehension, or outright dread.

Tyson took his place in line. Beside him stood Felicia Hardy, her distinctive shock of white hair seeming to radiate indifference, her attention apparently miles away from the gymnasium.

"So," Tyson began, his tone casual to the point of aloofness, "how was your night?"

Felicia's eyebrow arched slightly in the first acknowledgment of his presence that morning. "It went well," she replied evenly, her voice low and laced with an air of mystery that clung to her like a second skin. "Much like most of my nights."

The corner of Tyson's mouth twitched upward knowingly. He had witnessed Felicia just last week infiltrating Oscorp after dark. He wondered what secrets she pursued, what drove a girl like her to take such risks.

"Been busy with that paper for class?" he ventured, watching her closely. "The one on cats?"

The only crack in Felicia's composure was her eyes narrowing a fraction. "It's going," she said guardedly, though her tone hinted otherwise. "Lots of late nights spent researching."

Tyson nodded, "Need any help?" he offered, infusing his words with genuine concern. He was signaling, as subtly as he could, that whatever she was caught up in, he was willing to assist.

Felicia eyed him appraisingly, her crystalline blue gaze seemingly weighing him. "Maybe," she conceded after a moment, though her voice betrayed her unaccustomedness to accepting help. "I might take you up on that."

Tyson turned at the sound of Natalie Rushman's voice echoing through the gym. Their PE instructor stood at the climbing ropes, her lithe yet muscular frame accentuated by her form-fitting outfit. "Next up," she called, gesturing to the ropes.

Tyson flashed Felicia a grin before striding to take his position. His strong hands gripped the coarse rope, and he began ascending with the strength expected of his large size. Reaching the top in mere moments, he rang the bell overhead, its chime resonating proudly across the gym. As Tyson descended, controlled and confident, he found Felicia's gaze following his progress. Her eyes held a new glint of interest.

When Felicia took her turn, she approached the rope with lithe grace. Her slim form exuded athletic poise as she ascended the rope with the effortless skill of a gymnast. At the top, she paused only briefly before beginning a swift and elegant descent.

"Nearly as fast as Tyson," Natalie remarked approvingly, pitching her voice to carry. "I'd say it would be a close match if you two went head-to-head."

Tyson met Felicia's bright eyes, reading the challenge and excitement there. "I'm up for it if you are," he called back, infusing his words with playful taunt.

Felicia's answering smile held a glint of wicked charm. "You're on," she agreed, a competitive edge sharpening her melodic voice.

Sensing the growing energy in the crowd, Tyson raised his voice to ensure all could hear his proposition. "But let's make it interesting. If I win, we get together later tonight… to work on some research," he emphasized meaningfully, holding Felicia's gaze. The crowd whooped at his suggestive tone, though his true intent was clear to Felicia alone.

"And if I win?" she asked, unfazed by their audience.

"I'll carry your books for a week," Tyson offered loudly, playing to the crowd.

"You'll carry my books for a month? Deal," Felicia agreed, not allowing Tyson to rescind her changed terms. Excitement buzzed through the gym at this agreement between the two of the school's most popular but low-key students.

The energy in the crowded gym was electric as Tyson and Felicia took their positions before the climbing ropes. Natalie, always one to command attention, stood with her whistle in hand. "Ready... Set..." she called out, her voice rising above the chatter. At the piercing shriek of the whistle, Tyson and Felicia launched themselves at the ropes.

Tyson's muscular strength propelled him upwards as Felicia's fitness and agility allowed her to gain ground initially. The two climbers strained against gravity, muscles bulging. But Tyson's power quickly overtook Felicia's finesse. The gap between them widened decisively. Tyson's hand slapped the bell in victory, its clear ringing tone reverberating through the gym.

Back on solid ground, Felicia's chest heaved from exertion. She and Tyson faced each other. Felicia extended her hand in concession. "You won, fair and square," she acknowledged between labored breaths. "I'll see you tonight."

The crowd erupted in raucous cheers and shouts, the other students reveling in the public spectacle. Many of the boys looked on in jealousy at Tyson easily scoring what they saw as a date with Felicia, while others reveled in his success while wondering what the evening might hold for them. Tyson and Felicia shared a knowing look, a silent understanding passing between them. Tonight was not about a date; it was about unraveling secrets and potentially about finding an ally. 

— Rogue Replacement —

Tyson walked down the polished linoleum hallway of Midtown High, approaching the main office. The office was situated just off the main lobby, with a large counter dividing the public space from the administrative area. Behind the counter were two secretaries stationed at desks equipped with computers, phones, and piles of paperwork.

Tyson stepped up to the counter and offered a polite smile to the secretary who looked up at his arrival. "Can I help you?" she asked pleasantly.

"Yes, one of my classmates has been absent for several weeks, and I was hoping to find her address so I could drop off the notes she's missed," Tyson explained.

The secretary returned his smile, though with an apologetic look in her eyes. "That's nice of you, but I can't give out your classmates' addresses. Sorry."

Tyson nodded in understanding. He had expected the refusal but thought it was worth a try. "I understand. I just wanted to check since she's been gone for a while. Her name is Cindy Moon."

The secretary nodded, recognition flashing across her features. "Cindy, yes. She was out sick, but her parents informed us that Cindy would be transferring. She won't be coming back to school, so you don't need to worry about those notes." The secretary then asked kindly, "Was there anything else I can help you with?"

Tyson locked eyes with the secretary, focusing his thoughts on weaving the illusion. His illusion spread silently, leaving no discernible trace of its existence.

The door to the office creaked open, and the school nurse entered, her gaze falling on the secretary with whom Tyson was conversing.

"Excuse me," the nurse began, "my computer is down. Can you write down the contact information for a parent for me, please?" Her tone was urgent and brimming with concern. The secretary turned to Tyson and said, "Excuse us, this is important." The directive hung in the air as Tyson made his exit from the office.

The urgency in the nurse's voice was palpable as she requested the student's contact information. "The student's name is Cindy Moon," she said, her brows knitted with concern.

The secretary's fingers clacked over the keyboard with practiced speed as she pulled up Cindy's records. Selecting a fluorescent post-it note from the cluttered desk, she scribbled down the address and phone number before handing it to the nurse.

"Thank you," the nurse replied gratefully, tucking the note into her pocket as she hurried from the office, focused wholly on contacting Cindy's family.

Tyson's lips curled into a sly smirk as he strode from the office, the door clicking shut behind him. His deception with the nurse had yielded the desired results with little effort on his part. Hands shoved casually in his pockets, he meandered through the school halls and out the front entrance to where his motorcycle awaited.

The engine roared to life beneath him as he twisted the throttle, speeding off down the street. Though he now had Cindy's address in hand, uncertainty gnawed at his mind. What would he say when he arrived at her doorstep?

Her modest apartment building came into view, nestled amidst the quiet residential streets of Queens. His boots thudded heavily on the pavement as he crossed the street and climbed the concrete steps leading inside. Consulting the resident directory, Tyson's eyes scanned the list of names before confirming on the Moon's 3B.

The stairwell was stark and utilitarian, his footfalls echoing off the bare walls as he climbed. Coming to a stop outside her door, Tyson hesitated, taking a deep breath to collect his thoughts before rapping his knuckles sharply against the faded wood. Silence greeted him initially, so he knocked again, harder this time.

The second knock at the door startled Cindy's mother, who had been sitting on the living room couch. She rose slowly, setting aside the framed photo of Cindy she'd been staring at, and shuffled to the door.

Peering through the peephole, she saw a uniformed police officer standing in the hallway.

With a slightly trembling hand, she unlocked the door and opened it just a crack.

"I'm Officer Smith from the NYPD," the officer introduced himself politely. "We're here to investigate the report of a missing person."

Cindy's mother nodded mutely, her dark eyes wide with apprehension. "Show me your badge," she asked, needing the reassurance that he was truly with the police.

Officer Smith promptly unclipped his badge from his belt and held it up to the crack in the door.

After scrutinizing it briefly, Cindy's mother closed the door to unlatch the chain. Taking a steadying breath, she pulled the door open fully to grant the officer entry.

Cindy's mother was a petite Asian woman in her late forties, with sleek black hair pulled back in a simple ponytail. Though she stood at just over five feet tall, her posture was rigidly straight. Her cheekbones were high and elegant, but her face looked gaunt and pale, the dark circles under her eyes speaking to sleepless nights. She wore a simple gray cardigan and black slacks, her outfit neat but muted, much like her demeanor.

Ushering Officer Smith inside, Cindy's mother clasped her hands together tightly to still their trembling. "Please, come in," she invited in a soft voice laced with restrained panic.

Officer Smith stepped inside and was greeted by the faint scent of lavender and jasmine. Cindy's mother gestured for him to sit and directed him to the sofa. "Thank you," he said, taking a seat. "The reason I'm here is we received an anonymous report that one Cindy Moon has not been attending school for a month," he began. "Normally that's something the school handles, more so than the police, but a missing person report was also filed with the department and I'm here to follow up."

Cindy's mother nodded along as the officer spoke. "I'm sorry officer, but there's been a mistake," she said. "Cindy isn't missing. She was removed from school."

"Removed?" Officer Smith asked, raising an eyebrow. "By whom?"

"My self and my husband," Cindy's mother replied softly.

"I understand," Officer Smith said, making a note on his pad. "Is she registered in a school in New York that we can call to confirm her registration?"

Cindy's mother shook her head. "No, my husband took care of that. He lives out of the country. He enrolled her in a school where they live."

Smith asked, "Would it be possible to speak with Cindy over the phone, just to confirm she's safe, so I can close this case?"

Cindy's mother shifted in her seat, clasping and unclasping her hands in her lap as Officer Smith pressed for more information. "I'm afraid that just won't be possible," she said, her voice strained. "The remote village they are staying in, in China, has no phone service at all."

Officer Smith's eyebrows knit together. "I see," he said, making another note. Though his tone remained even, his probing questions betrayed his skepticism.

Sweat beaded on Cindy's mother's brow despite the cool temperature in the apartment. She dabbed at it with a crumpled tissue, buying time to think. "While I understand your position, officer, I simply cannot provide what I do not have," she said carefully. "My husband handled all the arrangements. I'm sure once he returns stateside you can sort this out."

At the mention of the husband, Officer Smith leaned forward, his eyes sharp. "And when might that be, ma'am?"

Cindy's mother averted her gaze. "Well, that's hard to say exactly..." she trailed off, wringing the damp tissue between her hands. "He travels quite extensively for work."

Officer Smith's expression darkened. He tapped his pen on his notepad. "I'm going to need his contact information as well as his last known location," he said firmly. "Otherwise, I cannot close this case until the child's safety is confirmed."

Panic flashed in Cindy's mother's eyes. "I'm not sure where he is currently," she admitted. "He has always been very secretive about his work. But I assure you, Cindy is perfectly safe." Her voice shook slightly despite her best efforts.

Cindy's mother gazed into Officer Smith's mismatched eyes, one green and one blue. For a moment, her world narrowed just to his entrancing orbs.

"Where is Cindy?" Officer Smith asked again.

Under the hypnotic spell of Tyson's gaze, the truth spilled out. "Cindy's father took her to get help," she admitted softly.

Officer Smith's brows drew together. "Took her where?"

Cindy's mother twisted the damp tissue between her fingers. "I'm not sure exactly. One of his business associates said they could help Cindy."

Leaning back in his chair, Officer Smith clicked his pen thoughtfully. "I see. And you haven't heard from your husband or Cindy since they left?"

She shook her head, eyes downcast. "No. He always kept me in the dark about his work. He said it was for my safety."

"Why did Cindy need help?" Officer Smith prodded gently. "And who was this business associate?"

Haltingly, Cindy's mother explained, "Cindy had been acting strangely. She got sick, and when she recovered, it was like she was possessed. She could walk on walls, had abnormal strength, and this odd substance leaked from her fingertips." She took a shaky breath. "My husband called his associate, Edgar Lascombe. He runs a pharmaceutical company. If anyone could help Cindy, it was someone with access to experimental treatments." A tear slipped down her cheek. "My husband took her to him, and I haven't heard from either of them since."

Officer Smith studied her face intently. After a weighty pause, he closed his notebook and stood. "Thank you for your time, ma'am," he said coolly. "We'll be in touch if we require anything further."

Cindy's mother nodded, relief washing over her. As Officer Smith turned to leave, she called out "Please let me know if I can provide anything else that would help put this matter to rest."

He glanced back, face unreadable. "You can count on that," he said before stepping out the door.

— Rogue Replacement —

Tyson and Natalie circled each other slowly, bamboo swords at the ready. The slender lengths of bamboo were deceptively harmless in appearance, but Tyson knew from experience that a solid strike would deliver a painful sting. The air between them was electric with tension, both physical and conversational.

As always when they sparred, Natalie wore form-fitting workout clothes that accentuated her lithe figure. "So," she said, breaking the anticipatory silence, "what was that little show in gym class earlier about? Was Felicia the mysterious voice on the phone last week?" Her tone was light, but her gaze was piercing as she searched Tyson's face.

Tyson met her probing look with a relaxed yet alert stance, ready to react in an instant. "That wasn't Felicia on the phone," he responded evenly, "and that still wasn't my girlfriend." The corner of his mouth quirked in a subtle, teasing smile.

Their dance continued, bamboo meeting bamboo as they exchanged blows. Each strike was met with a deft parry in a rhythmic sequence that was almost musical. They were evenly matched, neither able to gain an advantage over the other.

Natalie pressed on as they sparred, her voice casual yet insistent. "Is that your type then? A penchant for mysterious girls in black?"

At her words, an image flashed unbidden in Tyson's mind. Natalie, or rather Natasha, her form clad in a dark SHIELD bodysuit. The image, pulled from his meta knowledge, was a vivid reminder of how dangerous she could be, and yet how good she looked in black. Tyson's smile broadened, a spark of mischief dancing in his eyes as he looked pointedly at Natalie. "Maybe I do," he responded, leaving his look and his meaning up to her interpretation.

Her eyes narrowed, accepting the challenge in his look. In a flurry of motion, she attacked. Her strikes were a tempest that would have overwhelmed any normal opponent. But Tyson was far from normal. He could see the path of each strike, his enhanced senses mapping out a web of evasion and parries.

Yet he held back, letting one strike slip through his defense, the bamboo connecting with a resounding thwack against his shoulder.

"Ow!" Tyson yelped, the sound exaggerated more for show than actual pain. He rubbed the spot theatrically, attempting to maintain the facade even as her sharp gaze saw through his act.

Natalie halted her barrage, relaxing her posture slightly as her face wore her understanding. "You're holding back," she stated plainly, the accusation hanging in the air between them, heavy with unspoken implications.

Tyson met her gaze steadily, neither confirming nor denying her claim. They were both hiding in plain sight, that much was clear. And in that unspoken understanding, there was a kind of fragile trust between the two.

"Notice that, did you?" Tyson's voice was a cheeky blend of challenge and amusement as he locked eyes with Natalie, the glint in his gaze belying his exaggerated nonchalance. "I admit, I have been holding back. Because I know something you don't know..." He trailed off, pausing for dramatic effect as a grin spread across his face. "I'm not right-handed."

With a flourish bordering on theatrical, Tyson switched his bamboo sword to his left hand and struck an exaggerated fencing pose straight from a swashbuckling film. The unexpected move was so comically out of place that Natalie couldn't help but let out a small huff of laughter despite herself.

Natalie asked incredulously, "The Princess Bride. Really?"

Tyson's grin widened at her reaction. "A woman of culture!" he exclaimed, giving her an exaggerated nod full of playful camaraderie.

The air around them shifted as the earlier tension morphed into something lighter and more playful, yet still charged with competitive spirit.

Natalie attacked. Her movements were a series of graceful, calculated arcs and thrusts. She was a storm, her strikes relentless and designed to overwhelm and outmaneuver. But this time, Tyson was different. While his movements were more awkward and less coordinated with his non-dominant hand, they were executed with blinding speed and agility that more than compensated for the lack of finesse. It was a humorous contradiction. His "left-handed" swordplay was clumsy yet performed with superhuman reflexes and dexterity.

They moved together in a blurring whirlwind of strikes and counters, their bamboo swords meeting in rapid succession. Natalie's dark hair cascaded around her face, which was set in a look of fierce determination, though her keen eyes sparkled with delight. She was enjoying this battle of wits and skill.

The dojo was filled with the rapid percussion of their duel, the outside world fading away as a student and his mentor became lost in their dance. Tyson's movements were a blur of awkward angles and supernatural speed, his enhanced reflexes compensating for the lack of finesse in his left hand. Though he could have pressed the attack, he chose instead to counter and defend, inviting Natalie to match his pace.

It was the first time he had willingly revealed even this small portion of his power without prompting, and the significance was not lost on Natalie. She wondered at his reasons. Had it been seeing her on the bridge, and knowing she was more than she let on? Was he beginning to trust her? Or was it something else entirely?

When they at last came to a standstill, it was with their swords locked in a stalemate. And for the span of a heartbeat, Tyson increased the pressure, allowing Natalie to glimpse his immense strength. Her sword groaned under the strain, and she knew if he had pressed a moment longer, the bamboo would have shattered along with her defenses.

As Natalie disengaged, breathing hard, her eyes were drawn to the creaking swords. But she swore she caught him wink briefly before she backpedaled. The tension dissipated as Natalie remarked, "You're full of surprises, Tyson," the corners of her lips quirked upward.

"Just trying to keep up with you, teach," he replied, his casual tone belying his unspoken knowledge.

Despite his casual attitude, Tyson's mind churned. He had revealed more of his capabilities to Natasha today. SHIELD already had their eye on him, that much was clear. Natasha's presence at the school confirmed it. Last week, Natasha saw him on the bridge fighting the Lizard. In his haste to protect Uncle Ben, Tyson had revealed most of his capabilities… and he'd still failed to save Uncle Ben. But SHIELD never came knocking on the door to his suite. So Tyson figured, either their intention wasn't to arrest him, or Natasha hadn't revealed what she knew about him. Or, they hadn't decided and were watching, waiting to see what he would do. And that gave Tyson somewhat of an advantage, for now. Letting Natasha glimpse another portion of his strength today had been calculated. A subtle message to her that he was aware of her, that she hadn't been overlooked on that bridge. But also, an even subtler message, he knows she's more than she appears to be, and he could've continued to exert his strength, causing serious injury at the end of their spar.

Tyson and Natalie faced each other, their session paused as they conversed. The afternoon sunlight filtered in through the windows and illuminated the dust motes that danced through the air. "So, you're going to meet with Felicia tonight?" Natalie asked, keeping her tone light despite the concern that lurked beneath the surface.

"Yep," Tyson confirmed with a casual nod, the hint of a smirk playing at his lips. "We're hitting the Broadway Comedy Club on 53rd Street."

"Hell's Kitchen?" Natalie replied, arching an eyebrow slightly. Tyson just nodded, seemingly unperturbed. "Should you be going out so late on a school night?" she prodded further, her dark eyes searching his face.

Tyson scoffed, his carefree attitude was a stark contrast to Natalie's composed concern. "I'll be skipping my internship. No biggie," he replied flippantly, his purposefully aloof reply sidestepping her apprehension.

"They just let you come and go as you please?" Natalie questioned. Tyson could see the gears turning in her mind as she analyzed the situation.

"They aren't paying me, so nobody complains when I don't show up," Tyson retorted with an indifferent shrug. Curiosity gleamed in his eyes as he turned the inquiry around on her. "Why the sudden interest in me hanging out with Felicia anyway?"

Natalie's expression softened, her eyes gentle. "I don't want to see you falling in with the wrong crowd," she confessed quietly.

Tyson asked, "What's wrong with Felicia?" Natasha only shrugged in reply. Tyson chuckled lightly at that. "With my best friend being the biggest nerd in school? There's no risk of falling in with the bad kids," he assured her with an easy grin.

Natalie's face adopted a touch of sadness, her voice softening as she gently broached the subject. "How's Peter doing these days?"

The mention of his grieving friend immediately dimmed Tyson's cheerful demeanor. His easy grin faded, a troubled look clouding his eyes as he hesitated before answering honestly. "He's having a really hard time," Tyson admitted.

Tyson's concern for Peter was evident in the downturned corners of his mouth as he sighed. "The loss of Uncle Ben hit him devastatingly hard. If you weren't aware, Peter's parents died years ago," he explained, his voice tinged with sadness for his grieving friend. "Peter is still reeling. The grief is a lot to bear on top of… everything else he was dealing with. With his uncle gone, the family is struggling financially now. The stress of money woes just adds to the weight, compounding Peter's despair."

Tyson wished he could do more to help his friend through this incredibly difficult time. Seeing Peter so devastated and lost was heartbreaking. He shook his head slowly. "Peter is too proud. Even if I offered him money to help his family, he wouldn't accept it," Tyson admitted, trailing off more so in his thoughts than from waiting for Natalie's response.

"I'm planning on dragging him out soon, getting him out of that funk," Tyson continued after a pause, "but I want to give him some time first, you know? Time to fully grieve before pushing him."

Natalie nodded in understanding, her expression growing solemn and sympathetic upon hearing of her classmate's struggles. "Of course," she said gently. "Let me know if there is anything I can do to help too. Peter seems like a nice kid."

Tyson gave her a small, grateful smile in return for her kind offer. "I will. Thanks, Nat," he said, shortening her name for the first time.

Natalie's lips matched his smile. The use of the nickname caught her off guard. He had never called her anything but Natalie or Miss Rushman until now. "Of course," she replied after a pause.

— Rogue Replacement —

The night air was cool as Tyson pulled up to the curb in front of the Broadway Comedy Club on 53rd Street. The engine of his bike purred before he killed it, the echo mingling with the sounds of New York nightlife. A figure approached, heels clicking against the pavement in a steady rhythm.

Felicia Hardy, but he almost didn't recognize her. Her hair, usually a striking white, was a cascade of glossy black that emphasized the pale hue of her skin. Her eyes, a stunning blue, were accentuated by her new dark hair. She wore a form-fitting red dress that hugged her curves, with a modest neckline that teased more than it revealed. Her lips were colored to match the dress, and they stretched into a sly smile as she regarded him.

"You like it?" she asked, gesturing to her hair. "I thought I'd try something new."

"Looks great," Tyson commented, offering his arm. She took it and together they entered the club.

Inside, laughter and chatter filled the air. They were led to their seats, midway to the stage, and the show kicked off. Comedian after comedian delivered their sets, and Tyson found himself laughing along. Felicia was right there with him, her laughter like music to his ears.

However, halfway through the show, she leaned in close. "I need to use the restroom," she whispered, her breath tickling his ear. "Be right back."

Tyson nodded, watching her as she sashayed through the crowds, the black hair bouncing with each step. But he couldn't shake off a nagging feeling.

Felicia's bathroom detour was strategic. In the privacy of the stall, she swiftly changed, her attire transforming to accommodate her alter ego. The glamorous dress was replaced by a tactical, skin-tight black suit, perfect for agility and stealth. It hugged her figure like a second skin, emphasizing her toned physique. In mere minutes, she became the notorious cat burglar, the Black Cat, and with the ease of practice, she slipped unseen into the club's office.

Her movements were fluid, a gymnast's grace in her silent steps. She knew exactly where the club kept its earnings, her fingers deftly bypassing the safe's security. The thrill of the heist made her heart race, a smile playing on her lips as she pocketed her prize.

As swiftly as she had changed earlier, Felicia returned to her previous ensemble, the black wig settling perfectly around her shoulders. She ensured her appearance was immaculate, the red dress once again hugging her curves enticingly, before sauntering back to rejoin Tyson.

He noticed her return, her presence pulling his attention like a magnet. "Miss much?" she asked, reclaiming her seat.

"Just a few jokes," Tyson replied with an easy smile.

— Rogue Replacement —

When Felicia excused herself, that secretive smile playing on her crimson lips, Tyson waited for a beat, his gaze sweeping the club's interior before he stood, feigning a casual stretch. He ambled off in the same direction Felicia had disappeared moments before.

Tyson's steps were leisurely only in appearance. He maintained his cool facade, nodding at a staff member as he passed by, but his senses were heightened, razor-sharp.

Upon entering the hallway with the restrooms, he paused, casting an illusion to make himself not noticed by others. The soft click of a door closing reached his ears, and his lips twitched in a half-smile as the Black Cat snuck past him, unaware of his presence. Instead of following immediately, Tyson tracked Felicia's path. He followed, unseen, as she slipped with feline grace into the club's office. Tyson observed from the shadows, using his illusions to mask his presence.

She was efficient, her movements poetry in motion, and Tyson couldn't help but be captivated even as he memorized every detail of her heist. She passed him, returning to the restroom, unaware he stood in the hallway. The money that Felicia had taken was neatly tucked within her purse, and Tyson snatched it. Such a thing would’ve been impossible without her knowledge, but illusions allowed him to override her senses completely. Tyson's touch went unaware. Tyson returned to his seat with the cash hidden in his inner pocket.

Tyson's laughter mingled with the crowd's, his applause as enthusiastic as any, but his mind was elsewhere, on the enigma that was Felicia Hardy.

When she returned, Felicia's eyes sparkled more than before, and Tyson studied her anew. "Miss much?" she asked, the innocence in her tone belied by the knowing twinkle in her eye.

"Just a few jokes," Tyson replied with a grin.

The night was alive, vibrant with the city's endless energy, as they stepped outside. Tyson’s motorcycle stood waiting, and Felicia asked, "Do you have an extra helmet?" bringing a playful smirk to Tyson's face. 

"Nope. But you can wear mine. Don't worry, I've got a hard head," he quipped, his joke about his indestructible adamantium skull soaring over her head as he handed over his helmet.

Tyson straddled the motorcycle, patting the seat behind him as an invitation. Felicia swung a leg over with a grace that spoke of her agility, her body coming to rest against his.

The moment her arms encircled his waist, warmth began seeping through their clothes, her form a soft, constant pressure against his back. As the bike leaped forward under Tyson's guidance, Felicia's hold tightened, her hands not just securing herself but exploring. Her fingers danced over the fabric of his jacket, tracing the contours of his abdomen and chest.

The city blurred past them, but all Tyson could register was the feel of Felicia behind him, her body moving with his as the motorcycle weaved through the traffic. There was an intimacy in the way she held on, her head occasionally leaning against his shoulder, breaths warm against his neck, igniting a cascade of sensations he hadn’t prepared himself for.

Her hands were bold, daring in their wanderings, as if she was mapping him, learning the secrets his body held through touch alone. It was distracting and exhilarating all at once, and Tyson found himself caught between focusing on the road and getting lost in the feel of her. Felicia's closeness during the ride from Hell's Kitchen to the Four Seasons Downtown made Tyson acutely aware of every second that ticked by with her arms around him.

As they pulled up, the world seemed to snap back into focus, the city noise flooding back in. Reluctantly, they disentangled, Felicia's hands sliding away from his body with a lingering touch as if silently saying goodbye to the closeness they'd shared.

Tyson brought the motorcycle to a stop in front of the gleaming facade of the Four Seasons.

"That was quite a ride," Felicia murmured as she removed the helmet. As she slid off the bike and removed the helmet, her gaze swept over the luxurious building. Her eyes narrowed slightly, lips pursing into a frown.

"I'm not sure you got the right impression," she stated plainly, her voice taking on a sharp edge. "You're cute, but an expensive hotel room isn't going to get you into my pants." She crossed her arms over her chest, blue eyes flashing. "It doesn't hurt, but that wasn't what I had in mind."

Tyson barked out a laugh at her accusation, the sound rich and unrestrained. He shook his head, lips quirked into an amused grin. "Felicia, this is where I live," he explained, his tone casual and matter-of-fact, as if it was the most normal thing in the world.

Felicia's frown dissolved into surprise, her defensive posture relaxing as she stared at him incredulously. "You live in a five-star hotel?" she asked, skepticism heavy in her voice.

"Yup," Tyson confirmed with a nonchalant shrug. He nodded towards the hotel's entrance. "Come on, I'll show you."

Felicia hesitated, seeming torn between wariness and curiosity. But after a moment she stepped forward, falling into stride beside Tyson as he led the way inside. Her heels clicked against the polished marble floors as her gaze roved over the elegant lobby appreciatively.

They approached the front desk where the attendant greeted Tyson with familiarity. "Evening Mr. Smith. How can I assist you?"

"Just heading up to my suite," Tyson replied casually. "Can you have some champagne sent up?"

The request was made so naturally as if it was the most ordinary thing to have champagne delivered to one's residence. Felicia watched the exchange silently, taking it all in.

Moments later they were stepping out of the elevator onto the top floor. Tyson led Felicia down the plushly carpeted hallway to a set of double doors. He unlocked them with a keycard and gestured for Felicia to enter first.

Felicia's eyes widened as she stepped into the expansive luxury suite, taking in the sprawling living area that was far larger than most New York apartments. Floor-to-ceiling windows lined the space, offering sweeping views of the glittering Manhattan skyline that sparkled into the night. Original artwork adorned the walls while sleek, modern furnishings lent an air of sophisticated elegance to the palatial rooms.

"Well now, color me impressed," Felicia remarked, unable to keep the awe from seeping into her voice as she turned in a slow circle, absorbing the opulent details.

A knock at the door heralded the arrival of their champagne. Tyson tipped the server generously after he uncorked the bottle and left two frosted flutes on the coffee table. Tyson lifted the bottle, glancing at Felicia with a roguish twinkle in his eyes as he watched her reaction. Her eyes were wide, taking in the luxurious suite as she stepped further inside. Tyson poured champagne into the glasses as Felicia approached the windows, enthralled by the glittering cityscape.

"How can you even afford a place like this?" she asked, her voice a mix of wonder and curiosity as she accepted the offered glass.

Tyson shrugged nonchalantly, a vague expression on his face. "Let's just say I've got my ways," he replied, intentionally ambiguous. He didn't miss the way her eyes narrowed playfully, clearly not entirely buying his evasion but letting it slide for the moment.

Felicia reached up and pulled off her wig, revealing lustrous white hair that fell around her shoulders in soft waves. Her magnetism intensified as she began to slowly loosen the top buttons of her blouse. Her unbuttoning was a distraction. With her other hand, she reached into her purse, producing a thick wad of cash, then fanned herself with it slightly as her lips curved into a mischievous smile. "Or maybe you acquire things in a similar way to me?" she teased.

Surprise flashed through Tyson. He hadn't even noticed her retrieving the cash from his jacket earlier. Had she done that when they were on the motorcycle? His features morphed into mock indignation. "So you weren't just feeling me up then?" he asked, the words heavy with jest.

Tyson's humor-filled eyes locked with Felicia's, whose gaze held a glint of seriousness underneath the mirth. An impasse formed between them, understanding and curiosity dancing along the edges. Then Tyson chuckled, the warm sound building a bridge between them.

"Yeah, that's how I can afford places like this," he admitted, not entirely truthful but not a total lie either. His smile faded as he ventured further. "But what about you, Felicia? Why the club? Why Oscorp?" The questions hung delicately in the air, a shift from their playful banter.

For a moment, vulnerability flashed across Felicia's face, her confidence wavered. She sat on the plush velvet couch, patting the space beside her in a wordless invitation. Her eyes spoke volumes.

Join me. Understand me.

Tyson moved to sit beside her, intrigued by the glimpse behind her façade. She turned to face him, hesitation in her eyes before she began speaking softly. "It started a few years ago..."

Felicia's eyes took on a faraway look as she delved into her memories, her voice conveying a blend of defiance and sorrow. "It was a day like any other," she began, "or so I had thought until I received an ominous message. 'Fisk wants to see you.' Just that. My heart froze in my chest. One does not get summoned by Wilson Fisk and expect good news."

Tyson leaned forward, his meta-knowledge allowing him to empathize with the precarious position Felicia had found herself in. "The Kingpin..." he murmured softly, acknowledging the gravity that the name held in New York's underworld.

Felicia looked momentarily surprised that he knew of Fisk, but then gave a slight nod, her lustrous white hair swaying gently with the motion. "I was escorted to an office that screamed of wealth and power, of a man who enjoyed the finer things in life while ruling with an iron fist. Everything was lavish yet...ominous." Her slender fingers traced absent patterns on the velvet couch as she spoke. "Fisk was sitting behind a massive desk, like a king holding court from his throne. And then he reminded me..." Her voice hitched almost imperceptibly. "He reminded me about my father."

"Your father?" Tyson prodded gently, seeing the flash of pain in her eyes at the mention of her father.

"He was...is... a complicated man," she admitted. Felicia's gaze grew distant as she recounted the past. "My father was one of the best thieves in the world," she began with a hint of pride in her voice despite the sorrow that lingered at the edges.

"He could slip in and out of anywhere unseen. His skills were unmatched, his reflexes like a cat. I remember watching him practice as a child, mesmerized by his grace and agility as he leaped and spun. He was surprised that I was interested in what he did but fostered it. I was enrolled in gymnastics, martial arts, climbing, all the activities so that I could be like him." A ghost of a smile crossed her lips at the memory before fading.

"But then he got caught, doing a job for Fisk. Of course, he didn't snitch. Loyalty meant everything to my father. He went away for five years." Her voice grew thick with emotion.

"He missed me growing into a teenager, my first school dance, first boyfriend...so many things. I used to imagine him cheering proudly at my gymnastics meets that he never got to see." She blinked rapidly against the sting of tears.

"But even though he didn't snitch, the job for Fisk wasn't finished. There was still a debt owed that didn't just disappear because my father was in prison." Anger and resentment simmered beneath her words.

"And so my family was indebted to the Kingpin. We struggled to get by with my father gone. My mother worked herself to exhaustion trying to make ends meet." Felicia shook her head, old grief and helplessness welling up inside.

"When my father was finally released, Fisk's men were waiting. The first thing he had to do was finish that job from five years prior. It didn't matter that the plan was outdated. His debt had to be repaid."

Felicia paused, taking a shaky breath. "But my father had gotten into a fight in prison, he was stabbed in the leg and let's be honest, he was getting old. He couldn't move like he used to. That's when I decided. If my father was forced back into a life of crime to settle debts that weren't even his, then I would take matters into my own hands."

Her eyes hardened with conviction. "I swore I would pay back every cent through my own skills, free my family from Fisk's chains. And that's exactly what I started doing."

Felicia's confession weighed heavy in the room. Tyson could see the anguish in her eyes as she recounted her father's plight. He imagined the crushing revelation of her taking his place, forced into Fisk's service to repay debts that were not her own.

"So you took your father's place, doing jobs for Fisk?" Tyson surmised, his voice gentle.

Felicia nodded, her eyes flashing with remembered anger. "Exactly. In that first meeting, Fisk slid a dossier across his desk to me. Photos, plans, everything I needed for a job." She spat out the words. "He wanted me to help him acquire some properties in Hell's Kitchen through less than legal means."

Tyson frowned, disgust welling up inside him. "That's low. Blackmailing you with your father’s mistakes."

She let out a sarcastic chuckle, but her eyes held no humor. "Oh, he didn’t see it as blackmail. He called it 'repaying generosity.'" Her voice dripped with contempt. "I was trapped, Tyson. He made sure I knew it wasn't a request. It wasn't just about me. He has a hold over my entire family. I couldn’t refuse, not really."

A heavy silence fell between them with the weight of her confession. Tyson's heart ached for the impossible situation she had been forced into. This changed everything he thought he knew about her. Reaching over, he took one of her hands firmly in his gloved ones, meeting her eyes.

"You're not alone in this, Felicia," he said resolutely. "Fisk is on another level, but he's not untouchable. We can find a way to get you out of this...together."

She searched his eyes with her own, so vulnerable at that moment compared to the confident socialite or sultry thief she portrayed. Felicia's chuckle was devoid of any real mirth. "I appreciate that, Tyson, I really do," she said, her voice tinged with a gentle yet pitying condescension, as though he were a naive child making promises he couldn't possibly keep. She gave his hand a brief squeeze before pulling away, tucking a stray lock of platinum hair behind one ear. "You're sweet for trying to help."

She sighed, a hint of regret audible in her tone. "I don’t even know why I spilled my guts to you. But you?" She shook her head, an ironic twist to her lips. "What can you do? Fisk is rich, and he's got a gang and mercenaries at his beck and call. Sure, you're a tough guy, and you’ve got quick hands." She shot him a wry smirk. "But you’re not on my level of light-fingered. So tell me, what's your play here? Just trying to sweet-talk me out of my catsuit?"

Tyson's smile was slow, confident. He leaned in just a bit closer, his one blue eye, the other green, held her gaze with an intensity that drew her in despite herself.

"My hands aren’t that good," he confessed, his voice low. "I’m a decent thief, but I cheat."

Felicia's brow furrowed, intrigue sparking in her emerald eyes. "Cheat? What do you mean?" She unconsciously mirrored his posture, leaning in.

In response, Tyson simply placed his hand behind his back. When he brought it back into view, the stack of bills from the comedy club was nestled in his palm.

"How did you—" she started, shock widening her eyes.

He cut her off by handing her the money. As she took it, confusion creased her brow. Reaching to tuck the cash back into her designer purse, she paused, startled. The bills were already there. But then... Glancing down at her hand, she found it empty.

When she snapped her head back up, bafflement fluttered across her striking features. Rechecking her purse revealed the money had vanished completely.

Tyson held the stack out towards her once more, the hint of a smirk playing about his lips. With a flick of his wrist, he sent the bills cascading through the air like a magician’s card trick. They swirled around the pair in a green flurry before disappearing entirely, as if they had never been.

Felicia blinked in disbelief. Every bill was back in her purse, stacked neatly as if they'd never left. "How?" was all she managed, her voice an awed whisper.

Tyson posed his question as if he hadn't just performed an impossible feat. "Do you follow the news? Heard about the city's new heroes?" he inquired, a playful challenge dancing in his eyes.

Recognition sparked across Felicia's striking features, her eyes widening as fragments of news reports and rumors swirled together, coalescing into a stunning realization. "Wait...the vigilante from the bridge? The one who took on the Lizard? That was you?" she breathed out, her voice an awed whisper brimming with disbelief and excitement.

Embracing the dramatic reveal, Tyson channeled his inner showman and did his best impression of Jubilee. Conjuring a spectacle of illusory fireworks with a flick of his wrist, he sent the vivid sparks bursting over their heads where they crackled and popped, raining down in a confetti of light that reflected off his playful gaze. "Surprise?" he offered, a cheeky grin spreading across his face.

As the illusion faded, Felicia's shock shifted into an impish smile. The familiar sultriness returned to her demeanor as she processed the game-changing revelation. Leaning in, her eyes sparkled with newfound respect and a hint of mischief as she purred, "Well, Mirage, I do believe this changes everything."

Rising fluidly, she closed the distance between them, her hand finding its way to his arm, manicured nails tracing the contours of muscle hidden beneath his long sleeve. "You know, I think we could help each other out," she continued, her voice a throaty whisper, warm breath tickling his ear conspiratorially.

Tyson met her gaze, his own eyes serious despite the curve of his lips. He knew the stakes, knew the challenge they faced with Fisk, but Felicia's confidence was infectious. "I'm listening," he responded.

With a cat-like twinkle in her eye, Felicia stepped back, creating a sliver of space between them. "First, we'll need intel. Fisk's resources, his empire, his weaknesses..."

She paused, a smirk playing at the corner of her ruby lips as a plan took shape. "And for that, we'll have to pull off a little heist of our own. What do you say to a field trip over to Fisk Tower?"

Tyson's laugh was a low rumble, the sound wrapping around them like a shared cloak of camaraderie and anticipation. "It's your world, Felicia," he replied, ready to take on the city's underworld. Together.

            

    
        Arc 4 - Ch 6: Unity Day

    
    
    
    
                Date: Monday, October 18, 2010.

Location: Outside Oscorp, Manhattan, New York

The Unity Day Festival was a riot of color and sound, pulsing with life. New Yorkers crowded the downtown streets, laughter ringing out to mingle with the sizzle of vendor food and the distant thrum of music. The air was rich with the scents of hot dogs, popcorn, and that unmistakable buzz of excitement that came when the city united in celebration. Macy Gray's voice soared above it all from the main stage, drawing a sea of spectators with her live performance. Peter Parker threaded his way through the crowd, camera strap around his neck and an eager glint in his eye. He snapped candid shots of smiling faces, kids with painted faces gazing in wonder at floats stretching to the sky, and couples dancing in the street to the rhythm of the city. Peter fiddled with his camera settings, squinting as he aimed for a high shot of a spectacularly tall float modeled after the city's skyline.

Among the elite guests enjoying the festival from the Oscorp balcony was Mary Jane Watson. Clad in a cherry-red blouse with softly curling auburn hair, she stood beside her date, Harry Osborn. They watched the parade from their lofty vantage, removed from the press below. Close enough to hear the music, but distant, standing in the shadow of the towering Oscorp building behind them.

Tyson stood watch on the balcony, security earpiece and crisp suit marking him as one of the personnel assigned to the Oscorp event. His posture was straight, but his eyes scanned the crowd below with a focus that was more than professional. Noticing Peter weaving through the throngs. Tyson's lips twitched in a ghost of a smile.

But Tyson turned his attention skyward, aware of what was coming.

The parade wound its way through the urban canyons, Macy Gray’s performance building to a crescendo. Her voice wrapped the city in a powerful melody, and the crowd swayed, lost in the moment.

On the balcony, Harry leaned close to Mary Jane, pointing out parade features in an attempt to impress with his float knowledge, each one sponsored by different Oscorp departments. Mary Jane offered polite smiles, her green eyes occasionally drifting to the crowd, unknowingly searching. Peter looked up from his camera. For a split second across the distance, his gaze met Mary Jane’s. Peter offered a shy smile, his heart began pounding. Though he had been getting closer to Gwen recently, he couldn't deny MJ had his eyes since they were kids.

The sun beat down on the Unity Day parade, its harsh glare obscuring details in the bright blue sky. On the Oscorp balcony overlooking the festivities, the board members swayed oblivious to anything but their own enjoyment.

All except for Tyson.

He stood apart, one mismatched eye the pale blue of a winter stream, the other a stormy grey. His gaze constantly scanned the crowds and skyline, ever alert. The crackle of his earpiece drew his attention, and he listened intently to the garbled warning from air traffic control. Something about an unauthorized drone. His frown deepened, fingers reaching up to adjust the volume.

There. A flicker of movement where no aircraft should be. Sunlight glinted off something in the distance, approaching fast. Tyson's unease solidified into certainty. Whatever was coming didn't belong here.

"This is Tyson on the Oscorp balcony," he spoke urgently into his mic. "I have a visual on an unidentified object approaching from the east, fast. Notify all units to be on alert."

The speck grew rapidly larger, its shape still obscured by distance and glare. Adrenaline flooded Tyson's system, his muscles tensing. Around him, the crowd's cheerful chaos continued, oblivious.

With a bone-jarring explosion, their obliviousness ended. The Green Goblin swooped down out of the sun on his glider, nightmarish and cackling. His bizarre costume blended military armor with an appearance designed to strike fear upon those who viewed it, and he lobbed glowing pumpkin bombs indiscriminately into the crowds below.

Screams and panicked stampedes replaced the festive atmosphere. Debris rained down as the Goblin's bombs detonated, the sharp tang of smoke and chaos flooding the streets.

On the balcony, the board members recoiled in horror, their wealth and power meaningless in the face of a supervillain. The Goblin lobbed a bomb straight at them, and time slowed. Tyson saw the bomb coming as if the moment was drawn out. He leaped forward, snatching it out of the air bare-handed. Then he pivoted and hurled it back at the Goblin.

The bomb detonated with a thunderous boom that rattled the balcony's floor beneath his feet. The concussive force slammed into the Green Goblin's chest, knocking him clean off his glider. For an instant, Tyson's eyes met the goblin's behind his grotesque mask and Tyson saw the shock and fury swirling within them. Then he was falling, plummeting toward the unforgiving pavement below. His glider, now riderless, zoomed away on its preprogrammed course, abandoning its master to gravity's harsh judgment.

The panic on the balcony quieted to a collective gasp as their eyes tracked the Goblin's descent. Behind Tyson, the Oscorp board members' expressions were mingling disbelief and gratitude in equal measure. His focus stayed locked on the flailing figure of the Green Goblin as he rapidly neared impact. Duty called, so with quick, decisive commands Tyson herded the shaken board members away from the vulnerable balcony and into the relative safety of the building's interior.

Down below, the chaos continued unabated. People ran screaming as debris rained down around them. But in a shadowed alley nearby, Peter Parker's hands shook with adrenaline as he yanked the familiar red and blue suit from his backpack. The fabric stretched to accommodate his frame as he hurried into it, then pulled the masked cowl down over his face. In an instant, Peter Parker was gone, replaced by the amazing Spider-Man.

Spider-Man emerged from the alley and shot a web line to haul himself upwards for a better vantage. The scene below was a mosaic of panicked citizens fleeing every which way. But Spider-Man allowed his hyper-alert senses to guide him. He swooped down to snatch a woman from the path of a careening taxi, then webbed up a chunk of falling debris before it could crush a huddle of bystanders.

A bellow of rage refocused his attention upward. The Green Goblin had recovered, once again astride his glider. His masked face contorted in hatred as he spotted Spider-Man. "Spiderman!" he roared, charging directly toward the web-slinger.

The Green Goblin swooped down on his glider, hurling a glowing pumpkin bomb straight at Spider-Man. The wall-crawler backflipped out of the way just in time. The bomb's explosion bloomed orange where he had been perched a split-second before. Spider-Man shot a web line to yank himself upwards, using his momentum to deliver a powerful double-kick to the Goblin's chest.

The Goblin grunted at the impact but kept his stance on the glider. Razor-sharp talons protruded from his glove as he swiped at Spider-Man. The hero, now standing horizontally on the side of a building, bent backward, and the claws hissed past his nose, missing by a hairsbreadth. Recovering his balance, Spider-Man twisted and landed a heavy punch to the side of the Goblin's head.

The Goblin reeled from the blow, but his glider kept him airborne. With a guttural shout, the Goblin grabbed Spider-Man's arm and hurled him downwards. Spider-Man slammed into the top of a float, punching through in an explosion of confetti.

Spider-Man knew the situation was dire. The Green Goblin's attack had already caused untold damage and hurt far too many innocent people. Spider-Man needed to end this quickly before the destruction and casualties mounted even further. He shot a strand of webbing directly into the Goblin's eyes, temporarily blinding the villain. The Goblin bellowed in rage, thrashing and swinging his glider wildly in an attempt to rip the webbing away. Spider-Man seized the opportunity and moved in close, unleashing a rapid series of powerful blows to the Goblin's head and body. But despite the blinding barrage of hits, the Goblin was immensely strong. He fought back savagely, forcefully backhanding Spider-Man and sending him careening into the brick face of a nearby building.

Spider-Man felt the breath explode from his lungs on impact. The unforgiving bricks dug painfully into his back through the costume. He slid down the wall, landing hard on the pavement below. The Goblin swooped down towards him, still half-blind but laughing maniacally. Spider-Man shook his head, trying to clear it. He pushed himself up on wobbly legs. This fight couldn't end here. Too much depended on him.

High above on the Oscorp balcony, Tyson finished securing the terrified board members. He ripped off his Oscorp security uniform revealing the dark, sleek outfit of Mirage underneath. He pulled the white fox half-mask over his face and leaped from the balcony. Mirage landed on the pavement below with one fist dramatically slamming into the ground in the quintessential superhero landing.

Mirage sprinted towards the ongoing battle without hesitation. "Spider-Man!" he shouted, "Help the civilians escape! I'll handle Goblin!"

Spider-Man, while dodging another of the Goblin's explosives, caught sight of the newcomer. A spark of surprise cut through the haze of pain and exhaustion. But there was no time to wonder about the new hero. Spider-Man nodded gratefully and swung away, heading for the screams of those still trapped by the Goblin's wake of destruction.

The chaos below had distracted Spider-Man momentarily from the peril above. Mary Jane was desperately clutching at a balcony's broken concrete. Her grip was slowly slipping. His spider-sense screamed a warning and Spider-Man whipped his head up to see her terrified face.

"Hang on, MJ!" he shouted, shooting a web-line towards her. He swung with adrenaline-fueled speed, colors and sounds blurring around him. At the last second, he reached out and snatched her from the air as she fell.

Relief flooded through him as he held her close, swinging them both to safety. He set her gently down on a fire escape, away from the destruction. Her vivid green eyes were wide with lingering fear, but awe at her rescuer.

"Are you okay?" Spider-Man asked, concern evident even through the muffling mask.

Mary Jane nodded, breath coming fast. "Y-yes...thanks to you, Spider-Man."

For a moment, Peter, behind the mask, got lost in MJ's eyes. Their gazes locked in a brief but intense connection. But another explosion shattered the moment, reminding them of the ongoing battle. "I have to go," Spider-Man said regretfully. "I'll come back for you, as soon as it's safe."

With great reluctance he fired a web and swung back towards the chaos, leaving Mary Jane's heart racing as she watched him rejoin the fighting.

The battle raged on between Mirage and the Green Goblin. Mirage’s illusory clones darted around the villain, taunting and distracting him. The Goblin cackled maniacally from his glider, weaving between the false Mirages. He was cunning enough not to fall for the illusions completely, but staying airborne made it difficult for Mirage to land a solid strike.

A streak of red and blue announced Spider-Man’s return as he swung back into the fray. “Heads up!” he called to Mirage before launching himself feet-first at the Green Goblin. The Goblin jerked his glider out of the way just in time to avoid Spider-Man’s attack.

What followed was a dizzying aerial dance. Mirage’s illusions swirled through the air, mingling with Spider-Man’s webs and the Green Goblin’s flaming pumpkins. The heroes were starting to gain the upper hand, but the Goblin was nothing if not unpredictable.

Sensing he was being cornered, the Green Goblin’s grin twisted into a snarl. With a wild, echoing cackle, he began hurling explosives indiscriminately at the crowd below.

Spider-Man’s heart lurched. “No!” He fired web after web, snaring the bombs and flinging them skyward. They detonated harmlessly above, bursts of fiery flowers against the cityscape.

The Goblin used the attack as a distraction. Cackling triumphantly, he gunned the glider’s engine and rocketed away. Spider-Man whipped his head around just in time to see his foe’s retreating form. As he retreated, the Goblin shouted, "So long, Spider-Man!"

“Are you going after him?” asked Mirage.

Spider-Man had already swung up to a higher vantage point, his gaze fixed on the fleeing Goblin. But then he saw the aftermath below. Injured civilians, scattered debris, fear, and confusion rampant. They needed him here. He looked back at Mirage and shook his head. “No. The people need us here.”

Spider-Man and Mirage turned their attention to the wounded civilians, assisting the emergency responders where they could. Mirage used his illusions to calm and direct the frightened crowd while Spider-Man put his prodigious strength to work clearing debris and creating paths for the emergency responders.

Though shaken, the people of the city erupted into cheers and cries of gratitude for their heroes. "Thank you, Spider-Man!" a young woman called out, her eyes bright with relief and admiration. "Mirage, you rock!" shouted a teenager, pumping his fist in the air. Their appreciation washed over the pair in a palpable wave, a mix of desperation, wonder, and gratitude.

But both Spider-Man and Mirage remained solemn, their thoughts already turning toward the villain who had fled the scene. Spider-Man turned to his new ally, breaking the pensive silence. "Nice moves out there, Mirage," he said, a hint of warmth coloring the usually stoic tone of his voice. "Couldn't have done it without you."

Mirage tipped an illusionary hat in response, a spark of humor glinting behind his white mask. "Anytime, Spidey. It was good to see you out and about."

Spider-Man's senses prickled, his instincts alerting him to an incongruity. Something about Mirage's voice, and what he'd said teased at the edge of his awareness with an elusive familiarity he couldn't quite grasp. Spider-Man kept his thoughts veiled behind the unreadable lenses of his mask, burying his curiosity deep out of long habit.

"Well, see you around, new guy," Spider-Man said lightly, though an undercurrent of wariness threaded his words.

Grinning, Mirage gave a jaunty salute. "Count on it, Spidey," he said. Then with a snap of his fingers, smoke billowed around him. When it cleared, Mirage was gone, leaving behind only a lingering scent of mystery in the night air.

Spider-Man shook his head with a chuckle, the city never failing to surprise him with its characters. Launching himself upward, the cool air rushed past his masked face. He angled his swing toward the fire escape where a familiar figure waited. Mary Jane's vibrant hair whipped in the wind as she gazed out over the city. Spider-Man touched down on the landing beside her.

"Hold on tight," he said, holding out a gloved hand. Mary Jane turned, relief flooding her face as she grasped his hand without hesitation, trust shining in her eyes. Spider-Man wrapped an arm around her waist and pushed off, web-shooting from his wrist. They sailed between buildings. Mary Jane's grip tightened around his neck as the city blurred beneath them.

Spider-Man aimed for an empty rooftop, releasing a web to slow their momentum before touching down gently. Mary Jane's cheeks were flushed from the wind and her eyes bright with exhilaration as he gently lowered her to stand on the roof. They were utterly alone up here, the sounds of the city were a distant hum as a cool breeze eddied around them. Ty d

"Are you okay?" Spider-Man asked, his voice soft with concern beneath the mask.

Mary Jane nodded causing her auburn strands to dance across her face. "I am now," she said breathlessly, gratitude mingling with curiosity in her searching gaze. "Who are you?"

Spider-Man stepped closer, the lights of the cityscape flickering behind his silhouette. "You know who I am," he murmured, a quiet confidence resonating in his words.

Mary Jane studied the familiar contours of his mask, the strength in his shoulders, the timbre of his voice. Recognition stirred within her. "I do?" she whispered hopefully.

He leaned in a fraction, conspiratorily, raising MJ's anticipation. "Your friendly neighborhood Spider-Man," he said lightly, not revealing the deeper truth between them.

Mary Jane's lips curved into a faint, knowing smile. But Spider-Man stepped back, hearing the siren's call of the city. "I should go," he said regretfully.

Mary Jane nodded, understanding, hope, and sadness warring in her eyes. "Of course."

With a last lingering look, Spider-Man shot a web and launched himself off the roof, soaring between glittering towers. Mary Jane watched his silhouette fade into the city, knowing somehow that her life had become entwined with someone amazing.

— Rogue Replacement —

Tyson lounged back in the plush armchair in his spacious hotel suite, the adrenaline that had coursed through his veins during the day's events had ebbed away. The sudden ringing of his cell phone shattered the quiet tranquility of the room. Glancing at the caller ID, Tyson's face transformed into a genuine smile as he recognized the number.

"Hey, Jubes," he greeted warmly as he answered the call.

Jubilee's voice crackled with barely contained excitement through the phone. "Ty, don't you work at Oscorp?"

He chuckled softly, leaning further back into the armchair and feigning ignorance. "Uh-huh," Tyson responded casually, his voice the picture of nonchalance.

"And you're just 'uh-huh' about this?" Jubilee's voice climbed an octave in incredulity. "I just saw the replay of the parade. There was a superhero smackdown at your workplace!"

"Uh-huh," Tyson repeated, the smirk now evident in his amused tone.

"Tyson!" Jubilee exploded in exasperation. "Are you even listening to me?!"

"Yup," he retorted playfully. "But Jubes, maybe you should look closer at the video."

A brief pause stretched between them, filled only with the faint clicking sound of Jubilee accessing the video on her computer and the tinny audio as she played it. Then, a sharp intake of breath broke the silence.

"Mirage is... you! I should've known!" Jubilee's voice was a mixture of awe and exasperation as she put the pieces together. "Tyson, you sneaky fox!"

Tyson couldn't help the rich, full laugh that escaped him. "Guilty as charged," he admitted with a grin.

Jubilee's questions came in an excited torrent. "What's Spider-Man like?" she asked hurriedly, the words tumbling over each other in her haste.

"A real stand-up guy," Tyson replied thoughtfully, the respect he held for the webslinger evident in his tone. "Quick is an understatement, but kind of nerdy too."

"How strong was the Green Goblin? He looked so tough and scary!"

At the memory of their battle, Tyson's expression sobered. "Stronger than he looks, but weaker than me. He doesn't hold back though."

"People can't stop talking about your illusions, they were all over the news! How do you even come up with that stuff on the fly?" Jubilee asked in awe.

Tyson rubbed the back of his neck contemplatively. "Instinct, mostly. But I need to practice with them more. After the fight, I thought of a whole bunch of better ways I could've used them."

Tyson rubbed the back of his neck contemplatively as Jubilee's laughter rang out from the speakerphone. "Okay, spill it superhero. What's next for Mirage?"

"Actually, I'm thinking it's time to turn anti-hero," Tyson declared, a new edge to his voice that Jubilee hadn't heard before. "Going to take down a villain from the shadows."

"Really?" Jubilee's tone was a mix of surprise and intrigue. "Going dark on us?"

"Yeah," Tyson affirmed, a hint of resolve threading through his words. "This crime lord is strong-arming local businesses into selling to him. I'm teaming up with another independent to take them down."

"That's so cool, Ty!" Jubilee gushed, the admiration evident in her enthusiastic voice.

"But this independent I'm working with is kinda hot, like a sexy damsel-in-distress type," Tyson added casually.

Jubilee's exclamation was loud enough that Tyson had to hold the phone away from his ear for a moment. "You're rebounding?!" But her excitement quickly gave way to concern. "Are you sure that's what you want to do? This isn't some emo phase because you miss Illyana, right?"

He chuckled ruefully, the sound hollow and mirthless, betraying the weight of unspoken emotion. "Maybe," he admitted. That single word held a world of meaning that Jubilee could clearly hear.

“So a new maybe-girlfriend? That’s it? So soon?" Jubilee teased, her tone a perfect blend of mock outrage and curiosity. "I’m a little jealous."

Tyson leaned back in his chair, unable to keep a grin from spreading across his face as he spoke into the phone. "It's not that serious...," he defended, though his tone betrayed his delight at this new prospect.

Tyson leaned back in his chair, phone to his ear, as Jubilee's excited voice demanded details through the speaker. A grin spread across his face at her enthusiasm. He had known she would react this way to the bombshell he had dropped about his new acquaintance.

"Alright, alright," he acquiesced with a chuckle. "I'll tell you the story."

He recounted the events leading up to his meeting Felicia, being careful not to reveal her name. Tyson described the dangerous situation she had found herself in through no fault of her own, explaining how her father's substantial debt to the crime lord had forced her into acting as his agent. She helped him seize control of various businesses through coercion and manipulation. But now she wanted out and had turned to Tyson as an unexpected ally in bringing the crimelord's operation down.

Jubilee gasped and exclaimed through the phone at each new twist and turn in the tale, demanding ever more details. Tyson obliged, painting a vivid picture of Felicia's motivations and her dangerous predicament. Jubilee was nearly breathless with excitement as the story concluded. "That's incredible!" she exclaimed. Tyson grinned, amused by her enthusiasm.

As he continued recounting his budding romantic prospects, Tyson's mind drifted to another woman who had recently made his life more... interesting. Natasha. He hesitated, pondering the wisdom of discussing her over the phone. With her ties to SHIELD, who knew if she had ways of listening in? But, throwing caution to the wind, he decided to tease the situation a bit, just in case she was eavesdropping.

“So, I’ve got this teacher,” Tyson began, the mischief apparent in his lowered voice. “Well, she’s not really a teacher, a student-teacher. There was this fight at school, and she singled me out. Gave me detention just so she could check me out alone in the weight room.”

“You’re such jailbait,” Jubilee cut in, her laughter clear even over the phone.

“I know, right? But she’s crazy hot. Unfairly so," Tyson continued, picturing Natalie's flawless features and athletic physique. "And you remember I’ve been taking those classes at the dojo, right? She shows up there too, and she’s incredible. Fights as well as the sensei. We’ve been practicing together. Grappling, making eye contact... the works. I’m pretty sure she’s into me,” he concluded, the smirk practically audible in his voice.

“Sounds like you’re projecting. Just like with Professor Ororo,” Jubilee shot back without missing a beat, her tone rich with amusement.

Tyson laughed heartily at that, the sound echoing in his sparse apartment. “Maybe. But I’m sticking to my story. We’ve got a connection; it’s only a matter of time.” Even as he said it, he wondered if there was any truth to his bravado.

“Yeah, sure, Ty. That’ll be the day,” Jubilee retorted, though her voice held a hint of genuine amusement beneath the skepticism. Her voice softened then, a serious undertone beneath her playful banter. "Just be careful, okay? This world is full of all sorts of dangers, and I don't mean just the kind that throws pumpkin bombs."

"I know, Jubes, don’t worry, I’ll be careful," Tyson replied, sincerity returning to his voice. However exciting his life had become lately, her concern warmed him. He knew she always had his back.

— Rogue Replacement —

The dimly lit briefing room was illuminated only by the ghostly blue glow of a large screen displaying footage of the recent parade chaos. Nick Fury stood at the forefront, his one piercing eye scanning the faces of his elite agents as they gathered for the urgent meeting.

"Alright, listen up," Fury's commanding baritone voice filled the room, effortlessly capturing the attention of everyone present. "The incident at the parade has put two new players on the board. Spider-Man and Green Goblin. We need to find out who they are, what they want, and what they're truly capable of."

On the screen, images of the lithe, red, and blue-clad figure of Spider-Man flashed by as he swung through the concrete canyons of New York, adhering to sheer walls with his fingertips. Other clips showed him lifting vehicles and debris with impossible, superhuman ease and moving with a grace and agility that seemed to defy physics itself.

"First, Spider-Man," Fury continued, his stern gaze focused on the footage. "He demonstrates extreme agility, superior strength, and produces some kind of bio-cable webbing from his wrists that allows him to swing between buildings and create nets and snares. He appears to be acting on the side of justice...for now." Fury's eye narrowed, "According to NYPD reports, he also seems to have a vendetta against petty criminals matching a certain profile. We need more information."

Agent Phil Coulson, ever the stickler for details, spoke up, "What's the source of his abilities? Genetic mutation? Advanced technology?"

"Uncertain at this time," Fury replied plainly. "We'll need to closely monitor and gather more intelligence on Spider-Man before drawing conclusions."

The screen then flickered to show the menacing figure of the Green Goblin, seen gleefully hurling explosive pumpkin-shaped bombs and cackling maniacally amidst the chaos and destruction.

"Next, we have this green maniac," Fury's gravelly voice turned grave. "Enhanced strength, high resilience to damage, and armed with military-grade weaponry. The high-tech glider he flies on? That's a stolen Oscorp prototype developed for DOD contracts. This is no prankster. He's equipped for warfare and willing to kill."

Clint Barton spoke up, "Any leads yet on who's under the mask?"

"None so far." Fury replied with a scowl, "Oscorp's not giving us much to go on either. They claim no knowledge, but something doesn't smell right. We need to dig deeper into this."

Natasha Romanoff had been silently analyzing every fragment of data. She finally interjected, "The emergence of these individuals now, so soon after we discover mutants, cannot be a coincidence. There are larger forces in play here. We need to stay ahead of this."

Her warning hung ominously in the air as the agents exchanged grave glances, aware their world may be on the precipice of change.

The room was thick with tension as Fury nodded, his single eye fixed in an intense gaze. He appreciated Natasha's assessment.

"Agreed," he rumbled. "We keep eyes on both Spider-Man and this Green Goblin. The web-slinger could prove a valuable ally or a serious threat. But the Goblin is a clear and present danger that must be contained."

Around the room, agents began gathering papers and making moves to leave. But then Clint Barton, the consummate spy, raised a hand. His bearing shifted subtly between utter professionalism and casual joking. "Hold up, people," he said, stilling the room. "There's something you all need to hear."

He tapped at a tablet. An audio file sprang to life, filling the space. The voices of Tyson and an unknown girl, identified by Barton as 'Jubes', echoed off the walls. The team listened intently as Tyson revealed his own secret identity as Mirage and his plans to collaborate with some mysterious independent to take down a major crime lord. As the recording ended, contemplative silence descended. Fury turned to Natasha Romanoff, his gaze intense. "Romanoff. Thoughts on who this independent could be?"

Natasha's razor-sharp mind was already sifting possibilities. "Unsure, Director," she reported. "We need more information."

Sensing the need for additional context, Barton spoke up. "There's more," he said. Another tap and the conversation continued with Tyson describing the independent as a "kinda hot, sexy damsel-in-distress type."

Natasha's eyes glittered knowingly. "Could be Felicia Hardy. She matches Tyson's vague description. There was an incident during gym class where he publicly scored a date with her. Might be worth looking into her background."

Fury nodded. "Coulson," he rumbled, "dig into this Felicia Hardy's history, especially her family. We need to identify who this crime lord is that they're targeting." Coulson was already tapping rapidly at his tablet, commencing the search. Fury surveyed the room, an island of stoic calm amidst the brewing storm. "We'll watch, for now, see how Tyson handles this. We need to ascertain if he's an asset or another potential problem to resolve."

The room hummed with agreement as the gathered agents absorbed the implications of the recorded conversation. The palpable air of seriousness that had blanketed the utilitarian space began to lift ever so slightly as Clint Barton's lips curved into a mischievous smile.

"Hey, Nat, there's more to the conversation, if you're interested," he said, not bothering to wait for the infamous Black Widow's reply before hitting play on the recording device in his hand.

The confident, youthful voice of Tyson filled the room once more, his words layered with the natural cockiness of an average teenage boy. He wove a tale of being singled out by an attractive student-teacher after a fight at school, then continuing with a tale of suggestive interpretations of his detention in the weight room and private martial arts lessons. His laughing insistence that she was into him and it was only a matter of time until they got together was met with playful skepticism from the female voice identified as Jubes.

As the recording ended, Natasha rolled her eyes, but a hint of a wry smile pulled at her lips even as she projected annoyance at his antics. "Real mature, Barton."

Clint just laughed, obviously enjoying himself. Despite the ever-present gravity of their work at SHIELD, little moments like these were precious, humanizing snippets in the often too-serious world the agents operated in. Director Fury, however, was all business, his voice slicing through the amusement like a sharpened blade, the undercurrent of authority ever-present. "Let's look into this Jubes as well. If she's close to Tyson, we need to know her role in all this."

Nods of agreement circled the conference table. The lingering laughs faded away as the agents refocused on the task at hand. In their dangerous line of work, thoroughly gathering information and understanding their assets, including the most personal details of their lives, was not just necessary. It was critical.

— Rogue Replacement —

The opulent Empire Suite was bathed in the golden light of the setting sun streaming through its expansive windows as Felicia paced its plush carpet. Her emerald eyes darted over the detailed blueprints of Fisk Tower that Tyson poured over where he sat on the suite's luxurious sofa.

"So, my contacts came through after all," Felicia said, her voice a mixture of triumph and apprehension. "Fisk's security is iron-tight. State-of-the-art surveillance, motion detectors, the whole nine yards. And he's got plenty of trained goons on the payroll." She smirked, "As handy as your illusions are, handsome, your powers only work on the living, not tech. The cameras will be our bigger concern."

Tyson nodded, conceding her point. "I know, I know. That's why we can't give them anything to see. We'll need a distraction, something big and flashy, to draw security's attention away from us. Meanwhile," he tapped a spot on the blueprints, "we sneak in through here."

Felicia leaned in, her curtain of platinum hair falling forward over her shoulders. "Service entrance. Smart move. Lowest surveillance coverage. But it'll be locked up tight."

"Not a problem for you, right?" Tyson asked with a teasing grin, well aware of her exceptional skills at bypassing any lock ever devised.

She flashed him a wink. "Child's play. Now, the evidence we need is up on the twelfth floor, in Fisk's personal office suite. That's the true Fort Knox of the building's security."

Tyson's expression became serious, his easy smile fading. "Then we'll have to move fast once we're inside, find the intel, and get out before they even know we've breached the perimeter." He tapped his temple. "I can cast a few illusions as we go, keep the guards distracted, make them see and hear things that aren't there. As long as they're human it's no problem."

"And what about the non-human problems we might run into?" Felicia asked, arching one slender eyebrow.

Tyson just shrugged in reply, not seeming concerned. Felicia chuckled, the sound soft yet brimming with confidence. "Right. Leave the muscle to me, hero. We've got a Kingpin to dethrone."

The night wrapped around Tyson and Felicia like a cloak as they stood hidden in the shadows. Their eyes were fixed on the imposing edifice of Fisk Tower, its dark silhouette looming against the city skyline. The constant hum of the city seemed distant, muted by anticipation as they focused on the fortress of their enemy. The unspoken challenge of breaching its perimeter hung heavy in the air.

Without warning, the stillness shattered as a chilling, maniacal cackle sliced through the night. It echoed off the surrounding buildings, the haunting sound sending shivers down even the most courageous spines.

The guards stationed at the entrance to Fisk Tower stiffened, hands instinctively moving to their weapons. "That's the Green Goblin!" one exclaimed, voice tinged with equal parts fear and recognition. He recognized the laughter from countless news reports detailing the villain's reign of terror.

"Call for backup!" another barked, already reaching for his radio. In seconds, the front of Fisk Tower came alive with activity as more security personnel poured from its doors, eyes scanning the skies for any sign of the laughing menace.

Unbeknownst to them, Tyson was using the chaos to his advantage. As each guard rushed past their hidden vantage point, he locked eyes with them, allowing his powers to seep into their minds more fully. They saw the Green Goblin all right, but not the true threat. It was an illusion of the Goblin appearing to hover near a building across the street, his demeanor almost playful, curious, but not immediately threatening.

With the guards distracted, Tyson turned to Felicia, his face set in determined lines. "That should give us enough time," he said.

Felicia, clad in her black catsuit, simply nodded. "Let's go play heroes," she quipped, and together they dashed from the concealing shadows, making a beeline for the service entrance.

Tyson and Felicia moved as one, slipping through the night like silent shadows. Reaching the service entrance, Felicia crouched, her gloved fingers deftly manipulating the set of lockpicks. In seconds, the lock clicked open, proof of her exceptional skills. They slipped inside, the heavy door closing softly behind them with a muted thud.

Now they were in the lion's den, surrounded by the imposing state-of-the-art security system. Cameras swiveled menacingly, red lights blinking, but the two intruders moved like ghosts through the sterile corridors. Years of honing her abilities allowed Felicia to dodge and evade the electronic eyes effortlessly. Tyson projected subtle illusions, visible only to Felicia. Phantom arrows indicated safe paths, and ghostly words provided warnings. Meanwhile, Felicia employed her gymnast's agility to flip, twist, and contort past dangers, bending her lithe body into whatever shape necessary to avoid detection.

Every inch of the sterile corridors of Fisk Tower was monitored by the latest in cutting-edge surveillance. Cameras swept back and forth ceaselessly, their cyclopean red lights searching for any intruders daring to trespass upon their domain. Motion sensors studded the walls and ceilings, vigilant sentries ready to sound the alarm at the slightest disruption of the empty stillness.

Felicia glided phantom-like through this forest of electronic eyes, Tyson a wraith at her side. "Cameras left," she murmured, barely a breath yet conveying volumes to her partner. With an almost tender caress, she flicked out a small device that struck the camera with a brief spark. The red light sputtered and died, blinded for the moment. Tyson focused his talents, crafting illusions that slid into the guards' minds, showing only empty hallways where moments before the two intruders had been.

Together, they slipped through the technological snares, Felicia's lithe gymnast body twisting through laser grids, her quick fingers dancing over security panels to disarm them. Tyson wove his illusions, painting a vivid alternate reality over the guards' senses. Like ghosts they moved through the tower, their skills complementing each other perfectly in this intricate dance of deception and infiltration.

Felicia stood before the imposing vault door, keenly aware that the clock was ticking. She and Tyson had made it this far through Fisk Tower undetected, but their luck wouldn't hold forever. Beyond this final barrier lay the evidence they needed to take down the Kingpin's empire.

The thick metal door loomed, daring any to attempt to breach its defenses. An intricate dial sat centered at Felicia's eye level, requiring the proper combination to unlock its secrets. She cracked her knuckles, then set to work, long tapered fingers dancing nimbly over the dial as she relied on her exceptional senses to feel out the tumblers within.

Left, right, left again, pausing briefly between each delicate turn of the wrist. The silence was deafening save for the soft clicks sounding with each fractional rotation. Felicia's brow furrowed in concentration, her body stilling as she focused all her attention on the task at hand.

A louder click suddenly rang out as the final tumbler fell into place. Felicia's red lips curled into a triumphant smile. "We're in," she whispered.

Felicia stepped through the vault door, her emerald eyes scanning the dim interior. Rows of floor-to-ceiling shelves stretched out before them, packed tight with boxes, folders, and strange artifacts. This vault held the most sensitive secrets of his criminal enterprises.

Tyson followed, treading softly, senses alert. He knew the clock was ticking. Their window of opportunity was brief, just minutes to find what they needed before the guards realized they'd been duped.

"Start searching," Felicia instructed tersely, already moving between the rows, scanning labels, pulling down likely boxes. Tyson joined her hunt, rifling through financial records, contracts, and shipping manifests.

The vault's dim interior stretched before Felicia and Tyson, the rows of floor-to-ceiling shelves packed tight with boxes, folders, and strange artifacts. This hoard held the most sensitive secrets of Wilson Fisk's criminal empire. Tyson's senses remained alert as he followed Felicia's lead, treading softly across the concrete floor. He knew their window was brief. They would have just minutes to find what they needed before the guards realized they'd been duped.

After several tense minutes of searching, Tyson let out a low, sharp cry. "Got something!" In his hands, he held a file folder, an emblem of a hand emblazoned on the front. Felicia's fingers flew across the keyboard of the vault's lone computer, her emerald eyes scanning lines of code. Then she too struck gold. Financial records, and a web of illegal transactions, all leading back to the Kingpin himself.

"This is it," Tyson said, his voice tight with excitement. "Everything we need to take Fisk down." Felicia nodded, her gaze steely. In quick, precise motions she plugged in an external drive and set the download in motion. The clock was still ticking but with this evidence, finally, their pursuit of justice could begin.

Tyson and Felicia turned to leave, prized evidence in hand, when a broad silhouette appeared, blocking their exit. Stepping forward, the light revealed the formidable figure. He stood well over six feet tall, his physique bulky with slabs of muscle. But his most striking feature was his head. It was flat on top, jutting forward over his collar in a blocky ridge. It resembled a hammer or anvil, hard-edged with no curvature. He glared at the intruders with small, deep-set eyes under a heavy brow. His nose was smashed flat and his thin lips twisted in a scowl.

"Well, well," he rumbled, "What do we have here?"

Tyson shifted subtly, angling himself between the man and Felicia. His muscles tensed, ready to spring into action. Felicia's catlike gaze narrowed.

Hammerhead chuckled darkly. "Looks like a couple of rats done snuck into the boss's private stash." He cracked his neck, the motion accentuating his massive, sledgehammer-like head. "Can't have that now, can we?"

He took a menacing step forward. Tyson countered his advance, rising to his full height, an imposing figure even compared to Hammerhead's bulk.

"We were just leaving," Tyson stated evenly.

Hammerhead sneered. "Ain't happenin', punk."

With startling speed belying his size, he lashed out. A meaty fist rocketed toward Tyson's head. Tyson ducked under the blow, the rush of air from its passing ruffling his hair. He countered with a fist of his own, striking Hammerhead's forehead. The thug didn't even flinch from being struck full force by Tyson's adamantium knuckles.

"My turn," Hammerhead growled. He grabbed for Tyson, but even as the flat-headed man's fingers entwined in Tyson's tight black top, he glanced at Felicia, a silent communication passing between them. She nodded once, sharply, and stepped back, giving Tyson the room he needed.

The air shimmered and Mirage vanished from Hammerhead's grasp. Tyson whirled around to see not one, but four identical versions of the illusionist grinning cheekily back at him. "Over here, Hammerhead!" one duplicate called out with a wave.

Hammerhead let loose a roar of pure frustration and charged straight at the illusion, which dissolved the moment he made contact. The thug continued forward, smashing head-first through the drywall.

Mirage nimbly danced aside as another copy of himself appeared on Hammerhead's left. "Nope, try again!" the newest illusion taunted.

Felicia watched the proceedings tensely as Tyson led Hammerhead on a merry chase, the big man's indestructible head smashing holes in the walls and floor everywhere but their actual target. Seamless and enticing, the illusions kept Hammerhead charging like an enraged bull.

Felicia caught Tyson's eye and jerked her head meaningfully. There, in the wall just behind where Hammerhead was currently taking out his frustration on another illusion, was an electrical panel, wires spilling out like the guts of some futuristic creature. Understanding flashed in Tyson's eyes.

He crafted one last illusion to stand right in front of the exposed wires, goading the angry villain. "Come on, is that all you've got?" it jeered.

With a bellow of pure rage, Hammerhead charged. The illusion popped like a soap bubble a mere two seconds before Hammerhead's steel-plated head slammed into the electrical wires. A brilliant flash of light and a crack like thunder accompanied the impact, and then Hammerhead was flying backward, thrown by the current several feet until he crashed to the floor. Smoke rose from his charred clothes but he did not rise.

Felicia moved to the fallen goon and checked for a pulse. "He's alive," she confirmed, "but he's going to have one heck of a headache when he wakes up… No pun intended." The laughter burst from Tyson before he could stop it.

Tyson approached Hammerhead's downed form. The man's bulky body was sprawled limply across the floor, residual smoke still rising faintly from his charred clothes. Tyson crouched down next to him, eyes narrowed in concentration. Carefully, he forced open one of Hammerhead's eyelids, exposing the eyeball underneath.

Tyson focused, willing his power of illusion to take root in Hammerhead's mind. "You will only remember fighting the Green Goblin, and losing," Tyson murmured, his voice low but layered with persuasive command. He fed the images directly into Hammerhead's brain; visions of the maniacal, green-masked villain swooping down from the skies, cackling gleefully. Hammerhead recalled futilely trying to fight back, only to be overpowered by the Goblin's insane strength. The false memories took hold, cementing themselves over the truth.

Satisfied, Tyson released his mental hold on Hammerhead, allowing the man's eyelid to slide closed once more. When Hammerhead awoke, Tyson hoped he would have no recollection of their infiltration or obtaining the incriminating evidence. As far as he knew, the Green Goblin was to blame for the destruction in the vault. Tyson and Felicia's involvement would remain secret.

"Let's move," Tyson said tersely, keenly aware their window of opportunity was shrinking by the second. Felicia turned without another word, gracefully navigating her way back through the maze of shelves. Tyson followed close behind, senses alert for any other threats. In his mind, he was already plotting their escape route, crafting illusions and diversions to ensure their clean getaway.

They moved swiftly through the sterile corridors, guided by Tyson's phantom arrows and ghostly warnings visible only to Felicia. He wove illusions in the minds of the guards they passed, concealing their presence. Together, their skills complemented each other flawlessly, Tyson's illusions and Felicia's agility allowing them to slip through Fisk Tower like ghosts.

The shadows of the murky alleyway enveloped Tyson and Felicia in damp coolness, a brief respite after their narrow escape into the city's darkness. Adrenaline still thrummed through their veins from their getaway.

"That was...intense," Tyson exhaled, his breath pluming in the chill night air. He leaned against the alley wall, broad shoulders sagging as the tension began to bleed from his muscular frame.

"Welcome to my world," Felicia quipped, though her pale eyes were serious beneath the fall of platinum hair across her forehead. She stood poised on the balls of her feet, lithe body coiled and ready for action despite her apparent ease. The thrill of their success put a spark in her icy gaze. "But we did it. We actually did it."

"We make a good team," Tyson said with a nod, the dim light catching on the sheen of sweat across his dark brow. Felicia nodded back, the barest hint of a smile touching her full lips.
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                Date: Thursday, November 25, 2010.

Location: Four Season Hotel Downtown, Manhattan, New York

Tyson had just finished ordering food for later when his phone began to ring. Checking the caller ID, he saw it was his friend Jubilee and answered.

"Hey Jubes, what's up?" he said into the phone.

Jubilee's voice came through the speakers, crackling with excitement. "Dude, please tell me you saw it!" she exclaimed. "The interview! Iron Man! It's all over the news."

Tyson paused, genuinely confused. He had been so focused on making meal plans that he had no idea what she was talking about. "Saw what?" he asked.

He could practically hear Jubilee rolling her eyes in exasperation through the phone. "The interview, Tyson!" she repeated, her tone a mixture of frustration and disbelief at his ignorance. "Iron Man! It's everywhere."

"Hang on, let me check," Tyson replied, quickly scrolling through the news on his phone. There it was, the shocking headline glaring from every media outlet: "Tony Stark Reveals He Is Iron Man."

Intrigued, he clicked on a video of the interview. Tony Stark stood confidently before a crowd of clamoring reporters, his charismatic presence dominating the room. The air was tense with anticipation as he prepared to speak.

"As many of you know, I’ve got a great relationship with the press. We’ve had some good times, and we’ve had some tough times," Tony began, his voice oozing the familiar nonchalance and bravado that the world had come to associate with the billionaire.

"When I came back from Afghanistan, I said we were going to do things differently, run this company differently," Tony continued, a hint of seriousness piercing through his casual demeanor. "I’m sure you’ve seen the papers. Am I right?"

The press murmured, cameras flashing. They all knew the controversy he was referring to.

"There's been speculation that I was involved in the events that occurred on the freeway and the rooftop..." Tony Stark added, pausing as if considering his words carefully.

"I'm sorry, Mr. Stark, but do you honestly expect us to believe that you're... Iron Man?" one of the reporters challenged, skepticism heavy in his voice.

Tony's gaze swept across the sea of faces, a smirk tugging at his lips. There was a beat of silence, a moment of pure theatrical suspense. And then, with the effortless confidence that only Tony Stark possessed, he delivered the line that would forever change the course of superhero history.

"The truth is... I am Iron Man."

The press erupted, a cacophony of shock, disbelief, and the rapid-fire clicking of cameras documenting the historic confession.

Tyson paused the video, letting out a low whistle as he took in the image of Tony Stark on the screen. That was the Tony Stark he remembered. Utterly cool.

"Okay, yeah, I just saw it. Crazy!" Tyson exclaimed, turning to Jubilee who sat beside him on the couch.

"I know, right?!" Jubilee responded, her voice bubbly with excitement. "Who just does that? Admits to being a superhero on live TV?"

"Tony Stark, apparently," Tyson laughed, shaking his head in amused disbelief. "Guy's got more guts than a fish market."

Jubilee was practically buzzing, her eyes alight. "So, if Iron Man asked you to team up, would you? What if he asked you to be his sidekick?"

Tyson leaned back against the couch cushions, considering her questions thoughtfully. "I don't know about being anyone's sidekick, Jubes. But team up? Sure. Worked pretty well with Spidey and Black Cat."

"Black Cat?" Jubilee's tone spiked with curiosity at the mention of the name. "Who's that?"

"That independent I mentioned working with," Tyson explained, "She's amazing, smart, skilled. But she doesn’t have powers like us."

Jubilee's voice carried a sly edge. "So, are you two an item yet?"

"Nah," Tyson responded, feeling a shy smile creep onto his face, one Jubilee couldn't see with his back to her. "Not yet. Maybe soon, though."

"And what about the hot teacher you keep going on about?" Jubilee continued to tease. "Have you asked her out yet?"

"Like I said, all in time, Jubes," Tyson chuckled, shaking his head in amusement at her persistence.

Tyson listened as a sly edge crept into Jubilee's tone as she shifted the conversation. "Got any big plans for Thanksgiving?"

"Yeah, hosting a little get-together," Tyson started to explain, "Invited a few people and their families over, got some food catered. Should be fun."

Jubilee huffed in annoyance, her frustrated breath hissing over the phone. "And where's my invite?"

"Look, Jubes, I'd have you over in a heartbeat, you know that," Tyson said earnestly, his tone apologetic as he pictured her in his mind's eye, full lips pursed in frustration, dark hair wisping around her face. "But after fighting with the Lizard and Green Goblin, I don't want to drag you into anything dangerous."

Jubilee sighed, the sound tinny and resigned through the phone. "Fine. But you’re making it up to me, Tyson. After graduation, it’s you and me. No more excuses, no more supervillains. Just us hanging out."

"Deal," Tyson agreed readily, his tone firm and resolute. "No more excuses. It's a promise." He meant it with every fiber of his being. No matter what craziness the future held, he would carve out time for his friend.

Satisfied, Jubilee let him go, ending the call after a final demand for a future get-together. Tyson tucked the phone back in his pocket, already anticipating making good on his word. He fully intended to keep his promise, no matter what trials might lie ahead.

— Rogue Replacement —

The wail of sirens guided Spider-Man as he swung between the towering skyscrapers of the city. Below him, a fierce blaze consumed an apartment building, orange tongues of flame licking up the brick sides as thick black smoke billowed into the morning sky. Firefighters battled the raging inferno with powerful hoses while panicked people on the sidewalk cried out in alarm. Amidst the shouting and turmoil, one anguished mother's screams rose above the rest, begging for someone to save her child still trapped inside the burning building.

Without hesitation, Spider-Man sprinted towards the entrance of the blazing apartment structure. He fought through the wall of heat and flames that tried to force him back, pressing forward into the building. Then, over the roar and crackle of the fire, he heard a soft, frightened sob coming from somewhere above him. Quickly scaling the crumbling walls and stairwells, Spider-Man followed the cries to a smoke-filled hallway on the fourth floor. There, crouched beneath a window, he found a young girl no more than six years old, her eyes wide with terror.

Scooping the child into his arms, Spider-Man said in a calm, steady voice, "I've got you." Holding her close to his chest, he bounded through the building, dodging falling debris and leaping through flame-filled rooms.

The flames roared like a beast alive as Spider-Man emerged from the burning building, the child safe in his arms. The crowd erupted into cheers, their joy a stark contrast to the searing heat and chaos. However, amidst the celebration, a stern voice cut through the commotion.

A police officer demanded, "Hold it right there!" He stepped forward, hand closing on the grip of his service weapon. He drew it from its holster with practiced ease. "You're wanted in connection with..."

Spider-Man gently transferred the child into the waiting arms of the paramedics before turning to face the officer. Though his body language conveyed a mixture of readiness and reluctance, his masked face was unreadable.

A scream pierced through the roar of the flames, echoing from within the burning building. Spider-Man tilted his head slightly at the sound. "There's someone else still inside," he said, his voice edged with steely determination. "I have to go back."

The officer's gaze hardened, though his gun remained aimed at the ground. He was well aware of protocols and regulations. But before he could respond, another desperate scream rang out, a life hanging precariously in the balance. Spider-Man tensed, coiled tight as a spring, ready to leap back into the inferno.

The officer wrestled with himself, torn between upholding the letter of the law and acknowledging the hero who stood before him. "Go," he said finally, holstering his weapon and stepping aside. "I'll be here waiting when you get back."

Spider-Man edged toward the building, the flames reflecting off his glossy lenses. "I won't be coming back, Chief," he said simply, and then he was gone, launching himself back into the searing heat without hesitation.

The officer watched him disappear into the smoke and fire. He hoped that Spider-Man was wrong, but feared that he was right. Gripping his radio, he called for backup and ambulances. Now it was a waiting game, the clock ticking down on the hope of any more survivors.

Floor by floor, the costumed hero ascended through the flames and smoke, following the desperate cries of a woman in need. When Spider-Man reached her, the woman turned around, dropping the thick purple shawl she had wrapped herself in. But it was not another victim that stood before the hero. Instead, Spider-Man found himself face-to-face with the menacing figure of the Green Goblin, a cruel smirk played on the villain's lips. An ominous, sinister chuckle rang out over the crackling roar of the fire surrounding them. Spider-Man barely managed to dodge the first razor bat that the Goblin hurled his way.

"You're pathetically predictable! Like a moth to the flame," the Green Goblin sneered, his voice a guttural, inhuman growl from behind his mask. The villain's glider swooped around the confined, fiery space, poised for another attack. "What about my generous proposal, Spider-Man? Are you in or are you out?"

"You already know my answer," Spider-Man shouted back. "I don't do deals with psychos."

The Green Goblin's laughter was like shards of ice, cold and sharp. "Wrong answer!" he retorted, unleashing more of his deadly razor bats at the hero. The sound of his continued cackles was grating and chilling. "Pity. We could have accomplished such great things together."

The fight was intense, a flurry of motion amidst flickering shadows and flames. Spider-Man leaped and somersaulted, webs shooting from his wrists to deflect projectiles. But the Goblin was relentless, and his arsenal vast. One of his razor bats grazed Spider-Man's arm, the sharp pain almost immediate, his suit torn and blood beginning to seep out. The young hero clenched his teeth, stifling any sound of pain. He couldn't afford distraction, not when so much was at stake. He turned back to engage the Green Goblin, but the villain was gone. Vanished into the smoke and flames.

Spider-Man peered into the haze, senses straining. Where did he go? A creaking noise overhead was his only warning before a heavy beam came crashing down. Spider-Man dove and rolled out of the way just in time. The building was coming down around him. He had to get out, now. Sprinting for the window, the hero crashed through in a shower of glass. Outside, he fired a webline and swung away, gliding over the street below.

— Rogue Replacement —

The afternoon sun was past its highest point in the sky, angling its rays through the expansive windows of the Empire Suite, casting long shadows across the elegant interior. Inside, the warm and inviting smells of a Thanksgiving feast wafted through the rooms. May Parker checked on the plump turkey roasting in the oven, its savory aroma a promise of the homey comfort food to come.

Soon after, Gwen Stacy arrived with her family members, each carrying foil-covered dishes in hand. "The Stacys come bearing gifts!" Gwen announced cheerfully, her sea-green eyes alight with the excitement that family gatherings often kindled within her.

"Ah, this must be the Branzino you wouldn't stop talking about," said Tyson smoothly, helping them store their coats and grabbing the food they brought to relieve them of their burdens.

"You know it!" Gwen confirmed, exchanging a look of easy camaraderie with her friend Tyson. Their friendship had grown in the months since they were first paired together in chemistry class.

Earlier, Felicia Hardy had been the first to arrive, clad in a sleek black dress that subtly hinted at her secret alter ego. Mary Jane Watson and Harry Osborn arrived together next, walking hand in hand, wearing smiles and with interlaced fingers. "Happy Thanksgiving, big guy," Mary Jane greeted Tyson warmly.

Tyson ushered Mary Jane and Harry Osborn into the warmly lit apartment, the savory smells of Thanksgiving dinner already perfuming the air. "Welcome, guys!" he said. "MJ, everyone's inside. You know Aunt May, right?"

Mary Jane's face lit up with recognition as she caught sight of Peter Parker's kindly aunt. "Of course, who could forget the best cooking in New York?" she said, moving to give Aunt May an affectionate hug. Aunt May flushed with pleasure at the compliment, her weathered face creasing into a smile.

Tyson had extended an invitation to Peter and Aunt May for Thanksgiving dinner though only a mere three weeks had passed since the tragic death of Uncle Ben. The wounds were still fresh, but he had hoped the warmth of the holiday gathering would lift their spirits. Peter had asked if Tyson could also invite Gwen Stacy. In the weeks since Ben's death, Gwen's companionship had become a lifeline for Peter. Her passion for science resonated with his brilliant mind in a way that Tyson simply could not replicate, and that connection had helped Peter through his grieving. Then, of course, Peter also wished for his best friend Harry Osborn to attend as well. Harry was eager to bring his new girlfriend, Mary Jane Watson, to introduce her to the group, especially his father so they could meet for the first time. As the guest list ballooned far past Tyson's initial vision, he fretted over the complicated dynamics that would converge under his roof. Unbeknownst to the others, both the Spider-Man and the Green Goblin would be in attendance, their secret identities still hidden from one another.

Tyson busied himself in the kitchen. May had prepared the plump turkey and the Stacy's had brought fish. Tyson finished plating all the other side dishes he'd ordered from the Four Seasons kitchen. The savory aromas of sage and roasted garlic spread through the apartment. A knock at the door drew him from his culinary focus.

Then, with impeccable timing, Norman Osborn made his entrance, as if summoned by Tyson's thoughts. There was always an air of tightly coiled intensity around Osborn, his charisma was almost a palpable force. His sharp, assessing eyes took in the room and its occupants, calculating even in this relaxed social setting.

"Mr. Osborn, welcome!" Tyson moved to greet him, hand extended in welcome, a practiced smile on his face.

"Thank you for the invitation, Tyson," Osborn replied smoothly, yet with an edge in his voice that compelled attention. "Sorry I'm late… Work was murder… I picked up a fruitcake." His gaze flickered around the room. "I see you've gathered quite the crowd."

Tyson raised his voice to carry over the murmur of conversation. "Everyone, this is Norman Osborn. Norman, that's Gwen, she's an intern under Dr. Connors and that's her family." He indicated Felicia Hardy with a tilt of his head. "That's Felicia Hardy, and here is Peter Parker's Aunt May."

Aunt May offered a kind, crinkly smile. "A pleasure, ma'am," Norman greeted her, taking her hand with a courtly charm that wasn't reflected in his intent eyes.

"And that's MJ," Tyson finished, motioning to where Mary Jane stood arm-in-arm with Harry.

Norman's gaze sharpened just a fraction as he regarded his son and the girl he'd brought. "So, you're the young lady my son's been—"

"Mad about? Yeah, guilty," MJ interjected with a playful grin, extending her hand. "Mary Jane Watson, Mr. Osborn, but you can call me MJ."

Outside, Peter Parker arrived late to Tyson's Thanksgiving dinner, having climbed up the exterior of the high-rise building to reach the penthouse balcony. His brown hair was windswept and his cheeks flushed from the exertion as he knocked softly on the glass to get Gwen Stacy's attention. Gwen, who'd been closest to the tall windows, slid open the balcony door, her smile widening at the sight of him.

"Hi. How did you get out there?" Gwen asked in a light, teasing tone.

"Fire escape," Peter admitted sheepishly, rubbing the back of his neck. "The opulence of the lobby was a bit too intimidating for me."

Gwen raised a slim, blonde eyebrow. "It's twenty stories, Peter." Her expression was a mix of amusement and concern for his safety.

"Yeah, it's alright," he shrugged, trying to play it cool despite what would be a dizzying climb up the side of the building for anyone else.

Peter's expression then shifted to enthusiasm as he remembered the flowers tucked away in his bag. "Oh, I got your mom these..." He trailed off as he pulled out the bouquet of pink roses, now broken and disheveled. "They were nice," he mumbled, disappointment written on his boyish face.

"They're lovely," Gwen insisted warmly, her green eyes radiating reassurance. "Really, they held together remarkably well all things considered."

Heartened by her response, Peter smiled, his brown eyes regaining their spark. "You know what, I'm going to keep these," he decided, carefully tucking the roses back into his bag.

"Do you have your suit in there?" When Gwen asked about his suit, Peter's eyes went wide with the panic of someone caught in an obvious lie.

Before he could stammer out an explanation, Tyson entered the room and greeted Peter warmly despite his awkward arrival. Noticing Peter hastily shoving the broken bouquet back into his bag, Tyson disappeared briefly and returned with a fresh bouquet of roses that he handed to the younger man. Wanting to inconspicuously shift focus away from Peter's unusual arrival, Tyson had also grabbed half a dozen white roses from the bedroom for Felicia. In the main area, he presented them to the platinum-haired beauty. She accepted them and a pleased surprise lit up her delicate features.

Seeing the flowers, Mary Jane playfully looked to Harry, who flushed under her gaze but was saved when Tyson slyly pressed a bouquet of red roses into his hand. Harry presented them to Mary Jane with an awkward flourish that only made the gesture more endearing. Light laughter filled the room, lifting the mood. It was then that Peter made his entrance.

"Hey everyone, sorry I'm late," Peter announced as he entered the room. "It's a jungle out there. I had to beat an old lady with a stick to get these cranberries." He held up a can of cranberry sauce with exaggerated drama.

More laughter greeted his humor. Aunt May accepted the cranberries with a gentle smile and planted a kiss on Peter's cheek in wordless gratitude. "Now then, everyone sit down and we can say grace," she said, her voice warm and maternal.

The guests settled into the cushioned dining chairs around the long mahogany table, the soft clinks of fine china and rustles of clothing underscoring the movements. Tyson assisted Aunt May in bringing out the remaining dishes of the lavish Thanksgiving spread.

Norman Osborn's hand snaked out to grab a pinch of the toasted marshmallow topping the sweet potatoes, but Aunt May's age-spotted hand intercepted his with a swift slap. "Norman, would you do us the honors?" she asked, a grandmotherly twinkle in her pale blue eyes.

Norman's icy gaze sharpened for a split second, his eyes went as frigid before he schooled his features into a semblance of cordiality. He slowly licked the sticky marshmallow from his fingers, his tongue languid, while maintaining piercing eye contact with Aunt May. Reaching for the carving knife, Norman tested its blade with deliberate strokes, the razor-sharp edge gleaming ominously beneath the golden light of the chandelier.

Tyson had anticipated the coming interaction with Norman. He positioned himself within arm's reach of Aunt May, prepared to intervene if the murderous glint that had flashed in Norman's eyes became more than a threat. Tyson's meta-knowledge warned him that Norman shouldn't attack, but he remained wary. Things had already changed from what he'd remembered. Plus someone as unhinged as Norman was, with a knife, would always be a cause for concern.

The cheerful din that had filled Tyson's apartment moments before vanished at Aunt May's alarmed exclamation. "Peter... You're bleeding!"

All eyes snapped to Peter, zeroing in on the expanding crimson stain on his sleeve. Tyson muttered a quiet curse under his breath. "Fuck." It was too late for Tyson to even believably cover the bleeding with his illusions. How had he overlooked the blood on Peter's arm?

"Ah, it's nothing," Peter said, trying to sound casual. "Just got clipped by a bike messenger when I stepped off the curb earlier."

Aunt May was having none of it. "Let me see that," she insisted, her tone gentle but firm. Peter knew better than to argue when she used that voice. With a reluctant sigh, Peter extended his arm to show her the ragged tear in his sleeve, the fabric dark and wet with blood. Aunt May's brows drew together in worry as she examined the nasty-looking gash beneath. "It looks terrible," she fretted. "We need to get this cleaned and bandaged right away."

Across the table, Norman's motions of sharpening the carving knife had slowed, then stopped altogether as his focus shifted to Peter and the injury that had captured everyone's attention. His pale eyes were intent, calculating, as he stared at the torn flesh.

"You said a bicycle messenger did this?" Norman asked, his tone deceptively mild even as his gaze remained razor sharp, missing nothing.

"Yeah, came out of nowhere and knocked me down," Peter said with a casual shrug that didn't quite reach his eyes. He held Norman's scrutinizing stare evenly.

Abruptly, Norman stood, the legs of his chair scraping loudly against the floor. "My apologies, but I'm afraid I must be going," he announced curtly.

Harry looked up at his father in confusion. "What? Why?"

"Something urgent has come to my attention," Norman replied vaguely. He grabbed his suit jacket and strode purposefully to the door without another word.

Tyson considered intervening but held himself back. The Green Goblin stood right in front of him, devoid of his armor and tech. Tyson was confident that with his illusions, he could enthrall everyone present and take Norman out on the spot. It would be so easy. But there were too many risks. Revealing himself now could expose his abilities and identity. His friends and their families could become targets for retaliation. And even without any of his goblin equipment, Norman was still basically a super soldier, still dangerous.

So Tyson remained still, giving no indication of his churning thoughts. There would be another time to deal with the Green Goblin. For now, discretion was the better part of valor. Patience was needed. He let out a slow, steady breath as Norman departed without incident.

"Dad?" Harry half-stood, worry creeping into his voice as he stared after his father's rapidly departing figure. But Norman was already out the door, his abrupt exit leaving an uneasy silence hanging over the interrupted dinner party. The abrupt departure of Norman Osborn cast a pall over the previously festive dinner party. Uneasy glances were exchanged around the table as the guests sat in stunned silence. The cozy warmth of celebration had been cooled by the tension now filling the room. Harry Osborn’s face was etched with frustration as he hurried after his father. Catching up to him in the entryway, Harry demanded, “What are you doing? The whole point of coming to this dinner was so you could meet MJ, and now you have to leave?” Disappointment was clear in his voice.

“I’ve got to go,” Norman replied curtly, his mind clearly elsewhere.

“But this girl is really important to me,” Harry tried again, but his father’s response was sharp and dismissive.

“Harry, please,” Norman scoffed, his voice carrying despite the hushed tone. “You think a woman like that is sniffing around because she actually likes your personality?”

Inside, Mary Jane Watson’s face fell, her heart sinking. Norman’s words were a dagger, and the fact that they were spoken so plainly, so publicly, only twisted the blade. Stunned, Harry could only stutter in reply, “What are you saying?”

Norman’s voice was cold, almost venomous. “Your mother was beautiful too. They’re all beautiful until they’re snarling after your trust fund like a pack of ravening wolves.”

“You’re wrong about her, Dad,” Harry defended, but his words seemed to bounce off Norman.

Raising his voice, Norman declared, “A word to the not-so-wise about your little girlfriend. Do what you need to with her, then broom her fast.”

The slam of the door punctuated his harsh words, leaving behind a heavy silence.

The living room which was warm and welcoming just minutes earlier was now steeped in an uncomfortable silence. Mary Jane Watson stood abruptly from the table, her face flushed with emotion and her voice dripping with wounded sarcasm as she addressed Harry when he re-entered. “Thanks for sticking up for me, Harry.”

Harry winced, realizing the full extent of the damage his father's harsh words had caused. “You heard?” he asked weakly, knowing there was no way she could have missed the cruel remarks Norman had hurled towards her.

“Everyone heard that creep,” Mary Jane retorted angrily as she grabbed her jacket from the back of a chair, her jerky movements revealing her intention to leave.

“That creep is my father,” Harry defended, though his words seemed to bounce off her, failing to land. His own pain spilled out unchecked as he continued, “If I’m lucky, I’ll be half of what he is. So just keep your mouth shut about things you don’t understand!”

Aunt May, who had been sitting quietly near the fireplace attempting to avoid the confrontation, was scandalized by Harry's disrespectful tone. She interjected sharply, “Harry Osborn!” Her usually gentle face was pinched with distress over the ugly tension that now saturated the cozy room.

Mary Jane was deeply hurt but maintained her dignity. She turned back to face the room, her eyes bright. “I’m sorry, Aunt May. Everyone,” she apologized, her voice quivering slightly before she walked briskly out the front door, leaving behind an uncomfortable silence.

Felicia sensed the need for someone to diffuse the volatile situation and comfort MJ. She stood gracefully, brushing imaginary lint from her stylish black pants. “I’ll go talk to her,” she announced softly. As she passed Tyson, she briefly touched his shoulder and whispered reassuringly, “I’ll be back.” With an icy glare at Harry, she slipped out the door after Mary Jane.

Felicia returned shortly thereafter, her expression somber. "I'm afraid Mary Jane wasn't up for coming back," she relayed as she reclaimed her seat next to Tyson. "She wanted me to tell you all that it was a pleasure meeting you."

Harry excused himself, quickly slipping out the door, likely going after either his father or girlfriend who had both just left the tense situation. Felicia let out a quiet sigh, brushing a strand of platinum hair behind her ear before turning her attention back to the others and reclaiming her seat next to Tyson.

Tyson's broad shoulders were slumped forward, his muscular arms crossed over his barrel chest. Felicia reached out and gave his forearm a gentle, reassuring squeeze. The tension in the room remained palpable. Aunt May moved to say grace, and soon everyone began filling their plates, trying to rekindle the spirit from earlier in the evening.

The conversation was tentative at first until one of Gwen's younger brothers, curiosity lighting up his face, piped up. "Hey Dad, did you catch that Spider-Guy yet?"

Mr. Stacy's tone hardened. "No, we haven't caught him yet, but we will. He's an amateur who's assaulting civilians. He's clumsy and leaves clues behind, but he's still dangerous." Gwen's face tightened in a silent plea for her brother to change the subject.

Unable to stop himself, Peter chimed in. "He's assaulting people? I don't know, I saw that video of him with the car thief. I think most people would say he was providing a public service."

"Most people would be wrong," Mr. Stacy retorted, his steely gaze fixed on Peter. "If I wanted that car thief off the street, he'd already be off the street."

Peter's brow furrowed in confusion. "So why wasn't he then?" he asked, genuinely curious.

Gwen released a humorless laugh, tension radiating off of her in waves. Mr. Stacy leaned in, undeterred. "Let me enlighten you," he said condescendingly. "That car thief was leading us to the people running the entire operation. It's been a six-month-long sting operation. It's this thing called strategy. I'm sure they've taught you about it in school."

The air grew thick with tension as Peter's face clouded, the perceived injustice of Mr. Stacy's statement striking a chord. His brow furrowed and his jaw tightened, offense rising in his chest. Just as the conversation teetered on the brink of a more heated turn,

Mr. Stacy grumbled under his breath, his disdain for the costumed vigilante evident. "On the internet, he's made out to look like some kind of masked hero or something."

Peter shook his head earnestly, his dark hair falling across his forehead. "No, I'm not saying he's a hero," he countered. "I don't think he's a hero at all."

The tension in the Stacy's dining room was palpable as George Stacy fixed Peter with an intense stare. "What are you trying to say?" he pressed, his voice tight.

Peter met the police captain's gaze unflinchingly. "I'm saying it looks like Spider-Man is trying to help, and do something the police can't," he replied evenly.

Stacy's face flushed with anger and he slammed his hand on the table, rattling the dishes. "Something the police can't? What do you think we do all day? Sit around eating doughnuts while twiddling our thumbs?" he thundered.

"Daddy!" Gwen admonished, her cheeks flaming in embarrassment at her father's outburst.

"George," his wife chastised sharply, her disapproval evident.

Leaning back in his chair, all eyes in the room turned to focus on Tyson as he cleared his throat, "The young lady who left earlier, Mary Jane," he began, "she was at the Unity Day parade, the one where the madman with the glider started throwing bombs all over the place. The police were there, yes, but they were unable to stop him." Tyson paused, letting the significance of his words sink in. "It was Spider-Man who saved MJ as she fell from the balcony of Oscorp Tower." Tyson's eyes swept the room meaningfully as he continued. "I was there, interning with Oscorp security, and saw it myself. If not for Spider-Man, MJ and a bunch of other people would've died that day." A weighty silence fell over the room as the undeniable truth of his words hung in the air. Even Mr. Stacy seemed to consider this, his expression thoughtful as he processed the first-hand account of Spider-Man's heroism.

After a long moment, Peter broke the silence, his offense still evident. "He obviously didn't know you had a plan in place," he pointed out, unable to let Mr. Stacy's criticism of Spider-Man stand unchallenged. Tyson shook his head, wishing Peter had just let the matter rest.

Mr. Stacy's eyes narrowed, his face clouding with suspicion. "You seem to know an awful lot about this case," he accused, pointing his fork at Peter. "You know something we don't. Whose side are you on here?"

Peter raised his hands slightly, palms out in a placating gesture. "I'm not on anyone's side," he reasoned, keeping his voice even. "It looks like Spider-Man is trying to help, that's all."

Peter held up a hand in a conciliatory gesture. "I think Spider-Man stands for what you stand for, sir. Protecting innocent people from criminals," he explained earnestly.

Stacy's scowl only deepened. "I stand for law and order, son. That's what I stand for. I wear a badge. This Spider guy wears a mask like some kind of outlaw. He's hunting people down like he's got some personal vendetta. He's no protector of the innocent, Mr. Parker," he retorted bitterly.

The clash hung over the table like a thundercloud. Sensing the need for a respite, Gwen pushed back her chair and stood up. "Let's get some air, Peter," she suggested, her voice strained.

As Peter rose to join Gwen, Aunt May's soft but insistent voice reached his ears. "Peter, apologize."

He turned back, his expression regretful. "I'm sorry if I insulted you sir, that wasn't my intention," he offered sincerely, before following Gwen out onto the balcony.

Peter and Gwen had stepped out, leaving the charged atmosphere of the dining room behind, but the mood at the table remained. The residue of the earlier confrontation between Peter and Mr. Stacy still hung heavy over the remaining diners. Tyson sensed an opportunity to provide some clarity on Peter's perspective he decided to address the still visibly upset police captain. He began respectfully, nodding towards Aunt May as he spoke. "Forgive me for bringing this up, Aunt May," Tyson's voice was calm and steady, seeking no conflict but only greater understanding between them. He then turned his full attention to the stern officer, meeting the man's gaze with his own steady and sincere one. "You're likely not aware of this, sir, but Peter lost his parents when he was very young. And just this month, his uncle Ben was killed in a brutal car-jacking." Tyson paused, letting the weight of his words sink in. "Being a police officer, this is likely a common story you hear. It's a big city. People die all the time. But to someone where the wounds are still so fresh..." He trailed off, holding Mr. Stacy's gaze. "Seeing a masked hero out there, saving lives and stopping criminals like the one who killed Peter's uncle… Understandably, such a person could become a powerful symbol of hope for him."

A heavy silence fell over the table as Mr. Stacy processed this new perspective, his stern facade faltering. The clinking of cutlery on plates seemed loud in the ensuing quiet. Aunt May's eyes glistened, but she held a graceful, composed expression.

Gwen's mother, Helen, reached over and placed a comforting hand over Aunt May's weathered one. "I'm so sorry, May. We had no idea," she said, genuine sympathy filling her voice.

Mr. Stacy cleared his throat gruffly, the earlier defensiveness seeping out of his posture, replaced now by a glint of regret in his eyes. "I didn't have a complete picture of the boy's circumstances," he admitted. His voice was gruff, but his tone had lost its hard edge. "It's easy to forget that everyone has their own story, their reasons for their passions."

Aunt May nodded gently, her voice steady though it carried a tremor of restrained emotion. "Thank you, Tyson, for shedding light on it. Peter is a good boy. He's been through more than most his age."

The cool night air was a stark contrast to the heated atmosphere they had just left. Outside, the city lights twinkled like stars, the noise from the streets below served as a gentle reminder of life moving on, unpaused by their personal dramas. Gwen leaned against the railing, her eyes on the cityscape as she exhaled a heavy breath, the earlier tension still visible in the set of her shoulders.

Gwen turned to face Peter, the city lights casting a soft glow on her features. "Well, that was something," she said.

"I'm sorry. You know, I thought he was going to arrest me at one point," Peter remarked. The corner of his mouth twitched upwards in a half-hearted attempt at lightening the mood.

"Yeah, I wouldn't have let him arrest you," Gwen responded, her tone playful yet with an underlying seriousness that said she meant every word. There was a pause, the air between them charged with more than just the remnants of the awkward dinner. Gwen's eyes narrowed slightly, concern etching her features. "What happened to your face?" she asked, indicating the light bruising around his eyes.

But Peter spoke at the same time, his words tumbling out in a rush, "I'm gonna tell you something."

"Oh? Okay," Gwen replied. His sudden declaration piqued her curiosity.

"I've been bitten," Peter said, his voice barely more than a whisper.

"Me too," Gwen responded, leaning in closer, her breath warm against his cheek.

They moved as if magnetized, on the brink of a kiss, but then Peter froze, uncertainty etched on his face. “Okay okay. I’ve gotta tell you this one thing. I’ve gotta say this one thing and it’s...it’s about the vigilante and the car thief. All right?” Gwen stepped back, disappointment clouding her expression. Peter hurried to correct himself. "No, no, not that." He gestured helplessly, grasping for the right words. "I'm not gonna talk about that. I'm gonna talk about me, okay?"

Gwen searched his eyes. "What about you?"

"I wish I could just..." Peter trailed off with a frustrated shake of his head. "I can't. It's hard to say."

Gwen's voice was a whisper in the night. "Just say it."

Peter released a heavy breath and leaned on the balcony railing, chest heaving. He shook his head again, every line of his body taut with frustration. With a frustration mirroring his, Gwen turned on her heel to walk away. She had barely taken three steps when Peter's web shot out and snagged her gently around the waist. Gwen had spun gracefully as Peter pulled her back toward him with a web line. She landed in his arms with a gasp.

"You..." she breathed, the word half-lost as their lips met in a sudden, passionate kiss.

Peter's frustrations seemed to melt away as he held Gwen close, one hand tangling in her blonde hair while the other pressed against the small of her back. The cool night air brushed over them as they stood embraced on the balcony, but neither noticed, too caught up in the warmth of each other.

Gwen's hands curled into fists, bunching the fabric of Peter's shirt as she returned the kiss eagerly. The awkwardness of their earlier interaction dissipated, replaced by dizzy exhilaration. For that fleeting moment, nothing else mattered but the two of them under the watchful eye of the crescent moon.

When they finally parted for air, both were reluctant to fully let go. Peter kept his arms around Gwen's waist while her hands slid down to rest against his chest. Their accelerated breathing mingled between them as they gazed into each other's eyes. The frustrations that had seemed so insoluble just minutes before now seemed insignificant compared to this blossoming love between them.

Peter's head jerked up at the sound of someone clearing their throat. He and Gwen sprang apart as if an electric current had passed between them. His gaze darted guiltily toward the cityscape, unable to meet the eyes of the intruder. Gwen's head snapped toward the balcony doorway, cheeks flushing pink.

Tyson stood in the entrance, an apologetic half-smile tugging at his lips. "Sorry for interrupting," he said. "Gwen, your father wanted to speak with you. He was hoping you'd come back inside."

Peter shifted his weight uncomfortably as Gwen turned to face Tyson fully. Her blush had spread to the tips of her ears.

"Oh, uh, thanks Tyson," Gwen stammered. She smoothed her hands over her dress nervously. "I'll head in right away."

Tyson nodded, his smile turning wry. "No rush. I'll let him know you'll be there in a few minutes." His gaze flickered between the two of them knowingly before he slipped back inside.

An awkward silence descended. Peter scuffed his shoe against the balcony floor, keenly aware of Gwen's presence next to him. The cold night air raised goosebumps on his arms now that the warmth of her touch was gone. He finally worked up the nerve to glance at her.

Gwen was worrying her bottom lip between her teeth. She let out a shaky exhale and offered him a tentative smile. "So...that was something, huh?"

Peter let out a soft huff of laughter, the tension in his shoulders easing. "Yeah. Something." He reached for her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. "We'll talk later?"

Her smile widened and she squeezed his hand in return. "Definitely." With obvious reluctance, she pulled away and headed for the balcony door. At the entrance she paused and looked back, eyes bright.

Gwen's name echoed from the interior of the apartment, pulling her attention away from Peter. "Yeah, I'm coming," she called over her shoulder, her gaze lingering on the man before her as she backed toward the balcony door. Soft laughter bubbled up from her chest and spilled past her lips, still tingling from the passionate kiss they had shared only moments before. She left the door open behind her as she disappeared inside.

Peter let out a slow breath, rolling the tension from his shoulders as he turned back to take in the sprawling cityscape. The click of the balcony door announced the arrival of Tyson. Peter's friend ambled over casually to lean against the railing, assuming a spot next to Peter.

"Some party, huh?" Tyson remarked, his eyes scanning the glittering towers that surrounded them.

Peter huffed out a quiet laugh. "You could say that again." His mind replayed the heated encounter with Gwen, still fresh and vivid. He could almost feel the soft caress of her lips against his, the warmth of her body pressed close. It seemed tonight had brought far more than he had anticipated. "How much of that did you see?" Peter asked, though he already knew the answer.

"Enough," Tyson replied, a knowing smile spreading across his face. The single word hung heavily in the air between them, ripe with unspoken implications. His grin stretched wide as he remarked, "I would have preferred you told me yourself, but this is fine."

Peter's heart stuttered in his chest, his palms growing clammy where they gripped the railing. "You don't understand," he began, the familiar weight of his secret pressing down upon his chest.

Tyson's understanding reply caught Peter off guard. "You're wrong, Pete. I might be the person in the world closest to understanding." Peter's eyes locked onto Tyson's, a silent question in his stare.

The night air on the rooftop terrace seemed to shimmer for the briefest of moments as if reality itself wavered. Peter watched in awe as the image of the costumed figure in a black spandex suit and white fox mask, known to the city as Mirage, transposed itself over Tyson.

Then the illusion fractured and fell away as quickly as it had come, leaving only Tyson once more, casually leaning against the terrace railing.

"It's you," Peter said, his voice barely above a whisper. His fingers tightened on the cool metal of the railing, knuckles whitening.

Tyson offered a slight nod, his eyes never leaving Peter's. "I wondered how long it would take you to figure it out."

Peter's mind reeled, thoughts spinning as he struggled to process this revelation. Tyson, one of his closest friends, was secretly the costumed hero. How had he never realized it before? Peter found his voice again, though it cracked with emotion. "All this time, you were right there in front of me. Every news story, every sighting, it was you." He shook his head in disbelief. Realization crashed over Peter in waves as the pieces of a puzzle he hadn't even realized he'd been solving clicked into place. The familiar voice, the size, the hair… How could he have missed it? "I knew your voice sounded familiar," Peter said, the corners of his mouth turning up in a grin to match the excitement and relief flooding through him.

Tyson chuckled, the sound rich with unspoken acknowledgment of shared burdens and secrets unveiled. "Yeah, I was wondering if you'd figure it out," he quipped lightly.

The distant wail of police sirens sliced through the night air, shattering the moment between Peter and Tyson. The city's cry for help was impossible for Peter to ignore, his body tensing as the call to action ignited every fiber of his being. Tyson caught the subtle shift in Peter's stance, his eyes filled with understanding. "Guess that's your cue to leave?" he asked lightly, though it was less a question and more an acknowledgment of the inevitable pull of responsibility… and maybe revenge.

Peter nodded, the mantle of Spider-Man settling around his shoulders once more. "Yeah," he replied simply.

"Before you go, there's something I want you to see," Tyson said with seriousness edging his words. The dingy rooftop and the sounds of the restless city around them melted away as Tyson cast his illusion.

In their place appeared a scene so familiar it tore at Peter's heart. He was back in the warmly lit dining room of his home, the aroma of one of Aunt May's home-cooked meals hanging temptingly in the air. Seated around the table were Tyson, Aunt May, and, impossibly, his late Uncle Ben.

Peter's heart clenched, his breath catching in his throat at the sight of his lost uncle.

They appeared to be casually discussing Tyson's new internship, his voice light as he carefully skirted around the more extraordinary aspects. Aunt May, ever the caring guardian, admonished them both with love sparkling in her eyes. "You boys, always trying to do so much," she chided gently, her tone colored by affection.

Then Uncle Ben, ever the source of grounded wisdom, turned his kind eyes on Tyson. "We appreciate you taking care of Peter," he said, his voice as warm and comforting as a summer breeze. "Keep taking care of those around you. We lift each other up - that's how we all succeed. And remember, success isn't just about what you accomplish in your life, Tyson; it's about what you inspire others to do."

As the edges began to blur and the illusion faded, Peter drank in every last detail, imprinting the scene on his heart.

"That was the last thing your uncle said to me before he died," Tyson confessed. Though his words were steady, they carried a heavy undertone of emotion. His dark eyes locked onto Peter's. "Spider-Man isn't just some vigilante. He's a beacon. A symbol of hope. It's not all about your power. And it's not even about any responsibility you have to use it selflessly. What's important is that you're uplifting people through your actions. You inspire hope in this city, hope that it sorely needs. Don't forget that, especially when you inevitably face the one who took your uncle."

Tyson's words resonated within Peter, striking a chord deep in his chest. In the distance, sirens wailed, an insistent clarion call. Tyson smiled slightly. "Now go do your thing, Spider-Man. I'll cover for you inside."

Peter nodded. Gratitude fueled his limbs, and without another word, he vaulted over the balcony railing, welcoming the tug of gravity as he plunged toward the lights below. With a flick of his wrist, a strand of webbing shot out, anchoring itself to a nearby building. Peter swung upward, reveling in the familiar embrace of the night air. The city spread before him, its lights beckoning him onward. Somewhere out there, a siren called.

Spider-Man had work to do.

— Rogue Replacement —

The Empire suite fell silent as the last of the guests took their leave, leaving Tyson and Felicia in the privacy of each other's company. Felicia sashayed toward Tyson, a smoldering question burning in her eyes. "So, now that we're alone," she purred, allowing the words to linger temptingly in the air between them, "what did you want to do?"

Tyson exhaled, the sound heavy with unspoken meaning. Gently taking her hand, he led Felicia to the plush velvet couch. He answered, "We need to talk."

One eyebrow quirked upward, a playful lilt coloring her voice, she said, "You know, when I say things like that, most guys don't suggest a heart-to-heart. But hey, I’m all ears if that's what you had in mind."

A quiet laugh escaped Tyson, warm but tinged with a hint of nervousness. "I need to be honest with you," he started, his eyes earnest, "before things go any further between us."

Felicia's demeanor shifted to one of genuine attention as she nodded. "Alright, I’m listening. You're so serious... you’re not about to confess you're a serial killer or something, are you?" she teased lightly, trying to dispel the somber mood that had settled over them.

Tyson's face scrunched as if he had just bitten into a lemon, and he released a weary sigh, steeling himself for the confession to come. "I guess I’ll start at the beginning," he conceded.

Felicia patiently listened for his explanation, though she noted with a hint of concern that he hadn't outwardly refuted what she asked.

Meanwhile, across the street in a nondescript office building, Natasha Romanoff and Clint Barton were hunched over a console, headphones clamped over their ears. The space had been commandeered by SHIELD and transformed into a temporary surveillance hub. A sophisticated audio device captured every word spoken in Tyson's suite with crystal clarity.

Initially, they had been caught off guard when a teen unexpectedly climbed up to the side of the Four Seasons to the same floor as the suite they observed. Their shock deepened as they inadvertently discovered his secret identity as Peter Parker. Witnessing the reveal of his secret identity to Gwen and Tyson during their meal was yet another surprise. As the evening wore on, their interest had waned. The mundane conversation seemed irrelevant to their mission. But now, Tyson's somber tone grabbed their attention once more.

Natasha and Clint exchanged a silent look, communicating their shared intrigue. Around them lay the remnants of their hastily-ordered Boston Market turkey dinners, forgotten in the gravity of the moment. Tyson's voice, laden with solemn portent, filled their ears.

"Here we go," Clint murmured, his customary quips absent.

Natasha merely nodded, her expression unreadable. They settled in to listen intently. Whatever Tyson was about to disclose carried potentially profound implications. Not just for him and Felicia, but for everyone ensnared in the intricate web they were all unknowingly part of.

The atmosphere in the room thickened palpably as Tyson began his revelation, his voice steady despite the gravitas of his words. "There are people in this world, like myself, who are born different. We possess natural abilities, abilities some might call superpowers. You've witnessed what I can do with illusions, so that part may not shock you over much. But you don't know about my true superpower, which is far more dangerous than my illusions."

In their makeshift headquarters, Natasha's and Clint's expressions tightened. Every word from Tyson's lips was a vital piece of a puzzle.

Felicia leaned forward, curiosity and concern mingled in her voice. "Is Spider-Man like you? What is your real power, then?"

"Let's leave Spider-Man out of this for now. He's not like me. Not exactly. He wasn't born with his powers, he got his from a radioactive… err, I mean… genetically engineered spider's bite." Tyson inhaled deeply as if the next words weighed heavy upon his tongue. "Whenever my skin comes into contact with another, I begin leeching away their life force. Mere seconds of touch with an ordinary person could leave them comatose," he confessed, the burden of his reality almost palpable amidst the room's thickened atmosphere. "That's why I wear gloves and long sleeves at all times."

From her seat, Natasha could not restrain a soft gasp as the pieces fell into place regarding Tyson's consistent attire and supposed 'skin condition' during their training sessions.

Felicia's confusion was plain on her face as she tried to reconcile his words with her memories of their interactions. "But you're not wearing gloves. We held hands when we sat down," she protested.

"That wasn't my real hand," Tyson said sadly, his eyes downcast. "It was an illusion." His shoulders slumped under the burden of this admission. The room grew still, the atmosphere thick with shared tension. "There's more to it. With those who have any kind of special powers, I temporarily gain their abilities, sometimes even taking on physical changes," he went on.

Felicia's green eyes went wide. "So when you fought the Lizard on the bridge, that wasn't an illusion?"

Tyson shook his head gravely. "Nope. That was caught on camera. It was my first public appearance, but everyone dismissed the change, seemingly forgetting that my illusions couldn't be recorded. During the fight, when the Lizard slashed me, we made contact. I absorbed its traits and strength." His expression was somber. "None of that was an illusion."

The temporary SHIELD base was quiet as Clint and Natasha reviewed the bridge footage, exchanging knowing looks. Tyson's story shed light on the discrepancies in his appearance. With each new revelation about his strange gift, more questions arose in their minds. For now, their meal sat untouched as they analyzed this rare glimpse into the complexities of Tyson's abilities.

Across the street, Tyson continued his explanation to Felicia. "As I said, my power is unique," he went on, his eyes darkening with memories. "There's another powerful man obsessed with harnessing what I have. At the beginning of the summer, he sent someone after me, someone with powers of their own. Deadly claws and an almost instantaneous healing ability." From their vantage point across the street, Clint and Natasha leaned in, intrigued. "But he couldn't heal from my life absorption," Tyson said, his voice faltering as it was tinged with sorrow. "We fought, and I...I absorbed him completely. I got his strength, his healing, his instincts, his enhanced senses. But I also got his memories. The entirety of his long life, spanning nearly two centuries. Permanently."

Felicia's eyes went wide at this admission, and she drew in a sharp breath, holding it. "You...you killed him? And now you have his healing...and claws?" she asked. Her voice was barely a whisper in the face of the staggering implications.

Without a word, Tyson slowly removed his glove. Metal claws slid out from his fingertips with a sharp snikt sound that seemed to echo in the ensuing silence. "Not an illusion," he said solemnly. "This is all me."

"Why are they metal?" Felicia asked after a moment, her curiosity beginning to battle with the shock.

Tyson sighed heavily. The sound was laden with memories he clearly wished he could forget. "My last school was for kids like me, kids with...abilities," he confessed quietly. "I had hoped to learn to control my power there, but it never happened." His voice dropped to barely above a whisper, and Felicia sensed the roiling emotions within him. His next words were likely to reveal even more of his inner turmoil.

"The school was attacked by a military force," he recounted, pain evident in his voice. "You have to realize, there were kids there, some just little ones...barely school-aged." He paused, old anguish etched on his face. "A few of the stronger students let me 'borrow' their powers. They ran, and I...I stayed. I fought." In their listening post across the street, Natasha's and Clint's expressions were grave as the tragic story unfolded before them, more complex than they could have anticipated. Tyson wasn't just an individual with abilities; he was a survivor, a warrior forced to make choices no one his age should face. Natasha understood such impossible decisions all too well. Tyson's voice held both pain and pride as he recounted the battle. "I held them back. Imagine. An army came to invade my school, and I fought them by myself. I don’t even know how many I killed during the fight. I just knew I had to stave them off as long as I could. To give everyone time to escape. And I did...until the powers I borrowed faded." His grin didn't reach his haunted eyes, shadows of memories best left unsaid lurking within. "I could handle the soldiers, but when they brought in their own supers...it was too much."

Across the street, Clint and Natasha exchanged glances speaking volumes. They both knew where the story was likely going.

Tyson's voice grew darker as he recounted his tale. "I was captured and experimented on by my enemies. They laced my bones with a rare metal called adamantium that is only moldable when kept at extremely high temperatures. It was boiling when they started the procedure that melded it with my skeleton. It was the most excruciating pain I've ever felt." His hand clenched into a fist, "Once it hardens, adamantium becomes the strongest known material, making me nearly indestructible. But they didn't stop there with their cruel experiments on me," he continued through gritted teeth. "They used a serum to control my mind, turning me into a tool, a weapon to serve their purposes."

Across the street, Clint and Natasha exchanged somber glances, their faces etched with concern. Though he left the details unsaid, the shadows haunting his eyes made it clear he had suffered unimaginable trauma and abuse when captured and transformed into an indestructible living weapon.

"But my friends, the ones I'd bought time for, they came back for me. Led by my...ex-girlfriend," Tyson's voice softened for just a moment, the barest hint of vulnerability peeking through.

When Tyson mentioned an ex-girlfriend, Felicia and Natasha's reactions mirrored each other. "Ex-girlfriend?" Felicia remarked in disbelief, mouth agape, while Natasha silently mouthed the same words, curiosity spiking at this new personal detail. Disbelief and playful teasing colored Felicia's voice as she now asked for clarification, "So, your superhero ex led the cavalry to break you out of a military lab? That's...a lot to take in." She exhaled sharply, half-joking, "Those are some big shoes to fill."

Tyson's smirk was rueful, "You could say that," he replied simply. His expression was somber as he continued. "During the escape, there was this psychic...they were using his powers for the brainwashing and harvesting the mind control serum from his body. I didn't mean to, but when I touched him, he...he was too weak. I absorbed him. That's where the illusions come from."

Natasha pursed her lips thoughtfully. Tyson's tale stirred memories of her own past, things best left unsaid. She studied him with new eyes, seeing the shared pain lurking beneath the surface. Clint shifted his weight, expression neutral but his jaw tight. Some wounds went deeper than words could reach. Tyson's confession of his harrowing past had left Clint and Natasha silent as they processed the full extent of what he had endured.

Tyson's gaze drifted across the interior of the Empire suite, a space he'd 'acquired' through less-than-conventional means. "After the breakout, I came back here to New York. This suite, Midtown High... it's all part of starting over," he confessed, the city lights casting long shadows over his thoughtful face.

Felicia's curiosity was evident as she tilted her head, eyes glinting. "And your ex? What happened with her?" she inquired, seeking more details about the woman who had apparently led the effort to free Tyson from his captors.

"She's in Asia now, studying," Tyson replied simply, old pain briefly shadowing his features at the mention of his former love.

Felicia's lips curved into an empathetic half-smile, her expression a mix of understanding and compassion. Given all that he had endured, she could grasp why he was driven to stand against a crime lord like Fisk. "I get it now. After what you've faced, going up against a crime lord, it's...it's nothing," she said softly.

The weight of his past was visible in the slump of Tyson's broad shoulders as he shrugged. "I needed you to know, Felicia. Before we... if we... continue this relationship." He struggled to find the right words, then finally blurted out, "To answer your question, I'm no serial killer, but sometimes it feels like I'm not far off." His muscular hands clenched into fists, the ghost of countless lives he had taken during the battle at the institute haunting his eyes.

Realization dawned on Felicia's delicate features. She whispered, "You absorbed some of their memories and can remember parts of their lives."

"Yeah," Tyson admitted heavily, his deep voice laden with regret. "And it's messed up. They weren't all bad people, just following orders... caught up in the situation, same as me."

Felicia's slender hand found Tyson's. "You were just trying to survive. You did what you had to do."

Tyson looked down at their intertwined fingers, an ironic smile touching his full lips. "This isn't really my hand, you know."

"It feels real to me," Felicia murmured softly, her bright eyes locked onto their hands resting on the polished mahogany table.

"It does to me too," Tyson admitted, meeting her earnest gaze. "But I'm actually over there." He nodded toward where he was seated in an armchair.

From their surveillance post, Natasha and Clint exchanged looks as the camera feed confirmed Tyson's true location across the room. "That's...trippy," Clint decided, shaking his head in disbelief and making his sandy hair flutter.

Natasha was already focused on the implications, "Fury needs to hear about this. All of it," she stated decisively, her voice low and husky.

As the two experienced agents prepared their detailed report, in the penthouse suite not too far away, the two young people sat together in companionable silence, finding solace in shared truths. But the peaceful moment was shattered when Felicia suddenly screamed in alarm.

"What!"

After Tyson casually mentioned as an afterthought, "Oh yeah, and I stole a bunch of gold from the Federal Reserve."

— Rogue Replacement —

Tony Stark's seaside mansion clung to the cliffs overlooking the Pacific Ocean like a futuristic acropolis, all smooth lines and expansive windows that gave the impression the structure had been carved itself. The interior matched the sleek exterior, full of high ceilings, minimalist decor, and advanced technology. Dim track lighting flickered on as Tony Stark entered, throwing irregular pools of light across the polished surfaces.

"Jarvis?" Tony called out, pocketing his sunglasses. The familiar artificial intelligence responded. Its crisp accent emanated from unseen speakers.

"Welcome home, sir..."

But the sentence trailed off uncharacteristically. The sudden silence raised the hairs on the back of Tony's neck.

A lone figure stood silhouetted against the floor-to-ceiling windows, the endless expanse of the Pacific spreading out behind him. He held himself with a relaxed yet commanding posture, his gaze fixed on the horizon. The last fiery rays of the setting sun cast him in dramatic silhouette, throwing his features into shadowed relief. Whoever he was, he clearly wasn't supposed to be here.

The moment was interrupted by the intruder's deep, resonant voice. "I. Am. Iron Man." the figure said, punctuating every word, echoing Tony's iconic declaration to the world. Tony felt a sense of apprehension stir within him. The man continued without turning around, "You think you're the only superhero in the world?" His tone was matter-of-fact yet carried an underlying weight that gave Tony pause. "Mr. Stark, you've become part of a bigger universe. You just don't know it yet."

Slowly, the figure turned to face Tony, the movement somehow ominous. As the shadows receded from the man's face, Tony took in the eye patch, the stern demeanor, and the dark dramatic coat that added to his formidable presence. His steady gaze was fixed on Tony, sizing him up. "As if Gamma accidents, radioactive bug bites, and assorted mutants weren't enough," the man continued, his voice sharp, "I have to deal with a spoiled brat who doesn't play well with others and wants to keep all his toys to himself." The words were a clear challenge to Tony's independent style of operating.

Tony's initial surprise shifted to his characteristic bravado in the face of confrontation. "Who the hell are you?" he demanded, taking a step forward, eyes narrowing as he analyzed this unexpected intruder in his personal space.

"Nick Fury," the man replied, unfazed by Tony's posturing. "Director of SHIELD." His voice held the unmistakable authority of someone expecting to be listened to and obeyed. This Nick Fury had clearly come with a purpose. His next words would reveal the reason for this clandestine visit.

"I'm here to talk to you about the Avenger Initiative."

            

    
        Arc 4 - Ch 8: Unexpected Date(s)

    
    
    
    
                Date: Wednesday, December 15, 2010.

Location: Chikara Dojo, Manhattan, New York

Tyson shifted fluidly into another fighting stance, the long wooden shaft of the spear gliding smoothly through the air with a swoosh as he moved. With no beginner class today, he had been thrust into intense training under the watchful eye of Sensei Colleen who was assisted by the relentless drilling of Natalie.

When he'd started practicing with the spear, the weapon felt foreign in his hands. Its length and balance dictated a different rhythm of movement than what Tyson was accustomed to. Yet he could not deny the advantage it granted with its extended reach and long shaft, allowing both defense and attack simultaneously.

"And...relax," Colleen finally announced, signaling the conclusion of that day's training session. Tyson exhaled deeply as he returned the spear to the rack on the wall.

"You're getting the hang of it," Natalie noted approvingly. Her tone was friendly but with an undertone of challenge that perpetually lingered between them.

"Thanks," Tyson replied appreciatively, wiping the sweat from his face. "Not sure when I'd ever use a spear, but it's good to learn."

As they walked out of the training area, Natalie casually threw a slender arm around his shoulder. "So, hungry? We could grab a bite together. Unless," she added teasingly with a grin, "your phone-girlfriend might have objections? Or maybe you're saving your appetite for another 'research session' with Felicia?"

He chuckled while shaking his head in amusement. "First, the girl on the phone still isn't my girlfriend. Second, even if we did go on a date, Felicia and I aren't exactly exclusive. She's more of a free spirit, it's not really her style."

"Ah, lucky you," Natalie joked, her eyes sparkling with mirth. "So, want to get some food then?"

"Yeah, food sounds great," Tyson agreed readily.

Rather than walking to a nearby restaurant as he had anticipated, she led him instead to his own motorcycle, coming to a stop beside the sleek black bike. Tyson's eyebrow arched upwards as a grin spread across his face, realizing Natalie's true intention. This was an unexpected turn of events. She stood confidently next to the motorcycle, one hand extended demandingly for the keys, an excited gleam in her emerald eyes. Her lips curved into a daring smile as she asked, "Do you mind if we go back to your place first to freshen up?"

Amusement colored Tyson's tone as he dropped the keys into her waiting palm, the metal warm from being in his pocket. "Alright, I'm staying at the Four Seasons Downtown."

With athletic grace that spoke of familiarity, Natalie swung her leg over the motorcycle, the movement fluid and practiced. She settled onto the leather seat, posture shifting as she leaned forward enticingly, back arching in a subtle but alluring display of confidence that did not go unnoticed by Tyson.

Taking a steadying breath, he moved to join her on the bike, the machine rumbling idly beneath them. As he swung his leg over the seat, he became acutely aware of their close proximity, of how he had to lean into her slender frame. His chest pressed gently against her back, his arms coming around her waist in an intimate embrace. The engine roared to life with a low, thrilling rumble. Natalie revved it eagerly, the throaty growl a clear signal she had no intentions of taking it slow. Her hair, just inches from Tyson's face, held that same sweet scent of exotic spices from when they had first met, though the traces of gunpowder had faded slightly. And as the motorcycle lurched forward, he had no choice but to hold on even tighter.

The city lights streaked past in a blur as Natalie expertly navigated the motorcycle through the streets. The cool night air was a sharp contrast to the warmth radiating from Tyson's chest pressed against her back. Every tilt and turn of the bike pushed their bodies closer together, the position far more intimate than what would normally occur between a "teacher" and "student".

Tyson could feel the steady beat of her heart against his chest over the throaty rumble of the engine. The thrill of the ride and the allure of the woman in control of the motorcycle, coupled with the lingering sweet scent of exotic spices in her hair, left him intoxicated. As they rode, the rest of the world faded away until it was reduced to just the space between their forms.

The rumbling engine died down as Natalie turned the key and brought them to a stop. Tyson felt a mix of exhilaration from the ride warring with a growing sense of apprehension now that they had arrived at his apartment building. Natalie's confident strides as she led them unerringly through the opulent lobby and straight to the elevator did nothing to ease his caution. Her casual comment about the extravagance of the place only heightened his concern. They ascended in the elevator, and Tyson mentally noted that he hadn't told Natalie which floor he lived on, yet she had pressed the button for the top floor without hesitation. The sleek doors slid open to reveal the familiar hallway leading to the Empire suite where he was staying. Natalie's casual ease and familiarity with the building did little to calm the worry brewing in Tyson's chest.

"Top floor, fancy," Natalie remarked as she sauntered into the expansive Empire suite, her gaze sweeping appreciatively over the luxurious furnishings. A small smile played on her lips. "This has to be one of the nicest rooms in Manhattan. It's bigger than most of the apartments I've seen...at least double the size of mine."

Though her words were innocuous, Tyson knew better than to let down his guard. Natalie's true motives were obscured beneath layers of casual charm. When she leaned in, her breath a whisper against his skin as she boldly took in his scent, Tyson felt the temperature in the room rise several degrees. Her proximity invaded his personal space, but her approach was nonchalant as she observed, "All that work with the spear and you didn’t seem to sweat much... Now that I think about it, I’ve never seen you work up a sweat in the dojo or during class." A playful challenge crossed her eyes. "But still, it's your place, you should shower first."

"If you insist," Tyson replied evenly, betraying none of the whirlwind of suspicions swirling through his mind. "Do you have a clean set of clothes? If not you can call the concierge and ask for some from the boutique downstairs. Just charge it to the room, it's fine."

Tyson conjured an illusion of himself heading to the bathroom, but remained invisible himself, as he watched Natalie, waiting for her next move. But to his surprise, she simply picked up the phone and dialed the hotel concierge. She made dinner reservations and gave her measurements for a dress... so normal, yet nothing about this situation was normal.

His illusion continued in the shower, but Tyson's real focus was on Natalie. He half-expected her to start a thorough search of his place or plant hidden bugs to gain intel the moment his 'shower' began. Yet, she didn’t. She simply waited on the couch with a relaxed but alert posture.

Curious but reassured by her lack of overt snooping, Tyson under the veil of illusion, went to the bathroom and let his illusion fade as he genuinely started to rinse off in the shower. The warm water was a welcome sensation, grounding him as he tried to figure out Natalie’s angle.

Why was she here? What was the purpose? Tyson mulled over the possibilities as the water cascaded over his muscular frame. Nat was an enigma, her motivations unclear despite their growing rapport over the past weeks.

Tyson emerged from the bathroom wrapped in a towel, wisps of steam curling out behind him. His muscles still glistened from the shower as he stepped into the living room. Natasha was perched on the sofa, a box containing a black dress had already arrived and was sitting beside her. She looked up at him with a sly smile playing on her full lips.

"My turn," she purred, rising gracefully from the couch and sauntering past Tyson towards the bathroom. Her hips swayed enticingly as she walked. Tyson watched her disappear into the bathroom, the door clicking shut behind her.

Alone again, Tyson's mind raced as he quickly dressed. What game was the Black Widow playing? Her motivations were as inscrutable as ever despite their growing rapport over the past few weeks. He found himself inexplicably drawn to the enigmatic spy, wondering if this was some kind of test. The rules of whatever game she was playing were unclear, but Tyson knew better than to underestimate Natasha. She was as dangerous as she was alluring. He would have to stay alert if he wanted to keep up with the unpredictable woman currently using his shower. Tyson straightened his shirt, steeling his nerves for whatever curveball Natasha would throw at him next.

— Rogue Replacement —

Natasha was an undeniable presence as she and Tyson entered the restaurant. The elegantly understated interior was an enclave nestled in the lower level of the five-star hotel, its sophisticated ambiance whispered between those seated at shadowed booths and intimately lit corners. Low conversation and the occasional chime of utensils orchestrated the mood.

Fresh from her shower, Natasha's hair cascaded in soft waves that caught the ambient light, framing her face in a gentle halo. The black dress she wore traced her form with subtle allure, promising everything and nothing all at once. It was the embodiment of elegance. Tantalizing yet tasteful. Her only adornment was a pair of glinting silver earrings that played peek-a-boo amidst the tresses at her neck.

Tyson's world narrowed to the vision before him. "You look...incredible," he breathed, the truth of it laid bare in each word.

"And you, Tyson, clean up very nicely," Natasha returned. There was an unspoken mystery in her words that Tyson found himself aching to unravel.

Their table was a secluded alcove, a world unto itself. As they were seated, the outside world seemed to blur at the edges, the murmurs of other diners fading into meaningless background noise.

The waitress glided up to their table, her movements smooth and practiced. "May I see some identification?" she asked pleasantly, though her eyes were sharp as they flicked between Tyson and Natasha.

With a slight flexing of his will, Tyson exerted his power, his ID shifted, the numbers rearranging themselves to an age appropriate for the wine list. He handed it over with a polite smile.

The waitress glanced it over briefly before nodding and heading for the cellar. Natasha's eyebrows ticked up as she caught sight of the altered ID. "Is that a fake?" she murmured under the pretense of adjusting her napkin.

"Yeah, of course," Tyson muttered back.

The waitress returned hefting a bottle in a bucket of ice. Deft fingers freed the cork with a soft pop, releasing the rich, earthy scent of an aged red. She poured them each a generous glass, the wine as dark and vibrant as living blood.

Natasha lifted her glass, closing her eyes as she inhaled the wine's complexity. She took an appreciative sip, holding it on her tongue before swallowing slowly.

Tyson followed suit. Hints of dark cherry and oak mingled with notes of spice and chocolate. "Wow," he managed after a moment, unable to find more eloquent words.

Natasha's voice was low and thrilling. "It tells a story, doesn't it?"

Tyson and Natasha waded through the preamble of their meal, trading words in a delicate verbal dance of feints and parries. An electric undercurrent of anticipation hummed beneath their mundane small talk, building with each smile and shared glance. Natasha's eyes sparkled with curiosity, "So, spill the beans," she urged. "Your date with Felicia. I basically played matchmaker between you two. You owe me all the juicy details!"

Tyson raised an eyebrow, the corner of his mouth twitching upward into a crooked grin. "Usually talking about other girls isn't my go-to move on a...well, on an outing like this one."

Natasha waved a hand dismissively, her grin unwavering. "Oh, please. This is an exception to the rule, remember? I'm dying to know what happened."

A full grin spread across Tyson's face as he leaned back in his chair. "Well, it's not the blockbuster you're probably hoping for. We hit up a comedy club, shared some laughs over drinks, then just hung out at my place afterwards to talk."

Natasha blinked, leaning back in surprise with a playful roll of her eyes. "Talked?" she echoed, her tone rich with skepticism. "That's it?!"

Tyson nodded affirmatively, an innocent expression painted across his features. "Yep, just talked. Got to know each other better."

Natasha let out an exaggerated sigh. "Ugh, you're no fun. Here I was hoping for some juicy details." She winked at him, taking a sip of her wine.

Tyson chuckled, shaking his head. "Sorry to disappoint."

The waitress returned to the edge of their isolated table, a discreet presence hovering just outside the sphere of their charged focus. "Are you ready to order?" she inquired, momentarily tugging their attention back to reality.

Natasha's emerald eyes remained locked on Tyson's as she responded, "The seared scallops to start, please. And the filet mignon, medium-rare, for the main course."

Tyson found himself placing his order without thought, his attention firmly snared by woman seated before him. "I'll have the wild mushroom risotto," he heard himself say distantly.

As the waitress retreated, Natasha's smile widened, deepening the alluring dimples in her cheeks. Tyson was surprised to find himself feeling completely at ease despite the charged energy arcing between them. Laughter bubbled up unbidden between the two of them, as natural as if they had known each other for years instead of mere weeks. Her smile was infectious, her vivacious energy captivating in a way he found difficult to define.

As they chatted, the waitress refilled their glasses with the rich, red wine Natasha had been praising since the first sip. "Isn't it fantastic?" she exclaimed, taking a generous sip. "Full-bodied, perfect finish...It's rich, complex... like a good man."

Tyson snorted at her comment but wondered if it had a deeper meaning. Though the alcohol had no effect thanks to his supernatural metabolism, Tyson played along, sipping his wine and complimenting its flavor. He noticed, however, the subtle shift in Natasha's demeanor as she drank. Her laughter came more frequently, her movements more fluid and relaxed, and her casual touches lingered a heartbeat longer than before.

The conversation drifted from light teasing to shared stories, with Natasha artfully guiding their verbal dance. She leaned in closer, her voice a touch softer as she asked, "So, Tyson, ever done something utterly wild?"

He laughed heartily at that, the sound rumbling up from his broad chest. "Does riding through the city while holding onto a beautiful woman on a motorcycle count?"

"Maybe for the opening scene," she retorted with a tipsy giggle, her eyes bright with mirth.

Tyson felt himself getting pulled deeper into Natasha's irresistible orbit. She, in turn, seemed genuinely interested in learning more about him. Her insightful questions pushed him to reveal more than he usually would.

As the evening progressed, an unexpected connection grew between them. Tyson found an ease in her company that surprised him. The charged energy arcing between them was undeniable, and Tyson wondered what the rest of the night might bring.

Tyson watched as the waitress cleared the dinner plates from their table. As they stood, Natasha laughed again, the sound was light yet tinged with tipsiness. "We can't end this lovely evening just yet," she declared, hooking her arm through his with casual intimacy. "In fact, I have an idea for some after-dinner entertainment."

Intrigued, Tyson raised an eyebrow. "Oh? Do tell."

Her lips curved into a mischievous smile. "Let's take this party back to your suite. But I have one request." She turned to the waitress, her voice steady and clear despite the wine flowing through her veins. "Could you please have another bottle of this excellent vintage sent up to the Empire suite?"

"Of course, ma'am," the waitress responded professionally, scribbling down the order on her pad as Tyson left a generous tip on the table.

Natasha sauntered into the lavish hotel suite, her heels clicking softly against the hardwood floor. In her hands, she carried a bottle of wine and two glasses, the deep red liquid swirling gently as she walked. She paused in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows, a silhouette against the dazzling lights of the city sprawled out beneath them. With a graceful twist, she turned to face Tyson.

"Ever played 'Truth or Strip,' Tyson?" she asked, her tone light, but her eyes held a challenge that sent a thrill through him.

He laughed, the sound coming out more nervous than he had intended. "Can't say I have. How does it, uh, work?"

"It's simple," she purred, her grin spreading. "I ask you a question. If you refuse to answer, you remove an article of clothing. Then it's your turn to ask me one." She took a few steps closer, her hips swaying. "But beware. I've never lost."

Tyson swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. "I believe it," he said. The game was a minefield, and they both knew it. Every question was a potential trap, each answer a tantalizing clue. But the thrill was irresistible. "Deal," he heard himself say.

Natasha's smile widened as she poured the wine with sure, deliberate motions, as if performing on a stage. She handed Tyson a glass and raised her own in a silent toast before taking a sip. The rich flavor was a familiar anchor in the unpredictable tide of the night ahead.

"So, Tyson. First question," she purred, leaning back casually in her chair. "Can you speak any other languages?" Though her tone was light, there was an unmistakable edge of curiosity in it.

He tilted his head, considering his response. "Russian, French, and German," he replied after a moment, trying to sound nonchalant.

Natasha's eyebrows arched appreciatively, a hint of intrigue seeping into her voice. "Interesting choices. And quite impressive for someone your age."

He accepted the compliment with a nod. "Your turn then. Same question."

"I'm fluent in several," she answered, giving him a playful wink. "French, Italian, Russian, and Latin."

Tyson raised his eyebrows, impressed despite himself.

The game was on.

Natasha's gaze was unwavering as she continued the game, "Have you ever traveled outside of the United States?" Though her tone was light, there was an unmistakable edge of curiosity in it.

Tyson met her eyes, finding something there he couldn't quite read. Instead of answering, he untied his tie and set it on the arm of the sofa. Natasha smiled triumphantly. Tyson raised an eyebrow and said, "Same question."

"Yes, many times. I've visited almost every continent," she confessed, an array of unspoken adventures dancing in her eyes.

She leaned in closer, the scent of her perfume mingling with the rich aroma of wine. "Ever skipped school, Tyson?" she asked with a playful lilt in her voice.

He chuckled, rubbing the back of his neck. "Yeah, at my last school. Took a little jaunt off campus during PE. Caused a...lot of problems."

"Tsk, tsk," Natasha scolded playfully, wagging her finger. "Good thing you didn't try that in my class."

He grinned, "Wouldn't have dreamed of it. Now, do you have any siblings?"

"I'm an only child," she answered softly, "But I had a girl that was like a sister to me," a shadow flickering across her face. "You seem to get the gist of the game," she said, shifting the mood with a challenging smile. "Ready to really dive in?"

Tyson straightened, energized by her competitiveness. "Bring it on."

Natasha leaned forward on the plush leather couch, her green eyes glinting with curiosity as she looked across the polished mahogany coffee table at Tyson. Gesturing around at the luxurious penthouse suite with its floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the glittering city lights below, she asked, "How can you afford a place like this?"

Tyson's mouth quirked into a half-smile, the corner tilted up in amusement. Instead of answering her question directly, he removed his tailored Armani suit jacket, the dark material sliding smoothly off his broad shoulders. He draped it carefully over the curved back of a nearby armchair.

"Why did you suggest this 'date' tonight rather than previously?" he inquired, deflecting her question with one of his own.

"The college semester is over," Natasha explained, tucking a strand of her long auburn hair behind one ear. "I'm officially not your student-teacher anymore."

Realization dawned on Tyson, her timing and rationale making perfect sense. Quickly regaining her composure, she fired back, "Why did you transfer to Midtown?"

"I had a... disagreement with the headmaster at my previous boarding school," Tyson admitted after a brief pause, his jaw tightening. "Did you choose Midtown for your student teaching assignment or were you assigned it?" He emphasized the word 'assigned', his sharp eyes studying her intently as he asked.

"It was assigned to me," Natasha replied with a casual shrug, her fingers playing idly with a strand of hair. "Why are you so invested in learning martial arts skills at the dojo?" she continued, deftly redirecting the conversation.

"I lost several fights before moving to the city," he confessed plainly, a hard edge creeping into his voice at the memory. "I don't want to have to rely solely on my strength anymore. I need to be skilled too." Her understanding nod urged him to continue. His next unexpected question, however, caught her off guard.

"Where did you learn to fight?" Tyson asked.

Rather than answer, Natasha reached up and delicately unhooked the earrings from her ears, placing them on the polished end table with a soft clink. Tyson raised an eyebrow at her evasion.

She smirked in response, pointing to his silk tie. "Accessories count in this game. You started it!"

Natasha leaned forward, an evil smirk playing on her full lips. "Okay, Tyson, let's spice things up. Fuck, Marry, Kill. Your choices are me, Felicia, and the mystery girl on the phone."

Tyson took a sharp breath, his hazel eyes widening for a moment before he let out a laugh, his broad shoulders relaxing. "Going right for it, huh? Alright," he said, accepting the challenge. "Marry the girl on the phone because she’s sweet, cool, fun, and beautiful. Fuck Felicia because... well, she’s sexy and flexible." He pointed a finger at Natasha. "And kill you because you asked a question like that."

Natasha threw her head back, her long red hair cascading down her back as she laughed genuinely, the sound light and musical. "That's a good answer," she admitted, taking a sip of the deep red wine in her glass, the tension from their earlier conversation dissipating as the game took a lighter turn.

"Okay, you wanna play like that?" Tyson retorted, a satisfied grin spreading across his rugged face. "Fuck, Marry, Kill. Your choices are our resident supers. Green Goblin, Mirage, and Spider-Man."

"Well, kill Green Goblin, that one’s easy," Natasha said with a dismissive wave of her manicured hand. She paused, her expression thoughtful as she bit her lower lip. "The other two are kind of tough," she mused, then decided, "Fuck Spider-Man, and marry Mirage." Her emerald eyes met Tyson's, a daring glint in them. "Who knows what Mirage could do with his power over illusions? It’d probably make a life together more interesting. And bedding Spider-Man might be fun with those webs of his."

Tyson chuckled, intrigued by her choices. "Kinky," he commented, referring to her Spider-Man reasoning.

Tyson leaned back in his chair, regarding the red-haired woman across from him with amusement. Natasha's emerald eyes sparkled with mischief as she smirked, clearly enjoying their game of questions.

"Have you ever committed a crime?" she asked, her voice low and sultry.

"Yup," Tyson admitted without hesitation, taking a sip of his drink.

Natasha's sculpted eyebrows rose delicately. "Oooh, a rule-breaker. What'd you do? Steal?"

Tyson set his glass down with a thunk, his expression wry. "That's another question. It's my turn now."

Seeing her genuine curiosity, he relented with a chuckle. "Okay, yeah, I stole some stuff."

Natasha leaned forward, her lithe body coiled with anticipation. "What'd you steal?"

"A bunch of gold," Tyson confessed. He held up a hand before she could pepper him with more questions. "Alright, that's a three-part question. I get to ask three now."

"Fair is fair," Natasha agreed, settling back into her seat.

"Where were you born?" Tyson asked first, watching her intently.

"Stalingrad, Soviet Union," she answered evenly, her accent coloring the words.

Tyson squinted, murmuring under his breath, "Soviet Union, not Russia." He leaned forward, steepling his fingers together. "What is your date of birth?"

"December 3rd, 1984," came the prompt reply, accompanied by a small, secretive smile.

"Happy 26th birthday," Tyson said after some quick mental calculation, unable to keep the surprise from his voice. "I didn't realize it was so recent."

Natasha inclined her head in thanks, raising her glass. "Must have been a late-life career change," he commented.

Her eyes narrowed dangerously. "Late-life?" She pointed at him in a warning.

Tyson held up his hands in a placating gesture. "I take it back, I take it back." He paused, considering his last question carefully. "What's your full name?"

Natasha hesitated, conflict played across her delicate features. Tyson could see her weighing whether to answer or to strip and obscure her identity. At last, she seemed to come to a decision. "Natalia Alianovna Romanoff," she confessed quietly. "But I usually go by Natasha."

Tyson's eyebrows rose. "Well, it's nice to make your acquaintance, Natasha."

He could sense the subtle shift between them, an unspoken acknowledgment of trust. Their lighthearted banter continued, but beneath it lay new depths of intrigue and connection.

The warmth from the wine spread through Natasha, seemingly loosening her tongue and untying inhibitions. "So," she started, her voice low, eyes gleaming with a challenge, "you've stolen a lot of gold, and you've lost fights. Ever killed anyone?"

A dark echo of his past reverberated through Tyson. He didn’t want to say it, not outright. Instead, he leaned down, slid off his shoes, and set them aside. "Just trying to maintain a bad boy aura of mystery," Tyson jested in an attempt to lighten the heaviness that settled in his chest.

She snorted into her glass, amusement lighting her features. "Yeah, sure," she drawled, not entirely buying it but letting it slide.

Grasping at control, Tyson fired back, "Since you seemed hesitant to say your real name...exactly how many aliases have you used?"

In response, Natasha reached down and slipped off her heels, placing them neatly beside her chair. She shrugged gracefully, a mysterious smile playing on her lips. "I’ve lost count," she confessed.

Her gaze locked with his, the challenge reinstated. "When we were in the weight room, you easily lifted near-Olympic level weight. How strong are you exactly?" she asked, her eyes dissecting him over the rim of her glass.

The question hit a little closer to home than Tyson expected. He paused, his hands finding the edge of his shirt. With a calculated nonchalance, he unbuttoned it, revealing the form-fitting undershirt beneath, muscles outlined against the fabric. "I don’t know the exact answer, I could only guess," he replied truthfully.

Their eyes met and a silent understanding passed between them. They both had secrets, only some that they were willing to disclose. Tyson's next question was unexpected in its simplicity yet profound in its implication. "Do you trust me?"

It was a direct hit. Natasha felt the query like a physical blow. Trust wasn't a commodity she traded in freely. The room felt warmer, the walls a tad closer. She reached back, unclasping the necklace she wore, and placed it gently on the end table next to her.

"Not ready to answer that," she said, her voice steady but softer, betraying a hint of vulnerability she hadn't intended to show.

Their game, veiled in jest and playful banter, had delved into an intricate dance around their defenses, each question and avoided answer revealing more than just the facts of their lives. It was a chess match of wits and resilience, where each piece removed shed light on who they were beneath the facades they presented to the world.

The game had changed, shedding the skin of casual playfulness to reveal a core of raw, unspoken truths. Each question was a probe, delicately pushing boundaries, and each item of clothing removed symbolized a layer of defense melting away.

"Do you actually have a contagious skin condition?" Natasha asked, an echo of humor in her voice, referencing an earlier jest.

"Skin condition… yes. Contagious, no," Tyson responded with a half-smile.

Tyson leaned forward, the glint in his eyes betraying a mix of mischief and curiosity that was poorly concealed. "Sorry, but I'm going to step it up a little bit," he said. "I really like your dress, and it looks great on you, but I think it'd look better on the floor." A slight pause, and he asked, “How much of this is an act?"

Natasha rose gracefully from her seat, the motion fluid like water flowing over smooth stones. She pulled up the hem of her dress just enough to grasp the lacy top of her stockings, her fingers skimming across her own skin as she slowly rolled one stocking down the length of her leg. She repeated the sensual action with the other leg, her eyes locked on Tyson the entire time to ensure he didn't miss a single moment of the show. "I'm good at blending roles and reality," she practically purred, her voice a sultry hum. "But sometimes separating them isn’t so easy."

Having discarded her stockings, Natasha went on the offensive. "How did you steal all that gold?" she asked casually as if inquiring about weekend plans rather than interrogating him about a heist. Tyson just shrugged, seeing where this line of questioning was headed. No words were spoken as he simply bent down to remove his socks, adding them to the growing pile of shed defenses between them.

Tyson watched Natasha intently as she continued sipping her wine, her gaze steady upon him. "Are you aware of what I can do?" he asked, his question hanging in the air between them, charged with unspoken implications.

"Yes," Natasha replied simply, her voice smooth and confident.

Tyson leaned back in his chair, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. "Ambiguous answer," he pointed out, his eyes narrowing.

Natasha's mouth ticked up in a half-smirk, the firelight catching her eyes and turning them molten gold. "Ambiguous question," she retorted, her tone coy yet challenging.

Tyson nodded, a smile playing on his lips. "Fine. Redo?" he offered, a glint of excitement in his gaze at the thrill of this verbal sparring.

Natasha inclined her head in assent, knowing that further specification would only aid her objectives. Tyson squared his shoulders, his expression growing more serious. "Are you aware of my superpowers?" he asked plainly.

Meeting his intense stare, Natasha lifted her wine glass and downed the remaining ruby liquid in one smooth motion. She set the empty glass on the table between them with a soft clink, the sound echoing in the quiet room. Raising her hand, she began counting off on her fingers as she listed in an even tone, "Life Absorbing Touch, Superhuman attributes, Adamantium skeleton, Regeneration, Illusions."

Each point seemed to punctuate the air between them with finality. Tyson shifted slightly, a shiver of vulnerability running through him as he realized they knew everything. It wasn’t completely unexpected, but it was still slightly unwelcome, making him feel exposed.

"Why doesn't anyone remember mutants?" she asked, her voice sharp.

Tyson shifted uncomfortably in his chair as Natasha's question hung in the air between them. The weight of forgotten histories and erased truths pressed down on him. He reached for the hem of his shirt and peeled it off in one smooth motion, the defined muscles of his chest and abs rippling in the dim light. Tyson saw Natasha's eyes flick down briefly, a hint of appreciation in her gaze before she quirked one sculpted eyebrow upward.

"Really?" she said, a note of dry amusement in her tone.

"It's a long story," Tyson rumbled, his deep voice echoing slightly in the quiet room. "Maybe another time."

Their eyes locked, green on green and blue. An unspoken understanding passed between the two spies; this was more than just a game. Their verbal sparring, the give and take of revelations and evasions, was an intricate dance. Each step brought them closer to...something. What, exactly, Tyson wasn't sure, but the potential thrilled and unnerved him.

Tyson shifted again under Natasha's steady gaze, feeling exposed in more ways than one. "I've been careful about the life absorption," he said slowly. "But the adamantium skeleton is pretty specific info. Either you got your hands on some classified documents, or..." He let the sentence trail off meaningfully. Natasha's smile widened fractionally, though the expression didn't reach her eyes. Tyson pressed on, "Since Alkali Lake is underwater… Yeah, that's a freebie for you… I'm guessing you've been monitoring me somehow. I want to know how you're tracking me and what your setup is."

Natasha said nothing, merely rising from her seat with a sinuous grace. Tyson's eyes widened slightly in anticipation, but she did not remove her dress as expected. Instead, her fingers deftly unclasped her bra, the motion smooth with practice. She slid the straps down one at a time, holding Tyson's gaze all the while, challenging him, teasing him. With agonizing slowness, she pulled the bra up through the front of her dress and let it fall forgotten to the floor.

The temperature of the room seemed to climb several degrees. Natasha's allure was not just in what she had revealed, but in what remained hidden. The outline of her nipples was visible through the thin fabric of her dress, and Tyson could not tear his eyes away.

Natasha fixed Tyson with an intense gaze, her voice steady but probing as she asked, "You coordinated with Spider-Man to fight Green Goblin and save civilians during the Parade incident. Are you willing to work with others to stop threats beyond what the normal authorities can handle?"

Tyson did not hesitate. His conviction was clear as he answered simply, "Yes, within reason." The response was straightforward, but it conveyed the depth of his commitment, a willingness to stand for more than just himself.

Tyson quirked an eyebrow, his tone playful yet underlaid with seriousness as he questioned, "Is this your recruitment pitch? Or is this?" He gestured at her alluring appearance, the thin fabric of her dress outlining her nipples, barely concealing her assets. Tyson found it hard to tear his eyes away.

"Yes," Natasha replied lightly, not indicating which of Tyson's questions she referred to. "Is it working?"

Tyson looked beyond the teacher, the spy, the seductress, and saw a woman who understood the weight of the world, the shades of gray in their roles.

"Yes," Tyson said. It was more than just accepting a pitch. It was acknowledging the connection they forged in a game that started as pretense but ended with the promise of something greater.

The husky timbre of Natasha's voice pulled Tyson abruptly from the depths of their intense connection. Her sudden shift back into her pseudo-drunken facade was jarring, and Tyson realized with some disappointment that the intriguing game between them had come to an end. Though he couldn't recall exactly when she had dropped the act, now that it was back in place, the difference was obvious. An unexpected pang of longing caught him off guard, an urge for their dance of pretense and promise to continue.

"Wow, it's starting to get late, and I'm a bit tired. I think I might have had too much to drink; I should head home," Natasha announced breezily, her words not quite lining up with the sharp intellect Tyson glimpsed behind her smoky gaze.

Concern creased Tyson's brow as he played along, masking his reluctance to end their evening. "Hey, you don't have to leave right away. You can stay the night. I'll take the couch, or I could drive you back if you prefer?" he offered politely.

Natasha shook her head, the motion setting her silken locks swaying gently across her shoulders. A small, distant smile curved her full lips as she declined his offer. "Don't worry about me. The hotel has security, and I'll just catch a cab."

She turned toward the door, hips swaying with casual grace, her movement showing no signs of the intoxication she claimed. But halfway across the room, she paused, gaze caught by the terrarium in the corner. A puzzled expression flickered across her fine features.

"Okay, one more before I go," she declared, manicured finger pointing at the glass enclosure. "Why do you have an empty terrarium?"

Tyson's lips curved into a sly grin, unable to resist the opportunity to intrigue her further. "It isn't empty."

Curiosity piqued, Natasha stepped closer, keen eyes peering into the glass. Amidst the artfully arranged terrain was a web, and upon it resided a single vivid spider. Its colors flashed like jewels against the stark background, bright splashes of sapphire and ruby, in what first appeared a desolate container.

"Huh," she murmured, more to herself than Tyson, a small furrow of concentration denting her smooth brow as she studied the arachnid.

Natasha halted in her tracks toward the door when Tyson called out, "Wait, it's only fair that I get one back." Considering her last question had been innocuous, he mirrored her lightness, though his voice still held remnants of their earlier playful banter. "Was this just work for you, or did you enjoy the date?"

She stood motionless for a heartbeat, two, the tension in the room rising. Then, in one fluid, seductive movement that spoke volumes of her confidence and control, Natasha reached under her dress and shimmied out of her panties, letting the lacy garment drop and pool around her heels. She stepped out of them with the grace of a dancer. Tyson swore the outline of her nipples pressed even more evidently against the silky fabric of her dress. He couldn't deny the deliberate sensuality in her actions. Her movements weren't just sexy; they were a statement, a challenge, and an invitation all at once.

Turning to face Tyson, her emerald eyes locked with his. His gaze smoldered with desire as it raked over her body. The air between them grew thick and charged with the weight of the unspoken words and shared experiences of their evening together.

Without breaking eye contact, Natasha reached for Tyson's suit jacket draped over a chair and slipped it over her bare shoulders. She held his gaze a moment longer, the lingering look full of promise that this was not the end. Then she turned and left the suite, the door closing softly behind her. 

Tyson stood alone in the quiet hotel suite, his thoughts swirling as the lingering scent of Natasha's perfume teased his senses. Her lacy undergarments lying discarded on the floor were evidence of the passion that had ignited between them and still smoldered within him, but the sharp trill of his cell phone shattered those thoughts. Glancing at the caller ID, Tyson arched an eyebrow in mild surprise to see Peter's name. Considering the late hour, he knew it had to be important.

"Hey, Peter. What's up?" Tyson aimed for a casual tone, but the residual energy from the evening tinged his words.

"Tyson! Oh man, it's bad. Real bad," Peter's panicked words tumbled out in a frantic rush. Even through the phone, the fear in his voice was palpable.

"Whoa, breathe Pete. Slow down and tell me what happened," Tyson said steadily, hoping to calm Peter's frenzied state.

"It's the Green Goblin! He attacked Aunt May at home, then took MJ, took Mary Jane!" Peter's words seemed to cause him physical pain, his voice cracking with emotion.

A cold dread pierced through the lingering heat of Tyson's earlier passions. "Where are they now? Do you know?"

"The Queensboro Bridge. He took her to the Queensboro Bridge," desperation tinged Peter's words, the location spilling out like a plea.

Tyson considered it for a moment. The Queensboro Bridge sat halfway up Manhattan's East Side. Even speeding, it would take a good twenty minutes to get there from the hotel.

But Tyson also knew the broader context from his meta-knowledge. This was the battle where Spider-Man tried to save both Mary Jane and the civilians on the bridge, nearly losing both in the process. With Tyson's help, the outcome could be different.

"I'm on my way. Meet me in the park by the Queens side of the bridge in half an hour," Tyson said decisively. "And Pete?" he added before his friend could hang up.

"Yeah?" Peter's faint response was nearly lost in a strangled breath.

"We'll get her back and stop the Goblin once and for all. Trust me." Tyson's words were more than just a promise. They were a declaration.

The call ended and Tyson sprang into action. There was no time for doubt or hesitation now. His friend needed him and innocent lives were at stake. As he donned his gear, his mind raced, strategizing, calculating every possibility they might face against the Green Goblin. The villain was unpredictable and dangerous and now he'd made it personal for Peter. Tyson's heart pounded in his chest, no longer from the lingering excitement of his encounter with Natasha, but from the rush of the impending confrontation...

Natasha.

She was probably just leaving the building now. But he could use her help. This was more than just a call to action; it was a call to protect, to right a wrong, to be a hero. He rushed to the balcony to see her standing on the sidewalk below...

The icy air nipped at Natasha's skin as she stepped outside, the New York winter showing no mercy. The impulsive decision back in the suite, leaving her undergarments behind, now manifested as a shiver that danced down her spine. Tyson's jacket barely served as a barrier against the cold. Yet the thought of Tyson, possibly pondering the meaning behind her bold move, sparked a warm smile on her lips.

However, her amusement was short-lived, as she heard her name being called. Turning, she saw Tyson emerging from the building, urgency had replaced the playfulness on his face.

"Miss me already?" she asked lightly, though her teasing tone did not fully mask the surprise in her voice.

Tyson's smile was brief, not reaching his eyes. "You know it," he replied, "I don't mean to ruin the appeal of your exit, but I've got an important question for you."

Natasha arched an eyebrow. "You asked the last one. If you want another, it's going to cost you." Their banter flowed easily between them, though she sensed the gravity behind his mood.

He chuckled, "You can have my pants, but this is serious."

Reading the tension in his stance, Natasha nodded. "Go ahead then," she prompted, steel entering her voice in response to his urgency.

"Hypothetically," he began, his words piercing the frosty winter air, "if I could capture the Green Goblin, would you have access to a cell that could hold him?"

Natasha's mind raced, considering the problem. The Green Goblin was no ordinary criminal. With his strength and technology, holding him would require more than just a reinforced cell. It would need to be an off-the-grid facility, secure and impenetrable.

"We have places designed for enhanced individuals," she replied carefully, "Not public, but as secure as they come."

Tyson's taut jaw softened slightly as he nodded. "Good. I need to know he won't just end up back on the streets."

Understanding lit Natasha's eyes. This was not hypothetical. "He won't," she stated firmly, steel sheathed in velvet. "We'll make sure of it."

The briefest moment of relief washed over Tyson's features before the mask of determination resettled across his face. With a grateful nod to Natasha, he removed his pants and casually tossed them in her direction. Natasha reflexively raised her hands to catch the garment, but instead of fabric her fingers closed around a bouquet of brightly colored flowers. Looking up in surprise, she saw no sign of Tyson.

Natasha heard the sounds of a motorcycle behind the hotel roaring to life before fading into the distance.

She gazed down at the flowers cupped gently in her hands. She brushed her fingertips across the soft petals, noting their vibrant colors and inhaling their sweet scent.

But even as she admired their beauty, the bouquet began to fade, petals withering and stems dissolving into sparkling motes of light. Soon nothing remained except the memory of their fragrance and Tyson's retreating motorcycle, carrying him off into the night.

— Rogue Replacement —

The distant lights of the city cast long shadows across Queensbridge Park, mingling with the oscillating reds and blues of the police closing the bridge. Tyson glanced at the missed call from Jubilee on his phone before pocketing it, his focus solely on the crisis unfolding before him. The news of the Green Goblin's latest antics had clearly spread, but talking to Jubes would have to wait. Right now, lives hung precariously in the balance.

A sudden whoosh announced the arrival of another as Spider-Man descended from the darkness above, landing with feline grace beside Tyson. "Mirage, thanks for coming," he said, his voice taut but steady.

"Spider-Man," Tyson replied solemnly, his gaze intent. "Good to see you. What's the situation?"

Spider-Man took a deep breath before gesturing toward the apex of the bridge. "Green Goblin's got MJ up there. He's holding a cable car loaded with people in one hand and Mary Jane in the other," he explained, frustration seeping into his words. Tyson could see the tension in Spider-Man's posture, and could hear the carefully controlled anger simmering beneath the surface. This was personal for the webslinger.

Before he could continue briefing Tyson on the situation, Spider-Man's head suddenly snapped to the side, preternaturally quick reflexes propelling his body away from the path of an oncoming spear. Caught off guard by the abrupt motion, Tyson did not have time to react. The spear sliced through the air, narrowly missing Spider-Man and burying itself into Tyson's torso with a meaty thunk instead. Tyson grunted more in surprise than pain as the spear failed to penetrate his adamantium skeleton, clattering uselessly to the pavement.

As Tyson's skin knit itself back together, healing the superficial wound in seconds, Spider-Man turned to him, concern evident in his voice despite the concealing mask. "Are you okay?"

Tyson laughed, "A goddamned spear... what are the odds?"

His laughter died as his eyes locked onto the figure emerging from the shadows. He was well over six feet tall, his body carved from slabs of muscle that rippled and flexed with each movement. His very presence radiated danger, primal and unchecked. His garish outfit was a chaotic blend of animal prints and bones that clinked softly as he moved. A mane of lion fur billowed around his shoulders despite the stillness of the night air. Skin-tight leopard print pants clung to his powerful legs. He twirled the spear casually in one hand, a twin to the one that had nearly skewered Tyson. Dark eyes, black as night, watched them with the steady focus of a predator gauging its prey.

Tyson's meta-knowledge identified their assailant. But it provided no insight as to why he was here. What did he want with them? The man looked at them with the smug arrogance of a hunter who had never known defeat. His lips twisted into a cruel smirk. Tyson tensed, ready to face whatever came next. Beside him, Spider-Man's hands slowly curled into fists.

"Ahh, Spider-Man, always a pleasure to disrupt your little heroics," Kraven sneered, his thick Slavic accent adding a sinister melody to his words that spoke of distant lands and untamed wilderness. "And you brought a friend," the hunter's contemptuous gaze slid over Tyson, taking in the hero's costume and stance. "Mirage, yes? I've heard tales of you. I admit, I'm intrigued to see if you live up to the stories."

Spider-Man shifted into a defensive stance, his muscles coiled and ready for action. "Kraven. To what do we owe the displeasure?" he bit out tersely.

"I'm here for the ultimate hunt, of course," Kraven replied, his smirk widening with anticipation. "You've proven a worthy prey before, Spider-Man, but now, I'm interested in your friend." He gestured with his spear towards Mirage. "To see you heal from such a wound so quickly, makes me wonder if you'll be the greater challenge. A man who cannot die is a prize any hunter would covet."

Tyson bristled, irritation flashing through him. He couldn't believe Spider-Man had failed to mention he'd crossed paths with Kraven the Hunter. Keeping his voice low and dangerous, Mirage focused on Kraven. "You think you can hunt me?"

"Oh, I don't think, my friend," Kraven purred in response, clearly relishing the confrontation. "I know. The hunt," he paused, savoring the word, "is everything."

Behind his mask, Tyson rolled his eyes. He said to Spider-Man, "We don't have time for this."

With startling speed, the hunter lunged forward, his spear leading the way in a deadly arc toward Mirage. Mirage reached down, snatching up the discarded spear from the ground, in an action that was almost instinctual, and batted away the hunter's first stab.

Kraven rose to his full imposing height, a wild grin stretching his features as he too gripped his spear in anticipation. "The thrill of the hunt is time itself, my friend!" he declared. Like that, the two spears met with a resounding crack, and the duel began in earnest.

The spears collided with a ringing clash of metal that echoed through the empty park. Kraven attacked first, lunging forward in a stabbing thrust, but Tyson parried it with ease and countered with a swipe that forced the hunter to jerk back out of the way. The spears wove patterns through the air as the two fighters circled and struck. Kraven was good. His movements had the oiled smoothness of long practice. He had honed his skills hunting prey far more dangerous than the average human. But Tyson was something else entirely. His motions spoke of intense training under masters like Colleen and Natasha. Tyson was a whirlwind, his attacks coming from unexpected angles, his defense as solid and unyielding as the adamantium lacing his bones.

Kraven panted, giving ground before Tyson's onslaught. "You fight well," he conceded. "But I have brought down far mightier prey than you, my friend!"

"I'm not your prey," Tyson growled, voice low and deadly. He feinted left, then struck right like a thunderbolt.

Kraven laughed, but the sound died in his throat as Tyson's spear suddenly slashed toward him. Kraven tried to dodge, but the weapon still grazed his side, tearing his tunic and eliciting a pained grunt. The hunter did not falter, however. If anything, the wound only widened Kraven's grin, putting a mad light in his eyes. He attacked with renewed vigor, his movements a blur of motion that Tyson matched perfectly.

But then Tyson stopped holding back.

His speed increased drastically, driven by the need to end this fight quickly. He deflected an overhead strike from Kraven and pivoted faster than the eye could follow, driving his foot into the hunter's chest. Kraven flew backward, the air exploding from his lungs as he crashed heavily to the ground.

In the space of a heartbeat, Tyson stood over the downed hunter, Kraven's own spear now in his hand. Without hesitation, he plunged it downward. The spear tip split Kraven's leg bone with a nauseating crunch. Kraven howled in agony, his body spasming, but Tyson held him pinned with preternatural strength, meeting Kraven's pain-filled gaze with pitiless eyes.

"Enough of this," Tyson growled. "We're done here."

Kraven laughed, a grating, pain-laced sound. "You've bested me, Mirage. Not many can claim that feat."

Tyson crouched beside his fallen foe, the exposed half of his face set in hard lines. "End your hunt, Kraven. Or I'll stuff you and mount you on my wall as a trophy."

The threat only made Kraven laugh again, defiance blazing in his eyes despite the agony wracking his body. "I'll hunt you, Mirage. I'll hunt the Spider-Man. I'll hunt you all," he gasped.

Jaw tightening, Tyson hefted the second spear, testing its weight. With a fluid motion, he plunged it through Kraven's other leg, pinning him fully to the earth. Kraven's scream echoed through the silent park. His body thrashed in agony, effectively crucified.

Leaning in close, Tyson's whisper was dangerous. "Come after me again, and I'll kill you. Go after Spider-Man, and I'll end you for that too. The Lizard..." He smirked cruelly. "I don't really care about him. Knock yourself out there. But if you've got a death wish, I'll see you in four to six months, after you finish physical therapy."

Leaving Kraven pinned and howling, Tyson strode back to where Spider-Man stood tense, concern, and wariness etched in every line of his body.

"Was that necessary?" Peter asked. His voice was tinged with worry for the brutalized hunter and Tyson's ruthlessness.

Tyson met Spider-Man's gaze unflinchingly. "Kraven aimed to kill. If I was normal, I'd be dead. He's lucky I didn't do the same." The air between them was charged, a moment of understanding passed between them, yet a subtle divide formed. They were on the same side in this fight, but their methods were worlds apart. "We've got bigger problems," Tyson finally said, breaking the tension as he nodded towards the top of the bridge where the Green Goblin's maniacal laughter could still be heard, a haunting reminder of the madness they were up against.

"Yeah," Spider-Man agreed, the word heavy with unspoken emotion as they both set their sights on the chaos above.

Turning to Spider-Man, Mirage quickly outlined a strategy. "Okay, Spidey, here's the plan. I'll distract the Green Goblin. Once I have his attention, wait for my signal. Then you swing up and grab the people from the cable car. After that, we take the bad guy down."

Peter's posture radiated disbelief. "Wait. That's it? That's the whole plan?"

Tyson met his skepticism with a level gaze, his face set with determination. "We already know my illusions work on him. So assuming nothing has changed, yeah, no problem. The fight's over before it begins. But," he continued, the gravity of the situation settling around them like a heavy cloak, "if that's not the case, you'll have to save the cable car, and I'll have to save MJ. We can't do it the other way around. I don't have your aerial skills, and if my guess is right, you're probably stronger than me, which makes you better suited to handle the weight of the cable car. This is our best play, either way."

Spider-Man seemed to mull this over, the fabric around his eyes crinkling in thought. Tyson reassured, "Just give me a few minutes to draw him into an illusion. Watch for the signal, then head for the cable car," he said, injecting more assurance into his voice than he actually felt.

Spider-Man nodded. "Got it, Mirage. Just...be careful, okay?"

Tyson couldn't help but smile slightly, despite the dire circumstances. "You too, bud." With no more time for discussion, they sprang into action.

— Rogue Replacement —

The mad, twisted figure of the Green Goblin stood atop the Queensboro Bridge, his crazed laughter ringing out across the night like a discordant melody. Below him, Mary Jane Watson squirmed helplessly in his iron grip, her face a mask of pure terror. In his other hand, the Goblin held the suspending cable of a passenger-filled cable car, leaving it to sway perilously over the dark waters below.

"The itsy bitsy spider climbed up the water spout," the Goblin sang out in his haunting, deranged voice. "Down came the goblin and wiped the spider out!" His chilling cackle sliced through the air, a testament to his fractured mind.

Unseen by the Goblin, Tyson had scaled the bridge's metal skeleton, weaving an illusion to shield himself from detection. He moved in utter silence, no sound betraying his presence. No scent drifted on the wind, no image revealed his form to any watching eyes. Tyson was a ghost, stealthily climbing with purpose toward the supervillain above.

Reaching a position just behind Mary Jane and the Green Goblin, Tyson sparked a brilliant firework high in the night sky with his powers, a blooming flower of radiant light. His illusion ensured its flare remained hidden from the Goblin's view, the flashing colors serving as a silent signal through the darkness to Spider-Man.

With the precision and grace that had captured New York's heart, Spider-Man swung into action. His lithe form was a red and blue blur against the city lights as he darted toward the dangling cable car. One by one, with reassuring whispers and steady hands, he ferried the passengers from their aerial prison to the safety of the bridge below. All the while, Tyson's illusions were meticulous, ensuring the Goblin perceived no change, no flicker of movement, no lightening of his load. The passengers could only stare in stunned relief as the masked hero deposited them gently onto solid ground before disappearing once more into the night sky.

As soon as the last of the cable car's occupants were safe, Spider-Man catapulted himself upwards, a thin line of silk trailing behind him. He ascended the bridge with effortless agility to face the cackling menace waiting atop the towers.

The moment he began his approach, Tyson let a portion of the veil of illusion fall away. The Green Goblin's maniacal grin twisted further as he bellowed, "Spider-Man! This is why only fools are heroes. Because you never know when some lunatic will come along with a sadistic choice!" Spider-Man's stance was resolute, even as the Goblin's madness swirled around them like a malevolent storm. "The woman you love." The Green Goblin lifted Mary Jane higher and she screamed and kicked, causing her slippers to fall off her feet in an eerie preview of her fate. "Or suffer the little children."

The Green Goblin looked at the cable car and could see the struggling citizens inside. Their screams of "Spider-Man, help us!" and "Save us!" were music to his ears. The maniac continued, "Make your choice, Spider-Man, and see how a hero is rewarded."

Still invisible, Tyson crept forward until he was immediately behind the Green Goblin.

"Don't do it, Goblin," Spider-Man retorted, the determination in his voice a stark contrast to the villain's insanity.

The Green Goblin stood triumphantly, the madness in his eyes blazing like wildfire. "We are who we choose to be," he proclaimed, his voice a twisted symphony of chaos and delight. And then, he did the unthinkable. He released both the cable and Mary Jane, his maniacal laughter booming, "Now, choose!"

Time seemed to stand still as Mary Jane and the cable car, one a symbol of Peter's life and the other representing his responsibilities, plummeted towards the river below. The Goblin, consumed by his insanity, rushed to the edge, his eyes gleaming with anticipation of Spider-Man's despair. He watched as Spider-Man's figure dove with incredible speed, snatching Mary Jane from the air in a heroic rescue before swinging in a heart-stopping arc toward the free-falling cable car. The Goblin's laughter echoed into the night, certain of his victory and Spider-Man's impending loss.

The wind whipped past Spider-Man's ears as he pushed his body to its limits, desperate to save both Mary Jane and the innocent people in the cable car. He reached out and grabbed her, pulling her tightly against him as he swung them around the underside of the bridge. With split-second timing, he shot a web and changed direction, arcing towards the plummeting cable car. Screams echoed up from below as it rapidly approached the unforgiving river. Calling on every ounce of strength, Spider-Man shot a web and snagged the car, using all his strength to hold it. The sudden stop wrenched his shoulders, but he held on, dangling with one arm on a webline attached to the bridge, the other holding the cable car, and MJ clinging to his neck.

The Goblin watched in disbelief as Spider-Man somehow managed to save them both.

But it was all an illusion, a trick conjured by Mirage. Spider-Man had woven the car in spider silk before the Goblin ever released the line. The car hung suspended and safe.

With the Goblin's attention on the illusion of the plummeting car, the real Spider-Man moved. He burst into motion, swinging toward the Goblin, Mirage, and Mary Jane high on the bridge. At the same moment, Mirage reached out, snatching Mary Jane around the waist and pulling her from gravity's grasp just as the Goblin released her.

Instead of falling to her death, Tyson held Mary Jane securely in his arms.

Spider-Man reached them just as the Green Goblin cackled triumphantly over the edge, watching as the illusion of the hero tried to save the girl. Spider-Man ignored the villain, rushing instead to Tyson's side. Tyson passed the shaken Mary Jane into Spider-Man's arms. The costumed Peter gathered her close and leaped, firing a webline that whisked them away from the bridge and the Green Goblin.

Tyson turned his focus back to the Goblin, who was still engrossed in the illusory scene playing out below the bridge. Tyson studied him closely, taking in every detail of the villain's bizarre, armored suit and the insane delight on his grotesque features. This was Norman Osborn, twisted by science into something dark and unhinged.

Tyson knew he had to act fast, before the Goblin realized his ploy. The sinister whine of the Goblin's glider cut through the air as it rose to its master's command. Spider-Man swung on, Mary Jane secure in his arms. He aimed for the police barricade at the end of the bridge, carrying her to safety far from the coming battle. Her wide eyes were fixed on Spider-Man's masked face, filled with breathless gratitude.

The Green Goblin, still riding high on the delusions of his imagined triumph, prepared to mount his glider once more. "Ahhhh! Look out, Spider-Man!" he cackled into the wind, oblivious to the fact that his true adversary lurked not precariously below, but directly behind.

Like a vengeful ghost, Tyson dropped his illusion and materialized in the Green Goblin's shadow. Without warning, his adamantium claws plunged deep into the Goblin's leg. The indestructible metal met no resistance as it sliced through armor, muscle, and bone as easily as if they were made of paper. The Goblin's triumphant laughter morphed into screams of pure agony as he collapsed, his leg now completely useless.

"You little insect!" the Goblin shrieked, blaming Spider-Man for his pain as his face contorting in agony. But Tyson remained unfazed, repeating the crippling action on the villain's other leg. Now hamstrung, the Goblin's glider was useless with both legs destroyed. The once fearsome villain now pitifully writhed upon the ground, his crazed eyes meeting Tyson's calm, mismatched gaze. Those heterochromatic eyes were the last thing the Goblin saw before darkness consumed his vision entirely.

"My eyes! I can't see!" the Goblin bellowed. "You'll pay for this, you... you monster!" But his threats were empty. Tyson removed the Goblin's helmet, revealing the unmasked face of Norman Osborn, contorted in insane fury. Raising his adamantium-reinforced fist, Tyson struck. The Goblin's curses faded to mumbles, and then to silence, his consciousness slipping away under the mutant's merciless blows.

— Rogue Replacement —

The night air was still and silent around the police barricade where Natasha stood with uniformed officers flanking her and backup nearby. All eyes were fixed on the bridge overhead, where Spider-Man had vanished minutes earlier after rescuing the last civilian, a red-haired woman that Natasha recognized as having attended Tyson's Thanksgiving dinner. The redhead teen now sat off to the side, wrapped in a shock blanket, sipping from a water bottle as EMTs fussed over her.

Coming from the bridge, there was nothing. No sounds of battle, no maniacal cackling from the Green Goblin, no screams of terror. Only tense anticipation hung in the air.

Then the familiar whir of a jet engine cut through the uneasy quiet as the Green Goblin's signature glider descended from the bridge. Its appearance stirred a wave of dread among the onlookers below. Had the maniacal Green Goblin emerged victorious after all?

But confusion quickly replaced the spike of panic. Instead of swooping down for a menacing attack, the glider approached at a leisurely, almost casual pace, no faster than a jog. As it drew nearer, the figure perched atop it came into focus through the dark night.

It wasn't the Green Goblin at all, but rather Mirage, clad in the Goblin's helmet. A cocooned figure was slung over his shoulder, bound tightly in webbing. Relief flooded through the crowd as they recognized the captive as the Green Goblin himself, his signature helmet gone to reveal the unmasked face of Norman Osborn twisted in unconscious fury. The onlookers erupted into cheers at the realization that Spider-Man and Mirage had triumphed, with Mirage bringing the defeated villain in for justice.

As he drew near, Mirage's voice rang out, muffled somewhat by the helmet's faceplate. "The controls on this thing are not intuitive at all," he commented wryly. "I'll bet Iron Man's suit is much more user-friendly."

Before Natasha could respond, a uniformed officer stepped forward, eyes narrowing in suspicion. "Where's Spider-Man?" he demanded brusquely.

Mirage's amusement was evident even through the helmet as he replied nonchalantly, "He had a previous engagement, but he sends his regards."

The officer's face tightened, his jaw clenching. "Mirage, you're under arrest," he declared, his words quieting the buzz of the crowd.

But Natasha quickly intervened, her voice clear and authoritative. "You don't have the jurisdiction to arrest him," she stated firmly, standing tall.

The officer squared his shoulders, "Isn't this New York City? NYPD has jurisdiction."

Natasha stepped closer, her badge glinting under the city lights. "This man is working as a contracted agent of S.H.I.E.L.D.," she said, gesturing toward Mirage.

Bewilderment clouded the officer's face. "What in the hell is S.H.I.E.L.D.?"

"Strategic Homeland Intervention, Enforcement, and Logistics Division," Natasha responded crisply, straightening with pride.

Before the argument could escalate further, Mirage waved his fingers in a mystical pass and called out, "No need to argue ladies and gentlemen. I'm not actually here anyway." With a wink and a puff of smoke, his form dissipated, leaving behind only the bound Norman Osborn.


            

    
        Arc 4 - Ch. 9: Agent of SHIELD

    
    
    
    
                Date: Thursday, January 6, 2011.

Location: Manhattan, New York

The murmur of conversations and the incessant clicking of laptop keys filled the coffee shop. Natasha Romanoff sat across from Tyson dressed in a casual black jacket over a red shirt with jeans. "You've made quite an impression, Tyson," Natasha said, "With your abilities and quick thinking in the field, SHIELD could use someone like you."

Tyson raised his eyebrows, feigning ignorance. "SHIELD? Like the acronym you gave the police officer? Strategic, Homeland, yadda yadda?"

Natasha nodded, a small smile playing on her lips. "We handle the kinds of situations others can't, or won't. And we need people who can face the unexpected and keep standing. People like you."

The coffee shop door swung open, allowing a breeze to sweep into the warm interior, along with a man whose imposing presence seemed to swallow the room. He was cloaked in a long, black trench coat, with a patch covering one eye. His demeanor was calm and unhurried, but there was an undeniable weight about him. His head was shaved clean, and his beard was neatly trimmed. As the man approached, the chatter in the room quieted noticeably, as if his commanding aura demanded respect from those around him. He reached Natasha and Tyson's table and pulled up a chair, seating himself with the casual authority of someone utterly used to being in charge.

"Tyson, meet the man in charge of it all," Natasha gestured toward the newcomer. "Nick Fury, Director of SHIELD."

Fury's single eye assessed Tyson, seeming to see into him, "Son, the world is full of dangers most people don't realize exist," Fury began, "SHIELD stands between those threats and innocent lives. But we can't do it alone." He leaned forward, folding his hands on the table. "We need individuals with special talents like yours. You've proven yourself capable in the field, and we can offer resources, information, and tech you won't find anywhere else. You help us, we help you. That's the deal."

Tyson contemplated the offer. It was more than he'd expected so soon. He sat across from two of the most formidable operatives in the world, being invited to join their exclusive ranks. But Tyson knew that with such an opportunity, clear boundaries would be needed. "I want to help," Tyson finally said, his voice steady despite the gravity of the moment, "but it has to be on my terms. I'll need autonomy, the ability to refuse missions that don't align with my principles."

Agent Romanoff nodded almost imperceptibly, her expression thoughtful as she considered his words. Director Fury remained impassive but attentive, taking in the young man's stipulations without objection.

Fury considered him for a moment before speaking. "Anything else?"

"Yes," Tyson replied without hesitation. "I want a dedicated SHIELD liaison, someone I can trust, who'll be available when they're not out in the field."

Fury's single eye narrowed slightly, the barest hint of a smile touching his lips. "Let me guess. Agent Romanoff?"

Tyson glanced at Natasha, then back at Fury. "I trust her."

Fury gave a single nod, the kind that said he'd already anticipated the request. "Fine. But remember, Romanoff has her assignments. You get her when you can, not always when you want." Tyson understood. Natasha was invaluable, her missions were critical to SHIELD's operations. He couldn't expect her to be at his beck and call. "One more thing," Fury said, and there was a new, calculating look in his eye. "A few months ago, there was a heist at the Federal Reserve. The details were never made public… and they never will be."

Tyson blinked, taken aback by this revelation.

Fury smiled slightly, leaning back in his chair, pleased at Tyson's stunned reaction. "Consider it... seed money. The Green Goblin did a quarter of that value in damages during his few appearances. You've proven yourself resourceful, and even heroes have bills. Use it to fund your operations, and improve your gear. Stay ahead of the threats."

"But it's an investment in you," Natasha added, her gaze intense. "We're expecting you to use it wisely."

Tyson felt the weight of their trust, the enormity of what they were offering, and what they expected in return. "Okay," he said finally, a sense of determination settling over him. "I'm in. And I'll prove you made the right choice."

After Fury left, Tyson and Natasha sat alone at the table. The din of the crowded shop faded away as an intimacy settled over them. He studied her face, taking in the way her red hair curled softly against her cheek. Though her expression was somber, there was a warmth there that she reserved just for him. With a flourish, Tyson made a bottle of her favorite wine appear on the table causing Natasha to raise a sculpted eyebrow in surprise.

"You trust me, huh? After everything?" she asked lightly.

Tyson smiled gently back at her. "Up for a game to find out?" he suggested, holding up the conjured wine. The illusion was flawless, from the condensation beading on the bottle to the dark plum liquid that sloshed inside.

Natasha's eyes narrowed, though there was a playful glint in their jade depths. "Is this real?" she questioned, trailing a manicured finger along the bottle's curved surface.

"No," Tyson confessed with a casual shrug, "but I can use the practice mimicking the effects of intoxication." His voice was tinged with amusement.

Tyson studied Natasha's face, watching her smile transform from the usual seriousness she wore like a mask into something rare and genuine that lit up her features. The change was startling as if the sun had broken through storm clouds, and Tyson found himself momentarily mesmerized.

"Fine," Natasha said, "but no Truth or Strip this time," she stated while pointing at him accusingly.

"You're pointing at me like it was my idea," Tyson said, raising his hands in mock surrender. "What's the matter? Not an exhibitionist?" Tyson teased, leaning in closer, his gaze never leaving her face. With a theatrical whisper, he added, "No one will know if I don't want them to."

She snorted, "There are cameras in here you goof. You need to work on your situational awareness." But Natasha's fleeting smile faded, her expression once more shuttered and unreadable. "I'm being reassigned temporarily," she revealed, her voice softening with regret. "I won't be your liaison for some time."

Tyson nodded in understanding. He knew Natasha went wherever SHIELD sent her, no matter the personal cost. It was a burden she bore uncomplainingly. And one Fury had just warned him about. "SHIELD calls and you answer," he murmured. Though he kept his tone light, disappointment flickered in his chest at the thought of her absence.

"But you did get the last question, and I didn't get your real pants..." Natasha said, trying to recapture their earlier playfulness. "So I get to ask one. Do you genuinely trust me?"

Tyson conjured some wine glasses with his power, buying time to consider the question behind his easy smile. He poured illusory wine into the glasses and slid it toward Natasha before replying. "I probably shouldn't," he admitted frankly. "You came into my life under false pretenses, and as far as I can tell, you deceived me through all our interactions to learn my secrets." Natasha took a sip of the imaginary wine, her jade eyes watching him steadily over the rim of the glass. Tyson swirled the false wine pensively. "But I know there's more to you, Nat," he continued after a moment, his voice sincere. "And I hope, one day, you'll show me."

Silence fell between Tyson and Natasha after their playful banter became heavy. "The life we lead, the secrets, the constant danger..." Natasha started, her voice trailing off as she set her glass down on the table between them. "It's not for everyone."

Tyson met her jade-green gaze steadily, "I'm not just anyone," he said, his voice unwavering.

A small, appreciative smile touched Natasha's lips. "No, you're not," she agreed.

The mood continued to shift between heavy introspection and lighthearted flirtation as Tyson and Natasha carried on with their verbal sparring. "Where are you heading next?" Tyson asked, genuine curiosity coloring his words.

"California, likely," Natasha responded with a casual shrug, her crimson hair catching the light as she moved.

"Oh," Tyson said, unable to keep the hint of disappointment from his voice.

"Miss me already?" Natasha teased, an amused glint lighting up her green eyes.

"Yup," Tyson replied without hesitation, his blunt honesty catching her slightly off guard. Leaning forward, his eyes were bright with the thrill of their game. "Hey, it's my question, right? So here's a good one. Let's say, hypothetically, I had the super soldier serum. Would you take it?"

Natasha's face took on a thoughtful look as she turned over the implications in her mind. "Some of the founders of SHIELD had a hand in creating the initial super soldier serum. There's a rumor that the serum amplifies everything that is inside you, so good becomes great; bad becomes worse," she mused. "I've fought hard to come to terms with my past, to own my choices and my mistakes. I wouldn't want to risk amplifying any lingering darkness still within me." Her voice was steady as she gave her answer, revealing the depth of self-awareness and the inner journey she had undertaken to accept her past.

Tyson nodded respectfully, appreciating her thoughtful response. He continued thinking aloud, "Maybe Norman Osborn was always arrogant and a little bit crazy to start with. Perhaps his super soldier serum was the real deal, but when the serum worked on him, because of who he already was, it didn't just make him strong, it made him megalomaniacal and insane."

Though the mood had turned serious for a moment as they discussed Norman Osborn's descent into madness, Natasha's smile soon returned, lightening the atmosphere once more. "Okay, last one, because otherwise I might sit here all day drinking with you," she declared, her tone playful as she looked across the table at him. "What's it like being with someone, using illusions?"

Tyson chuckled softly at the personal question, taking a sip of his drink before responding. "Same as being with them without it, just a little more awkward at the end."

Natasha laughed, not shying away from the intimate subject. "Guess that depends on the ending," she retorted slyly.

Tyson smiled, raising his wine glass in appreciation of her boldness. "I suppose it does," he conceded with an amused shake of his head.

"All the same, huh?" Natasha continued, her curiosity clearly piqued. "Everything feels real?"

Tyson's gaze dropped, and a shadow passed over his face. When he lifted his face again, the familiar green-blue eyes were gone, replaced by flat red ones with three commas orbiting the pupil in a haunting dance. "Reality is only what you perceive," he stated.

In an instant, the coffee shop melted away. Natasha found herself sitting on a log in a forest clearing. The scenery was breathtaking; towering trees with leaves like hands reaching for the sky. The ground was a tapestry of vibrant flora, and the air was alive with the rustle of hidden creatures. Sunlight dappled through the dense canopy at the edge of the clearing, casting a kaleidoscope of light and shadow all around.

Without warning, Tyson, who had been standing in the clearing, burst into a flock of crows, black as night. They swirled around her in a tornado of flapping wings, only to coalesce behind her moments later. One of his arms snaked around her waist, pulling her close, while his other hand pressed a kunai to her throat.

He leaned in, his breath ghosting against her skin, the threat in his eyes as real as the weapon at her neck. "Does it feel real?" he murmured the words, a challenge and a caress all at once.

The world seemed to hold its breath, but Natasha didn't miss a beat. "As real as it gets," she replied, her tone unwavering. A smile then tugged at the corners of her lips. "You're such an otaku."

At her words, Tyson reeled as if she'd physically struck him. The illusion he had crafted shattered like glass. The vibrant forest dispersed and they were back in the quiet corner of the coffee shop. "You know Naruto!?" he blurted out, his composure splintering into boyish excitement. His eyes, no longer held the Sharingan red of the illusion, as he mumbled, "I think I might be in love."

"Careful there, Agent Smith," Natasha began, her tone holding an edge of seriousness even as her emerald eyes held a playful glint. She relaxed back into the plush chair, "That's a high-stakes operation. It's not all wine and wild motorcycle rides through the city, you know." She let the statement hang in the air between them, the warning clear despite the teasing lilt in her voice. Tyson met her gaze steadily, the excitement in his eyes tempering into something more solemn. "But, who knows?" Natasha continued after a moment, "Missions come with unpredictable outcomes... And one day, I might just let you in on some classified information." She finished with a wink, the playful sparkle returning to her eyes suggesting that, maybe, she wasn't entirely opposed to the idea of someone trying to keep pace with her.

Their banter, the questions, the proximity, it was all part of the game they'd played since their first meeting months ago.

— Rogue Replacement —

The courthouse steps were an ocean of flashing cameras and shouting reporters brandishing microphones as they surged forward to accost the somber procession of friends and family funneling past. Security personnel did their best to hold back the tide.

Among the mourners, Harry Osborn's face told the tale of a young man at war with himself. Grief and anger warred across his features with denial as a subtle third adversary in the mix.

Inside the courthouse, the air hung heavy. Low murmurs and shuffling papers filled the background, but an almost palpable anticipation overwhelmed the whispers. The past came back to haunt the families of the victims within the crowded room, memories of the Green Goblin's reign of terror that had rocked the city with maniacal laughter. They sat with hands clenched, grief a physical presence that filled the air.

Reporters snagged impromptu interviews, dredging up tears and ragged declarations of the need for justice with their probing questions.

Harry Osborn sat apart from the rest. His fingers tightened on a photograph of his father until the edges crumpled. "They won't get away with this. Neither of them, Spider-Man or Mirage," Harry whispered to the picture, his voice thin and lost beneath the ambient noise. "They took everything from me. I won't rest until I see them destroyed."

The frozen smile in the photo offered no response. Harry pocketed it, a new fire kindling in his eyes. It seemed revenge would be his inheritance now.

Norman Osborn shuffled into the courtroom. The heavy-duty shackles around his wrists were specially made to hold someone with his enhanced strength. The murmuring crowd fell silent as the judge entered from his chambers.

The sharp crack of the gavel cut through the room. "All rise for the arraignment of Norman Osborn," bellowed the bailiff.

The crowd rose in a wave, countless eyes fixed on the man who had terrorized the city as the Green Goblin. This was the beginning of the end, they hoped. The first step in bringing him to justice. But for Harry, watching from the gallery, it was the start of something darker. Revenge simmered in his veins, a quest that would consume him if he wasn't careful. He stared at his father, noting the defeated slump of the man's shoulders. Norman Osborn seemed small now, diminished. Just a man about to face overdue consequences.

The judge's voice was calm, a steadying force amidst the courtroom's roiling emotions. "We gather today to uphold the law and seek justice for those we have lost. Though the acts we will hear of are monstrous, this trial will be conducted fairly."

And so began the arraignment of the man known as Norman Osborn, and the terror known as the Green Goblin. But while the crowd focused on Norman, Harry's thoughts were only of retribution, of destroying the ones who had taken everything from him. The photograph of his father burned in his pocket, a reminder of the vengeance he would seek.

The prosecutor's booming voice rattled off the litany of charges. Multiple counts of murder, terrorism, and unspeakable acts of violence committed by the Green Goblin. Norman's face remained an impassive mask, not flinching as the accusations piled up.

The prosecution was relentless, unveiling each piece of evidence with dramatic flair. They displayed sinister-looking gadgets, weapons, and devices, all recovered from Norman's home. The air grew thick with dread as grieving family members took the stand, their testimonies painting a haunting picture of loss. Mothers wept openly while fathers seethed, their voices tight with anger as they recounted memories. Siblings spoke haltingly of the hole left behind by their murdered loved ones.

The defense table seemed to carry a weight all its own despite the heavy pall of grief hanging over the courtroom. Norman's lawyers sat with faces taut with stress as they argued for a plea of insanity. They spun a tale of a man lost to a separate personality, the Green Goblin, a creature of pure madness existing beyond Norman's control.

But the prosecution played their trump card. Surveillance footage from Oscorp. It showed Norman not as a man hounded by an uncontrollable alter ego, but as a willing participant. He eagerly initiated the process that began his transformation into the Green Goblin, against recommendations from another scientist. The evidence was clear and damning.

Murmurs erupted through the courtroom as the insanity defense crumbled. Watching from the gallery, Harry felt his heart sink. The father he had known, the man he had loved, morphed in his mind into someone, or something, he could no longer recognize.

The jury's verdict came swiftly, the gavel crack echoing like a gunshot. Guilty, on all charges. A wave of relief swept palpably through the courtroom, punctuated by cries from the victims' families. Some wept openly while others embraced, their nightmare finally over as justice was served.

The stern-faced judge, whose commanding voice brooked no nonsense, wasted no time in handing down the sentence. Given the depraved brutality of Norman's crimes and the clear menace he posed, Norman was remanded to the RAFT, the maximum security prison run by SHIELD for the most dangerous offenders.

The courtroom began emptying as the crowd spilled out into the sunlight, relieved that the Green Goblin's reign of terror had ended with justice served. But young Harry Osborn remained rigidly in his seat long after the murmuring voices and shuffling feet had faded into echoes. He was alone with his roiling thoughts, a hurricane of fury, sorrow, and vows of revenge swirling within his mind. While the world outside moved blithely onward, for Harry, time ground to a halt. He clutched his father's photograph tightly, the edges now damp with his tears. For many, the journey towards justice had ended, but for Harry, a new path was unfolding, paved with malevolent intent and haunted by the Green Goblin's mocking laughter.

Tyson sat through the entirety of the trial. And through it all, his heart continued to sink. Norman Osborn had done so much damage. Caused so much death. And yet, Tyson could've stopped it all in the beginning. He was too busy worrying about his identity and the consequences of his early intervention. But now, seeing all the people missing family members, and all of the Green Goblin's victims, Tyson regretted not doing more.

Tyson thought about Uncle Ben. Then he thought about SHIELD letting him keep the money he'd stolen. While Fury appreciated Tyson's intervention, he wondered what Fury would think if he knew Mirage could've stopped the Green Goblin before his first rampage. As the trial proceeded, Tyson's guilt and regret mounted. He heard the testimony and evidence presented, but all he could think about was how he had failed the city. How his inaction had led to tragedy.

When the guilty verdict was read, Tyson closed his eyes. There was no celebration within him, no sense of justice served. Only sadness for the lives destroyed and the knowledge that he could have prevented it all.

The city was still reeling from the Green Goblin's trial when Sergei Kravinoff, otherwise known as Kraven the Hunter, swaggered into the courtroom, charged with attempted murder among other crimes. He did not seem the least bit rattled by the accusations against him. Instead, he wore his arrogance like a cloak, his lips twisted into a self-satisfied smirk that made the spectators' skin crawl.

Kraven's bravado was unlike anything the courtroom had seen before. He did not shy away from his fearsome reputation; on the contrary, he seemed to relish it. Each gruesome account of his heinous acts, detailed by the prosecution, was met with a nonchalant shrug or a dismissive snort from the defendant.

The atmosphere in the courtroom grew tense as a key witness was called to the stand. Mirage, a recent collaborator with SHIELD, had crossed paths with the defendant in the past. Kraven the Hunter had shown Mirage firsthand his delight in the hunt and utter disregard for human life.

Normally, it was not legal for a witness to testify without revealing their true identity. However, the judge made an exception in Mirage's case since he had been acting as a consultant for SHIELD at the time of their encounter. The judge instructed that his testimony would not be considered hard evidence, but rather an explanation of his involvement with and impressions of Kraven's character.

Mirage took the stand. Kraven eyed the masked man with amusement as if enjoying the spectacle. The prosecution led Mirage through an account of his encounter with Kraven. Mirage described how before announcing himself, Kraven had thrown a spear at Spider-Man. The spear aimed to kill, but luckily missed Spider-Man. However, lodged into Mirage's ribs. Throughout the testimony, Kraven listened with a small, smug smile, meeting the descriptions of his handiwork with pride.

When the defense attorney began his cross-examination, he attempted to rattle Mirage, questioning the reliability of his account since he refused to reveal his true face. But Mirage stood firm, insisting that though anonymity was required to protect those close to him, he spoke the truth about Kraven's penchant for brutality.

Kraven scoffed at this, his arrogance unfazed by the damning words from the stand. He sat back wearing his self-satisfaction like a cloak, relishing his fearsome reputation rather than shying away from it. The spectators shifted in discomfort, unsettled by the defendant's bravado in the face of such accusations. But Kraven appeared wholly unconcerned with the gruesome proceedings, treating the entire trial as a trivial amusement rather than a reckoning for his alleged crimes.

"His eyes," Mirage recounted, "they didn't hold a sliver of regret or remorse. To him, I wasn't a person. I was just...prey."

"You are prey!" Kravenoff called out.

The courtroom shuddered collectively at Kraven's chilling words, the merciless attitude settling over the room like a cold fog. The prosecution proceeded to solidify their ironclad case against the defendant with irrefutable evidence of his heinous crimes. They presented evidence from Kraven's first hunt of Spider-Man, the one Tyson hadn't been made aware of. Kraven had set lethal traps in Central Park to lure in his prey. But the traps did more than just target the web-slinger. Copious amounts of traps had been placed throughout the area, posing a deadly threat. Innocent civilians fell victim to the ruthless traps. Several people had been injured, and a few were killed by the merciless snares.

The defense attorney's shoes clicked against the courtroom floor as he approached the podium, though his stride lacked its usual confidence. The mountain of damning evidence stacked against his client had shaken even this seasoned lawyer's nerves. He cleared his throat and shuffled his notes, stealing a glance at the smirking murderer sitting at the defendant's table. Kraven lounged lazily in his chair as if relaxing at home instead of fighting for his freedom. His predatory gaze swept over the courtroom like a lion surveying a herd of helpless gazelle, utterly unconcerned with the proceedings against him.

"Ladies and gentlemen of the jury," the defense attorney began, "let us take a rational look at the facts of this case."

It was a futile plea. Mirage's account of staring into Kraven's pitiless eyes had chilled the jury to their core. No clever arguments could erase the atrocities Kraven had committed, meticulously documented and displayed by the prosecution. The defense lawyer stumbled over his statements, grasping at straws as he struggled to portray his client as misunderstood rather than the monster we knew him to be. Kraven seemed to find the bumbling performance entertaining, chuckling under his breath as if enjoying a private joke at his lawyer's expense. When his turn came to testify in his own defense, he did not attempt to appear sympathetic to the jury. Instead, he bragged of his exploits, speaking with obvious pride about the lives he had ruined and the pain he had inflicted. He lounged back in the witness chair, leveling his predatory gaze at the men and women who held his fate in their hands.

"None of you could survive a single day in my world," he told them, lips curled in a sneer. A ripple of unease went through the jury box at his words. The prosecution had worked hard to paint Kraven as a ruthless, heartless killer, but his testimony erased any lingering doubts. This was no misunderstood victim of circumstance. This was a monster.

The jury wasted little time in reaching a unanimous verdict. Guilty on all counts. When the judge handed down a sentence of 18 years, Kraven showed no relief or remorse. Instead, he threw back his head and laughed, a wild chilling sound that seemed to echo endlessly off the courtroom walls. As officers moved to restrain him, Kraven shouted over his shoulder, "The hunt is far from over!"

His vow lingered like a dark promise.

— Rogue Replacement —

Within the bowels of New York's vast sewer network, the echoing drips and skittering of unseen creatures created an unsettling atmosphere that was a world away from the bright lights and bustle of the city above. But Spider-Man was not faint of heart. He moved with purpose through the damp and dark tunnels. He carefully laid an intricate network of tripwires across the sewers, creating a complex web designed to vibrate at the slightest touch.

Spider-Man had caught only glimpses of something large, powerful, and fast stalking down into these tunnels, but the shed skin he found, pointed to the Lizard, the creature Mirage had fought on the bridge that night Uncle Ben died. That's why Peter now found himself down in this dank underworld. With the Green Goblin handled, he had gone to see Dr. Curt Connors, hoping the brilliant geneticist could shed some light on the Lizard's origins. But Peter's instincts told him the good doctor was holding something back. His thoughts turned to the formula he had helped Connors complete, the key to regenerating lost limbs. Had the doctor's scientific curiosity led him to test it on himself? If Peter's hunch proved true, it meant this respected man had unleashed a monster upon the city. The idea was difficult for Spider-Man to accept, even after all the impossibilities he had witnessed since gaining his powers. But ready or not, he had a feeling answers lay ahead in the dark. Gripping his camera tightly, Peter steeled himself and pressed deeper into the shadows.

Perched on the side of a tunnel, Spider-Man paused to check the small, cobbled-together device in his hand. Though crude, it was his only means of monitoring the web network. A blip on its tiny screen would alert him that something had tripped the wires, allowing him to pinpoint the location of his quarry. Spider-Man was ready. Tonight the hunter would become the hunted.

Spider-Man crouched in the damp shadows of the sewer tunnel, the only sound being his breathing which echoed softly off the curved walls. He couldn't help a small, bitter chuckle. "Great plan, Peter," he muttered. "Go into the sewers looking for a giant lizard-man. This'll end well."

The silence swallowed his words, leaving him alone with his thoughts as he waited. His mind drifted to Dr. Connors. The brilliant scientist who had been so determined to overcome his disability, whose passion for his work had driven him to push the boundaries too far. It was difficult to reconcile that image with the monstrous creature Spider-Man now hunted through these dank passages. With a shake of his head, Spider-Man pushed the memories away. This was about more than just Connors. There was a city full of innocent people counting on him to stop whatever Connors had become before anyone else got hurt.

Time crept by, marked only by the shifting colors on the tiny screen of the cobbled-together device in his hand. The constant moisture in the air clung to him like a damp veil. He was beginning to think this night's hunt would be fruitless when the device chirped urgently, its screen flashing red.

In an instant Spider-Man was off, scrambling through the maze of tunnels as fast as his limbs could take him. His heart pounded, not with fear, but determination. This was his chance to face the creature, to try and save Connors.

He skidded to a halt where the signal originated. The tunnel had been ripped apart, chunks of concrete strewn about. His tripwire hung limp and severed. But there was no sign of his quarry, only a lingering sense of lurking danger.

The sewer tunnels were as silent as a tomb. Spider-Man moved deeper, spider sense tingling. The chill, fetid air raised goosebumps along his arms and the back of his neck. Water dripped a maddening, arrhythmic beat. His eyes adjusted slowly to the darkness. He scanned high and low, taking in each shadowed nook and cranny. The soft squelch of his footsteps and steady puffs of breath seemed too loud as if the silence itself listened for any intruders. A faint twang resonated through the web of tripwires he had laid. Spider-Man tensed, muscles coiling in anticipation. Something approached.

Ripples shuddered across the dark sewer pools, preceding the heavy footfalls that sent shivers skittering over the surface. Each step rang out like the beat of a war drum, steady yet growing closer. Spider-Man crouched low, ready to spring into action as a hulking shadow lumbered around the corner.

The Lizard emerged into the dim light, its massive body filling the tunnel. Sickly green scales reflected what little illumination there was, casting an otherworldly glow over the sewers. Feral yellow eyes fixed on Spider-Man with predatory intensity. For a heartbeat, a flicker of humanity shone in those reptilian orbs.

"Connors! I know you're in there! You need help!" Spider-Man shouted, not ready to give up on the man behind the beast. But the Lizard hissed out a sound of pure animalistic aggression and lunged forward.

The battle that erupted was a clash of agility against raw power. Spider-Man leaped and spun in the air, shooting webs in an attempt to either restrain or swing away from his monstrous opponent. But the Lizard was relentless, tearing through the webbing as though it were mere paper. The creature's massive body filled the dank tunnel, its regenerative abilities healing any minor wounds it sustained. Its thick tail whipped about like a gigantic club, smashing into the concrete walls and sending debris flying. Razor-sharp claws swiped through the air, seeking Spider-Man with deadly intent.

Water sloshed and echoed within the tight confines of the sewer, adding to the chaos as Spider-Man narrowly ducked under a swipe that would have decapitated him. In response, he lashed out with a kick that sent the Lizard stumbling backward a few steps. But the beast quickly recovered, roaring with a primal rage that shook the very foundations of the tunnels.

Throughout the fierce exchange, Spider-Man kept talking, his words as much a weapon as his fists. "This isn't you, Doc!" he shouted, desperate to believe that Connors was still in there somewhere, that he could hear him through the bloodlust of the Lizard.

And that was when it happened. For a split second, the Lizard's ferocious snarl faltered. The savage yellow of its eyes dulled slightly as human emotion bled into them. "P-Peter..." came the strained, guttural voice. Unmistakably that of Connors trying to surface through the monstrous alter-ego.

"Dr. Connors!" Spider-Man straightened, heart pounding with a mix of hope and urgency. "You're still in there! Fight it!"

The Lizard let out a chilling laugh. "You're Spider-Man? I should have known, with your persistence and questions." The words were warped but intelligible. "But you won't stop me!"

The Lizard's monstrous form barreled toward Spider-Man. Each swipe was meant to deliver a killing blow. The fetid air of the sewer tunnel reverberated with the shockwaves of its savage ferocity. Though agile and quick on his feet, Spider-Man could not fully evade the Lizard's onslaught. Razor sharp claws caught him across the chest, slicing through his suit and leaving behind trails of hot blood. The force of the blow sent Spider-Man tumbling backward into the murky sewage water behind him. Before he could regain his footing, the Lizard was upon him once more. Its powerful arms pinned Spider-Man underwater. The creature's cold reptilian eyes gleamed with predatory satisfaction as it held him down. Spider-Man could feel the burning in his lungs intensify as they cried out for air, his vision beginning to fade at the edges as darkness threatened to overtake him.

Beyond the desperation and the pain of his injuries, Spider-Man's resolve did not waver. He had to break free. He could not give up this fight.

Summoning every ounce of strength, Spider-Man twisted violently, propelling himself out of the foul water in a spray of droplets. He gasped as precious air filled his aching lungs, though there was no time for relief. The Lizard was already bearing down on him once more. The two locked in a blurring dance of kicks and swipes.

Spider-Man and the Lizard battled ferociously through the crumbling sewer tunnels beneath the city. Their titanic conflict strained the already fragile infrastructure to its limits. Pipes buckled and burst under the tremendous force, shooting high-pressure jets of water into the air. The cracked concrete walls trembled, chunks breaking free and tumbling down around them as the aged foundations shook from the fury unleashed in their hidden depths.

Calling upon his keen intellect, Spider-Man scanned the debris-strewn environment until they landed on a precarious cluster of rocks near the ceiling. A plan formed quickly in his mind, and with a few precise shots of webbing from his wrists, followed by a tug, he triggered a cave-in, sending a torrent of rubble crashing down between himself and the raging Lizard.

As the dust settled, Spider-Man leaned heavily against a grimy wall. His chest heaved as he gulped grateful lungfuls of air. Blood from his many wounds mixed with the sewer filth that coated his costume.

Spider-Man's body was a map of aches and pains as he pushed himself off the foul sewer wall. He winced, feeling every bruise, every scratch and gash that the Lizard's claws had torn into his flesh. Spider-Man faced a hard truth. He wasn't equipped to handle this alone, not on the Lizard's home turf. He needed help. And he needed to find a cure for Dr. Connors.

Spider-Man emerged from the sewer into the night, the bright city lights a jarring contrast to the inky blackness he had just left behind. His suit was tattered and torn, blood seeping from wounds deeper than just his skin. They were a constant reminder of his failure to reach the man that still lurked somewhere behind the monster, his mentor, his parents' friend. As Spider-Man swung low and fast across the city, the buildings blurred past in a haze. He had only one destination in mind, one beacon of hope on this tumultuous night. Gwen. Smart, resourceful Gwen. She was one of the few who knew the truth of his double life. More than that, she was his rock, a grounding presence he desperately needed now.

Spider-Man landed with less grace than usual on Gwen's balcony, his battered body loudly protesting the movement. She slid the glass door open, worry clear on her face as she exclaimed "Peter!" Rushing to his side, Gwen helped support him as he limped into her apartment.

Peter Parker landed on Gwen Stacy's balcony with less grace than his alter ego Spider-Man typically displayed. His battered body loudly protested the jarring movement as he half-limped, and half-stumbled through the open glass window into the warmth of her apartment. Worry and relief warred on Gwen's face as she rushed to support him, exclaiming "Peter!"

"I need help, Gwen," Peter admitted through gritted teeth, the words pained in more ways than just the physical. Asking for assistance wounded the heroic spirit within that he tried so hard to embody. He was supposed to be the one who saved others, not the one needing saving.

Gwen's slim fingers helped peel away the tattered remnants of his costume to assess the damage underneath. Her touch remained gentle even as her gaze grew focused, cataloging cuts and bruises. "You're a mess, Peter Parker," she murmured, though her voice held no heat, only an undercurrent of concern for the battered young man before her.

"I've had better nights," Peter tried to joke, but the quip fell flat amidst the stark evidence of the battle he had barely survived.

"What happened?" Gwen asked as she cleaned and dressed the worst of the wounds.

"It's Dr. Connors...he's the Lizard, Gwen. And I couldn't stop him," Peter confessed thickly, the admission feeling like a physical blow. Saying it aloud made the failure feel more real, more permanent.

Gwen paused, her eyes locking with Peter's. He braced himself for recrimination but found only compassion and steely resolve in her steady gaze. "Then we'll find a way to help him, together," she stated, conviction lending strength to the vow.

The determination in Gwen's voice was like a balm to Peter's frayed nerves, soothing the raw edges of his failure. But then, a knock on the bedroom door shattered the momentary peace that had settled over the pair. "Gwen, honey? I made cookies. Do you want some?" The familiar, authoritative voice of Captain Stacy filtered through the door, laced with a father's affection for his only daughter.

Panic, swift and sharp as a knife, sliced through the tension in the room. Peter's eyes widened in alarm, mirroring the look of shock on Gwen's face as they shared a split second of sheer, paralyzing fear. With Peter half dressed in his Spider-Man suit, wounds from the recent battle still fresh, being discovered here by Gwen's father, a high-ranking and respected police captain, was not an option either could entertain.

Gwen moved towards the bedroom door, strategically blocking her father's line of sight as she opened the door. "Um, no thank you, Dad!" she said through the cracked door in what she hoped was a casual, carefree tone. "I'm not hungry right now."

"You sure? They're chocolate chip, your favorite," Captain Stacy persisted, a hint of authority underscoring his words, making it clear he wasn't quite ready to end the conversation and walk away just yet.

A wave of distress passed over Gwen's face. In a stroke of desperation, she blurted out, "I've got cramps, Dad. Really bad ones. I just want to lie down."

The brief silence that followed her words was heavy, loaded with Captain Stacy's processing of this new information and the unsaid understanding between father and daughter about such delicate topics of feminine health. "Oh, alright, sweetheart. Just...rest up then. Holler if you need anything," he finally offered, the earlier cheer in his voice replaced with discomfort.

"Will do. Love you, Dad," Gwen replied, unable to keep a slight strain from seeping into her voice as she closed the door. She listened intently as Captain Stacy's footsteps receded down the hall.

Peter had pressed himself against the side of Gwen's bed, making his lean frame as small as possible. He was out of sight but all too aware of the heartbeat in his chest. The close call with Gwen's father had left a sheen of nervous sweat on Peter's brow, mixing with the grime and blood from his earlier battles. When Gwen returned, her expression held a mixture of relief and suppressed amusement at their narrow escape. "That was close," she whispered, though the humor didn't fully eclipse the gravity of the situation.

"Too close," Peter agreed with a small, shaky laugh. His heart still raced with the residual effects of adrenaline, fear, and the thrill of their narrow brush with discovery were feelings he knew all too well.

Gwen's hands were on him then, antiseptic and bandages at the ready. The sting of the solutions on his cuts stood in sharp contrast to the gentleness of her touch.

— Rogue Replacement —

Within the elegantly appointed suite, Tyson and Felicia were hunched over a cluttered table, pouring through the assorted documents, photographs, and laptop screens that comprised the collected evidence of the Kingpin's illicit empire.

"We've got enough here to bury him," Felicia remarked as her finger glided over a series of particularly damning photographs.

Tyson, however, slowly shook his head, his expression grave. "Maybe in a world where men like him don't have the power to manipulate the system," he replied. "The Kingpin's got the money and connections to bribe cops, hire the best lawyers, or find some other way to make all of this disappear." He swept his hand over the table in a gesture of frustration, indicating the futility of their accumulated evidence.

They both fell silent for a moment, the enormity of their task weighing heavily upon them. Beyond the expansive windows, the city lights twinkled in an intricate web, a sprawling network much like the Kingpin's own far-reaching influence.

Then Felicia's hand paused over a document, her posture straightening with interest. "Tyson, look at this," she said, her tone sharpening. "It's a list of local businesses. They're the Kingpin's next targets."

Tyson moved closer, his eyes scanning the list intently. It was a revelation, an emerging pattern amidst the chaos. "He's expanding, trying to tighten his stranglehold on Hell's Kitchen," Tyson murmured.

A steely resolve slid into place as the implications rapidly coalesced in Tyson's mind. "We can't just sit back and wait for him to make a mistake," he declared, straightening with determination. "It's time we took the fight to him."

"We'll need a strategy," Felicia asserted, already leaning back over the documents, "Something he won't anticipate coming."

"Exactly," Tyson agreed firmly, his gaze returning to study the sprawling cityscape outside the window. "We have to play this smart. Because we're not just up against some street thug."

Tyson and Felicia sat surrounded by a chaotic spread of papers that covered the large oak table. Each document was a thread in the vast web of the Kingpin's criminal empire, and the two were preparing to tug at that web.

Felicia's finger traced lines of text on a financial document. "Look at this, Tyson. Safeguard Tactical Operations, Skyline Cargo Airlines, and Crestpoint Private Bank. They're all targets in the Kingpin's crosshairs. He's a shrewd businessman. These companies aren't random targets. They're cogs in the machine he's building."

"The private bank handles heavy corporate accounts with lots of cash flow," Felicia noted, chewing pensively on the end of her pen. "Control the money and you control the power."

Tyson nodded grimly, "And Skyline has a fleet of cargo planes, perfect for smuggling illegal goods. Safeguard's reputation in security means the Kingpin could move anything through them undetected."

Together they leaned over the detailed profile of Crestpoint Private Bank. "It says here he plans to use hackers to initiate a catastrophic financial attack. Stock prices crash, and the Kingpin buys up the crippled bank for pennies on the dollar," Tyson explained, his brow furrowing in distaste at the depths of the Kingpin's ruthlessness.

Felicia's slender hand moved to the file on Skyline Cargo Airlines. "He's playing dirty with them too. Bribes, damaging regulations, and public scandals. He's forcing them into a corner so he can sweep in and take over."

"Safeguard's situation isn't any better," Tyson said with a scowl, flipping through the pages. "The Kingpin is inundating them with frivolous lawsuits. They'll be begging to sell by the end of it."

The two shared a grim look, a silent understanding passing between them. They were pulling back the curtain on the Kingpin's show, one where he was the undisputed ringmaster.

"We can't let him get control of these companies," Felicia said vehemently. "We'll need a plan for each company," Felicia added, already jotting down potential strategies on the notepad in front of her.

"Right," Tyson agreed as he began pacing back and forth across the room, his mind racing. "For Crestpoint, we could find a way to counteract his hacking, stabilize the stock prices..."

"And for Skyline?" Felicia prompted without missing a beat, her pen poised above the paper.

"Public support, evidence against the Kingpin's interference, maybe even a buyout offer they can't refuse," Tyson mused aloud, becoming more animated as he sank deeper into tactical planning.

"Safeguard might be trickier with the legal issues," Felicia remarked, a crease of concern appearing between her brows.

"We'll expose his actions, turn the public opinion in their favor." Tyson declared.

Their planning session continued late into the night. Though only two people were against an entire criminal empire, their list of potential strategies grew as the hours passed. However, as the night deepened, a stark realization began to settle upon them.

Exasperation seeped into Felicia's tone as she collapsed back into her chair amidst the papers covered in half-formed plans scattered around them. "We're out of our depth," she admitted bluntly. For all their effort, they still lacked one crucial thing. A feasible plan.

Tyson stood by the window, hands clenched, as Felicia's blunt words weighed heavily upon him. Despite their late-night brainstorming session, they still lacked the resources and knowledge needed to counter the Kingpin's far-reaching criminal empire. An uneasy silence fell over the room.

After several long moments, Tyson broke the silence, a new determination edging his voice. "We've been thinking about this all wrong. We won't beat Fisk by playing his game. We're not businessmen or legal experts. But we are something else."

Felicia glanced up, curiosity piqued by his tone. "What are you suggesting?"

Tyson turned from the window, eyes ablaze with conviction. "We hit him where it hurts. We use what we have to make him back off."

"You mean the evidence?" Felicia leaned forward intently, following his train of thought.

"Partly. But we also have the element of surprise on our side... abilities he can't predict." Tyson paced as his mind raced ahead. "I say we make him taste real fear. Show him he's not as untouchable as he thinks."

A slow, understanding smile spread across Felicia's face. "A confrontation."

"Exactly. The next time you meet with him, I'll be there too, as Mirage. I'll make him realize he's vulnerable. We can force his hand with the evidence and a little… persuasion."

The plan Tyson had devised was audacious, teetering on reckless, but they were out of conventional options. As Felicia stood next to him gazing out the window at the glittering cityscape before them, the glow of the city was reflected in her eyes, mirroring the reignited resolve rising within her. "It's dangerous. He won't take kindly to being threatened," she said, turning back to Tyson with a hint of concern in her voice.

Tyson nodded, acknowledging the risk they would be taking. "True, but this way we'll be the ones making the moves, controlling the game," he replied confidently as he paced back and forth across the room.

The atmosphere in Felicia's apartment shifted as the despair and frustration of earlier were replaced by a shared understanding between them that they were about to embark on their most daring gambit yet against the Kingpin.

"But what if he retaliates? Goes after us?" Felicia asked, her voice steady even as her eyes betrayed the concern lurking within.

"If things go as I hope, he won't even know you're involved," Tyson assured her, confidence radiating from his muscular frame as he turned to face her. "The evidence we've gathered, it's not just our weapon against Fisk. It's our shield too. It'll protect us as much as it'll condemn him."

Felicia contemplated his words for a moment before a fire kindled within her. "Okay. Let's do it your way. Let's show the Kingpin that he's not the only one with power in this city," she agreed, her lips curling into a sly smile.

— Rogue Replacement —

Felicia Hardy strode into the lobby of Fisk Tower, her heels clicking crisply against the polished marble floor. The watchful security guards wore intimidating looks, but Felicia offered them only an amused smirk as she sauntered toward the elevators as though she owned the place.

Outside, Tyson flexed his fingers, unsheathing the claws he so rarely used. The wind ruffled his hair as he surveyed the sheer glass and concrete exterior of Fisk Tower. Taking a deep breath, he leaped onto the side of the building, the claws giving purchase on the otherwise smooth surface. Hand over hand he ascended, the city spreading out below him.

Meanwhile, Felicia stepped out of the elevator into the vast office on the top floor. The space screamed of power and wealth. Behind an imposing desk sat Wilson Fisk, the Kingpin, massive and imposing in his crisp white suit.

"Miss Hardy," rumbled Fisk, rising to welcome her. "Do you have my latest acquisitions?"

"I do," replied Felicia, taking a seat before him. Their meeting commenced.

Above, Tyson reached the roof. With a slight flex of his superhuman strength, he opened the access door and entered the tower. Steadying himself, he focused his mind on the room he'd memorized from the building plans. Silently he made his way to the door.

It was showtime.

The door to Wilson Fisk's office swung open silently as if nudged by an invisible hand. Mirage stepped through, moving with casual confidence into the lion's den. The Kingpin raised one thick eyebrow at the masked man's bold entrance but otherwise did not react.

"Ah, there you are, Willy," Mirage quipped, sauntering further into the spacious office. "I've been looking for you."

Fisk's broad face darkened, and a rumbling growl escaped his throat. "How did you get in here?"

"Trade secret," Mirage said lightly, running two fingers across his lips in a zipping motion.

With a speed that belied his massive size, Fisk's hand disappeared under the desk and emerged clutching a gun aimed straight at Mirage's chest. Without hesitation, he pulled the trigger. The bullet punched into Mirage's ribs with a meaty thwack. Mirage grabbed at the wound, staggering back a step. His face contorted in pain and shock. "So...rude..." he gasped out. His knees buckled, and he toppled forward.

As his body made contact with the floor, it burst apart in a cloud of smoke that billowed out to fill the office. The smoke swirled and condensed into several identical forms of Mirage, each wearing the same cocky grin. A dozen Mirages now occupied the spacious office, surrounding Fisk.

The Kingpin's left eye twitched in annoyance as he lowered the useless gun, realizing the futility of the weapon against this particular foe. The chorus of Mirages laughed, the sound echoing off the walls and high ceilings.

The illusions melted away until only a single Mirage remained, leaning casually against the edge of Fisk's massive desk. The office fell silent, the tension hanging thick in the air as a temporary truce settled between the adversaries.

"Let's talk," Mirage said, his voice low and serious.

Fisk regarded the hero with narrowed eyes, his hands folded over his stomach. The Kingpin's suit barely contained his massive frame as he sat impassively behind the desk. "Very well," he rumbled. His deep baritone resonated through the room. "What did you have in mind?"

Mirage straightened, squaring his shoulders as he faced the crime lord. "I've got enough evidence to put you away for life," he stated flatly. As he spoke, the office filled with the glow of projected images. Documents, photos, and financial records floated like a damning collage of Fisk's many misdeeds. Felicia Hardy, standing unobtrusively nearby, widened her eyes in feigned shock, though her pulse quickened at the sight.

Fisk was unmoved. "You must know it's not that simple," he said after a pause. "Take me down, and you leave a power vacuum. Unrest. Chaos." He let his words sink in before continuing. "And litigation. My lawyers will keep this tied up in the courts for years."

Felicia maintained her guise of stunned witness, watching the standoff warily.

"We don't have to be enemies," Fisk rumbled. "With my resources and your abilities, we could be allies. Think of the potential." He spread his hands as if offering the whole city up to Mirage.

Mirage crossed his arms, seeming to consider the offer. "Allies? Why would you help me?" he asked evenly.

"I'm a businessman," Fisk responded with a trace of amusement in his tone. "I respect...talent. You took down those two madmen. Insanity is bad for business. And unlike Spider-Man, you haven't interfered in my operations up to this point. I'm offering you a part in my enterprises. Legitimate ones," he added, seeing the skepticism etched on Mirage's face. "Think of it as...a professional courtesy."

A heavy silence draped the room, the tension palpable between the two men. Finally, Mirage spoke, "Do I look like a businessman?"

The Kingpin didn't miss a beat. "You don't need to be a businessman to reap the benefits," he countered smoothly, the glint in his eyes as sharp as a knife's edge. "I have just the venture. Something... theatrical. The Flatiron Armory. It's a venue for high-profile events under my ownership. Completely legitimate," he emphasized, gauging Mirage's reaction.

"Everything from fashion shows and art galleries to exclusive product launches. It's all above board," Fisk elaborated, oozing confidence with every word. "Perfect for a showman like you. It practically runs itself, staffed and all. You can even delegate management if you're... preoccupied."

The Kingpin's beady eyes followed Mirage's gaze as it slid toward the lithe, platinum-blonde figure of Felicia, who had been silent but alert beside Fisk this whole time.

"Someone like her?" Mirage asked, nodding in Felicia's direction. His towering form radiated an imposing sternness.

Kingpin's broad face remained expressionless, giving no hint of his thoughts. "Her talents are...diverse," he replied evenly, "but if you want her, she's yours. I have her family's fate firmly in my grasp. Consider the girl a package deal."

Mirage's gaze narrowed, his suspicion plain. "And the catch?" he demanded.

Fisk spread his meaty hands, the picture of reasonableness. "A simple non-interference pact," he proposed. "You gain the girl, the Flatiron Armory business, and we both stay out of each other's affairs forever."

Felicia shifted her weight almost imperceptibly at this pronouncement, feigning discomfort at being used as a bargaining chip. Her emerald eyes remained fixed on Mirage.

Mirage paused, considering. Then he nodded slowly. "I'll admit, I hadn't thought of such an arrangement before. But now that you suggest it, I find the notion appealing." His voice took on a hypnotic cadence as he continued, "Though simply leaving one another be seems a waste. Why settle for distant neutrality when we could become the best of friends instead?"

Since first stepping into the room, Fisk had locked his gaze onto Mirage's, as he often did in meetings, as a display of boldness, waiting for the other to flinch or look away first. But this time, the tactic proved his undoing. All the while, Mirage had been subtly worming tendrils of his psychic power deep into the crimelord's mind. Fisk showed no outward reaction, but Mirage could feel his mental hooks taking hold. The effect wouldn't last permanently, but he sensed the man's iron will was not enough to resist his insidious psionic invasion.

"We're going to be allies going forward," Mirage went on confidently. "I'll be taking control of the Flatiron Armory, but we'll be meeting regularly to discuss your business ventures. There are going to be some changes around here."

Fisk nodded in placid agreement.

Mirage pointed at Felicia. "Everything involving the armory will be controlled through this beauty. Ensure she is properly staffed, supported, and advised, all above board. I'm taking her with me to... work my magic." Felicia suppressed a shudder at his phrasing. "She'll return as my proxy, but occasionally I'll drop by for a meeting to ensure everything is running smoothly."

With another nod of complete compliance from Fisk, Mirage waved his hand theatrically. A cascade of magical sparks enveloped Felicia. Though she felt nothing. Still, she rose as if in a trance and moved to follow Mirage out. Felicia wanted to maintain appearances despite how the meeting had turned out.

"Pleasure doing business with you, Willy," Mirage quipped as they departed, a triumphant smirk on his face.


            

    
        Arc 4 - Ch 10: Valentine

    
    
    
    
                Date: Monday, February 14, 2011.

Location: Manhattan, New York

Tyson's phone buzzed as the screen lit up with Jubilee's name. When he answered, her energetic voice, bursting like sparklers on the Fourth of July, greeted him, "Happy Valentine's Day, Tyson!"

He could almost visualize her grinning on the other end of the line. "Same to you, Jubes," he replied. "Got any big plans?"

Her laughter was a little too casual as she responded, "Oh, you know, the usual." After a brief pause, a hint of curiosity laced her next words, "But what about you, any special plans with a certain someone?"

Tyson paused, a smile tugging at his lips. "Well, I've got plans with Felicia this evening."

"No way, so you two are official now?" Jubilee asked, trying but failing to sound nonchalant.

"Nah, not official. She's not my girlfriend or anything, but we're...close," he explained carefully.

Jubilee's voice held a mix of teasing and something else Tyson couldn't quite identify. "And what about your hot teacher? Ms. Rushman, was it?"

"She's not my teacher anymore, the semester ended," Tyson chuckled, the memory of Natasha flashing in his mind. "But yeah, still hot."

"So, she's just gone?" Jubilee pressed, a hopeful note creeping into her tone.

"Yup, but we did go on a date before she left," he admitted, pride evident in his voice and smile.

"No way, you actually scored a date with your teacher? Look at you!" Jubilee's voice rang brightly with amusement, but Tyson detected a twinge of disappointment underlying her words.

"Just that good, I guess," he quipped back easily.

Tyson heard a sigh from Jubilee on the other end of the phone. Her tone then shifted and became softer as she said, "I miss you, Tyson."

"Miss you too, Jubes," Tyson responded sincerely. "Listen, I know I said after the school year we’d finally hang out," Tyson began.

"You're not backing out on me, are you?" Jubilee asked with a faux sternness in her bright voice.

"Of course not," Tyson quickly assured her, earnestness seeping into his tone. "I’m working on something big, and I might be able to have it ready before graduation." He paused before adding, "With the Green Goblin behind bars, things are starting to quiet down around here."

Jubilee's relief was palpable even over the phone, and her laughter, as bright and joyful as fireworks, filled Tyson's ear. "Good, because you owe me some serious hangout time."

Their conversation flowed easily after that, but beneath the surface, Tyson could sense the unspoken words hanging delicately between them. Jubilee was cautious, not wanting to tip the delicate balance they'd found, temporarily content with Tyson's friendship for now.

— Rogue Replacement —

The bell's echo still rang in the air as students flooded the corridors, their voices created a discordant symphony of laughter, chatter, and the occasional shout as friends called out to one another. It was a scene of typical high school life, where everyone was wrapped up in their own little worlds. But that veil of normalcy was shattered in an instant when a thunderous crash resounded.

The Lizard exploded through the bathroom wall and into the hallway as if it were made of paper rather than brick and mortar.

Screams pierced the previously cheerful atmosphere as panic took hold and students scrambled chaotically in every direction, desperate to put as much distance between themselves and the monstrous intruder as possible.

Amidst the pandemonium, Peter Parker's voice rang out sharp and urgent, "Gwen, go!" he shouted, locking eyes with Gwen Stacy before turning and sprinting not away from, but toward the danger.

The Lizard was towering and fearsome. It swung a massive clawed hand at Peter, who slid under the blow with an unexpected agility given his nerdy appearance. In one smooth motion, he fired a web from his wrist, snagging the Lizard's foot and wrenching back violently. The creature stumbled, and Peter seized the opportunity, leaping onto the Lizard's back. But the Lizard moved quickly, violently shaking himself until Peter was flung free. The momentum was so forceful that it sent Peter's backpack skidding off his back, and down the hall.

In another part of the school, Tyson was hit with a wave of odor that made his senses scream in warning. It was overlaid with the harsh tang of chemicals and something ranker, the unmistakable stench of sewage. That combination sparked a memory in Tyson. Those particular chemicals reminded him of the Lizard, that night they'd fought on the bridge. It sent off a warning of danger he could not ignore. Then, as if on cue, distant screams of terror started deeper within the school. Tyson remembered this, a scene from his memories where the Lizard had attacked Peter's school.

"On Valentine's Day? Really?" Tyson muttered under his breath, shaking his head at the villain's terrible timing.

— Rogue Replacement —

The massive form of the Lizard pinned Peter against the wall with an almost casual display of his prodigious strength. With a guttural roar, he hurled the young hero through a trophy case, the glass and metal awards clattering around Peter as he crashed through the wall and into a chemistry classroom.

Their battle became a blur of motion that led them further into the room filled with rows of lab benches and chemicals. The relentless Lizard cornered Peter next to one of the tables. "Nowhere to hide, Peter," he growled, pressing his massive clawed foot down and pinning one of the boy's arms. Peter's other hand shot out in desperation, narrowly deflecting a lethal swipe from the Lizard's other claw.

In a desperate twist, Peter's hand shot out, a web zipping to his discarded backpack. He tugged and the bag zoomed into his grasp, even as the Lizard's strength sent him flying through yet another wall.

The Lizard turned to the chemicals arranged on a nearby bench. His large, clumsy fingers crushed one vial, the liquid falling and mixing with another beaker's contents before he lobbed the volatile mixture at the new hole in the wall. The chemicals exploded on contact in a small blast.

The Lizard declared into the hole Peter left in the wall, "All those souls, lost and alone. I can save them, I can cure them. There's no need to stop me, Peter…"

The Lizard's monologue died in his throat as a shoe came rocketing through the hole in the wall, smacking him squarely in the face. He reeled back, stunned into momentary silence. Before he could recover, Spider-Man burst through the gap, clad head to toe in his signature red and blue costume. Without hesitation, he launched himself at the Lizard.

The two collided, Spider-Man driven by the need to protect the innocent and save the man hidden within the monster's scaly exterior. The Lizard fought with single-minded determination to cure humanity of its weakness. They grappled and strained, muscles bulging, neither willing to yield.

Tyson shed his unassuming student persona as he rushed through the school, dropping his clothes to reveal the black spandex underneath. He donned his mask and transformed into Mirage. His illusory powers flared to life. Images of Mirage appeared around the school, drawing the attention of the panicked crowd of students, and directing them toward the exits, away from the brawl.

Gwen's face hardened as she doubled back, striding purposefully through the chaotic school hallway. She hefted a heavy trophy left on the ground after its case was destroyed. Her eyes narrowed with determination as she followed the sounds of battle toward the melee. Rounding a corner, she came upon the ongoing clash between Peter, masked as his alter ego Spider-Man and the hulking Lizard.

The Lizard had Spider-Man pinned against the wall, scaly claws wrapped around the web-slinger's chest. Spider-Man strained against the monster's viselike grip, muscles bulging, but he could not break free. Seizing the opportunity, Gwen rushed forward and brought the heavy marble trophy base crashing down onto the Lizard's head. The blow staggered the creature, causing its grip on Spider-Man to loosen.

Spider-Man wasted no time in slipping from the Lizard's grasp. Enraged, the Lizard rounded on Gwen, lashing out with a swipe of its cruel talons. Gwen cried out as the claws raked across her shoulder, tearing her shirt and opening up a long, deep laceration that immediately began gushing blood.

Before the Lizard could attack again, Spider-Man was on it, unleashing a barrage of punches and webs to distract the monster from its prey. Gwen stumbled back, clamping a hand to her freely bleeding shoulder wound, as Spider-Man and the Lizard became a blur of flying fists, claws, and webs. She knew Peter would keep the Lizard occupied, but she needed medical attention fast. Gritting her teeth against the pain, Gwen hurried off to find help before she lost too much blood. The sounds of the titanic battle echoed behind her as she ran.

The battle between Spider-Man and the Lizard had raged through the school, leaving devastation in its wake. Now it surged into the library, but the elderly librarian remained blissfully unaware, classical music streaming through his headphones and drowning out the sounds of the fierce fight happening just steps away. Spider-Man's spider-sense flared and he glanced up just as the Lizard seized a heavy oak table, lifting it effortlessly over its head. With a guttural roar, the Lizard hurled the table toward the oblivious librarian. Spider-Man acted on instinct, shooting a web-line and snagging the table mid-air. With a jerk of his arm, he swung the table in a wide arc, slamming it into the Lizard's torso. The impact launched the Lizard, sending books flying from shelves as bookcases toppled in a domino effect across the library.

The library doors burst open and Mirage hurried in, quickly taking in the scene. He strode toward the startled librarian, who had finally noticed the bizarre scene unfolding around him. Mirage's eyes widened in recognition. "It's you again!" he exclaimed, a hint of amusement lacing his tone despite the dangerous situation.

The elderly librarian adjusted his glasses, giving Mirage a quizzical look. "Well, excelsior!" he exclaimed. "I do seem to stumble into the action, don't I?" With that, he scurried away, finally keen to the peril he'd nearly faced.

The massive form of the Lizard crashed into Peter, knocking the costumed hero into the confines of the breezeway. Peter spun around the hulking monster, reaching out a hand to grab hold of the Lizard's thick, scaly tail. With a forceful yank, the appendage detached from the creature's body, and Peter stumbled backward, staring in shock at the still-squirming tail he now held. The opaque lenses of his mask widened as he took in the bizarre moment, but there was no time to dwell on the gruesome dismemberment. The Lizard let out a roar of anger, the fury overtaking any sensation of injury. Peter found himself skidding across the tiled floor of the breezeway from the force of the enraged blow, the severed tail now useless in his gloved hands. He looked up just in time to see the hulking form of the Lizard advancing, an unsettling sight as the stump of the severed tail was already twitching with new growth.

With rapid flicks of his wrists, thick webbing shot forth in a barrage, enveloping the Lizard's bulky body in sticky strands. The creature thrashed and struggled against the sudden restraints, but Peter was relentless. He swung around the confines of the breezeway with the agile grace of a circus acrobat, using the architecture to his advantage as he stayed one step ahead of the Lizard's snapping jaws and wildly thrashing limbs. More webbing spiraled outward, sticking the Lizard to the walls, floor, and ceiling of the breezeway, limiting his movements.

Peter's webbing enveloped the Lizard, but the scene took an unexpected turn as Tyson, now disguised as Mirage, entered with his adamantium claws gleaming. Without hesitation, Mirage plunged the claws into the Lizard's chest. "Your limbs grow back, but do your organs?" Mirage taunted. His body grew to match the Lizard's formidable size, a tail ripped through the back of his costume, and his teeth elongated into sharp points.

He was a lonely child who found solace in the wonders of science spending countless hours engrossed in books on biology and observing the animals at the zoo, captivated by their forms and behaviors. His passion for herpetology only grew stronger as he aged, leading him to pursue a career in genetics. He was driven by an unyielding desire to unravel the mysteries of life itself. He had many early successes, establishing himself as a brilliant scientist. His groundbreaking research in cross-species genetics earned him accolades and recognition from the scientific community making him believe he was on the cusp of something truly remarkable. This discovery would change the world. But then came the accident. A lab mishap left him disfigured, his right arm severed. It was a tragedy, a turning point that ignited an obsessive desire within him. He became consumed with finding a way to regenerate his lost limb, to restore himself to his former glory. He delved deeper into his controversial research, his experiments becoming increasingly reckless and unethical. It was Peter Parker, the teenage son of his deceased coworkers, who inadvertently provided the missing piece to the formula he had needed. Driven by obsession, he injected himself with the untested serum, a concoction that regenerated his arm but also delivered something far more sinister. The transformation was agonizing as his body contorted and reshaped itself into the monstrous form of the Lizard. He became a creature of primal instincts, acting on impulse. Yet even in his monstrous state, he retained fragments of his former human self. He grappled with the duality of his existence until eventually he gained some control over the primitive transformation. With his new clear advantages, he now sought to force his "gift" onto others, to elevate humanity to what he saw as a perfected reptilian state. He concocted a plan to spread his formula across New York City, mutating its inhabitants into creatures like himself.

The Lizard's roars of fury turned to gasps of pain as his struggles weakened. Peter's heart raced. "Don't kill him!" he yelled, desperation edging his voice.

Mirage shot him a wild, reckless grin. "I won't unless he keeps wiggling. Who knows what I'll pierce?" he retorted, "I haven't had anatomy class yet. I'm not one of those science types like you two are."

"That's not right," Peter insisted, his moral code clashing with Mirage's ruthlessly pragmatic approach.

"What's not right is him attacking you in a school full of kids," Mirage snapped back, eyes flashing. "Think about it, Spider-Man. If he came for you here, he must know who you are. Remember what the Green Goblin did when he found out your identity."

The air crackled with tension, not just from the physical battle, but from the clash of ideologies. The Lizard continued to weaken under Tyson's life-draining touch. With a grunt, Tyson removed his claws, and the wound in the Lizard's chest slowly began to close, but the villain's strength did not return. His once fearsome form now sagged, barely conscious.

"See. Wrap him up some more, and he won't be going anywhere," Tyson said, his voice calmer.

Despite his unease with Mirage's ruthless methods, Peter complied with Tyson's request. More layers of webbing enveloped the Lizard, cocooning him in a tight, inescapable bind.

Their teamwork, though fraught with ethical tension, had subdued the formidable threat. As the dust settled, Peter couldn't help but think back to the words of Captain Stacy on Thanksgiving. Tyson's ruthlessness made Peter reconsider the complexities of justice and the fine line between heroism and vigilantism they trod. The heavy silence following the intense battle was pierced by the wail of sirens, red and blue lights soon flickering through the shattered school windows.

Tyson turned to Peter, "Do you want to get out of here and check on Gwen?" he asked, acknowledging Peter's unspoken worry.

Peter nodded and sprinted away, shedding his Spider-Man guise as he ran. Without another word, Tyson extended his hand, unsheathing his adamantium claws with a metallic shring. With precise slashes, he severed the webs anchoring the Lizard, careful not to harm the creature inside.

Tyson grunted as he hoisted the massive webbed form of the Lizard. The creature weighed around half a ton, well within Tyson's considerable lifting capacity, but the awkward bundle of webbing and reptilian flesh made the load cumbersome to carry. Tyson lumbered toward the bathroom the Lizard had destroyed during his violent entrance earlier. The Lizard's bulky, wrapped frame barely fit back down the ragged hole in the ground, but Tyson managed to stuff him down into the tunnel before dragging the unconscious beast along the old scent trail left behind during the Lizard's approach.

In the aftermath of the chaos at the school, Peter Parker, now dressed as a regular teenager again spotted Gwen Stacy. She lay on a stretcher, injured by the EMTs, at the far end of the crowd of students that had evacuated the building. Her blonde hair was a disheveled mess, and her face was pale, but her eyes scanned the crowd, clearly looking for Peter.

"Gwen," Peter called out, his voice was filled with relief at finding his girlfriend, and residual fear from the injuries she sustained during the battle.

She turned at the sound of his voice, and seeing him, her expression softened. "Peter," she sighed, as he rushed over to her. "Are you okay?" Concern was etched into every feature of her face as she looked him over for injuries.

"Yeah, I'm fine. Are you?" Peter asked, his eyes searching her injuries. A profound sadness overtook him as he realized she had come to harm while helping him.

"I am now," Gwen replied, her voice a whisper as Peter stepped closer, his hand finding hers in a gentle grasp.

They shared a moment of silent closeness. Around them, the school was a scene of organized chaos as authorities directed shaken students, but for Peter and Gwen, the noise faded away to insignificance.

"You were brave today," Peter said finally, his voice filled with admiration for her.

"So were you," Gwen responded affectionately.

— Rogue Replacement —

Tyson dragged the Lizard through the tunnels, following the transformed doctor's scents. The underground lair was accessible through a series of forgotten maintenance tunnels and drainage pipes. The cavernous space opened up into a dimly lit laboratory that was a blend of advanced scientific equipment and primitive living quarters. The damp walls were covered in algae and bore the marks of the Lizard's claws, while various scientific paraphernalia lay scattered across workbenches. In one corner of the lair, a makeshift bed was nestled against the wall, comprised of torn rags and old blankets. Nearby, shelves lined with vials, beakers, and notes written in a hurried scrawl hinted at the frantic research conducted here. The air was heavy with the smell of chemicals and damp earth.

Tyson dropped the web-wrapped Lizard at the entrance of the lab. Eventually, Connors reverted to his human form. With Dr. Connors now lying vulnerable and human on the lair's floor, Tyson began the meticulous task of slicing through the thick, adhesive webbing that bound him. The webbing was tough and resistant, requiring careful and precise cuts to avoid injuring Connors.

As Tyson worked, he thought about his powers of illusion. During the bridge incident, he'd tried using them, and they were ineffective against the hind-brain-driven Lizard. However, he believed that they would still have an impact on the human, Dr. Connors.

Finally, as the last strands of webbing fell away, Tyson and Connors made eye contact. The moment Mirage's mismatched eyes locked with Dr. Connors', time seemed to freeze within the dim lair. Connors went still, the scientist's brilliant intellect briefly surfacing. Seizing the opportunity, Mirage delved into the depths of the doctor's fractured psyche, his illusion powers probing and twisting through the maze of Connors' mind.

Tyson wrestled with the ethical implications of what he was attempting. Direct mental manipulation skirted the line of free will, even if he had the best of intentions. He had done it before with the Kingpin, and now he was trying it again with Dr. Connors. Should he be using his powers this way? Fisk was one thing, but Connors was different. Tampering with another's mind was no small matter, but the doctor's inner turmoil left few good options. With each transformation into the Lizard, Connors slipped further into madness. If Tyson could bring the doctor's brilliance to the fore and overcome the serum's madness, perhaps the man could be saved. Connors needed an intervention before the reptile consumed what remained of the brilliant scientist within.

Having steeled his resolve, Tyson sent his illusion powers probing deeper into the maze of Connors' fractured mind. His actions trod dangerously close to the line between morally grey, and dark, but the potential to pull back the brilliant man Connors had been was enough for Mirage to plunge ahead. The tendrils of his consciousness slid deeper still, grasping for any shred of the doctor that remained unconsumed.

Dr. Curt Connors found himself sitting on a hospital bed, looking down in astonishment at two fully intact arms. The surroundings were sterile and calm, nothing like the dank underground lair of the Lizard. Nearby stood a doctor holding a clipboard, his professional demeanor was tempered by kindness. "Dr. Connors, how are you feeling?" he asked.

Connors glanced around, still adjusting to the surreal environment. "I'm feeling pretty good," he replied, disbelief coloring his tone as his mind struggled to reconcile this new reality.

The doctor smiled slightly. "Excellent. Your vitals are all normal. I was hoping to ask you some questions," he said reassuringly.

Connors nodded, willing to engage. The doctor's questions were direct and poignant. "What was your plan for the city?" he asked, his voice steady.

Dr. Curt Connors began to explain the plan that had been twisted by his transformation into the Lizard. "The serum... I developed it to regenerate lost limbs, to heal," Connors started, a fervent tone underscoring his noble intentions gone wrong. "My goal was to offer this gift to everyone, to eliminate physical limitations and weaknesses." He paused, and Tyson glimpsed a flicker of internal conflict cross the doctor's face. "But the serum, it's not just about healing. It's about evolving beyond our human constraints. I wanted to release it above the city, to transform everyone. To make them stronger, more resilient, like the Lizard."

The doctor listened patiently, his expression neutral. He was a tall young Black man, with keen mismatched eyes of blue and green, who studied Connors intently. When Connors finished his fervent speech, the doctor spoke calmly but firmly.

"I understand you mean well on some level, Dr. Connors," he said. "But what you propose would rob countless innocents of their free will. I advise finding a better path. Work with me to adjust the serum. Retain the regenerative properties while eliminating the negative side effects, reduce the influence of the primitive brain and forced transformations."

Connors recoiled slightly, blinking in surprise. The doctor's suggestion ran entirely counter to his new reptilian purpose. To change his life's work? Alter the precious serum? Madness!

Yet as Connors turned the idea over in his mind, a sliver of his human intellect peeked through. Adjust the formula to remove the psychosis and monstrous transformations while keeping the regenerative benefits and strength increases intact. It would be difficult, requiring meticulous effort. But was it possible?

"You... you think the serum could be altered?" Connors asked slowly. Curiosity and temptation colored his gravelly voice. The scientist in him stirred, drawn by the challenge of refining his flawed creation into something truly wondrous. For a brief moment, reason struggled against madness within Curt Connors' conflicted heart.

Connors mused aloud, "There could be a way to refine the serum... to help people without forcing them into something they're not." The conflict within him was evident. The scientist felt the pull of his original, noble intent to heal. But the seductive power of the Lizard's strength also called to him.

Tyson, posing as the doctor, seized the opportunity to further guide Dr. Connors towards a positive path. "How difficult would it be to synthesize an antidote to the serum you've already been injected with?" he asked.

Connors, now engrossed in the scientific aspect of the problem, replied with a renewed sense of purpose. "It wouldn't take long, a few hours at most," he said. His mind already raced with the biochemical processes required for the antidote. The prospect of creating something to counteract the Lizard serum seemed to rekindle the scientist in him, overshadowing the Lizard's destructive nature.

"That should be the first step," Tyson suggested firmly yet encouragingly. "You're healthy now, Dr. Connors, but we don't want you to revert. You can prevent it." He continued, reinforcing the plan, "If you want to remain healthy and safe, you should first create an antidote for yourself. And afterward, refrain from releasing or using another Lizard serum without my supervision."

Tyson's words were carefully chosen to instill a sense of responsibility in Connors. By framing the antidote's creation as the first step in a new, collaborative effort, Tyson offered Connors a path away from his dangerous past actions. The suggestion to work under Tyson's supervision provided a structure that could help Connors maintain his focus on using his scientific talents for good, preventing a relapse into his Lizard persona.

Tyson extended his hand toward Dr. Connors, "Are you willing to work with me to ensure you remain healthy?" he asked sincerely.

Dr. Connors reached out firmly, taking Tyson's proffered hand in his own. The gesture was an acceptance of the path laid before him, and his commitment to leave behind the dangerous legacy of his alter ego.

Tyson led the doctor through the sterile corridors of the hospital, Connors followed in quiet acquiescence. Their footfalls echoed off the tiled walls as they navigated the maze of hallways, the scientist trusting in his guide to see him through to the other side. At an elevator bank, Tyson pressed the call button, the doors sliding open with a soft chime. As they stepped inside, the clean white walls of the elevator cab surrounded them. But as the car descended, an imperceptible shift began. The sterile environment morphed subtly, taking on the damp textures of weathered brick and concrete. When the doors finally slid open, the two men emerged not into a hospital lobby but a dimly lit tunnel. The sewers. Connors' secret lab.

Tyson's illusion had melted away so subtly that the transition from hospital to sewer went unnoticed. They emerged into a cluttered lab, littered with papers, beakers, and machinery. Tyson turned to Connors with an encouraging smile. "Here we are, doc. This is your space, for now." Connors gazed around the room, mind already spinning ideas to adjust the formula. This squalid lab represented his drive to share the lizard serum with humanity, but now it symbolized a chance to continue his work, taking it in a different direction to improve the world. Tyson's unique powers had brought Connors out of his serum-induced madness, and back to a place where he could innovate. Their handshake had been the first step of a hopeful new partnership. Tyson supporting Connors' brilliant but unconventional research and supervising his progress ensured he didn't fall back on the same path. The scientist nodded firmly, rolling up his sleeves. There was work to be done.

— Rogue Replacement —

The golden light of elegant chandeliers spilled over the rich mahogany furnishings of the five-star restaurant as evening draped over the city outside. The soft clinking of silverware, murmur of subdued conversations from nearby tables, and occasional delicate laughter filled the air. Tyson raised a glass of deep, rich red wine to his lips, the liquid reflecting the chandelier's light. He silently thanked Nat for introducing him to this particular vintage, which had quickly become his favorite.

"How are things going at the Armory?" Tyson asked lightly.

Felicia paused, her platinum hair cascading over her elegant black dress like a waterfall. Her eyes momentarily darted away as she gathered her thoughts. "I was nervous about going back to Fisk's office," she admitted, fingers absently tracing the wine glass stem. "But he was professionally respectful. He handed over all the documents I needed." She took a breath and tension visibly left her shoulders. "He released me from my debt and directed me to a specialist for guidance. A real businessman-type."

Felicia's eyes locked back onto Tyson's, shining with an unspoken gratitude. "I don’t know how to even begin to repay you, Tyson. You saved me, and my family... and you got me a high-paying job I can make a career out of. All in one conversation."

Tyson smiled, "Your company is more than enough," he replied, the sincerity in his voice unmistakable.

Felicia snorted, but it was a playful sound, and her eyes sparkled with emotion she didn’t try to hide. "So corny," she commented, but her voice softened, "but sweet."

Her expression changed, a sultry look taking over as she leaned in slightly, her eyes locked onto Tyson's. "Just my company, huh?" she asked teasingly. Her tone was light but held an undeniable undertone of challenge. "You claimed me from the Kingpin. And the only cost is my company?" Felicia swirled the wine in her glass, the deep red liquid catching the light, a small smile playing on her lips as she admired it.

Tyson’s smile broadened, crinkling the skin at the corners of his eyes in a way that conveyed amusement laced with a hint of tenderness. “He officially passed you off to me. You’re mine now.” Tyson took on a lighter tone as he continued, “I imagine the everyday work at the Armory will prove rather mundane compared to the heists he’d sent you on before, no?” His eyes sparked with mischief as he spoke.

Felicia’s musical laughter rang through the air in response. “Mundane can be good sometimes,” she retorted, arching one elegant eyebrow playfully. “Speaking of which, I’m yours now, am I?” The challenge in her tone was unmistakable to Tyson's ears.

Tyson leaned in closer, the twinkle in his eye intensifying as he did so. “Absolutely,” he affirmed confidently. “But don’t fret. I intend to treat you far better than the Kingpin ever did. I’m quite attuned to your desires.”

Intrigued by his words, Felicia played along, leaning forward as well and pitching her voice to a sultry whisper meant only for him. “Oh?”

Understanding flashed in Tyson’s eyes then, and he reached into his jacket pocket, sliding a manila file folder across the table to rest in front of her. “I understand that there will be an adjustment period. We can’t just dive right in. A little foreplay goes a long way,” he said, his voice low and filled with the thrill of the upcoming adventure he had planned for them.

Intrigued, and not just by the suggestive double entendres Tyson was speaking in, Felicia opened the file folder, her eyes scanning the contents. Her breath caught in her throat as she read, and she looked up to meet Tyson’s gaze once more, excitement mixed with a trace of disbelief evident on her features. “We’re going to hit Oscorp?” she asked, her voice a mixture of shock and exhilaration at the prospect.

"Just like our first night together," Tyson replied, a smirk playing on his lips. He knew her well and understood the thrill she found in her escapades.

Felicia's smile was a flash of white in the dimly lit restaurant, her approval radiant. "Now that's what I call foreplay," she declared, her eyes alight with anticipation. "God, you know me so well."

Tyson's eyes glinted with a mixture of excitement and steely determination as he reviewed the details of their daring plan, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "We're not just going in to play cat and mouse with their security," he said, intensity etched on his features. "I want to get my hands on Oscorp's most sensitive data."

Felicia nodded, a spark of exhilaration in her eyes, "So what's the target?" she asked eagerly.

Tyson's extensive knowledge of Oscorp now proved useful. He pulled detailed blueprints from the file folder and spread them across the table, tapping locations as he explained. "These are the data servers, likely containing intel on the Goblin and Lizard formulas, plus the military projects like glider schematics, and mechanized armors they've been building to compete with Stark, among other secrets."

Felicia leaned in, keen eyes scanning each blueprint, absorbing Tyson's every detail. "How do you know all this?" she couldn't resist asking, impressed.

A wry smile tugged at Tyson's lips. "Let's just say I spent time learning Oscorp's layout, security protocols, and even system network. I didn't just join as an intern to play security guard. It's time my insider knowledge came in handy."

Admiration shone in Felicia's eyes. "You've thought of everything," she remarked.

Tyson admitted, "Not everything. You know there's always an element of unpredictability. But we're a good team, Felicia. We can handle whatever Oscorp throws at us."

His confidence was infectious, and Felicia found herself nodding in agreement, caught up in the thrill of the moment and the exhilaration of the adventure ahead. "When do we start?" she asked, ready to dive into this new escapade with him.

"Soon," Tyson replied, "We'll need to prepare, and make sure we have everything we need. This is Oscorp, after all. They're not going to make it easy for us."

The pair spent the next hour immersed in their planning, discussing possible entry points, security blind spots, and contingency plans. Tyson's knowledge of Oscorp's layout, security protocols, and system network came in handy as they prepared.

Tyson instructed, "Hold on tight", his voice a low rumble. They had decided on a rooftop entry, much as Tyson had when he entered Fisk Tower. However, Oscorp's Tower was much larger, and Tyson needed to bring Felicia with him. So they had settled on a different approach than climbing. Felicia secured her arms around Tyson's waist as he summoned the Goblin Glider with an outstretched hand. The device, sleek and ominous, responded with a familiar hum, vibrating with latent power as they mounted it.

With the wind battering against them, they ascended sharply, the city's panorama falling away beneath them. The stark luminescence of the moon highlighted the contours of Oscorp Tower as Tyson and Felicia prepared for their aerial entry. Felicia's eyes sparkled with unspoken thrill, and Tyson could feel the electric pulse of excitement running through them both. The glider carried them with alarming speed, and soon they were hovering atop Oscorp, the world seemingly at their feet. With a deft maneuver, Tyson landed them on the roof. After dismounting, with a simple gesture, the glider flew off into the night, back from whence it came.

Felicia wasted no time heading directly for the rooftop access door. Within seconds, the door clicked open under her nimble fingers. "We're in," she announced, her voice barely more than a breath yet laced with triumph.

Tyson nodded, focusing his concentration on cloaking them in illusion. "Time to disappear," he murmured, and they were both enveloped in his veil of illusionary invisibility.

Felicia, the Black Cat, led the way navigating the internal maze of Oscorp Tower. Whenever they encountered security cameras, Felicia tossed a small device that interrupted their video feeds and sent the cameras to loop harmless footage on repeat. Their passage was made easier thanks to Tyson's insider knowledge of the camera's locations. He maintained the cloak of invisibility around them both. Whenever they passed security guards, the pair were nothing more than whispers in the air, drifting by undetected.

"This is too easy. It's like cheating," Felicia teased in an exaggerated whisper as they slid past another yawning guard, oblivious to their presence.

Tyson just grinned invisibly. "Try to contain your disappointment," he whispered back wryly.

Felicia and Tyson had finally reached their immediate destination. A smile played on Felicia's lips as she exhaled softly, facing the new challenge before her. "Looks like it's my turn to shine," she said.

The hallway was a tangled mess of laser lights, a high-tech obstacle course that would have stopped any ordinary intruder in their tracks. But Felicia was far from ordinary. She stood poised at the entrance, her silhouette bold against the crisscrossing red lines. Her body was tense, ready for the coming performance that would require equal parts artistry and athleticism.

Felicia turned to look at Tyson. A mischievous glint lit her eyes as she spoke, "Keep your eyes on me," she purred, her voice a sultry whisper that hinted at the spectacle to come.

With cat-like grace, Felicia launched herself into the maze of lasers. Each twist and arch of her body was executed with flawless control, her muscles flexing and stretching as she slid into poses that would make a contortionist jealous. She bent backward until her fingertips brushed the floor, her spine curving into a perfect semicircle as she slid under a beam set just inches from the ground. The move displayed shocking flexibility wrapped in an undeniable sensuality, the kind that draws the eye and refuses to let go.

At the next obstacle, she dropped to all fours, movements smooth and liquid as she threaded herself through the web of lights. She held poses that showcased her strength, her form both powerful and hauntingly beautiful. Halfway through she paused, one leg extended in a graceful line behind her, body lowered near the floor. She turned her head, seeking out where she knew Tyson watched. Her lips curved in a smile both triumphant and inviting. "Still watching?" she purred, before launching herself forward once more.

The final stretch was the greatest test, lasers spaced haphazardly mere inches apart. But Felicia met the challenge with fearless grace, her body moving in ways that defied logic and physics. She leaped, twisted, bent, each motion flawlessly executed. Not a single beam was disturbed as she dove through the last obstacle and landed in a crouch on the far side.

Chest heaving with exertion, a sheen of sweat glistened on the visible portions of her skin as she rose slowly to her feet. Felicia turned to look back through the maze of lasers, her expression a mix of exhilaration and pride. She had made it through with cat-like skill, her body moving in perfect harmony with the obstacles in her path. The lasers had not stood a chance against her flawless athletic artistry.

Felicia's voice, filled with challenge and encouragement, floated through the laser-filled corridor. "Your turn."

"Really?" Tyson asked, letting out an amused, disbelieving laugh that echoed slightly off the metal walls. He stared down the corridor of dancing lasers, his gaze settling on Felicia's lithe form poised on the far side. Her emerald eyes glinted with mischief as she flashed him a teasing smile.

"You wouldn't leave your date all by herself, would you?" she called, her voice echoing off the cold metal walls. Though her tone was playful, Tyson detected the hint of seriousness underlying the challenge.

He let out an amused, disbelieving laugh. "Really?"

The original plan had been for Felicia to continue alone, her gymnast's skill allowing her to nimbly evade the security system. But now, hips cocked to the side in an alluring pose, she made it clear she had revised that strategy. This was a test, an opportunity for Tyson to prove he could keep up with her.

Tyson hesitated. His hulking frame seemed ill-suited for the delicate task ahead. He shot her an incredulous look. "And if I mess up, we'll be sprinting through the rest of this place."

"Come on, live a little." Felicia mocked.

The thought of disappointing her, of backing down from her dare, was unbearable. With a resigned exhale, Tyson turned his focus to the complex laser grid, sharp eyes tracing the pattern. Though larger and more muscular than his companion, he possessed superhuman agility and claws built for climbing. They would have to be enough.

Tyson started forward, his movements bearing less resemblance to fluid ballet and more to powerful athleticism. He approached the first set of lasers, crouching low to the ground, muscles coiling under his suit before he launched himself into a forward roll, tucking in his limbs tightly to avoid the beams.

Reaching a particularly dense cluster, Tyson didn't attempt Felicia's limber weave. Instead, he leaped straight up, his claws digging into the ceiling with a soft thud. Suspended above the lasers, he began to traverse the corridor, his arms pulling him forward in a display of sheer strength. His body hung downward, a stark contrast to Felicia's upward arcs, his form a study in power as he navigated the laser grid from above.

Lowering himself back down was another challenge. He dangled from one hand, the other reaching out to carefully test the air where he knew a laser should be. Finding the gap, he swung forward, releasing his grip at the last moment to land silently on a narrow clear patch of floor.

Next was a high arch of lasers, crisscrossing in a way that left no room to stand upright. Tyson tackled it with a cat-like crawl, his back nearly flat against the ground, claws gently scraping the floor for traction. He moved steadily underneath the lights, his larger frame compacted impossibly tight, tension visible in the set of his jaw.

Then came the segment Felicia had backward-bended through. Tyson approached it differently, turning to the side and leaning into a deep, one-handed handstand, his body parallel to the laser. He walked on his hand, his other arm and both legs narrowly avoiding the beams, his muscles quivering with the strain.

The final stretch was a zigzag of vertical and horizontal lasers, an erratic, unpredictable mess. Tyson faced it head-on, his body launching through the gaps in a series of powerful leaps and bounds, twisting mid-air, a display of inhuman agility and precision control.

And then, suddenly, he was through, skidding to a stop next to Felicia with a wide triumphant grin.

"Show-off," Felicia teased, though her eyes shone with admiration.

"Just keeping up with my date," Tyson replied, the adrenaline from the challenge still evident in his stance and smile. For a moment, they just looked at each other, the thrill of the heist mingling with the tension building between them. The chemistry was as palpable as the electric air of the laser-filled hallway they'd just conquered together.

Deep inside Oscorp Tower, a vault stood like a steel sentinel. Felicia narrowed her eyes in focus and worked the lock with a finesse born of many a moonlit heist. The tumblers fell into place eagerly under her skilled touch. Tyson stood a few steps away, keeping a hawk's watch, his ears pricked for the faintest stir of trouble.

With a soft click, the vault yielded to Felicia's expertise. Inside, rows of servers blinked in the dim light, holding more secrets than a spy's diary. Tyson nodded to Felicia and plugged a compact device, courtesy of SHIELD, into the central server. Screens flared to life, lines of code streaming down them like digital rain.

"We need specifics," Tyson murmured, his fingers flying over the keypad as he searched. "Goblin and Lizard formulas, glider and armor schematics, weapons, anything on animal mutations, genetic engineering, and radiation exposure."

The download initiated and a thin blue progress bar began inching across the screen. They exchanged a silent look, understanding flashing between them. They were almost home free. Felicia's gaze fixed intensely on the small screen. "Got it," she breathed softly as the download was completed. They had acquired the data, but Felicia wasn't fully satisfied. "We're not just data thieves tonight. Let's snag those serums as well."

With access now granted to the central database server, Felicia was able to easily tap into the security feeds. She deleted the few brief moments where they had been visible, erasing all evidence of their presence. With full access and Tyson's illusions, they had all the time they needed to be thorough in gathering information and removing any trace of their activities.

"Can we erase all the data we took?" Tyson asked.

Felicia's lips curved into a sly smile. "We can," she confirmed with a nod. "I can wipe it completely from the central server and any connected Oscorp computers. That includes scrubbing the chemical formulas right from the automated machines that produce them." Her smile faded slightly. "But if they had paper copies or backups off the network, we obviously can't get to those."

Tyson let out a slow breath and nodded, "It's the best we can do. Let's try to keep the data out of their hands for as long as possible and set them back as best we can."

Felicia turned back to the computer console, her fingers flying over the keys as lines of code flashed across the screens. Tyson kept watch near the lab entrance, tense and alert. He strained his ears listening for any sound of approaching security personnel, prepared to summon his illusions at a moment's notice while Felicia finished her work.

After several tension-filled minutes, Felicia entered one final command with a flourish. She disconnected the stolen data drive from the server and held it up with a satisfied grin.

"Let's get out of here," she said. Tyson nodded, relief washing over his features as they slipped out of the server vault.

Afterward, they stealthily made their way toward the lab where the experimental serums were produced. Even the most advanced digital locks proved no challenge for Felicia's expert skills. Tyson, meanwhile, was a master of deception, casting illusions that completely cloaked their movements from the oblivious guards.

They crept silently into the lab where the top-secret serums were developed and stored. Tyson rifled through the refrigerated storage, snatching up vials of glowing liquid and securing them in one of Oscorp's refrigerated transport containers.

As they exited to the rooftop under the cover of night, Oscorp's security remained entirely unaware that anything was amiss. Emerging into the cool night air of the city, Felicia and Tyson shared an exhilarated look, the fire of victory mingling with adventure in their eyes. Tyson summoned the Goblin glider and they disappeared into the city's shadowy embrace, two audacious thieves slipping away after a successful night's work.

            

    
        Arc 4 - Ch 11: Valentine Part 2

    
    
    
    
                Date: Monday, February 14, 2011.

Location: Empire Suite, Four Seasons Downtown, Manhattan, New York

Tyson and Felicia arrived back at the lavish Empire Suite after pulling off a daring heist at Oscorp Tower. Felicia was breathing heavily, a light sheen of sweat glistening on her skin, soaking through the tight black fabric of her cat burglar costume. In contrast, Tyson looked energized and refreshed as if the high-stakes infiltration had been nothing more than a casual stroll in the park.

"Whew! That was a close one," Felicia exhaled as she collapsed onto the plush sofa, kicking off her heeled boots. Her green eyes sparkled with exhilaration, lips curled in a satisfied, cat-like grin.

Tyson smiled, leaning against the wall with his muscular arms crossed, clearly amused by his date's thrill-seeking reaction. "I told you I'd show you an unforgettable night on the town."

Felicia let out a throaty laugh. "Most guys try to impress a girl with flowers. Not you, Tyson. Taking me along to rob one of the most high-tech facilities in the city? Now that's a date!"

She stretched her lithe body lazily, adrenaline still pumping through her veins. The skin-tight black outfit left little to the imagination, showcasing every curve of her athletic form. Tyson found his gaze lingering on her shapely figure appreciatively.

"I have to say, this is the most fun I've had on a date...ever," Felicia purred. "The thrill of sneaking past those guards, not knowing if we'd get caught or make it out with the goods..." She shivered. "It really got my heart racing."

Tyson chuckled. "Well, I aim to please." He sat down next to her, those odd-colored eyes meeting her green ones. "I could tell you were enjoying yourself. The way your eyes lit up when I made it through the laser hallway...priceless."

Felicia bit her lower lip, regarding him with newfound interest. "You know, you're different than other guys. And I don't just mean the superpowers. You understand my need for...thrills." She placed a hand on his muscular thigh. "I like that in a man."

"I aim to please, Felicia," Tyson said, matching her Cheshire grin with one of his own. "And I have to say, you were magnificent tonight."

Felicia Hardy was a unique woman; daring, uninhibited, and yet intelligent enough to appreciate a partner who could match her wit and abilities. Meanwhile, Tyson admired those qualities, and the fact that she looked stunning in her sleek black catsuit certainly didn't hurt.

Felicia stretched lazily, "What can I say, I love a little danger with my romance," she purred. "And you, Tyson Smith, are positively thrilling." Tyson chuckled as he moved to the suite's exquisitely stocked bar, pouring two glasses of wine. Felicia accepted a glass of wine from Tyson and took a long sip, eyeing him over the rim.

Tyson set his glass upon the bar and turned, desire smoldering in his gaze as he looked upon Felicia. She had placed her own wine glass down and met his eyes boldly, a knowing smile playing about her lips.

He reached out and placed a hand below her chin, tilting the thief's face up to his own. Then he kissed her, firm and passionate. Felicia responded instantly, her lithe arms coming up to encircle his neck as she pressed against him. A throaty sound of approval escaped her and Tyson's hands slid downward to grip her hips tightly through the sleek black fabric of her catsuit, pulling her roughly against him. They stood entwined in the exquisitely furnished suite, lost for a moment in heated passion before Tyson drew back to look down at Felicia's flushed face.

"I believe," he said, his voice rough, "that was one hell of a first date."

Felicia's green eyes sparkled with mischief and desire. "Oh, I don't know," she purred, tracing a nail lightly down his chest. "I'd say the night's still young."

Tyson's hands gripped Felicia's hips tightly, pulling her lithe body against his muscular frame. She could feel the heat of his skin through the sleek black fabric of her catsuit. His lips trailed down her neck, eliciting soft gasps of pleasure as he kissed and nipped at her flushed skin. Felicia was lost in passionate bliss, her eager fingers exploring the hard planes of his chest and shoulders.

And yet, in the back of her mind, she knew this was an illusion. The real Tyson was somewhere else within the exquisitely furnished hotel suite, his powers weaving this sensory deception that felt as real as if he was really with her. A thrill rushed through Felicia at the sheer intimacy of it. The thought of Tyson making her feel such exquisite sensations without even being physically present was incredibly alluring. She gave herself over completely to the experience, moaning softly as his phantom hands and lips worked their magic. The night was still young, and Felicia intended to savor every delicious moment with her new lover.

Felicia groaned as he pulled her down to straddle his lap, her knees sinking into the plush cushions of the sofa. Even through the layers of their clothing, she could feel his arousal, hard and urgent beneath her. Strong hands gripped her thighs as she ground against him. She traced the defined muscles of his chest, gripped his shoulders, and ran her fingers through his thick hair. Every sensation felt real, tangible.

Tyson was so tall that even kneeling, their faces were level. Felicia lost herself in his mismatched eyes, seeing her own desire reflected back. When his lips claimed hers again, she surrendered completely, trusting him in a way she had never trusted a lover before. His hands roamed her body possessively as she arched into him, hungry for more contact.

"Tyson..." she breathed, consumed by sensation. She knew this was just a deception, a trick of the mind. And yet she had never felt more desired, more seen. At this moment, she belonged utterly to Tyson Smith, in body and spirit. And she reveled in the intensity of it. Felicia leaned back as her hands moved to the zipper at the back of her skintight catsuit. She slowly dragged the zipper down, the skintight fabric parting to reveal inch after inch of flawless pale skin.

She shimmied her shoulders, guiding the top half of the suit down and exposing the black lace bra beneath, barely containing her full, rounded breasts. Tyson drew in a sharp breath, unable to tear his eyes away as more and more of her was revealed. She had the lean, toned body of an athlete, all smooth lines and subtle curves.

As she peeled the suit down over her taut stomach, Tyson's hands moved to grip her bare waist, thumbs brushing along the underside of her breasts teasingly. Felicia let out a throaty chuckle at his eagerness, continuing her sensual striptease.

She stood briefly to shimmy the rest of the suit down over her hips and long, shapely legs. As she stepped out of it, clad only in her bra and a tiny black thong, Tyson openly admired her nearly naked form.

"You are exquisite," he murmured, voice husky with desire.

His large hands traced down her sides, over her flat stomach to grip her hips. He pulled her close, nuzzling against her breasts as she sighed in pleasure. Felicia ran her fingers through his hair indulgently as his lips and tongue explored her cleavage. She could feel his arousal, hard and insistent against her bare thigh.

"I want you, Tyson," she whispered hotly in his ear. Her hands moved back to unclasp her bra, freeing her breasts.

Tyson's head dipped to take one rosy nipple into his mouth, sucking firmly as she cried out. Felicia was lost in the feel of his mouth worshipping her breasts, his hands roaming her now mostly naked body. She ground against him urgently, consumed with lust.

"Please, Tyson," she moaned. She needed more of him, all of him. His illusion had her utterly intoxicated with desire.

Tyson lifted his head from her breasts, eyes burning with lust as he gazed up at her. "Anything you want, Felicia," he rasped before claiming her mouth once more in a searing kiss.

Felicia gasped against Tyson's mouth as she felt his hands move to the bottom of his shirt, deftly lifting it upward. Still locked in a passionate kiss, she helped push the shirt off his broad shoulders, breaking their embrace just long enough to tug it free and toss it aside.

Her eager hands roamed over his bared chest, tracing the hard ridges of muscle and sinew. Tyson was powerfully built, with the sculpted physique of a bodybuilder. Felicia traced her fingers over the grooves between each defined ab, eliciting a low groan from him.

His hands moved to his waistband and Felicia's pulse quickened in anticipation. She kissed her way down his neck as he stood, watching with rapt attention as he stripped off his pants and kicked them away. Tyson sat before her in all his glory, arousal evident through his tight black boxer briefs.

Felicia bit her lip, green eyes darkened with lust as she took him in. This close, the sheer size and strength of him was even more evident. Tyson watched her reaction hungrily as she reached out to trace the hard ridge of his cock through the thin fabric of his underwear.

"Mmm someone's eager," she purred.

Her fingertips teased him lightly. Tyson sucked in a sharp breath, abdominals clenching at her touch.

"You have no idea," he growled. In one smooth motion he hooked his thumbs under the waistband of his briefs and tugged them down. His thick arousal sprang free and Felicia's eyes widened. He was huge, bigger than any lover she'd ever taken. The thought of having him inside her sent a spike of heat straight between her legs.

She wrapped her fingers around his rigid length, marveling at how he throbbed in her hand. She stroked him firmly, eliciting a low groan as pre-cum beaded at the swollen tip.

"I want this inside me," Felicia murmured hotly, pumping him. She swirled her thumb over the slick head and Tyson shuddered, gripping her shoulders almost painfully.

"Fuck, Felicia..." he choked out through gritted teeth. His control was hanging on by a thread as she continued stroking and caressing his aching cock.

Felicia was enthralled, never breaking her rhythm even as his hips bucked urgently into her grip. She could tell Tyson was close to the edge and she had no intention of stopping.

"Let go for me," she purred. She increased her pace, grip tightening just shy of too much. Tyson's eyes were wild, body coiled tight like a spring about to snap. When Felicia leaned in close, breath hot against his ear, and whispered "Come for me, Tyson," it pushed him over.

With a ragged groan, he came powerfully over her hand and stomach, thick ropes of cum spilling out as she continued pumping him through his intense orgasm.

Tyson was left gasping and spent, body trembling in the aftermath. Felicia gazed up at him with a satisfied, cat-like smile, licking one cum-slick finger clean.

"Mmm, I'd say someone enjoyed himself," she teased throatily. Tyson just shook his head with a chuckle, pulling her in for a searing kiss.

Felicia's eyes widened in surprise as she tasted Tyson's cum on her fingers. "Mmm...your cum tastes like vanilla ice cream," she murmured, before eagerly licking up more of the pearly fluid from her hand and stomach. The unusual sweet flavor was addictive and she found herself craving more.

Once Felicia had cleaned all of Tyson's seed from her body, she shifted position to kneel before him. His cock was still thick and heavy in her small hand. She stroked him gently, coaxing him back to full hardness as she gazed up at him with lust-filled eyes.

"I want more," she purred, before taking him into her warm, wet mouth. Tyson groaned as her lips wrapped around him, tongue swirling to lap up every drop of sweet essence she could find. She sucked firmly, head bobbing as she took him deeper. The velvety heat of her mouth had him rapidly swelling again until he hit the back of her throat.

Felicia moaned around his thickness, the vibrations sending intense sparks of pleasure through Tyson's body. Her mouth was incredibly skilled, working him with just the right amount of suction and swirls of her tongue. She lost herself in her task, focused solely on coaxing out more of that delicious vanilla cream.

Tyson's eyes were dark with lust as he watched Felicia enthusiastically suck and slurp at his cock. Her platinum hair spilled over his thighs as she knelt before him like a woman worshipping. The sight of her pretty lips stretched wide around his girth, with her cheeks hollowed as she sucked, was incredibly erotic.

"Fuck, your mouth feels amazing," he groaned. Tyson tangled his fingers in her hair, but didnt pull, letting her move at her own pace. Felicia hummed approvingly, doubling her efforts. She could tell Tyson was getting close again from the way his thighs tensed beneath her palms and they feeling of his abs clenching. She slipped a hand between his legs to fondle his balls Felicia massaged them as she sucked, bringing him right to the brink.

With a guttural groan, Tyson came again, spurting hot creamy jets into Felicia's mouth. She swallowed every drop eagerly, her throat working as she drank him down. The rich vanilla taste coated her tongue, sending a spike of heat straight between her legs. When Tyson was finally finished, she allowed his cock to slip from her warm mouth.

Felicia sat back with a satisfied smile. Licking her lips, she purred, "Mmm...I could get used to this tasty treat."

Felicia rose slowly to her feet, Tyson's heated gaze following her every movement. She hooked her thumbs into the waistband of her lacy black thong, maintaining eye contact as she slowly dragged the fabric down over her hips. Tyson's eyes drank in every inch of smooth, creamy skin as it was revealed. Stepping out of the skimpy garment, Felicia now stood before him in all her nude glory.

Turning, she positioned herself with her hands braced against the back of the sofa. Arching her back, she looked over her shoulder and gave Tyson a smoldering, inviting look. His eyes roamed over her toned backside appreciatively before meeting her heated gaze.

"I believe you mentioned something about us being far from done," Felicia purred. She arched further, displaying herself to him shamelessly.

Felicia let out a surprised gasp as Tyson gripped her hips and pulled her down onto his face. She braced her hands against the back of the sofa for balance as she felt his hot tongue delve between her legs, lapping at her slick folds.

"Oh!" she cried out, back arching at the sudden pleasure. Tyson's strong hands held her firmly in place as he feasted on her pussy. His tongue swirled and flicked over her sensitive clit before thrusting inside her velvety entrance.

Felicia rolled her hips shamelessly, grinding down onto his mouth. His nose was buried in her pale white down, inhaling her scent. She looked down to see Tyson gazing up at her, eyes burning with lust even as his talented mouth brought her pleasure.

"Yes, just like that," Felicia moaned encouragingly. She ran her fingers through his hair, tugging slightly. Tyson groaned against her, the vibrations sending delicious sparks through her core. His tongue worked her relentlessly, lapping and sucking until she was right on the edge.

When he sealed his lips around her clit and sucked firmly, Felicia came undone with a wordless cry. Her thighs trembled as intense pleasure crashed over her in waves. Tyson kept licking and sucking her through every pulse and flutter of her release.

Finally, Felicia slumped forward, spent and panting. Tyson gently turned her in his arms so she was sitting astride him once more. Her face was flushed, eyes glazed with satisfaction.

"Mmm, I'm impressed," she purred, tracing a finger down his muscular chest. "Most men are too impatient to properly warm a girl up like that."

Tyson grinned wolfishly, one large hand coming up to cup her breast, thumbing her stiff nipple. "I told you I aim to please."

Felicia gasped as his other hand slipped between her legs, thick fingers easily sliding through her slick folds to circle her still-swollen clit. She rocked her hips urgently, chasing the promise of more pleasure.

Tyson's cock was rigid against her thigh, more than ready for her. Gripping his shoulders, Felicia rose back up into her original standing position.

Tyson growled low in his throat as he moved behind her, gripping her hips with strong hands. He ground himself against her backside, letting her feel his renewed arousal.

"I'm going to take you just like this," he rasped into her ear. "Nice and deep."

Felicia shivered in anticipation, pushing back against him eagerly. She wanted that thick hardness inside her more than she could express.

Tyson stroked himself briefly before positioning the swollen head of his cock at her slick entrance. Gripping her hips, he slowly sank into her inch by inch. Felicia's mouth fell open in a silent moan at the delicious stretch of him filling her. Once fully sheathed, Tyson gave a few shallow thrusts, letting her adjust. "God, you feel incredible," he bit out through clenched teeth.

"So big..." Felicia whimpered, fingers clenching against the sofa. The ache of being filled and stretched so completely was exquisite.

At her breathless urging of "Yes, please!" Tyson began thrusting in earnest. His strong hands held her hips firmly in place as he drove into her again and again. Felicia cried out, the pleasure building rapidly. Each deep stroke rubbed deliciously against her g-spot, ratcheting up the sensations.

"Harder!" she gasped, pushing back wantonly to meet his powerful thrusts. Tyson willingly complied, driving into her with focused intensity. The lewd sound of skin slapping skin echoed through the lavish suite.

Felicia was lost in ecstasy, her world narrowed down to the mind-melting pleasure of Tyson's huge cock pistoning steadily in and out of her soaked heat. She moaned his name over and over like a prayer, clawing at the sofa desperately.

Tyson slid a hand around to rub tight circles over her throbbing clit, ratcheting her pleasure impossibly higher. "Come for me, Felicia," he commanded roughly. "I want to feel you cum on my cock."

His deep voice and the rhythmic stimulation were her undoing. Felicia screamed as she came powerfully, inner walls clenching and spasming around his driving hardness. Tyson groaned as he fucked her through every pulse of her intense climax before finally finding his own release deep inside her.

They collapsed together onto the sofa in a satisfied heap of tangled limbs. Felicia sighed blissfully, utterly spent and sated. She stroked Tyson's muscular chest as he pressed soft kisses into her disheveled platinum hair.

"Mmm, you weren't kidding about us being far from done," she murmured, craning her neck to meet his lips in a lazy kiss.

Tyson just chuckled, wrapping his arms around her possessively as their heart rates returned to normal. "Oh, I'm just getting started with you, my dear Felicia."

Tyson held Felicia close, her petite body nestled against his larger frame as they lay together on the plush hotel sofa. Their passionate encounter had left them both pleasantly spent, but the night was still young.

Tyson brushed Felicia's tousled platinum hair aside, pressing a line of kisses along the graceful arch of her neck. She let out a soft hum of pleasure, craning her head back to give him better access. His hands roamed over her supple skin, caressing her hips, her waist, the underside of her breasts. Felicia covered one of his hands with her own, guiding it up to palm her breast fully as she arched into his touch.

Tyson nuzzled into her neck, fingertips teasing her pert nipple until it hardened under his ministrations. Felicia's breathing grew heavier, a new spark of arousal kindling within her. She pressed her backside against Tyson's hips, feeling his manhood against her.

"Insatiable," she murmured approvingly, rolling her hips in invitation. Tyson nipped at her shoulder, his low chuckle sending vibrations through her.

He slid a muscled thigh between her legs, parting them. Reaching down, he gripped himself, guiding the tip of his rigid cock to her slick entrance. Felicia tilted her hips up eagerly as he pushed inside her molten heat once more.

Despite their earlier passionate coupling, the stretch and fullness of him entering her made Felicia gasp. In this position, with her leg hooked back over his hip, Tyson penetrated her even deeper. She shuddered as he filled her to the hilt, then began a steady rhythm of long, luxurious strokes.

There was no urgency this time, just intense intimacy. Tyson held her close as he made love to her, their bodies fit together seamlessly. Felicia turned her head, meeting his lips in a passionate kiss. The kiss was slow but thorough, tongues languidly exploring. Each deep thrust ratcheted up the heat between them.

"You feel so good inside me," Felicia whispered against his mouth. She reached back to grip his hip, pulling him even deeper. Tyson groaned, increasing his tempo slightly in response. His large hand splayed across her toned stomach, holding her firmly against him as he took her.

Felicia was lost in sensation, in the feeling of him buried so deep, hitting new angles that made her see stars. She pushed her hips back wantonly, matching his rhythm as the pleasure built. Tyson trailed kisses across her shoulder, along her jawline, worshipping her with his lips, his hands, his body.

Her inner walls clenched and fluttered around him as she came. Tyson groaned harshly. His hips stuttered and his pace became more frantic as her climax triggered his own. He held her tightly as he spilled himself inside her once more.

They lay wrapped up in each other, heart rates gradually slowing.

Felicia sighed in deep contentment. She couldn't recall ever feeling so thoroughly satisfied by a lover. Tyson's stamina and sheer skill were incredible. But she had a feeling this was still just the beginning of a very pleasurable night together.
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                Chapter 46: Evaluation

Date: Monday, February 21, 2011.

Location: Chikara Dojo, Chinatown, Manhattan, New York

The air inside Chikara Dojo hummed with the rhythmic thud of fists and feet striking training pads. At the center stood Colleen Wing, her instructions crisp and clear, slicing through the air with the same precision she sought to instill in her students' movements. With each command, she demonstrated a technique, her eyes missing nothing as she acknowledged each improvement and corrected every misstep with a nurturing yet firm hand. In contrast to the synchronized group being instructed, Tyson practiced alone in a secluded section of the dojo. His presence was both part of the dojo yet distinctly apart. He wielded a ninjato, a single-edged sword similar to a katana but shorter and with a straight blade instead of curved. Every slash and thrust he executed was crisp, honed to a level that while short of mastery, few could aspire to reach.

Tyson stood at an imposing 6'6", more than a head above everyone else in the dojo. His chiseled features and muscular build cut an intimidating figure even when ignoring the sword in his hand. His brown skin was covered by a full-body black outfit that he had taken to wearing while training and his mismatched blue-green eyes were alight with fierce concentration as he flowed through kata after kata. Around him, the rhythms of the dojo continued unabated. Students grappled, punched, and kicked in disciplined exertion as Colleen Wing moved among them, her firm yet encouraging voice guiding them through complex forms and sparring sessions, shaping them into martial artists. Tyson was a study in solitary self-improvement, challenging himself with every subtle movement of the blade, seeking to surpass his limits. He executed a series of intricate maneuvers, the ninjato arcing through the air with deadly precision.

As the last echoes of the class's disciplined practice faded, Colleen escorted them outside. She opened the door of the Chikara Dojo and her students dispersed into the evening, returning to their mundane lives. But Colleen's observant gaze fell upon a group of people approaching the dojo. Her eyes lit up with recognition and warmth at the sight of the man leading them. Bakuto. The man who had not only recruited and trained her, but gifted her this very dojo.

Bakuto approached with the quiet confidence of a man long accustomed to command. Of medium height and leanly muscular, he moved with a martial artist's easy grace. His hair was trimmed short, the messiness styled rather than careless, and his keen eyes missed nothing as he surveyed his surroundings. His business casual attire and artfully unkempt beard lent him a casual air. As he drew nearer, a small, knowing smile played about his lips. Colleen couldn't help but return it, warmth and familiarity lighting her features. When he reached her, they embraced briefly in a quick hug that spoke of years of trust and shared history.

"I saw your students leaving as we arrived," Bakuto said, stepping back to look her over appraisingly. "You've done well for yourself, Colleen. This place thrives under your care. It's better than I had hoped."

Colleen's eyes shone with quiet pride. "The credit is yours, Bakuto. It is my honor to carry on the work you began."

With an inviting gesture, she led Bakuto and his companions into the dojo. Bakuto's gaze traveled over the meticulously maintained space before resting on Tyson, who continued his solitary practice, heedless of the departed students or the new arrivals. He moved through his kata with a singular focus, the rest of the dojo merely a backdrop as he lost himself in the motions. His form spoke of long hours devoted to honing his skill. Ignoring the scrutiny upon him, he poured his intensity into each step and strike.

Bakuto's gaze lingered appreciatively on the young man. "Who is that?" he asked, head tilting toward the lone student.

"That's Tyson," Colleen replied, pride coloring her voice as she regarded her dedicated student. "He's a high school student who showed up looking for training." Her voice dropped to a conspiratorial murmur. "I considered him for the scholarship, but he preferred to stay in the city. He's been here nearly every day since the summer, training for hours on end. He's committed. Pays five times the normal rate for lessons and usually attends for five times the normal class duration."

Bakuto's eyebrows ticked upward as he studied Tyson. The young man's dedication and skill were evident in his motions. Colleen and Bakuto observed him in silence, Bakuto's shrewd gaze missing nothing. Tyson remained focused on his training, but his enhanced hearing picked up every word exchanged between them. Colleen watched him, her critical eye missing nothing. After long minutes she stepped forward, selecting a blade from the rack that matched his own. Tyson noted her approach, and broke his rhythm, awaiting her instruction.

Colleen began without preamble, "I've noticed a few areas for improvement." Tyson inclined his head in acquiescence. Colleen hefted the ninjato, "First, your grip. It's too tight." She demonstrated, fingers flexing, finding the sword's center of gravity. "Hold it firmly, but not rigidly. Imagine you're holding a bird, your grip must be secure enough that it won't escape, yet gentle enough not to harm it." Tyson adjusted his grip accordingly. Colleen continued. "Your breathing is also erratic. It should flow smoothly, in sync with your movements." She inhaled deeply, and exhaled slowly, matching the rise and fall of the sword. "Proper breath control enhances efficiency and endurance. And can even make your strikes more powerful."

Brow furrowed, Tyson focused on synchronizing his breathing to the swings and slashes, though the adjustment did not come naturally. Still, his dedication was evident. He would master this in time, just as he had mastered so much else. Bakuto observed it all. His shrewd gaze remained fixed on Tyson, missing not a single detail. What he saw pleased him.

Tyson paused mid-swing as Colleen pointed out one last area for improvement. "Watch the alignment of your blade during strikes," she said, demonstrating a precise cut. Her blade sliced the air in a perfect line. "Your blade alignment is a bit off at times. This can make your strikes less effective. Focus on maintaining the edge alignment throughout your movements, ensuring that each cut is as sharp and accurate as possible."

Studying her intently, Tyson mirrored her motion, concentrating on the alignment of his own blade. The adjustment was subtle, but Bakuto and the other seasoned warriors in the dojo immediately noticed the improvement in Tyson's technique.

Colleen observed Tyson with satisfaction, pleased at his receptiveness to correction. "Good," she said approvingly. "Keep these points in mind, and you'll see significant improvement in your swordsmanship." Respect for his skill mingled with belief in his potential shone in her voice.

"Thank you, Colleen, sensei," Tyson replied, "I appreciate the lesson." He continued practicing in the dojo, the rhythmic whoosh of his movements the only sound breaking the quiet observation of the room. He made the subtle adjustments to his technique that Colleen had suggested, his concentration absolute as he sought to improve his skill.

Bakuto observed Tyson briefly before gesturing to Colleen, leading her upstairs and out onto the fire escape of the dojo. The cool afternoon air brushed their faces as they stepped outside, the distant hum of the city providing a backdrop to their conversation. "Do you think he has potential for... more?" Bakuto asked.

Colleen hesitated, weighing her words carefully before she spoke. "Tyson is... independent, very focused on his own path. He's not really someone I'd consider for the Hand. His work ethic, though, is unmatched." She leaned on the railing, her eyes reflecting the city lights. "He's always punctual, pays in advance, in cash. And there's a discipline in him that's hard to ignore and not commonly seen in this generation."

Bakuto's interest deepened at her words, a subtle shift in his expression betraying his thoughts. "I want to test him," he said, his voice low but firm. "See what he's truly capable of."

Colleen thought back to what she knew of Tyson. "He's so focused usually, but enjoys his practice." She recalled moments when she had seen him sparring playfully with Natalie, a skilled red-headed former student. "At times I've even seen him playful... But I don't know how he'd react under real pressure if his life was genuinely at risk."

Bakuto's quiet reply was, "Soon we'll find out."

They returned inside, resuming their discussion about the dojo. As they walked through the training area, their conversation seamlessly shifted to the dojo's finances, Bakuto offering insights and suggestions to boost enrollment. However, this was merely a facade, a cover for their real intention. Observing Tyson complete his practice.

From the corner of his eye, Bakuto noted the sheer effort and duration of Tyson's training. "He's been at it for a while," he remarked quietly to Colleen.

Colleen nodded in agreement. "He can work like this for hours without a break. He's not the most naturally gifted martial artist I've seen, but what Tyson lacks in talent, he more than makes up for in stubbornness and endurance." Their conversation continued, but both were acutely aware of Tyson's presence in the studio. As the evening wore on, the intensity of Tyson's training finally ceased. With a final, precise movement, he sheathed his ninjato, the blade sliding into its scabbard with a soft click. His practice for the day concluded with the same focus and dedication with which it had begun. Tyson carefully placed the sword back in its designated spot among the other weapons.

With a respectful bow to Colleen and a brief glance around the dojo to ensure everything was tidy, Tyson made his way out into the evening.

The streets of Chinatown were alive with light and sound as Tyson made his way from the Chikara Dojo. Neon signs advertising restaurants and shops in a mix of English and Chinese flickered in electric reds and greens, casting colorful shadows on the busy sidewalks. Voices called out in half a dozen dialects while scooters and bicycles wove expertly through the crowd. Tyson navigated it all with familiarity, and he should, he had walked this route many times over the last six months. His motorcycle waited where he had left it, a few blocks from the dojo in a quieter section of Chinatown. As he approached, the sounds of the main thoroughfare faded, leaving only the buzz of the occasional passing car. Reaching for his helmet, Tyson's thoughts drifted back to his training that evening. Colleen had introduced new dynamics into his kata, it had demanded intense focus. It would take more practice with the sword for him to fully implement her suggestions.

"What are you doing here, gaijin?" The sudden rough voice cut through Tyson's reflection. He turned to see a man standing a few feet away, tensed in clear aggression. The man's face was hard, eyes narrowed with hostility at Tyson's presence.

Tyson kept his response measured, aiming to defuse the confrontation. "I've been parking here for months. I attend classes at a local dojo." His tone carried calm confidence, hinting that he could handle himself if pressed.

But the thug was unimpressed. With a menacing smirk, he slid a set of brass knuckles from his pocket onto his hand and stepped closer with clear intentions.

Tyson held up a hand in a placating gesture at the man's aggressive posturing. "I'm sorry if this is your property. I wasn't aware there'd be a problem. I'd be happy to compensate you for using the parking space." His voice was calm but alert, hoping to negotiate rather than escalate. "There isn’t a need for violence here. We can work something out."

The thug's only response was a sudden punch, aimed with precision that betrayed formal training. Tyson recognized the skill behind the attack immediately. This was no ordinary brawler. Taller and with a significant reach advantage, Tyson, instead of attempting to block, stepped back, moving just beyond the reach of the brass knuckles. The thug shifted forward, launching a front kick, but Tyson was ready. He stepped inside the man's guard, making the kick go wide. With a controlled shove, Tyson sent the man stumbling several feet back. The thug landed with a surprised grunt, but unharmed as he scrambled to his feet. Tyson had intended to de-escalate. Shoving instead of striking signaled he could have hurt the man but chose not to. He had hoped to end the confrontation without further violence, but the thug was undeterred.

Raising his hands to his mouth, with a sharp whistle, the man called for reinforcements. More thugs emerged from the nearby buildings, forming a menacing circle around Tyson. The new arrivals were an assorted bunch, armed with an array of weapons. Clubs, chains, brass knuckles, and even a nunchaku and even a wakizashi, a traditional Japanese short sword.

Tyson raised his hands in a calming gesture, seeking to defuse the escalating tension. "You sure we can't talk about this?" he asked evenly, keeping his voice steady despite the growing threat.

The thugs closed in, tightening the circle around him. Their faces were set in hard expressions, their violent intentions clear. Though surrounded and outnumbered, Tyson stood ready, his body coiled. The apparent leader barked something rapidly in Japanese. Tyson was a polyglot but unfortunately didn't understand the language. However, his sharp hearing picked up the faint scuff of a shoe on the pavement behind him. One of the thugs was trying to sneak up while he was seemingly distracted.

Tyson listened intently, sensing the man's approach. Just as the nunchaku sliced through the air where he had been standing a moment before, Tyson sidestepped, evading the blow. The thug, having committed to a strike he thought sure to land, was overextended. Seizing the opportunity, Tyson delivered a punch to his midsection. As the man doubled over in pain, Tyson expertly disarmed him of the nunchaku. He followed up with a powerful kick that sent the winded thug sprawling across the sidewalk to crash against the brick facade of a nearby building.

Tyson bent and retrieved the fallen nunchaku. Unlike the wooden training weapons he was used to, these were made of steel, the bars connected by a nylon rope. He gave them an experimental swing, listening to the distinctive whistling as they sliced through the air. Even if he hadn't heard the thug's approach, that unique sound would have given him enough warning to respond to the attack.

The remaining thugs hesitated, their confidence faltering as they watched Tyson handle the exotic weapon with easy skill. In competent hands, the nunchaku could strike with the force of a baseball bat but required far less effort from its wielder. The tradeoff was that it was such an unusual weapon, that it needed practice and training to use effectively in a fight, while anyone could swing a bat.

The thugs paused, uncertainty flickering through them at their opponent's unexpected skill. Tyson took a defiant stance, readying the nunchaku for their next move. "Well, come on then," he challenged, his voice steady and confident.

The standoff broke when two thugs charged without warning, one with a chain and the other brandishing brass knuckles. Tyson reacted instantly. He whipped the nunchaku out, intercepting the chain and redirecting its momentum to send its wielder stumbling. At the same time, he ducked beneath the punch of the other, delivering an uppercut with his free hand that drove the brass-knuckled thug back.

Another thug, armed with a club, charged at Tyson from the side. Tyson spun, bringing the nunchaku down to strike the hand wielding the club. The sharp cracking sound indicated the thug's fingers were broken and could no longer maintain their hold on the club. The weapon dropped from suddenly limp fingers as Tyson followed through with a roundhouse kick that connected solidly with the thug's chest, sending him crashing heavily to the ground.

The remaining thugs quickly regrouped and attacked as one. Tyson moved like a whirlwind, his body a blur of motion as he parried, dodged, and struck with a fluidity that was almost dance-like. He wielded the nunchaku not just as a weapon, but as an extension of his own body, manipulating it with masterful skill. The thugs could not have known, but Tyson had spent far too many hours practicing with nunchaku. Michelangelo was his favorite ninja turtle as a child, and sessions swinging the weapon indulged his longing for its hypnotic fluidity and cool factor. The fact that the thugs had conveniently provided him with one now allowed him to test the nunchaku in live combat for the first time.

Tyson spun the nunchaku in a lazy figure-eight as he eyed the two thugs stalking him. One clutched an identical nunchaku while the other brandished a wakizashi, the short sword glinting dully under the streetlights. The thugs moved to flank him, coordinated in their approach despite the differences in their weapons.

Tyson, not keen on being flanked, struck first. He lunged, channeling a small amount of superhuman speed and using the extra reach afforded by the nunchaku to crack the thug on the head. The blow landed true, sending him to the ground, immediately unconscious. With the first thug incapacitated, Tyson turned to deal with the wakizashi. The swordsman slashed and stabbed relentlessly, seeking to overwhelm Tyson's defenses through sheer ferocity. But Tyson's movements were honed through months of disciplined practice. He deflected or dodged each attack, watching for an opening. It came on an overextended thrust. Tyson slapped the blade aside and followed through with a brutal strike to the thug's wrist. More bones snapped under the unforgiving steel of the nunchaku. The wakizashi clattered to the pavement as the man staggered back, clutching his ruined hand. Tyson pressed the advantage, lashing out with a spinning kick that lifted the disarmed thug clear off his feet. The man hit the ground in a tangle of limbs, his head cracking against the concrete with an ugly thud.

The remaining thug hesitated after Tyson's easy dismantling of his companions. But he didn't relent, diving forward with a knife gleaming in his hand. Tyson flowed inside the clumsy stab and seized the man's arm, holding it immobile. Tyson's fists slammed into the thug's ribs, three punishing blows dropping the man to the ground.

Tyson surveyed the fallen thugs dispassionately. Though he was victorious, he mentally cataloged all the errors in his form, reminding himself of the weaknesses in his technique that he needed to address. There was always room for improvement. He collected the matching nunchaku and the wakizashi, trophies of a hard-won battle… Finally, some loot, he thought to himself with a satisfied smile.

— Rogue Replacement —

From their vantage point high above the street, Colleen Wing and Bakuto, along with his entourage watched the scene unfold below. They observed as Tyson dispatched the first thug and methodically took apart the group surrounding him.

"Remember the last initiate who took down ten armed attackers?" Bakuto asked, his gaze fixed on Tyson.

Colleen's response held a hint of pride. "Should I not? It was me." But her expression turned thoughtful. "It wasn't nearly this easy when I did it. He's barely been touched."

Bakuto nodded. "You've been watching him for months. What's his weakness?"

Colleen hesitated, reluctant to see Tyson come to harm yet curious about his potential. "There was another skilled student he regularly practiced with. She stopped coming about a month ago. She challenged him, but I could tell he held back. He was clearly captivated by her beauty."

"A weakness for a pretty girl, eh?" Bakuto chuckled. "We can use that."

He gestured to one of his group. The woman swiftly left the room, heading for the street...and Tyson.

Tyson had just finished collecting his loot from the defeated thugs when a new figure approached him on the street below. She spoke in Japanese, and yet again Tyson was faced with a language that he didn't understand. With a roll of his eyes, Tyson bent down and touched one of the defeated thugs for just a second, absorbing enough of the man's knowledge to understand the woman's words. He straightened up and addressed her in fluent Japanese, "My apologies, could you repeat that?"

The woman shed her heavy cloak, revealing her striking appearance. She looked to be about seventeen years old, similar to Tyson's age, but with vivid features that made her stand out. Her heritage was distinctly Asian, and her short, vibrant pink hair just barely reached her shoulders. She wore a fitted white shirt, unadorned except for a prominent red circle positioned between her breasts in an unmistakable nod to the Japanese flag. The shirt was tucked into a sharply pointed, pleated black skirt that swayed slightly as she moved. The skirt was cinched at the waist with a heavy black belt, holding it securely above her hips in a blend of traditional and modern flair. Her legs were clad in bold, black, and purple striped thigh-high socks, adding a rebellious touch to the ensemble. The socks disappeared into padded samurai boots, a modern take on traditional footwear. Most strikingly, she wore large white headphones, incongruous with her otherwise combat-ready appearance. The headphones, combined with the katana she now unsheathed, lent her an aura more reminiscent of an anime character than a serious threat. Yet the ease with which she handled the sword and her confident stance suggested that underestimating her would be a mistake.

The young woman strode towards Tyson with a confident gait, "I am the Cherry Blossom," she announced, her eyes fixed on him with a piercing gaze. Though her voice held a tinge of disdain, her stance and the ease with which she handled the katana spoke of competency. Tyson remained wary but calm, keeping his focus on the self-proclaimed Cherry Blossom. He didn't speak, content to let her say her peace. The girl's glance towards the incapacitated thugs was dismissive. "These men, they are under my protection. You've made a grave mistake, gaijin."

Tyson weighed his words carefully. "I didn't start this. They attacked me. I defended myself."

Cherry Blossom's lip curled slightly. "Words of a trespasser," she retorted sharply. Her grip shifted on the katana, moonlight glinting off the honed edge of the blade. "Now, you will pay for what you've done." Sensing imminent confrontation, Tyson positioned himself defensively as she commanded, "Prepare yourself." Though he preferred to avoid further violence, the woman's demeanor indicated she would not be deterred.

As Cherry Blossom assumed an expert combat stance, Tyson unsheathed the wakizashi in a smooth motion. Tossing the sheath aside, he kept the short blade low and ready. "I'm not looking for more trouble," he stated, hoping to stall her attack. "But I will defend myself if I have to."

Cherry Blossom let out a small, mocking laugh. "Defend? Against me?" Her tone dripped arrogance as she approached Tyson, the razor-sharp katana held out steadily before her. "You will find that a more challenging task than dealing with my 'petals'."

Tyson stood facing Cherry Blossom, assessing the situation. Her confident movements indicated expertise with the katana. In contrast, he held a wakizashi, considerably shorter than her longer blade. This presented a significant reach disadvantage that he was acutely aware of. Typically, this would give Cherry Blossom an edge. However, Tyson had advantages. Unless Cherry Blossom was enhanced, he likely had superior speed. His mutant abilities provided agility and reflexes that would easily offset the reach difference. Moreover, his physical prowess was formidable. His strength and endurance could overcome any gaps in skill. If he closed the distance, neutralized her reach, and leveraged his speed and strength, he could gain the upper hand.

However, Tyson didn't want to simply overwhelm the girl. Like with the thugs, her 'petals', this was an opportunity to test himself and how far he'd come with his training. With this in mind, Tyson prepared to engage, shifting his grip on the wakizashi and wielding it in his off-hand. He reached out and grabbed the nearby nunchaku with his right. Dual wielding rarely worked well, especially with such different weapons, but it would be easier to discard one rather than try to retrieve it mid-battle. Weeks earlier, practicing with Natasha, he had wielded a sword in his off-hand as a joke. But doing so had allowed him to see the benefits of partial ambidexterity. He had actively worked since then to make his weaker hand proficient.

Cherry Blossom stood poised, katana ready, as Tyson faced her while dual wielding the wakizashi and steel nunchaku.

Tyson tensed as Cherry Blossom exploded into motion, her katana hissing through the air in a testing arc aimed at his defenses. He responded by bringing up the wakizashi to parry. Steel rang against steel at their first contact. His right hand held the nunchaku at the ready, waiting for an opening. They broke apart, reassessing. Cherry Blossom's dark eyes were sharp and analytical as she took in Tyson's response. Tyson returned her gaze steadily, gauging the speed and skill his opponent possessed. Making the next move, he feinted with the wakizashi and followed with a swift swing of the nunchaku. Cherry Blossom slid backward, evading the blow. She replied with a series of quick, precise slashes, each strike seeking to force Tyson onto the defensive and test his agility. Tyson ducked and wove, the wakizashi and nunchaku moving in smooth concert as he turned aside her attacks. Cherry Blossom exhibited consummate mastery, every cut and parry executed with lethal elegance. She probed at Tyson with a succession of increasingly elaborate combinations, intent on finding a flaw in his defense.

The exchange became a high-speed clash where Tyson's adaptability and athleticism met Cherry Blossom's skill and precision in a whirling storm of attacks and counterattacks.

Tyson and Cherry Blossom broke apart once more, circling each other warily. It was clear from the set of Cherry Blossom's shoulders and the calculating look in Tyson's eyes that neither had gained the upper hand in the fight. They were still probing, testing each other's capabilities. In the brief respite, Tyson reassessed his strategy. Holding the nunchaku in one hand and the wakizashi in the other wasn't giving him any advantage against Cherry Blossom's superior skill. He wound back his arm and threw the nunchaku at Cherry Blossom, shifting the wakizashi to his dominant hand to allow for greater control and precision.

Cherry Blossom watched Tyson's actions closely, her dark eyes sharp. It was evident to Tyson that she was a highly disciplined and dangerous opponent. His throwing the nunchaku didn't phase her in the slightest as she easily sidestepped the projectile. Clearly, he was only ensuring she didn't capitalize on his momentarily open defenses as he shifted his wakizashi into his primary hand.

They moved toward each other again, even faster this time, with increased ferocity. Cherry Blossom's strikes were more deliberate now, each slash and thrust of her katana aimed to maim or kill. Tyson met her attacks with a blend of defensive parries and evasive maneuvers, narrowly avoiding the razor-sharp blade again and again.

The fight took on a rapid rhythm of its own, a blurring exchange of offense and defense between the two skilled combatants. With only one weapon to focus on wielding, Tyson's use of the wakizashi was more effective, his parries sharper and counterattacks quicker. He found a way to flow with Cherry Blossom's attacks, looking for any opportunity to strike back. While Cherry Blossom seemed to relish the challenge Tyson presented. Her attacks became a series of complex combinations designed to overwhelm and outmaneuver. Her katana flashed silver as it moved with lethal speed and elegance, forcing Tyson to narrowly avoid being cut down time and again.

Tyson's breaths came in controlled bursts as he tried to channel the instructions given by Colleen earlier into his techniques. His focus was entirely on the blade before him, his breathing, and the angle of his own sword's edge. Their movements were a blur, Tyson's defensive style against Cherry Blossom's aggressive flurry.

As they momentarily disengaged from their intense sword fight yet again, Tyson keenly observed Cherry Blossom. Despite her controlled, economical movements, she was breathing heavily, the physical toll of the high-intensity battle becoming evident. Tyson hadn't wanted to utilize his enhanced speed and strength to simply overwhelm the girl, instead desiring to test his skills. But as he watched his opponent, he realized his path to victory could be his endurance. While she might have been the more skilled swordsman, she was already tiring, while he could fight like this all day.

Seizing the opportunity, Tyson raised the intensity and frequency of his strikes, switching from defensive to being on the offensive. His wakizashi became a blur, attacking from multiple angles, each strike designed to force Cherry Blossom to constantly shift her guard and expend more energy. She met his barrage with remarkable skill, her katana moving in swift, precise arcs.

Cherry Blossom anticipated Tyson's barrage to be a short-lived tactic, expecting him to tire as she had seen many opponents do in the past. A last desperate flaring of the candle's flame before it went out. However, Tyson's stamina was far beyond that of any ordinary human. His relentless assault did not waver; if anything, it intensified with each passing moment.

Tyson's strategy was clear, keep Cherry Blossom on the defensive, and force her to use her katana in ways that would drain her energy faster. He was relentless, his attacks a continuous flow of motion, leaving no room for her to launch a counterattack. His continuous barrage kept her katana occupied parrying and blocking. Concern flickered in her eyes as realization dawned. Her breath grew labored and her movements, though still precise, lacked their initial sharpness.

As the battle raged, Cherry Blossom's tenacity waned against the relentless tide of Tyson's blows. In desperation, she gambled on a risky maneuver, locking blades with him to halt his assault. But the move proved to be her undoing.

Their katanas crashed together and Tyson seized the moment, shoving forward. For all her skill, Cherry Blossom was a normal-sized teenage girl. Even without using his superhuman strength, the force hurled her backward, shattering her guard.

Tyson pressed his advantage ruthlessly. Before Cherry Blossom could recover, he closed the gap between them, driving his fist into her stomach. She doubled over with a gasp as her breath exploded from her lungs. Capitalizing on her vulnerability, Tyson followed with a crushing cross to her face. The decisive blow knocked Cherry Blossom unconscious instantly. She collapsed, her katana clattering to the ground beside her limp form.

Silence fell on the street as the tension of combat evaporated. Tyson stood over his fallen foe, victorious but slightly disappointed. It had not been his skill that won the day, but abusing his remarkable endurance. However, his disappointment was short-lived as he looked down on the defeated Cherry Blossom, and her weapon. The prospect of having scored more loot overrode his sense of failure.

— Rogue Replacement —

High above, Bakuto watched the conclusion of the duel with keen interest. He'd seen the shift in momentum as Tyson weathered Cherry Blossom's attacks before unleashing his own overwhelming offensive. Bakuto knew how this would end long before the final blow landed. With an almost bored nonchalance, he snapped his fingers three times. One of the other women in his coterie silently withdrew from the room to carry out his unspoken command.

Beside Bakuto, Colleen watched the scene unfold below with growing dread. Comprehension dawned, and her eyes went wide when she realized which woman he'd sent after Tyson. Colleen turned to Bakuto, distress evident on her face, "Not her, please," she implored, though she already suspected it was futile. "She'll kill him."

Bakuto didn't bother looking at her, his gaze still fixed on the fight. "Perhaps," he said, his voice neutral. "Or perhaps not."

Colleen wrestled with indecision, torn between her loyalty to the man who had given her so much, and her duty to protect her student down below. Should she speak out, try to prevent the threat Bakuto had just unleashed? Or trust in Tyson's training, and have faith he could overcome whatever came next? In the end, her uncertainty kept her silent.

Below, Tyson stood over the unconscious form of Cherry Blossom, watching the slow rise and fall of her chest to ensure she still drew breath. Satisfied that she would live, he turned his attention to reclaiming his weapons. He gathered up the pair of nunchaku, including the one he'd thrown earlier during their fight, then slid the wakizashi into its sheath before securing them and the girl's katana to his motorcycle.

He had just swung a leg over the bike, mounting up, ready to head out, when the distinctive hiss of a thrown blade split the air. Tyson twisted aside, but the dagger still found its mark, slicing into the thick muscle of his hamstring. Pain lanced through the leg as he stumbled, barely catching himself. He was forced off the motorcycle, crouching behind it for cover. The wound would be a crippling one for most men, but Tyson was far from normal. He wrenched the dagger from his leg with a grimace, grinding his teeth against the pain. Blood flowed freely from the wound, but only for a moment before it closed.

Leanly muscular and clad neck to toe in a skintight white outfit that was decorated with circular black lines, the woman cut an intimidating figure. Her face was obscured by a small black mask, and a bullseye emblem adorned her forehead. Tyson's meta-knowledge screamed a warning at the sight. He recognized the symbol at once, though he would have expected to see it on a man's head, not a woman's. Her sleek jet-black hair was pulled tightly back, and in one hand, she held a dagger identical to the one just embedded in Tyson's leg, gripped with casual readiness. She might have been striking, if she wasn't trying to kill him.

But then, Tyson corrected his mental assessment, he had to admit, regardless of her lethal intent, she was still attractive.

Tyson looked up at her and asked through gritted teeth, "Who the hell are you supposed to be?"

The woman tilted her head slightly, her gaze never leaving Tyson's. "I'm the one who ends your little rampage," she replied, her voice cold and confident. "You've caused quite a stir, and Lady Bullseye is here to put an end to it."

"Lady Bullseye… Wait what rampage?" Tyson echoed in confusion, "I was just trying to go home."

Lady Bullseye's response was calculating and frigid. "I'm not sure the police will see it the same way. An outsider comes to Chinatown armed to the teeth." She gestured at his motorcycle, laden with the collected weapons. Her gaze swept over the unconscious thugs scattered around. "He assaults a group of locals," she continued, her voice dripping with accusation. "Until he takes his own life with one of his blades." She held up the dagger in her hand, its sinister glint mirroring the sharp edge, her words unveiling her deadly intent.

In response, Tyson's expression shifted to one of fear and desperation. "No, please... I'm too young to die," he pleaded.

Lady Bullseye laughed, a hollow sound devoid of warmth. "Too young? Ha! Too pathetic is more like," she sneered, disdain evident in her tone.

She hurled the dagger, aiming directly at Tyson's heart.

Tyson's pleading expression vanished as the dagger spun through the air toward him, replaced in an instant by a sharp, cunning smile. With a display of superhuman dexterity, he snatched the blade from the air, catching it a mere foot from his chest.

The desperation he had feigned just moments before was gone, replaced by a feral grin as he looked directly at Lady Bullseye, her own thrown dagger now clutched in his hand.

"I hope you have more of these daggers," he taunted, confidence and challenge clear in his voice.

Gripping the pilfered dagger in a reverse hold with his left hand to match the one he'd ripped from his own leg, Tyson turned to face Lady Bullseye, once again dual-wielding and ready for her next move.

She observed his sudden shift in demeanor, head tilting slightly in amusement as her lips formed a puckered smile. "Very cute," she remarked. "Let's see you try to catch this." In a swift motion, she produced a pistol from behind her back, the weapon seeming to appear from nowhere.

Tyson's mind raced as Lady Bullseye produced the pistol from behind her back. Surprise jolted through him first. He wondered at where had she been hiding that gun in such a tight outfit. But the surprise faded quickly, replaced by pragmatism. He really shouldn't have bantered with her. It was time to stop playing around.

Without hesitation, Tyson hurled the dagger in his right hand toward Lady Bullseye. His aim was poor; he had little skill for throwing weapons. But the dagger was never meant to harm her. It was merely a distraction. As anticipated, Lady Bullseye didn't sight the weapon on Tyson, abandoning her shot to dodge the incoming blade.

Tyson seized the moment, diving toward the nearest of the downed thugs. He plunged a hand into the man's jacket pocket, fishing urgently for anything that might aid his escape. His fingers closed on a small metal cylinder. He recognized it immediately and pulled it from the thug's pocket.

Lady Bullseye had already recovered her composure. The pistol was rising to track Tyson once more.

Tyson pitched the metal cylinder to the ground between himself and his attacker. There was a metallic clink as it struck the concrete. Then, with a soft whump, a mist erupted from the cylinder, rapidly enveloping the area in a concealing fog.

The mist billowed out, obscuring Tyson's movements and giving him a tactical advantage. Lady Bullseye's aim was compromised as the disorienting haze obscured her line of sight. Tyson became little more than a ghostly silhouette, moving through the concealing fog.

Tyson deftly employed his illusion abilities. To any onlooker, including Lady Bullseye herself, it appeared as though he had thrown the dagger and procured a smoke bomb from the downed thug. However, the reality was much different. Under the veil of his illusion, Tyson remained calm and collected as he walked in Lady Bullseye's direction. He maintained the illusion, making it seem as though he was still shrouded in the mist.

Tyson started his motorcycle. The distinct sound signaled his location. Lady Bullseye aimed her pistol toward the sound, and in the direction where she remembered the motorcycle being. However, she found herself forced to dodge a barrage of weapons thrown from within the obscuring mist. Chains, clubs, and even a discarded nunchaku flew at her, each throw carefully timed to interrupt her aim, giving Tyson time to mount his motorcycle.

As Tyson peeled off, riding away from the scene, the engine roared as he accelerated away. Lady Bullseye struggled to get a clear shot. She had not pulled the trigger a single time as Tyson turned the corner, removing any chance of her hitting him. The sound of his motorcycle faded into the distance, leaving Lady Bullseye to return to Bakuto.

Relief washed through Colleen as she watched Tyson peel away on his motorcycle, disappearing into the night. He had survived the ambush, showcasing not just his fighting prowess but his intelligence and adaptability as well. Lady Bullseye reentered the room, her silent return an acknowledgment of her failure to eliminate the target.

Bakuto turned to Colleen, curiosity and expectation in his voice. "What did you notice?"

Colleen kept her eyes on the now empty street below as she answered thoughtfully, "He analyzed his opponent and used his superior physical abilities to overcome their gap in technique. He utilized his surroundings and the available resources to his advantage."

Bakuto nodded. "Further, he executed a diving roll and retreat despite his injury, focusing through the pain to throw with reasonable accuracy while formulating an escape. He survived two of our finest, even after passing his test and hours of difficult training."

"Keep a close eye on him." He instructed. Then Bakuto addressed the room, his voice carrying an undertone of significance. "I'll notify the other Fingers of The Hand. We may have found a Black Sky candidate."

— Rogue Replacement —

Tyson stood in the corner of the room, observing the group who had been watching him. He listened as the man, Bakuto, described Tyson as a Black Sky candidate. Tyson vaguely remembered the title from his meta-knowledge but had no idea what it meant. One thing Tyson had recalled was the man, Bakuto. He was a high-ranking member of the Hand. His memories of the Iron Fist television show were hazy, but he believed the guy might be immortal, or ageless from snuffing dragon bones… or something. Iron Fist wasn't good enough for Tyson to have paid close attention.

The remaining members of the Hand listened with rapt attention as Bakuto described his years-long search for a new Black Sky, and how Tyson now seemed a perfect candidate. After some muttered discussion, the group dispersed to attend to various tasks. Colleen returned to Chikara Dojo while the other women accompanied Bakuto to retrieve Cherry Blossom.

Lady Bullseye was the exception. She pulled on her heavy coat again, disguising her features, and headed north, peeling off her domino mask and wiping away the bullseye makeup as she went. Descending into the East Broadway subway station near Seaward Park, she was unaware of Tyson following her under the veil of his illusions.

Tyson sat in the subway car, keeping a watchful eye on Lady Bullseye. She sat hunched, scowling at the floor, seemingly more upset than angry about her failure. He considered his options. He could end her now, removing one of the Hand assassins from the world. But he would not act rashly. Better to learn what he could from her first.

The train slowed, and Lady Bullseye rose heading for the doors. Tyson followed, his illusions cloaking him from view. They emerged into a Monday night lacking the usual bustle, though small groups laughed and chattered on the sidewalks. Vendors hawked their wares, competing with the muffled thump of hip-hop leaking from open doorways. Graffiti sprawled across aging brick, splashes of vivid color.

A homeless man ranted on the corner, his voice carrying clearly. "There's more than the Lizard crawling about under our streets. I've seen other monsters down there!"

Lady Bullseye paid him no mind, her boots clicking against the pavement as she stalked away. Tyson followed, keeping to the shadows, his senses alert for any potential ambush.

Oblivious, Lady Bullseye strode onward.

She made for a less-gentrified building, the sign labeling it, Marchand Pharmaceuticals. The name nagged faintly at Tyson's memory but he could not place it. Lady Bullseye went inside, and Tyson followed.

She was admitted past security and Tyson moved in her shadow, still using his illusions to avoid any scrutiny. He wracked his brain trying to remember why the name Marchand Pharmaceuticals was so familiar. He couldn't remember it from any of his meta-knowledge. Was it something from his time here, had he seen an advertisement or commercial and was mistaking it for something significant?

Lady Bullseye made her way to the top floor, unaware Tyson was only feet away, within the same elevator car. She entered an executive office. Tyson read the name on the door…

Edgar Lascombe.

Tyson's brow furrowed as he slipped through the door behind Lady Bullseye, the name on the office plaque nagging at him. It joined the litany of half-remembered details crowding his thoughts, whispers from the past that should have meant something if he could only grasp their significance.

His feet carried him forward on instinct, gliding across the plush carpet as his eyes roved the opulent surroundings. The furniture, the leather chairs, all screamed money and power. The kind of place where decisions got made, and fortunes rose and fell on the whims of the elite.

Lady Bullseye strode toward the broad desk without a sideways glance, seemingly oblivious to her silent shadow. Tyson hung back, merging with the dimness of a corner, his mind still wrestling with those persistent names. Marchand Pharmaceuticals. Edgar Lascombe. They twisted through his thoughts like smoke, maddeningly familiar yet ever-elusive. Pieces of a puzzle scattered by time, he could only hope their importance would become clear.

A man, Tyson assumed was Lascombe, greeted her condescendingly, "Ah you're back. Done playing ninja?"

She replied tersely, "I don't play." Her severe expression softened as she neared Lascombe. Lady Bullseye leaned in, and Tyson heard her whisper, "Hail, Hydra."

Tyson slowly pieced together the puzzle laid before him as Lady Bullseye and Lascombe spoke. The mention of Hydra by Lady Bullseye sent a chill down his spine. Then it struck him.

Edgar Lascombe.

CEO of a pharmaceutical company.

This man had been mentioned months ago…

By Cindy Moon's mother under Tyson's interrogation.

Tyson's search for Cindy had stalled after speaking with her mom. That piece of information had seemed minor at the time, but now, as he stood listening to Lady Bullseye, it was the missing link he had been searching for. Lascombe wasn't just a high-profile CEO, but a Hydra operative, tied to the sinister web surrounding the fate of Cindy Moon.

As Tyson stood in the shadows, his thoughts drifted back to that day at Oscorp. The day of the spider bite. He hadn't known Cindy, not really. He had only spoken with her that one time. If he hadn't seen her bitten by the same spider that gave Peter his powers, Tyson likely would have never noticed the girl.

The realization that Hydra was involved deepened the mystery surrounding Cindy's disappearance. If Hydra had Cindy he needed to do something about it.

Tyson knew he needed a plan, and his mastery of illusion would provide the perfect springboard.

Concealed in the shadows of the dimly lit office, Tyson watched silently as Lady Bullseye took her leave, her footsteps echoing down the hallway until the door clicked shut behind her. Edgar Lascombe was now alone, seated at his desk, oblivious to the predator lurking unseen in his midst.

Tyson's understanding of the dynamics at play here grew during the conversation between the CEO and the assassin. Lascombe was clearly the architect, the mastermind wielding power through cunning and influence rather than brute force. Lady Bullseye seemed to be the muscle, either a lower-ranking Hydra member or a hired mercenary. Realizing that Lascombe held authority over Lady Bullseye, Tyson had remained in the office while allowing her to depart.

Studying Lascombe intently, Tyson considered his approach. A direct confrontation would be foolish. Killing one man who was a Hydra operative, even if he was one of the leaders, wouldn't solve anything. It wouldn't bring Tyson any closer to finding Cindy Moon, and he could end up revealing himself prematurely when stealth and subterfuge were his greatest assets. Instead, he would need to exploit what Lascombe and Hydra prided themselves on; information and influence. Tyson would craft an intricate illusion, a scenario designed to manipulate the manipulator, drawing Lascombe out and leading him to divulge more about Cindy's whereabouts or Hydra's plans. Tyson's powers gave him the unique ability to weave convincing worlds, turning Lascombe's reality into a stage under Tyson's direction.

As Lascombe resumed his paperwork, unaware of the hidden threat, Tyson soundlessly approached the desk and took the chair recently occupied by Lady Bullseye. When Lascombe glanced up, all he saw were two eyes fixed upon him. One blue, one green. Mesmerized by their pull, Lascombe's will was worn away, falling before the mercy of the illusionist.

Edgar Lascombe found himself standing before the shadowy visages of the HYDRA council, their faces obscured to anonymity behind dark silhouettes. Though only the vaguest impressions of gender and hairstyle could be gleaned, their authority rang clear.

"How are things in New York?" one of the faceless heads intoned, the voice distorted beyond recognition.

With practiced composure, Lascombe launched into an update on HYDRA operations within the city. "The Green Goblin's imprisonment has opened avenues previously beyond our reach," he explained, hands clasped behind his back. "However, with the Stark Expo coming in three months, many eyes have been drawn to the city, the most bothersome being Tony Stark himself. His meddling has proven exceptionally disruptive thus far." Murmurs of agreement echoed from the shadowy figures, their obscured heads nodding in unison. "Oscorp teeters in the wake of Osborn's reveal, and sentencing," Lascombe continued. "Public trust has been shaken. We must stoke these embers of doubt, drawing the disillusioned to our cause. The time is ripe to recruit among Oscorp's disenchanted employees."

"And what of the new players?" one council member interjected, their distorted voice betraying no identifiable traits. "The illusionist, Mirage, and other emerging threats?"

Lascombe's expression remained impassive. "Mirage poses an unknown danger. His abilities suggest that he could be a potential asset or a formidable adversary. We monitor his movements, but his powers make him difficult to pin down."

"We've received intelligence that Mirage will be setting up a permanent location somewhere in Manhattan soon," said one of the shadowed figures in their distorted voice, "We recommend you double down, try to recruit him, but place assets in his retinue in case recruitment fails and he needs to be eliminated."

Lascombe nodded slowly, considering the counsel. "A prudent suggestion," he acknowledged.

His analytical mind was already sifting through his vast network of operatives to select the perfect candidate for this delicate mission.

An image came to him then, of the lithe, dark-haired woman who had left his office just a few minutes earlier.

Yes, she would serve perfectly, he mused, the ghost of a smile playing at his thin lips. She could woo Mirage into the Hydra fold with her charms, while also closely watching the illusionist should he prove resistant… or a threat. Recruitment was always preferable, bringing new talents into Hydra's embrace, but should Mirage not see the light, he would need to be neutralized. And she was a master assassin, her skills honed by the Hand. She might actually be able to take down the illusionist before he could bring his powers to bear.

"I have just the asset in mind," Lascombe affirmed to the gathering, satisfied that he had found the solution to dealing with the wildcard that was Mirage.

A vaguely female figure spoke, "And what of the other? The Spider-Man?" Though her words held a hint of curiosity, her tone remained flat.

Lascombe shifted as he answered, "Spider-Man focuses on petty crimes like drug rings and robberies, but nothing beyond the level of human trafficking. The incident at Oscorp was an anomaly driven by the Green Goblin, not due to any interest or vendetta against the corporation itself." He paused, steepling his fingers. "His interests are mundane. In terms of threat level, he's negligible. As for recruitment..." Lascombe shook his head. "Highly unlikely. His moral compass does not align with our objectives."

The woman pressed on. "And the girl? Remind me of her story."

A frown flickered across Lascombe's face. He'd thought that matter resolved. "An associate brought her to me thinking that I could cure her. She presented as a prime opportunity for studying enhanced individuals. Her powers seemingly stemmed from an unidentified illness and mimicked Spider-Man's almost exactly." Lascombe sighed. " She could have aided our research, but it was deemed too risky to leave her in the same city as Spider-Man. Others on this council feared there might be some link between them that he could capitalize on, exposing us. She was relocated to a facility, though I'm unaware of her status. Either an Eastern Europe or Asia cell. Her blood samples remain secured in my office. Any details on her current status would fall to whichever cell now oversees her."

Silence engulfed the room as the council members absorbed this information. No further questions came regarding the girl. With the meeting at its end, the shadowy figures receded into the darkness.

Lascombe sat alone contemplating the discussions that had just taken place regarding the girl, Cindy Moon. Unease gnawed at him as he recalled the council's pointed inquiries about her.

He rose from his seat, a growing disquiet prodding him to take action. With brisk steps, Lascombe made his way to the secure vault secreted within his private office.

At the vault door, Lascombe keyed in the code to disengage the lock. The heavy metallic door swung open with a soft hiss, granting him access to the secrets secured within. Lascombe's eyes quickly found the refrigerated storage unit harboring Cindy Moon's precious blood samples.

Lascombe released a small sigh of relief at the sight of the storage unit, undisturbed and intact. The potential knowledge locked away in Cindy's blood, the possibility it held could be the key to unlocking new understandings of genetic mutations or abilities. It was beyond valuable to Hydra. To understand and control such assets was everything.

Reassured of the samples' security, Lascombe closed the vault door firmly. The locking mechanism re-engaged with a definitive click, sealing away the secrets once more.

With the vault again secured, Lascombe turned on his heel, mind already returning to his work.

Tyson slipped out of Lascombe's office, the container of Cindy Moon's blood clutched securely in his hands. A storm of emotions roiled within as the realization that Cindy was under Hydra's control settled. That brief window after her transformative spider bite, when his intervention could have spared the girl her fate, haunted Tyson. If only he had known. Though it was fruitless to dwell on past mistakes, the bitter sting of regret needled him. He could only move forward, aware that each choice he made carried consequences.

In putting himself, or rather Mirage, on Hydra's radar, Tyson had taken a calculated risk. Yet he believed the old adage held true. Better the devil you know than the devil you don't. Tyson viewed his illusionary manipulations as a gambit, a way to control the narrative on his terms. Lascombe was more than just an opponent to be thwarted; Tyson saw the potential to manipulate the man into an asset.

So when Hydra's tendrils reached for Mirage, Tyson would appear receptive, welcoming their goals and promises. He understood the dangers of engaging such a ruthless, far-reaching entity as Hydra. But opportunity dwelled alongside the risk.

And in stealing Cindy's blood, Tyson claimed a prize, while depriving Hydra of their asset. A satisfying first strike against the looming foe. Now he just needed to clear their security footage and get back to his motorcycle to reclaim the rest of his loot.

            

    
        Arc 4 - Ch 13: Preview

    
    
    
    
                Date: Saturday, March 5, 2011.

Location: Empire Suite, Four Seasons Downtown, Manhattan, New York

Inviting scents filled the air of Tyson's Manhattan apartment on the first Saturday evening in March. He had invited his friends Peter and Gwen over for dinner. As the three sat around the dining table, Gwen twirled some pasta onto her fork and then took a bite. "Tyson, this is amazing!" she exclaimed after swallowing the perfectly cooked spaghetti. "I didn't know you could cook."

"Yeah, man, this is great," Peter agreed, though his eating technique was messier and there were small dots of sauce at the corners of his mouth.

"Thanks," Tyson replied modestly, "but I can't take much credit. I just plated the food. I can't imagine ever being able to cook something like this myself."

The three friends chatted casually at first, about school, news around the city, and little details of their day-to-day lives. But Tyson's expression grew more solemn as the meal started winding down. He turned his gaze to Peter. "Pete," he began, looking his friend in the eyes, "I know we've had our differences, especially about how to handle the bad guys in this city." He paused. "But I want you to know that you're one of my truest friends. I hope you feel the same way about me."

Peter looked down at his plate for a moment, caught off guard. But then he smiled sincerely back up at Tyson. "Of course, man. Since we first met, you've had my back. That means a lot to me."

Tyson nodded slowly before continuing. "I know it's been difficult for you since Uncle Ben died. I want to help… financially."

Peter's face tensed, his hands fidgeting with the napkin. "I appreciate the offer, but I don't need handouts. I can manage on my own."

"It's not a handout," Tyson insisted earnestly, "Police officers are paid for their work. You do the same on the streets, even more, yet receive nothing. That's unfair. Your efforts warrant compensation."

Gwen, listening intently, agreed. "He's right. You risk yourself daily and deserve support."

Peter looked between them, seeing their concern. He sighed, considering, then asked with tentative curiosity, "Alright, what did you have in mind?"

Tyson let out a breath, relieved that Peter was open to considering his offer. "I've been thinking," he began, his eyes alight with a mix of excitement and earnestness, "about putting on illusion shows. One of the shows I want to create is 'Spider-Man.' We'd charge admission, and since it's your story, a portion of the ticket sales would go directly to you, Pete."

Peter's eyebrows shot up in surprise at the unexpected idea. He looked a bit uneasy but intrigued. "Shows, huh?" he mused, scratching the back of his neck. "But my identity. I can't have people knowing who I am or anything about my personal life."

Gwen's brow furrowed in confusion. "Illusion shows? What are you talking about?" she asked. A moment later, her eyes widened with realization. She pointed an accusatory finger at Tyson and exclaimed, "You're Mirage! That's how he," Catching herself, Gwen corrected, "I mean, that's how you got there so quickly when the Lizard attacked. You were already at school!"

Tyson grinned cheekily. "Guilty as charged," he admitted. "Two superheroes in this city. One's your boyfriend, and the other's your lab partner. What are the odds?"

Shaking her head in disbelief, Gwen struggled to wrap her mind around the revelation that both her best male friends had secret identities. The idea that she had been working alongside Mirage all this time without realizing it was astonishing.

"Don't worry about any reveals," Tyson quickly assured Peter, waving a hand dismissively. "I'll keep your identity a secret. We'll use generic identities instead of real ones. So instead of Aunt May, the audience would see a 'motherly figure.' No real names, no real faces, just the essence of the story.

Gwen nodded, looking impressed. "That's a clever approach," she said approvingly. "It maintains Peter's privacy while allowing his story to inspire others."

Peter leaned back, regarding Tyson with a new appraisal. "You've thought this through, haven't you?"

Tyson gave a small, sheepish smile. "Yeah, I guess I have. I just...I see the things you do, Pete. You're out there every day, risking yourself for everyone else. You deserve to have someone looking out for you too." The room fell silent as Tyson's earnest words sank in.

The constant struggle to balance responsibilities weighed on Peter, but he persevered because there was no other option. Finally resolving himself, Peter met Tyson's gaze. "Okay, let's try it," he agreed, a tentative but hopeful smile emerging.

Tyson nodded solemnly, understanding the gravity of Peter's trust. "We'll be discreet. You have my word."

Gwen covered Peter's hand with hers. For the first time in too long, Peter felt a ray of optimism that he might not have to bear the world's troubles alone.

"Want a preview?" Tyson asked eagerly.

Peter blinked, surprised. "You've got it planned already?"

Gwen commented, "I'd love to see what you've prepared."

"Have a seat," Tyson directed. "Full immersion can be disorienting at first."

The suite melted away around them, replaced by a scene of a quaint living room. Tyson, in his Mirage costume, helped an exhausted young man through the doorway into the home. The young man's grandparents approached, recognizing his weakened state. But he explained his fatigue away to the concerned grandparents, whose faces were adjusted to be generic retirees for anonymity. "I just need to sleep it off," the young man said.

The sun outside the bedroom's window, set then rose, indicating the passage of time. When the young man woke, his world had changed. The observers could nearly taste his astonishment as he discovered unfamiliar muscles rippling under his skin. The story unfolded from there in a montage of discovery; tentative climbs up sheer building walls, web-swinging across the rooftops, and a wrestling match against a massive man. The crowd's cheers were an almost tangible presence.

Then the mood shifted, weighted down by a terrible scene. The young man's grandfather fell to the sidewalk, struck down by a criminal over a petty squabble. The grief was overwhelming in its intensity, the desire for justice burning bright in the young man's eyes.

Throughout the unfolding drama, Peter and Gwen sat silent and rapt. Peter's heart clenched at the thinly disguised truth of his past splayed out before them, the core of his journey untouched despite the anonymity of the characters. It was strange, to see his life acted out by mysterious actors. He sat in silence as the living room around him settled back into its familiar shapes and colors. The emotional weight of what he had just witnessed still hung over him, though the images themselves had faded away. Beside him, Gwen let out a soft breath. "That was...incredible," she said, her voice filled with awe. Tears glistened in her eyes.

Peter did not respond right away. His own eyes were distant, turned inward as he wrestled with the memories and feelings that had been stirred up by the vivid dramatization. After a long moment, he looked up and met Tyson's expectant gaze. "You did good," Peter told him seriously. "Really good."

Tyson's shoulders sagged in relief and a grin spread across his face. "It's all about the story, Pete," he replied eagerly. "And you've got one of the best." He knew he had ventured onto sacred ground by retelling even a veiled version of Peter's past. But it was a story worth telling, one that could potentially inspire countless others. "But that's only the first act!" Tyson exclaimed. Excitement was plain on his face as the living room began to morph and change around them once more.

The living room transformed into a dense jungle scene. Spider-Man, clad in his signature red and blue costume, swung gracefully between the trees, pursued by the hunter, Kraven. The branches lashed as Kraven launched trap after trap, but Spider-Man evaded each one with acrobatic flair, the tension escalating as he narrowly escaped capture again and again.

The lush greens of the imagined Central Park jungle faded away, replaced by the vibrant floats, music, and crowds of a parade. The festive atmosphere was shattered by a sudden explosion, chaos taking hold as panic swept through the masses. But Spider-Man was there weaving through the mayhem, battling the Green Goblin and helping terrified civilians to safety.

Gwen watched the scene unfold with a proud smile touching her lips. "That's the Spider-Man I know," she murmured.

The parade dissolved, revealing Kraven once more, this time ambushing Spider-Man. But Mirage was there, engaging the villain in fierce melee combat. After an intense exchange of blows, Mirage defeated Kraven.

The scene shifted without pause, revealing the Green Goblin bursting into view atop his glider. He cackled maniacally as he hurled pumpkin bombs down upon the Queensboro Bridge below. Cars screeched to halts and people screamed in terror at the sudden chaos. The villain held a frightened young woman and a cable car brimming with hostages suspended precariously over the edge. In a heart-stopping moment, Spider-Man managed to rescue the hostages from their peril while Mirage distracted the Goblin.

Then abruptly the setting changed again. They now stood on a different bridge, but this time Mirage was locked in fierce combat with a massive, reptilian creature, the Lizard. The two clashed violently, their battle ending with the Lizard forced to retreat, leaping from the bridge to the waters below. Mirage peered over the edge, following the creature's descent until he hit the water and disappeared from view. The scenery then transitioned seamlessly from just under the surface of the dark river, rising into the dank confines of the sewer tunnels beneath the city. There, it was Spider-Man that confronted the Lizard. Water splashed and echoed off the walls as the two tumbled through the narrow tunnels, each fighter struggling to gain the advantage over the other.

Gwen held onto the sofa's edge, leaning forward as the fight continued. "This is so thrilling," she murmured, and Peter nodded, equally engrossed.

The final change brought them to Midtown High, the school looked ordinary at first until the Lizard crashed into view, with Spider-Man right behind him. They watched the fierce battle unfold through the halls Peter knew so well, leading to a battle in the library, with a humorously oblivious librarian, and ending with Spider-Man entangling the lizard within an enclosed breezeway.

As the illusion faded and they returned to Tyson's living room, Peter and Gwen were briefly speechless, the echoes of the battles still ringing in their ears.

"Tyson, that was... unbelievable," Gwen said, her voice filled with wonder.

Peter's emotions, a whirlwind of pride, nostalgia, and a touch of sorrow, could only nod in agreement. Seeing his journey, his battles, and his commitment to being a hero portrayed through Tyson's illusions was overwhelming. "You've turned my life into an epic tale," Peter finally managed, his voice steady despite the storm inside.

Tyson, looking gratified, replied, "It's not fiction, Pete. It's a tribute. You're the real hero, I'm just here to make sure the world sees the amazing Spider-Man the way I do."

— Rogue Replacement —

The morning sun gleamed off the towering glass and steel edifice of the Oscorp building. Inside, Harry Osborn, the youngest CEO in the company's history, adjusted his tie with shaky hands as he prepared to face his first corporate board meeting since taking the reins of the family business. The shadow cast by his father, Norman's, fall from grace still haunted the halls of Oscorp, and the weight of his new role settled heavily on Harry's slender shoulders.

Harry entered the sleek boardroom, dominated by a long polished table that gleamed under the recessed lighting. Stern faces greeted him, veterans of the business world with decades more experience than Harry's scant years alive. Impeccably dressed in sharp suits, they contrasted Harry's youthful appearance, making him feel out of place in his inheritance.

"Mr. Osborn," greeted Mr. Davis, the lead board member, his voice cool and measured. "We trust you're aware of the urgent matters on today's agenda."

Harry swallowed, finding his voice. "Yes. The recent incidents involving... my father and Dr. Connors." Voicing it aloud felt surreal. Each event was another blow to his family's tarnished legacy.

"Exactly," Mrs. Cho interjected sharply, tapping her pen with impatience. "Oscorp's reputation is teetering on the precipice. We've been dragged through the mud, tainted by association with the Green Goblin fiasco. Not to mention the theft of our experimental serums."

Harry swallowed, his throat dry. The cool gaze of the Oscorp board members weighed upon him as they awaited his response. They expected solutions from the young Osborn scion.

"We need damage control," Mr. Davis stated, his tone brooking no argument. "And strategies to secure our assets. What are your plans, Mr. Osborn?"

Harry felt sweat beading his brow. He had spent night after night poring over company reports, security protocols, and PR strategies, but it all seemed inadequate now. "I-I have been working on upgrading our security system and reaching out to the best PR firms in the city," he stammered, trying to project more confidence than he felt.

Mr. Davis raised an eyebrow, skepticism etched on his face. "And the experimental serums that disappeared? The public is as of yet unaware that the Lizard is Dr. Connors, if that information gets out how will you handle it? And the glider stolen by Mirage? How do you plan to retrieve it?"

"I intend to work with law enforcement and politicians to force Mirage to return the stolen property," Harry replied. The words felt foreign on his tongue as he strained to sound convincing. "Additionally, I plan to audit our internal processes to prevent future security breaches. As for Dr. Connors, should word get out, we'll disavow his actions as a scientist gone rogue. Disassociate his name with Oscorp."

The board members exchanged glances, their doubt was tangible. They were accustomed to Norman Osborn's bold, assertive leadership. Harry's tentative manner was a stark contrast.

"Your father had a... formidable presence," Mrs. Cho said, not unkindly. "He made difficult decisions, for better or worse. Can you fill his shoes, Harry?"

Harry was trying to preserve his father's legacy, to become the man his father wanted him to be. But under their expectant gazes, he felt inadequate. He had never expected to take the reins of his inheritance so soon.

"I know I'm not my father," he said, meeting their doubtful gazes unflinchingly, "But I am an Osborn. This company is my legacy, and I'll do everything in my power to protect it and restore its name."

Silence fell over the room as the board members weighed his words. Harry resisted the urge to fill the silence with further justifications. He had said what he needed to say. Now his fate rested in their hands.

After a pause that felt to Harry like an eternity, Mr. Davis finally nodded. "Very well, Mr. Osborn. You have our support, for now." His tone made it clear the probationary period would be brief. "But be aware, we will be monitoring the situation closely. Results are what matter at the end of the day."

Harry exhaled in relief. It was a small victory, but also a clear warning. The board would be watching him. He would need to prove himself, and quickly.

The recent board meeting had left Harry determined to shift Oscorp's trajectory. The public catastrophes of the weapons and biotech divisions' failures needed decisive action to counterbalance them. Beneath his calm demeanor, his mind raced. Stark Industries made waves with its clean energy advancements with the Arc reactor, but Oscorp had an ace up its sleeve. Dr. Octavius's energy project was a potential game-changer. Harry needed a win, and this could be his chance to not only restore Oscorp's tarnished image but also step out from his father's shadow in a way that would make Norman proud.

He called his assistant to arrange a meeting with Dr. Octavius. Hearing the urgency in Harry's voice, she promptly set it up.

The sharp, metallic scent of technology permeated Dr. Octavius's lab, mingling with the constant hum of machinery. Amidst the organized chaos of blueprints and prototype models, the doctor greeted Harry Osborn with a firm handshake. "Harry, to what do I owe the pleasure?" inquired Dr. Octavius, a hint of curiosity in his voice.

Harry clasped his hands behind his back, desperation hidden beneath his practiced corporate poise as he surveyed the lab. "Doc, I'll cut to the chase. Oscorp needs a win, something to get us back in the public's good graces and appease the board. Your energy project is our best shot."

Dr. Octavius nodded. "I'm aware of the company's recent difficulties, Harry. But the prototype isn't ready for a large-scale demo yet. There are variables I still need to test."

Pacing, pressure mounted on Harry's shoulders. "The Stark Expo is coming up. Imagine if we could upstage Stark's presentation with our breakthrough. We could change the narrative, focus on Oscorp's contributions to the future rather than its past failures."

Removing his glasses, Dr. Octavius considered the desperate yet hopeful young CEO before him. He couldn't help but muse that he was so unlike his ruthless father. "It's risky. But if it could reshape Oscorp's story, it may be worth trying. I'll need more resources though. Staff, equipment, funds."

"Whatever you need, Doc. I believe in your work," Harry assured fervently. He envisioned a future for Oscorp rising from the ashes of his father's fall. "This could be the fresh start we need."

Harry strode through Oscorp Tower, shoulders burdened under the weight of his family's legacies and the expectations that came with them. The tower was a hive of innovation and secrets, many of them dangerous. But Harry's next stop wasn't about the good of the company. He'd left that in Dr. Octavius's hands. His next destination was personal.

Dr. Miles Warren's lab stood in stark contrast to Dr. Octavius's chaotic workspace. Warren's department was pristine and clinical, every instrument neatly in its ordained place, creating an environment that mirrored the precision genetic research required. Dr. Warren himself was a lean man, his sharp features softened by a polite smile.

"Dr. Warren," Harry greeted as he entered the lab, extending a hand, which Warren shook with surprising firmness.

"Mr. Osborn," Warren nodded, his voice smooth and cultured. "To what do I owe this pleasure?"

Harry inhaled, steeling himself. "After Dr. Connors's... incident, Oscorp needs stability, especially in our genetics division. I want you to lead it, Miles. I've seen your research and your ambition. You're what we need now."

Warren's polite smile widened just a fraction, in a subtle acknowledgment of the compliment. "That's a substantial task, especially in light of recent events."

Harry's words carried a confidence he did not truly feel as he told Warren, "And I believe you can do it." He reached inside his coat and retrieved a carefully sealed vial. "This," Harry continued, "is a sample I discreetly collected from the battle at Midtown High. It's Spider-Man's blood."

Warren's eyes sharpened as the possibilities that the sample represented settled heavily upon him. "This is an extraordinary opportunity, Harry. The genetic potential—"

"—is immense," Harry interrupted, an edge creeping into his voice. "Spider-Man and Mirage, they've made a mess of Oscorp's reputation, of my family's legacy. Understanding his genetics, what makes him...him, could be key to reclaiming what we've lost."

Warren regarded Harry carefully, reading the pain and subtle fury etched into the young CEO's face. "You're looking for more than understanding, aren't you, Harry?"

The muscles in Harry's jaw tightened as he ground his teeth. His father's ignoble fall from grace, the chaos unleashed at Midtown High, Mirage confiscating their multi-billion dollar military project… It all circled his mind like vultures over a carcass, pecking away at his composure.

"I want Oscorp restored to its former glory," he said finally, his voice low but firm. "To once again be untouchable. If this research gives us an advantage, protects us from future... threats," his eyes bored into Warren's, "then it's a path we must follow. If Spider-Man and Mirage are knocked down a peg, or removed from the board entirely, in the process, then so much the better."

Dr. Warren nodded slowly, "You'll have my full discretion and dedication, Harry. This could redefine Oscorp, and perhaps even the world."

Harry exhaled, the pressure on his chest momentarily easing. "Do what you must, Miles. Just...keep me informed."

"Of course, Mr. Osborn."

As Harry left the lab, vial in hand, the implications of what he'd set in motion loomed ominously. He was playing a dangerous game. His father had played a similar one, and it had cost him his life. But Harry was determined to restore Oscorp's dominance, settle old scores, and secure his legacy, whatever it took.

— Rogue Replacement —

Date: Saturday, April 9, 2011.

Location: Grand Central Station, Manhattan, New York

Tyson stood in Grand Central Station, anticipation rolling off him in waves as his eyes scanned the arrivals board. It had been months since he'd seen his friends, and his heart thrummed a nervous beat in his chest. Then, like a break in the clouds, Jubilee burst through the terminal doors. Her short black hair bobbed around her face, which was lit up with the kind of smile that could outshine the sun. Her yellow jacket, iconic and ever-present, contrasted vibrantly against her pink top and jeans, the ensemble complete with pink shades perched atop her head.

"Tyson!" she squealed, skipping the last few feet between them and launching herself into his arms.

He caught her easily, laughing as he spun her around, the noise and bustle of the station narrowing down to this single brilliant slice of happiness. "Jubes! I've missed you like crazy!"

She pulled back, her dark eyes sparkling with mischief. "Yea! I bet you missed hanging with the coolest mutant around!"

"Every single day," he grinned, setting her down but keeping an arm slung around her shoulders in an affectionate half-hug.

It was then that Jean Grey approached the reunited friends. She was dressed more casually than Jubilee, in a simple green sweater and jeans. "Hey, Tyson," Jean greeted him warmly, a smile that, while more controlled than Jubilee's exuberance, held a world of sincerity.

"Hey, Jean." Tyson's grin widened as he pulled the redhead into a one-armed hug, mindful of the contact. "It's really good to see you."

"You too," Jean replied, stepping back but letting her hand linger on his arm for a moment. The unlikely trio stood together, different as they were, Jean, Jubilee, and Tyson fit together like puzzle pieces.

Jubilee's eyes widened fractionally, her mouth parting in surprise as she focused on a newcomer who'd been waiting nearby. Felicia Hardy stepped up next to Tyson, alabaster hair cascading behind in silken waves. She was dressed in a figure-hugging black dress that clung to dangerous curves.

"Guys, this is Felicia," Tyson said by way of introduction.

Felicia smiled, "I just wanted a peek at the famous friends Tyson keeps talking about," she purred, her voice resonating strangely in the busy train station. "But this is more than I expected."

With feline grace, Felicia prowled around Jean and Jubilee, appraising them in a way that felt both evaluative and appreciative. She completed her circuit and settled into an effortless pose, hand on hip.

"Tyson sure knows how to surround himself with beautiful women," Felicia remarked, gaze dancing between the three of them. Stepping in, she gave Jean a brief, too-close hug before moving on to Jubilee. Jubilee's cheeks flamed bright red and she stammered something unintelligible, her usual spark momentarily dimmed by Felicia's brazen appraisal. Felicia stepped back, the mischief dancing more brightly in her eyes. "I wish I could stay and chat," she said, a hint of genuine regret flavoring her tone. "But the show demands my attention. A lot of work, you know."

With a wave, Felicia turned, her departure as notable as her arrival had been. They watched her go with a mesmerizing sway to her hips that commanded the room until she was out of sight.

"She... she runs all the show stuff," Tyson explained, his voice a tad hoarse as he tried to gather his scattered thoughts. "I just put it on."

"That's your girlfriend?" Jean asked, an eyebrow arching gracefully in inquiry.

"Nah, we're just friends," Tyson rushed to clarify, but the flush of heat in his cheeks told quite another story.

Jubilee, finally regaining her composure, coughed conspicuously. "Bullshit," in mock disbelief.

Their laughter still echoed in the black taxi as it wove through the bustling New York traffic. The towering buildings of the cityscape slid by in a vibrant blur past the smudged windows. Jubilee bounced excitedly on the cracked vinyl seat, her infectious energy radiating outward. She turned to Tyson, eyes bright with anticipation.

"So, where to?" she asked eagerly. "We've got hours before the show tonight."

Tyson's voice rang with assurance as he replied, "We're going to hit the stores first." He smiled, continuing, "You guys need some dazzling outfits for the premiere tonight. It's a pretty formal affair, being opening night and all."

At the mention of shopping, Jubilee's excitement ramped up another notch, an almost visible vibration thrumming through her small frame. Combined with Jean's slight, appreciative smile, both reactions brought a flush of satisfaction to Tyson's cheeks.

"And after the shopping?" Jean asked.

"We'll head back to my hotel. They've got an excellent restaurant there for lunch," Tyson explained casually, though inwardly he hoped his friends would share his building excitement for the glamorous evening ahead. "Then we can get ready for the show in my room."

Jubilee's eyes glinted with mischief. "I can't wait to go back to your room," she quipped playfully before pink flushed across her cheeks as she realized the unintended implication of her words. She hurried to clarify, "I mean, I can't wait to see how nice the room is!"

Their laughter once again filled the cab. The taxi continued weaving through the chaotic traffic, the blaring horns and urban clamor a distant backdrop to their lively reunion. All along the sidewalks, people streamed by in a constant flow of motion. The cab pulled up to the curb in Soho, its passengers spilling out onto the sidewalk under the clear spring sky. Jean and Jubilee stepped out and paused to take in the energetic buzz of the chic neighborhood. People milled about them as the latest fashions beckoned from stylish shop windows. The three friends strolled down the busy streets, eyes drawn to the myriad of upscale styles on display. Their leisurely walk eventually led them to the Prada store on 5th Avenue.

Jubilee's eyes lit up at its modern design and elegant aesthetic. "This is it!" she declared, excitement clear in her voice as they stepped into the high-end boutique.

Inside, everything exuded sophistication, from the clean lines of the furniture to the refined attire along the racks. Jubilee and Jean dove into the rows of clothing. Their enthusiasm was evident as they flipped through the options, soft sounds of rustling fabric filling the air.

"How about this one?" Jean held up a shimmering dress, its subtle sheen catching the light.

"Try it on! Try it on!" Jubilee chanted encouragingly, already clutching several choices of her own. They headed for the fitting rooms, eager to begin their fashion extravaganza.

What followed was a whirlwind of style and opinions. Dresses were donned and discarded as critiques and laughter were exchanged. The clicks of shoes being tested echoed on the fitting room floor. Bags of various colors and designs were examined and debated.

Finally, with their decisions made, the two friends stood with, complete outfits in hand; chic dresses, matching bags, and shoes ready for a night out.

Jean and Jubilee approached the register with arms laden with purchases. Jubilee's face fell when she saw the total cost. "Tyson, this is too much," she protested, worry creasing her brow.

Tyson gave her a reassuring smile, waving off her concern with a flick of his hand. "Don't worry about it. It's my treat. You guys will look stunning tonight," he insisted in a tone that brooked no argument.

Jubilee's eyes softened as gratitude replaced her concern. "Thank you, Tyson," she said, her voice sincere. Jean echoed Jubilee's sentiment with a warm smile of her own.

— Rogue Replacement —

Savory aromas of seared meats and heady spices wafted around Jean, Jubilee, and Tyson having lunch at the Four Seasons restaurant. Jean had ordered a steaming plate of pasta carbonara, the rich sauce coating the noodles making her mouth water. Jubilee's colorful, zesty salad sat before her, a medley of textures and flavors. Tyson's medium-rare steak occupied his plate, the juices pooling enticingly atop the expertly seared meat.

Tyson flicked his wrist ever so subtly as they began to eat, a faint shimmer in the air was the only outward sign of the illusion now cloaking their table, masking their conversation from any curious ears in the restaurant. Though unnecessary, Tyson thought that the gestures and visual distortion would help his companions grasp when his power was in effect. Taking a deep breath, he steeled himself to unravel the tale of the past months.

"I don't remember how much I told you before," Tyson began, ready to catch his friends up on all they had missed. He started with his and Illyana's journey back to New York, "After you left Alkali Lake, we popped into Limbo, between teleports while trying to find the nearest city. We were surprised to discover Azazel's return upon our arrival, and the army of demons he'd coordinated in Limbo." Tyson recounted, "We searched the city for help and eventually stumbled upon a group of sorcerers based there. During our meeting with them, the Sorceress Supreme, their leader, cast a spell on me that let Illyana and I touch. But the spell didn't block my power from absorbing hers. It gave me hours of access to Illyana’s power."

"It was an opportunity we couldn’t pass up. When else would we have two of us nearly able to keep up with Azazel's teleportation? So, we assaulted Azazel’s stronghold," Tyson said, his voice low but intense. "You know about how Jubilee snuck out of the institute and insisted I borrowed her ability. With your power, Jubilee, and the help of Logan and Colossus, Illyana managed to end Azazel. Afterward, she decided to stay with the sorcerers."

Tyson continued, detailing his return to normal school life in the city, only to get pulled into an unexpected friendship with Spider-Man, battling foes like the Green Goblin and the Lizard. Jubilee, her fork paused mid-air as she listened, interjected with a grin, "Did you just say you got entangled with Spider-Man... Was that a spider joke?"

A chuckle rumbled in Tyson's chest. "Yup. Anyway, we became friends, and, well, the media dubbed me Mirage," he concluded, taking a sip of water from his glass.

But Jubilee wasn’t having it. “You left out so much!" she exclaimed, her fork waving accusingly. "Like, you’ve been training to be a ninja, and no mention of Felicia, or the hot teacher, Miss Rushman. What about going up against that crime lord? And where did all this money come from?” She gestured around at their opulent surroundings to emphasize her point.

Tyson laughed again, the sound rich with amusement. "I'm Mirage," he said with a playful wink. "I have to keep some mysteries, right?"

Jubilee rolled her eyes but couldn't help smiling. "Not from us, you don’t!"

Jean, who had been quietly absorbing Tyson's story up until now, finally spoke up. "It sounds like you've been through a lot," she said gently, her voice warm and supportive as she offered him a soft smile.

"Yeah," Tyson agreed, his smile fading slightly as memories surfaced. "But having you guys here makes it better. Really."

The remnants of their earlier meal were scattered across the table's surface. Jean's green eyes reflected a storm of emotions as she asked, "There's one mystery I was hoping you'd explain. Why did you leave the institute? Why did you choose to finish school here in the city instead of with us?"

"That's a fair question," Tyson conceded as he leaned back in his chair, gathering his thoughts. He took a deep breath before delving into the story of Stryker's assault on the institute, filling in details the girls had not been privy to.

"You were there when Stryker's men stormed the institute. Jean, your power was one of the reasons I was able to hold off the invaders." Tyson's face was grim as he continued. "Stryker's teams weren't just there to capture mutants. They knew exactly where to go and what to take. They ransacked the lower levels, stealing equipment and data from Cerebro. The parts were later used to construct a twisted version of the machine at Alkali Lake."

He shook his head, disgust evident in his voice. "With the help of a powerful illusionist mutant, Stryker forced Professor X to use this Cerebro to psychically locate every mutant on the planet. They intended to abuse the Professor's powers, turning his gift into a weapon… to exterminate all mutants." Tyson let out a heavy sigh, the memories still bothering him somewhat.

"When Magneto and Mystique interfered, things got even messier," Tyson continued. "They tried to reverse Stryker's plan, aiming instead to eradicate all humans." He paused, his hands clenching at the memory. "Illyana saved me from Magneto after he'd captured me while I was still under Stryker's mind control. She brought me to Limbo until I finally regained control of myself. We returned just in time to reach the Professor. I unintentionally killed the mutant who was controlling Xavier and absorbed his abilities in the process." Tyson explained, "That's where my illusion power came from. But then, while he was still vulnerable, I forced Xavier to erase the world's memories of mutants and everything related to us."

Tyson took a deep breath before concluding. "I left the institute because I exploited Professor X, manipulating him to enact the worldwide mind-wipe. I can't say I regret it. At the time, I thought it was the best solution available."

Tyson's revelation hung in the air like a lead weight. Jean and Jubilee exchanged glances, the gravity of his words sinking in. Jean finally broke the silence. "That explains so much," she said softly. Jubilee nodded, her usual bubbly energy dimmed. "The news, the public...it's like all the mutant hate just went underground overnight."

"And Magneto's been suspiciously quiet too," Jean added, her brow furrowing in thought. She hesitated before asking, "Have you spoken to the Professor since?"

Tyson shook his head. "No. I've been waiting to see how things unfolded." A somber silence settled over the trio, the pressure of shared histories and secrets pressing down on them. Tyson gave a rueful chuckle, shattering the quiet. "Well, that got heavy. What do you say we lighten things up? Let's head upstairs and check out my suite."

Tyson, Jean, and Jubilee stepped out of the elevator into the hallway, leaving behind their finished lunches and the weight of their conversation. The elevator doors slid shut with a soft ding as the trio made their way down the corridor to the door of Tyson's suite.

As they entered the spacious rooms, the first thing that caught their eyes was the striking figure of a woman standing by the floor-to-ceiling windows. She was silhouetted against the panoramic view of the cityscape. At their entrance, she turned, regarding the new arrivals with a wary, measured gaze. After a moment, her wariness faded, replaced by a slight smile. Her intelligent eyes took in every detail, weighing and assessing the trio in a glance. Her hair was a deep auburn, falling in soft waves just below her shoulders, framing sharp, defined facial features that hinted at a dangerous edge beneath her beauty. She was dressed simply in a black blouse and dark jeans.

"Nat!" Tyson exclaimed in surprise.

"Natalie Rushman," the woman introduced herself in a low, husky voice, extending a hand with nails painted a fierce red to the girls in greeting.

Jubilee's eyes went wide with recognition, her mouth dropping open. "You're the hot teacher!" she blurted out before she could stop herself. "No way!"

Tyson let out a soft groan of mild embarrassment, but Natalie just smiled wider, a glint of humor reaching her eyes. "I'll take that as a compliment," she said smoothly.

"What are you doing here?" he asked. Though Tyson's tone held warmth, there was an edge of accusation in it as well.

"I wouldn't miss opening night," Natalie replied smoothly.

"She knows?" Jubilee asked Tyson, surprise in her voice.

"Yeah, she knows," he confirmed with a nod.

The conversation shifted to the evening's plans and the premiere they were all eagerly anticipating. Tyson's eyes narrowed playfully at Natalie. "You still have that dress from last time?"

She gave him a look of mock indignation, arching one eyebrow. "A woman can't be caught dead wearing the same dress twice," she chided, though her tone held gentle humor. Her gaze swept over Jean and Jubilee, drawing them into the conspiracy of her smile. "But don't worry. I have something to wear."

The conversation lulled, and Jubilee turned her attention to Tyson, curiosity sparking in her eyes. "Since you're putting on this big show, you must have gotten pretty good with your illusions."

Nat's smile turned sly at her question. "Hey Jubilee, do you like Naruto?"

Jubilee's face lit up with enthusiasm. "Yeah, of course. Why?"

Nat made a casual gesture toward Tyson. Jubilee followed the motion, locking eyes with Tyson. What she saw next made her gasp in surprise.

His mismatched irises shifted, replaced by the hypnotic pattern of a three-tomoe Sharingan. The black commas began to spin around his pupils with a smooth, mesmerizing motion.

And then the world shifted around Jubilee.

Jubilee found herself standing within the Village Hidden in the Leaves. The sky above was a brilliant azure, dotted with lazy clouds that drifted across its flawless expanse. Fresh, clean air mingled with mouthwatering scents wafting from nearby food stalls where savory meats sizzled over open grills, sweet cakes, and spicy ramen tempted passersby.

All around her, the village bustled with life and energy. Ninjas of all ages leaped between buildings in incredible displays of agility or gathered in lively groups near shops and stands. The structures themselves were a mosaic of traditional Japanese architecture, with sloping tiled roofs and intricate woodwork. Training yards were a further distance away, filled with targets and battered practice dummies.

Jubilee's gaze was drawn to the stern and imposing, yet majestic, mountain deeper in the village. The monumental visage of past village leaders was carved into its cliff face, Hokage Rock.

But it was the sudden flurry of crows that caught Jubilee's full attention, a chaotic, cawing cloud that swirled around a figure in an Akatsuki robe.

Itachi, no, Tyson.

The crows dispersed as quickly as they had gathered, and he was suddenly behind her, but not threateningly so.

Unlike when he'd pulled the same trick with Nat, there was no weapon in his hand. Instead, Tyson's arm wrapped securely around Jubilee's waist, pulling her slightly back against him, while his other arm gently encircled her chest just below her neck. It wasn't a choke, but a firm, solid hold, making her completely aware of his presence.

Tyson's breath was warm against Jubilee's ear, his voice a low rumble as he asked, "Is this good?"

Jubilee shuddered. She could feel the soft yet substantial fabric of his Akatsuki cloak against her back and the solid strength of his form behind her. The illusion was so complete, so detailed, she could even feel the slight breeze of the village, hear the distant calls of vendors and chirping of birds, and sense the vibrancy of life all around her. It was a heady mix of sensation, one that left her momentarily breathless.

It was real. All of it felt so unbelievably real. Then the illusion shattered like glass, the crows dispersing into nothingness, and the vibrant village evaporated. They were back in Tyson's mundane room, the stark contrast to the vivid world Jubilee had just experienced jarring.

"Jesus, that's intense. But so damn cool," Jubilee exclaimed, her heart still racing from the thrill of the illusion.

Nat's lips curved into a knowing smile, her eyes sparkling with a shared sense of excitement.

Jean, however, had a furrow between her brows. "That was strange," she admitted, looking somewhat perplexed. "It was like watching a transparent movie."

Tyson nodded in understanding. "You're too psionically gifted, Jean," he acknowledged with a hint of respect. "My illusions just aren't strong enough to affect you in the same way. But," he added, a mischievous glint sparkling in his eyes, "I have my ways."

Jean tilted her head. "Show me," she challenged.

"If you're willing," Tyson replied with a casual shrug.

Jean's nod was resolute. Tyson instructed, "Look into my eyes, relax, don’t resist," and she did so, finding herself drawn into the swirling depths of green and blue, an ocean and forest entwined. "Let me in, invite me in."

And Jean did. She opened her mind up to Tyson completely. Suddenly, silence enveloped her.

It was as if someone had hit the mute button on the world. The constant, whispering buzz of thoughts, the background noise of her telepathy, all of it was just...gone. Jean gasped, her emerald eyes wide with astonishment.

Her jaw hung open in shock as the silence enveloped her mind. For years she had longed for respite from the constant whispering buzz of telepathic noise but had lost hope of ever finding true silence. Now, with a simple illusion cast by Tyson, the background chatter in her mind had been muted entirely.

"How?" she finally managed to breathe out, her voice barely a whisper.

"My illusions can alter more than just sight and sound," Tyson explained casually. "Once you opened yourself to my power, it was a simple matter to create the illusion of silence in your mind."

He went on, "Since my abilities are telepathic in nature, I can easily mute psionic noise as well."

Jean's emerald eyes were wide with a mix of astonishment and longing. The silence in her mind was utter and complete. "How long will it last?" she asked hesitantly, almost afraid to hear the answer.

"As long as you stay close by," he assured her. "It takes hardly any effort on my part to maintain the illusion." He gave a small shrug. "But it will fade if I'm too far away."

Jean chewed her lower lip anxiously as a thousand thoughts raced through her mind. The idea of this silence, this complete telepathic quiet, was something she had scarcely dared to hope for after so many years of constant noise. And here was Tyson, offering it to her so easily. But he was here, in the city, while she was still back at the institute. The silence would be lost the moment she left his side.

The moment lingered as Natalie's practical voice sliced through the charged air. "That's probably enough fooling around," she declared, her gaze sweeping over Jean and Tyson. Her authority was clear in the set of her shoulders and the tilt of her chin. "We've got three women and Tyson here. We need to start getting ready."

As Natalie, Jean, and Jubilee began to move, negotiating the logistics of sharing the single bathroom, but Jean found her eyes straying again and again to Tyson. Now that the constant clamor of other people's thoughts had faded away, leaving only silence, Jean's mind seemed louder than ever. Questions, speculation, and half-formed daydreams chased each other in circles. She wondered the extent of his psionic abilities, and if he was even now listening to the sudden riot in her head. The thought of being on the other end of the equation, with someone else knowing all of her thoughts made Jean's cheeks flush and left her looking at the floor. But there would be time enough later to explore this newfound quiet, what it meant for her, and how she felt about Tyson. For now, she had to focus on getting ready. Jean took a deep breath and followed the other women from the room, the silence wrapping comfortingly around her.

The black limousine glided to a stop in front of the imposing Flatiron Armory. The building's wartime architecture loomed large, but all eyes were drawn to the gleaming new 'M' that had been installed over the entrance.

Tyson stepped out first, cutting a sharp figure in his understated tuxedo. His attire was rather plain in comparison to his companions, ensuring the stunning dresses they wore would capture all the attention they so richly deserved.

Jubilee was a radiant vision in a shimmering gold dress that mirrored her vibrant personality. The fabric clung enticingly to her curves before flaring out to mid-thigh. Her lustrous black hair was pulled up into a high ponytail, with playful strands left loose to frame her lovely face. Her makeup was bold and striking, with a touch of sparkling eyeshadow that made her eyes pop brightly.

Jean's elegance was timeless and refined in a floor-length emerald gown that perfectly complemented her fiery red hair, styled in soft waves for the occasion. The dress's neckline was modest, but a daring cut-out back added an element of surprise. Her makeup was understated, serving only to highlight her natural beauty, and her green eyes shone with excitement for the night ahead.

Ever the embodiment of sophistication, Nat wore a fitted black dress that fell gracefully to just below her knees. Its simplicity was its statement, perfectly complemented by her hair's effortless waves and minimalist makeup, save for a bold red lipstick that added a splash of vibrant color and played beautifully off her red locks.

Together, the striking trio, escorted by Tyson, made an entrance that was sure to be remembered, each stunning and unique in their own way.

The Armory was abuzz with exhilaration, the glimmering lights casting an elegant shine over the venue and its patrons. Tyson escorted them to the exclusive VIP section, the area lush and private compared to the excitement of the main floor. After guiding the ladies to their seats, Tyson turned and took his leave, needing to prepare for the impending performance. The trio noted with a mixture of amusement and curiosity that their seats were outfitted with cross straps akin to those found in a racecar.

"Just in case," came Tyson's voice unexpectedly from behind them, his sudden presence surprising the ladies given that he had walked away mere moments ago after seating them. "The straps are to keep spectators from leaving their seats prematurely, in case you become too engrossed in the show," he continued with a hint of mischief in his smile.

Jubilee couldn't restrain an exclamation of surprise. "Didn't you just leave us?"

Tyson's grin grew wider, a glint of playfulness in his eyes. "Things here are rarely as simple as they appear. Welcome to the House of M!"

Tyson's illusion dispersed into a flock of butterflies that swirled through the air. One butterfly from the fading swarm fluttered down to land briefly on each woman's hand, its wings shimmering in a color that matched her dress. The butterflies' wings pulsed once in unison before taking flight again, dispersing into the shadows above the stage.

Jubilee watched the butterfly that had landed on her hand until it disappeared, a look of wonder on her face. Jean ran a finger over the back of her hand where the green butterfly had been as if trying to capture the lingering traces of its touch. Nat simply smiled, unsurprised by the display.

The three women settled into their seats, eyes bright with anticipation for whatever spectacle Tyson had in store. Around them, the rest of the audience quieted as the lights dimmed, ready for the show to begin.

— Rogue Replacement —

Alexander Mashall, New York Times

HOUSE OF M: SPIDERMAN - A THEATRICAL CONFLUENCE OF REALITY AND ILLUSION

In a city that's no stranger to the extraordinary, Mirage, one of New York's own superheroes, offers an unparalleled spectacle with "House of M: Spiderman." This illusionary theatrical show is not just a retelling but a re-living of Spiderman’s origins that captures the heart, soul, and resilience of our beloved hero.

Entering the Armory is a dive into a realm where the lines between reality and fiction blur. The 'M' insignia looms large, both a warning and an invitation: prepare to question everything you know about performance art. Mirage employs his superhuman abilities to craft not just illusions, but a world you can step into, a narrative you can touch, and emotions you can feel tangibly. This isn't virtual reality; it's Mirage's reality.

The story begins with the poignant portrayal of Spiderman’s transformation. The show commands your empathy from the start, with the pain of loss. As Spiderman’s body and life change, so too does the world around him, warping in sync with his tumultuous journey. Audience members feel the rush of swinging through the high rises of New York, thanks to the stunning illusionary prowess that defines the show. You're not just witnessing Spiderman's origin; you're part of it.

What sets "House of M: Spiderman" apart is its emotional core. It's a roller coaster that plummets into the character's psyche. You feel the weight of his grandfather’s death, the burden of responsibility, and the internal conflict that fuels his double life. The performance doesn't shy away from these emotional depths; it embraces them, and enhances them, making the experience cathartic for an audience enveloped in the spectacle.

Moreover, the action sequences are nothing short of breathtaking. In one heart-stopping scene, Spiderman's showdown with the Green Goblin plays out in an intricate ballet of combat and illusion. The audience is transported back to the chaos of the Unity Day Parade, dodging debris and feeling the heat of explosions. It's immersive to the point of heart-pounding exhilaration, creating an adrenaline surge that's as real as the danger is illusory.

This is a Spiderman of New York, for New York, molded by its tragedies and triumphs.

As the illusions fade and the Armory reasserts itself around the audience, there’s a lingering sensation of having shared in something profound. "House of M: Spiderman" is more than a show; it's a communal experience that celebrates the hero in all of us. This production is a love letter to Spiderman, penned in light, sound, and illusions.

"House of M: Spiderman" doesn’t just raise the bar for theatrical shows; it soars high above, much like the hero it honors. It's a reminder of the resilience, strength, and hope that defines New York. For those lucky enough to secure a ticket, prepare for an experience that will ensnare your senses, captivate your heart, and perhaps, make you believe in heroes all over again.

For Mirage and his team, the applause will reverberate long after the curtains close. They’ve achieved something truly extraordinary. In the heart of New York, within the walls of the Flatiron Armory, there exists a house. A house of marvels, of dreams, of heroic tales. A house that belongs to us all. Welcome to the House of M.

— Rogue Replacement —

J. Jonah Jameson, The Daily Bugle

SPIDER-MAN'S THEATRICAL MENACE: HOUSE OF M SINGS PRAISES OF NEW YORK'S RESIDENT TROUBLEMAKER

If you're a decent, law-abiding citizen who believes in the genuine justice system, steer clear of the "House of M: Spiderman," the latest spectacle corrupting the minds of New Yorkers. This show is the brainchild of Mirage, one of the city's so-called "heroes." But don't let the smoke and mirrors fool you. This production is nothing more than a blatant attempt to glorify the city's most notorious menace, Spider-Man.

The moment you step through the Armory doors, your senses are assaulted by the lavish grandeur Mirage has fabricated. It's clear from the start: every dollar pumped into this extravagant charade is a dollar supporting the reckless vigilantism that's poisoning our city's streets. The mammoth 'M' emblazoned above the entrance stands as a symbol of the megalomania underpinning this entire event.

"House of M: Spiderman" doesn't just recount the webhead's origins. Mirage utilizes his superpowers to drag you into a world of fantasy, blurring the lines between fact and fiction. Yes, the effect is impressive. Yes, the illusions provide an adrenaline rush akin to the real-life swings through New York's skyline that this spider nuisance is so fond of. But the spectacle serves a sinister purpose. It paints a dangerous vigilante as a misunderstood hero.

Let's not mince words here. This isn't a tribute; it's propaganda. Mirage creates a version of Spider-Man designed to tug at your heartstrings. The show focuses on loss, responsibility, and the struggle of juggling two worlds, attempting to humanize a character who repeatedly takes the law into his own hands. But a glossy coat of paint doesn't change the fact that at its core, this is a story about a rogue individual causing as much chaos as the criminals he claims to fight.

The action sequences, though technically mesmerizing, further contribute to this dangerous narrative. In a particularly egregious display, the audience is surrounded by mayhem and destruction during Spider-Man's battle with the Green Goblin that occurred at the Unity Day Parade. While some might call this immersive, I call it irresponsible. It glorifies violence, not to mention being potentially traumatizing for anyone who'd been present at the event.

The production, however, doesn't stop at glorifying just one vigilante. Mirage himself makes several appearances, further pushing the idea that these vigilantes are our "heroes."

Now, let's talk about the finale. The show culminates in a spectacle that's all flash and no substance, much like Spider-Man's antics around New York. As the illusions dissipate and reality settles back in, viewers are left with a dangerous notion imprinted on their minds. 'Superheroes' are here to protect them. This show is not just entertainment; it's an indoctrination.

It's troubling to see resources and talent wasted on glorifying a menace to society. "House of M: Spiderman" sets a dangerous precedent, telling viewers that it's not only acceptable to take the law into your own hands but that doing so makes you a hero. It's a slap in the face to the hardworking law enforcement officers of this city, who put their lives on the line to protect its citizens.

In conclusion, "House of M: Spiderman" is a sham. It's a well-orchestrated, finely crafted hazard that uses illusion and emotion to warp the truth. Spider-Man is not a hero. He's a menace, and this production is complicit in his antics. New Yorkers deserve better. They deserve the truth.

This is J. Jonah Jameson, reminding you to stay vigilant. Stay informed. And most importantly, don't let the vigilantes fool you. Not in the streets, and certainly not on the stage.

— Rogue Replacement —

Dr. Miles Warren stood alone in the center of his secret, unmonitored laboratory. The space hummed with advanced technology that would make any science enthusiast's heart race. Machines beeped and screens flashed with complex formulas, but Warren's focus was on the large cylindrical tank that dominated the room. Inside, a humanoid form slowly took shape in the clear, viscous liquid.

Warren watched the tank intently, his wiry frame draped in a fluttering white lab coat, his unkempt hair speaking to many sleepless nights devoted to his obsession. "The potential is limitless," he muttered, more to himself than to his assistant Monica, the eager postgrad who monitored the nearby computer.

"DNA synthesis is stable, Dr. Warren," Monica reported, not looking up from her screen. "Cellular replication is optimal."

"Excellent, Monica," Warren replied, his gaze never leaving the coalescing figure in the tank. His brilliant mind raced with possibilities not just for science but for himself. There was glory in being the creator, the pioneer. And in his eyes, no subject was more perfect than Spider-Man. After all, who wouldn't want to replicate the strength and agility of a hero?

The ethical conundrum surrounding human cloning, the laws and debates, seemed distant thunder to Warren as he stood in the calm, focused eye of his work. He dismissed any moral dilemmas with the casual swat one gives a bothersome fly. "They'll understand, eventually," he assured himself. "Once they see the results, they'll know I was right."

The hours crept by as Warren and Monica watched the clone develop within the amniotic tank. What began as strands of genetic material slowly took shape, morphing into the unmistakable form of a young man. It was as though an invisible sculptor carved the clone's features from living marble. Muscles rippled under skin that had yet to see the light of day.

"It's...it's incredible, Dr. Warren," Monica finally uttered, breaking the hypnotic silence. Awe and apprehension warred within her. She had signed up to earn enough money to cover her graduate degree and get some real-world experience. But to witness the creation of new life left her stunned.

Warren's usual dour expression cracked into a rare smile, though his eyes retained their fanatical zeal. "We're witnessing history, Monica. Today, science ascends to new heights!"

As the clone neared physical maturity, Warren's thoughts turned from the present triumph to the challenges ahead. If successful, the clone should possess Spider-Man's intellect, experiences, and even superhuman abilities. But would he have the original's heart and spirit? What invisible, intangible force makes a man who he is? Warren tucked away those philosophical riddles for another time.

The amniotic fluid drained from the chamber, leaving the clone suspended like an astronaut in zero gravity. The glass door hissed open at Warren's approach. With trembling hands, he reached for his inert creation.

The clone's eyes fluttered open, blinking slowly as if shaking off the heaviness of sleep. His gaze, still unfocused, took in the harsh fluorescent lights of the lab for the first time. "P-Parker?" he croaked, his voice rough and cracking with uncertainty.

Dr. Warren's heart leaped as the sound shattered the sterile silence. Success! Life! His creation was awake and aware. But as the clone searched for memories that were not his own, Warren knew he must act quickly to steer this new being's mind.

"No," Warren said sharply, "I'm Dr. Miles Warren. And you're... you're Cairn. It means landmark. Because that's what you are."

The clone's brow furrowed, distorting in confusion. "Cain?" he echoed, tasting the unfamiliar name. The clone evaluated the name. Searching its memories. The name was laden with biblical significance. Cain was the first son of Adam and Eve, Cain was also the first murderer, having killed his brother Abel out of jealousy and rage.

"Cairn," Warren affirmed, watching the name settle over the clone's consciousness. "You are the first of your kind, unique and trailblazing in the expanse of human history."

The newly christened Cairn searched for footing in this new identity, even as remnants of memories not his own flickered at the edges of his mind. "Kaine," he insisted. "Kaine Parker." He clung to the surname like a lifeline to a self he couldn't fully grasp.

Warren hesitated, then inclined his head in acquiescence. "Very well. Kaine Parker," he agreed, though unease needled at him. The persistence troubled Warren, hinting at complications to come. But for now, his creation was alive and alert. Everything else could be managed in time. Warren gazed at Kaine Parker and allowed himself a moment to bask in the magnitude of what he'd achieved.

Upon Kaine's awakening into consciousness, Dr. Warren recognized his creation was marred by imperfections. Though his genetic code had been meticulously copied, the final result was flawed. His skin was rough and uneven in places it should have been smooth, the texture strange under his exploring fingertips. The deformities did not hamper his movements, however. When Kaine rose from the table, his movements spoke of power and agility belying his physical flaws.

Warren watched his creation's first steps with awe and unease. What had he truly brought into being with his hubris? Apprehension stirred as Warren contemplated the terrifying potential of this being that now lived and breathed before him.

Kaine was awash in a deluge of emotions, memories not his own vying for prominence. Though secondhand, the experiences felt real. Love, loss, triumph, and failures. His newly awakened senses were overwhelmed, struggling to process this psychic onslaught. It was too much.

"I don't understand," Kaine said, desperation and frustration warring in his voice as he turned to his creator. "What's happening? Who am I?"

"You're my creation," Warren replied, a note of possessive pride creeping into his tone even through the uncertainty. "You're the first. And you're...magnificent." The word held a complex mix of emotions. Not just awe, but also fear of what he had wrought.

— Rogue Replacement —

Kaine's feelings were a tempest, unpredictable, and often terrifying in their intensity. One moment calm, the next consumed by fiery rage that manifested in shattered objects and dented equipment. Kaine's chest heaved as he stared at the aftermath of his latest violent outburst, the broken glass and dented metal that littered the laboratory floor evidence of the destruction he had wrought.

"I can't...I can't control it," he gasped, his voice ragged with desperation.

Dr. Miles Warren surveyed the scene with growing concern, the initial awe he had felt at creating this powerful being curdling into doubt. Kaine was the clone he had crafted, the first of his kind, and though magnificent in his abilities, the doctor was realizing he had not anticipated the volatility of the emotions that raged within his creation.

"We'll work through this," Warren said, trying to make his tone reassuring even as his voice wavered with uncertainty. "We'll figure this out."

But as the days passed, Kaine's struggles only seemed to deepen. His outbursts continued, memories and experiences that were not his own haunting him, taunting him with the life of Peter Parker that he could almost touch but never fully grasp. Soon he began to question his creator, demanding answers that Warren did not have.

"Why am I here?" Kaine asked, searching Warren's face intently. "Why did you create me?"

Warren felt the weight of those questions like a physical blow. The ethics and morals of his actions, which had seemed so clear in pursuit of scientific breakthrough, were now clouded by doubt in the face of the living, suffering being before him.

"To advance science," Warren replied at first, grasping for justification. "To create something new, something revolutionary."

"But at what cost?" Kaine challenged, his hands clenching into fists at his sides. "I'm not just some science project, Dr. Warren. I'm a person, aren't I? Or was I only ever meant to be a copy? A thing?"

The laboratory that had once been a site of triumph for Warren now seemed to close in on them, the shadows cast by the blinking console lights growing darker with every word from Kaine. Warren's mouth felt dry, his confidence replaced by a sinking regret. He had considered only the scientific challenges, the potential for fame, and the breakthrough in human genetics. But in his calculations, he had failed to account for the soul he was replicating.

"You're not a thing," Warren whispered, but even to his own ears, the words sounded hollow and unconvincing. He had presumed to play at being a creator but had not truly prepared himself for his creation to demand recognition of its humanity.

Kaine's anger was palpable, but it was the deep pain in his eyes that truly struck Warren, an aching disappointment that could not be quantified or dismissed.

"Then why do I feel like one?" Kaine asked, his voice thick with sorrow and loss. "Why do I hurt all the time? Why is every moment torture?"

Warren had no answer. Regret settled bitter and suffocating in his throat. He had meant to create life but instead seemed to have inflicted a curse on his creation.

The tension between creator and creation grew with each passing day. Kaine, the clone crafted by Dr. Warren's hands, became ever more aware, his sense of self sharpened into painful focus. And with that burgeoning awareness came so many questions about purpose, destiny, and the true nature of the soul. Questions Warren realized, with a gut full of dread, that he could not answer.

When Dr. Warren entered the lab, he was met with a scene of chaos. Toppled research notes, shattered beakers, and his dedicated post-grad assistant, Monica, lying lifeless on the cold floor. Her once vibrant eyes, always brimming with eager curiosity, were now dull and lightless, staring into nothingness.

"Monica!" Warren cried, her name cracking on his lips as he stumbled toward her fallen form. His mind recoiled and rebelled against the terrible stillness that had claimed her. This could not be real. They had been on the cusp of breakthroughs, of finally unraveling the mysteries of life itself. Monica had been more than an assistant, she was a fellow dreamer, and she had become a believer in the grand possibilities that drove them.

But the undeniable evidence of violence screamed out at Warren, drowning his futile denials in a torrent of horrific truth. His eyes found Kaine, lurking in the shadows. The clone's inner turmoil seemed to manifest in the dangerous stillness of his posture.

"You..." Warren started, the accusation dying on his lips as the impossible, damning realization took hold. His groundbreaking creation, his scientific masterpiece, had wrought this tragedy. "What have you done?"

Kaine's eyes met Warren's. "She was afraid of me," he said, his voice a low rumble of confusion and burgeoning fury. "She looked at me like I was a monster, so I..."

"So you proved her right?" Warren interjected, his fear and anger clashed within him. His life's great work threatened to spiral into an unthinkable nightmare.

Kaine's silence reverberated through the lab, heavy with dark implications Warren could no longer avoid. This place, these experiments, they had cracked open the mysteries of life, only to toy with them recklessly. And now, there was a price. Cairn, Kaine, the clone Warren had painstakingly brought to life using carefully selected DNA strands was not the triumph he had envisioned. Instead, the clone stood as a stark reminder of the perils of hubris, and the terrible cost of mortals playing god.

Warren sat alone in the lab, accompanied only by the lifeless hum of machinery and the accusing silence that hung heavy all around him. Monica's presence still lingered like a ghost and Kaine… What should he do about the troubled clone? He was both victim and aggressor, set on a collision course with a world that could never hope to understand his tortured origins.

Haunted by the tragedy he had single-handedly engineered, Warren returned to his research, hands shaking as he carefully omitted the Y chromosome from the genetic sequence for his next attempt. That should reduce the violent tendencies, and hopefully correct the skin issues as well. His action was driven not by inspiration, but by desperation to correct his mistake. As the machines quietly hummed to life, initiating the genesis of another clone, Warren's thoughts clung to Kaine and his desire to rectify his… mistake.

Warren's reflection in the computer screen was pale and ghostly, a haunting specter he could not turn away from. He had the face of a scientist who had ventured into realms never meant for mankind. And in the heavy silence of the lab, one question echoed louder than all the rest.

What had he unleashed upon the world, in his quest to defy nature at the behest of Harry Osborn?
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Arc 5 - Ch 1: Iron Man

Date: Friday, May 27, 2011.

Location: House of M, Manhattan, New York

The final act of Mirage's illusion came to its mesmerizing conclusion on the Flatiron Armory's show floor. As the lights brightened, the audience erupted into raucous applause, clearly spellbound by the fantastic visions they had just witnessed.

Tyson, Mirage, stood proudly in the stage's center. An intricate Asian fox half-mask obscured the top half of his face, leaving only his mismatched eyes, one blue, one green, and his mouth and jaw exposed. The mask lent an air of exotic mystery to the young man, whose wild hair framed its edges.

Stepping off the stage, Tyson was greeted by the sultry voice of Felicia Hardy. "Another masterpiece, Tyson," she purred. Felicia's porcelain skin and platinum blonde hair added a unique touch to the appearance of an elegant yet fierce businesswoman, an impression amplified by the sleek black dress that clung to her curves.

They entered a private room where Tyson removed the fox mask, revealing his face in full. "Thanks, Felicia," he replied, the familiar warmth between them evident in his voice.

Felicia tilted her head ever so slightly, a coy smile playing on her glossy lips. "House of M: Spiderman is a tremendous hit," she purred. "Thanks to your shows bringing in the city's wealthiest looking for something new, our reputation has skyrocketed. My galleries are now the place to be seen."

Tyson smiled, leaning in closer. "It's been a joint effort." He knew she had been using the art galleries not just for legitimate business, but for more clandestine activities as well. High-end art trade was an ideal front for money laundering, after all.

Felicia's emerald eyes glinted with mischief. "Oh, they certainly are," she said. "And they've been quite useful legitimizing our inventory, shall we say." It seemed old habits died hard for the former notorious thief. Tyson had tasked Felicia with not just running House of M, but ensuring all the money from his Federal Reserve heist all those months ago was accounted for. While she enjoyed her legitimate success, a part of her still relished the thrill of less than legal activities.

Tyson raised an eyebrow, unable to hide his amusement. "Going legit now, are you?" he teased.

"Perhaps. I am spending inordinate amounts of time around one of the city's heroes. Maybe he's rubbing off on me," Felicia purred, the corner of her mouth quirking up slyly. "But it's always wise to keep one's options open."

Changing tacks, Tyson leaned back and asked, "How is our financial setup coming along? Are we ready to move forward?"

Felicia's eyes positively sparkled at the question. "All set," she confirmed eagerly. "We can invest, play the markets, the whole nine yards. All very much above board, of course." She flashed a dazzling grin. "Our profits are about to reach dizzying new heights."

Unable to resist, Tyson leaned in and planted a soft kiss on her glossy lips.

"You're doing wonderfully," he whispered.

Tyson and Felicia had always enjoyed a comfortable, playful relationship. They had been intimate on numerous occasions when time allowed, engaging in passionate trysts together. But despite the physical intimacy, their relationship had never been clearly defined or formalized. With both still busy attending school and handling their duties for the House of M, neither had made an effort to solidify what they had into something more committed. Tyson sometimes wondered if Felicia was more interested in him or the profits they were raking in together. But he had to admit, he enjoyed being friends with benefits with the sultry Felicia Hardy. Their physical chemistry was undeniable, even if their emotional connection remained ambiguous. For now, Tyson was content to keep things casual and Felicia had made it clear they were not a couple, that she was not a house cat to be tamed. There was no need to force the issue when they were both profiting so handsomely from their current arrangement, in more ways than one.

Of course, there was the other side of their intimacy that nagged at Tyson. The Tyson kissing Felicia was an illusion. In all the months he'd been trying, he hadn't made any headway into controlling the life-absorbing power he inherited from Rogue when he arrived in this world. As Tyson found new ways to use his illusion power, and he ran the show for thousands regularly, his control over the illusions grew. It was immensely frustrating and confounding that his illusion power had improved by leaps and bounds, but his life absorption hadn't made any progress.

Tyson could experience touch through his illusions, but there was something to be said about real, physical contact.

Any further intimacy was interrupted when a soft knock sounded at the door. Tyson's private time with Felicia would have to wait.

A soft voice filtered through the door, it was one of Felicia's many assistants. "I'm sorry for interrupting, but there's a police officer here, requesting to speak with Mirage."

Tyson and Felicia exchanged a quick, tense glance. The timing was ironic considering they had just been discussing money laundering schemes. Without missing a beat, Tyson waved his hand and rendered Felicia invisible. The gesture was unnecessary, but it made Felicia aware of his deception.

Tyson swiftly pulled the Asian fox half-mask over his face. He strode to the door and opened it to reveal a police officer. But she wasn't the typical NYPD officer; he expected a mustache, short cropped hair, maybe late twenties. Instead, at the door stood a woman in a police uniform that could've been a model. Her brown hair was pulled back in a severe bun that matched the crisp lines of her uniform, which clung to her slender frame in a way that would make any model envious.

"Mirage?" she inquired, though her firm tone indicated she already knew the answer.

Tyson straightened, exuding confidence despite the unexpected visit. "That's me. What can I do for you, officer?" 

Tyson stared at the folded piece of paper as the officer outstretched her hand.

"It's Marshal, actually," she corrected dryly, her eyes glinting with wry amusement as Tyson continued to hesitate.

"Pardon?" He blinked, shaken from his surprise.

"Marshal," she repeated, emphasizing the title with a raised brow.

Tyson took the paper, a knot of apprehension forming in his stomach. He unfolded it to reveal an official-looking document… His mismatched eyes widened as they quickly scanned the page.

"That's a subpoena," she explained, her voice cool and matter-of-fact. "You're to appear before the Senate Armed Forces Committee tomorrow morning."

"Is this real?" Tyson blurted out incredulously.

The marshal's lips quirked into a half-smile, "You're the one who does the illusions, not me."

Tyson struggled to process this unexpected turn. "What would the Senate want with me?"

The marshal leaned forward slightly, "Probably has something to do with the stolen military hardware you acquired."

Her blunt words hit Tyson like a physical blow. He had known there might be consequences for holding onto the Goblin's glider, but he hadn't expected repercussions at the Federal level. The enthusiasm at his show's success evaporated, replaced by a creeping dread. Unseen by the marshal, Felicia listened intently, no doubt already strategizing. But Tyson felt exposed.

Drawing a breath, he met the marshal's eyes. "Thank you, marshal," he managed, "I'll be there."

The marshal gave a single nod and turned to leave without another word. The door clicked shut behind her, the sound echoing with grim finality in the now silent room.

Tyson reached for his phone and scrolled through the contacts until he found the right one. He selected it, listening to the rings until a crisp voice answered. "Maria Hill speaking."

"Deputy Director, it's Mirage," Tyson said quickly, straining to keep the worry from his tone.

A brief silence followed, no doubt from Hill's surprise at the unexpected call. But when she spoke again, her voice softened somewhat. "Tyson? What's going on?"

Tyson let out a breath, then launched into an account of the marshal's visit, describing the subpoena and the command to appear before the Senate Armed Forces Committee. When he finished, desperation tinged his words. "Look, I could use some help. Could I bum a ride to Washington D.C.?"

Hill paused, considering his request. When she responded, her voice radiated calm competence. "Come to the RAFT. I'll arrange transport and accompany you. As Deputy Director, I have sufficient clearance level to represent SHIELD in the hearing."

Relief rushed through Tyson. The RAFT was SHIELD's impenetrable mobile submarine fortress, which had been conveniently anchored near the southern tip of Manhattan since Kraven the Hunter and Norman Osborne, the Green Goblin, had become residents.

With Hill at his side, he had a real chance to weather this crisis. Some of the dread constricting his chest eased. But uncertainty still gnawed at him. "You're sure SHIELD has my back on this?" he asked quietly.

"Absolutely," Hill replied without hesitation. "We'll get through this."

The steadfast assurance in her words finally broke through Tyson's anxiety. "Thank you."

"Just get here. I'm arranging for people to prep you with how to answer the committee's questions," Hill responded briskly before ending the call.

Tyson stared at the now silent phone, letting the conversation with Hill fully sink in. He experienced a swirl of emotions; fear at the uncertainty ahead, gratitude for SHIELD's support, and determination mixed with trepidation at having to face the federal government.

Turning back to Felicia, he approached her slowly. Their eyes met in perfect understanding.

She reached up to gently caress his cheek. He leaned into her soft touch. Their lips met in a kiss that lingered. As they finally pulled back, she whispered "Good luck," the words barely a sigh against his skin.

He had no time to reply. Even as Felicia drew her next breath, the illusionary Tyson evaporated from her arms. He was already in motion, moving with haste to his suite at the Four Seasons to retrieve the glider. The time for sentiment had passed. He had a hearing to prepare for.

Tyson rushed through the streets of New York, weaving nimbly between pedestrians and vehicles alike. The imposing facade of the RAFT soon loomed before him, its sheer walls and lack of windows indicating the high-security protocols in place within. Upon entering, he was ushered through the halls to meet with Maria Hill.

The room he entered exuded SHIELD's signature sleek, modern aesthetic. At its center stood Agent Hill, her gaze fixed on a large television screen that displayed the opening festivities of the Stark Expo. Even through the screen, the vibrant energy and enthusiasm of the crowd at the Expo was palpable.

Hill's sharp eyes flicked to Tyson as he entered, her expression neutral but assessing. "Mirage," she greeted simply. "We can head out whenever you're ready," she added, motioning towards the exit.

But Tyson paused. His mismatched eyes were drawn to the images on the screen. "No rush," he replied, genuine interest coloring his voice. "I don't want to interrupt. I was hoping to catch the Expo coverage anyway." Maria raised a slender eyebrow but settled into her seat and gave him a nod of assent. Curiosity got the better of Tyson, and he casually asked, "Have you ever actually seen any of my shows, Deputy Director?"

She shook her head, loose dark hair swaying slightly. "Haven't gotten the chance."

A playful smirk formed on Tyson's lips. "Well then, consider this a gift for helping me out like this." His mismatched eyes became serious, holding Maria's gaze intently. "But keep in mind, no matter how real it seems, it's just an illusion. Stay in your seat."

Hill nodded in understanding, steeling herself for whatever vivid illusion Tyson was about to conjure up.

Before her eyes, the office dramatically transformed into a breathtaking aerial view overlooking the Stark Expo. The grandeur of the scene was impressive, with gleaming futuristic buildings and exhibits showcasing technology and innovations not yet revealed to the wider world. Though she knew it was an illusion, Maria Hill couldn't help but feel as if she were truly soaring high over the Expo, experiencing its energy and spectacle firsthand.

Brilliant bursts of color lit up the night sky, the fireworks stoking the enthusiasm of the crowds below as they cheered and surged toward the main pavilion. The atmosphere buzzed with excitement and anticipation.

Maria Hill's eyes widened with wonder, utterly engrossed in the vivid illusion. "This is incredible," she breathed.

A sudden roar from the crowd drew their attention skyward. From above, a figure descended rapidly, wind rushing past him. It was none other than Tony Stark himself, skydiving from a jet plane in his iconic red and gold Iron Man suit. He landed smoothly on the stage amidst a blaze of pyrotechnics, the crowd erupting in deafening cheers. But Tony wasn't finished yet. In a move that showcased his confidence, the armor began to disassemble piece by piece, revealing the man inside.

The crowd chanted his name over and over, "Tony! Tony! Tony! Tony!"

Bathed in spotlights, Tony Stark stood tall on the stage as the last pieces of his suit retreated, leaving him in a stylish suit.

A man from the crowd shouted, "Blow something up!"

Tony stood confidently on the stage, bathed in spotlights, as the last pieces of his Iron Man armor retreated. "I missed you too. Blow something up? I already did that." Tony began, drawing in the audience with his charisma. "I'm not saying the world is enjoying its longest stretch of uninterrupted peace in years because of me. I'm not saying that Uncle Sam can kick back and relax with an iced tea, certain that no one alive today has the guts to challenge me on my best day." He paused, allowing the weight of his bold statement to sink in. Behind him, a large screen displayed a graph highlighting the significant global decrease in conflicts since Iron Man's emergence.

A woman's voice rang out from the crowd, "I love you, Tony!"

He continued, unfazed by the adoration. "Please, this isn't about me. It's not about any one of you either. It's not even about all of us together. It's about legacy. It's about what we choose to leave behind for future generations." Tony's voice grew more impassioned. "That's why for the next year, for the first time since 1974, the best and brightest from nations and corporations worldwide will pool their resources and vision to leave behind a brighter future. Therefore, what I'm saying, if I'm saying anything, is welcome back to the Stark Expo!"

As the cheers died down, Tony's tone grew more introspective. "And now, making a special guest appearance from beyond, please welcome my father, Howard."

Tony's late father, Howard Stark, appeared in a recording on the large onstage screen. "Everything is achievable through technology," Howard's voice boomed. "Better living, robust health, and for the first time in human history, the possibility of world peace. So from all of us here at Stark Industries, I'd like to personally introduce you to the City of the Future. Technology holds infinite possibilities for mankind, and will one day rid society of all its ills. Soon technology will affect the way you live your life every day. No more tedious work, leaving more time for leisure activities and enjoying the sweet life. The Stark Expo. Welcome."

Tony picked up from where his father left off as the recording ended, "We're here to see what can be achieved when innovation meets purpose."

With that inimitable Stark charm, he addressed the audience, "My father, Howard Stark, had a dream. He believed the Expo was a place where the best and the brightest could challenge themselves and each other, driving humanity to even greater heights."

Tony continued, passion evident in his tone, "I'm proud to announce that, for the next year, this Expo will be a beacon, showcasing human advancement, innovation, and the pioneering spirit that refuses to say 'it can't be done.'" Tony concluded, his voice almost breaking, "Again, it's not about me. It's not about my father. It's about our future, and how we shape it, together." Tony said, his voice resonating with raw emotion. The Expo grounds filled with thunderous applause.

The illusion faded away as Tyson ceased his psychic projection, the sights, and sounds of the Stark Expo dissolving until only the office of Deputy Director Maria Hill remained. She regarded the young mutant with an appraising look, one sculpted eyebrow raised in acknowledgment of his impressive skills.

"That was...intense," she commented, a note of honest appreciation coloring her typically stoic tone. Maria considered for a moment before replying, "Your power is remarkable."

He grinned, buoyed by her words. "Thanks. Means a lot coming from the deputy director."

Maria briskly switched gears, all business once more. She stood, stepping out from behind the heavy oak desk. "Alright, let's get to the jet. I'll brief you on the way." Tyson nodded and followed her out.

Back in Queens, the Stark Expo continued unfolding in its full glory. Not long after Tony Stark stepped off the extravagant stage. He pulled out a small device, checking its reading.

Blood toxicity: 19%

Afterward, Happy led Tony through the crowded expo. When they finally reached the parking area, a woman waited for him beside his flashy new sports car. As Tony approached with his signature playboy smirk, he remarked, "I didn't expect my own Expo to have models handing out business cards."

The woman gave him an cool, enigmatic smile. "I'm not here for that," she replied evenly. She extended a crisp white envelope toward Tony, who waved for his ever-present bodyguard Happy Hogan to take it.

"I don't like being handed things," Tony muttered before plucking the letter from Happy. His cocky smile faded as he scanned the contents. "To appear before the Senate Armed Forces Committee?" he asked, surprise coloring his voice.

"That's right," the woman confirmed.

Happy's eyebrows shot up in concern, but Tony casually waved away his bodyguard's worry. "Do you have a badge?" he inquired of the beauty.

In response, she produced a U.S. Marshal's badge. Tony appraised the woman. "You're a process server? You have the look of a runway model."

She winked flirtatiously. "I'm two for two today."

Tony asked, "Out of curiosity, who was the other?"

The woman leaned in, her voice dripping with intrigue. "Mirage."

Tony's eyebrows lifted in surprise. "Huh. That one's a little unexpected," he mused as he processed this new information.

With that, Tony slid into his Audi R8, revving the engine. As he pulled away, he called over the aggressive roar, "The world is full of surprises, isn't it?"

From the passenger seat, Happy Hogan chuckled in agreement. "That it is, boss. That it is."

The sports car sped off, leaving behind the dazzle and clamor of the Stark Expo. Tony Stark and Happy Hogan raced on toward Washington D.C. with the subpoena stuffed into the dashboard. 

— Rogue Replacement —

Date: Saturday, May 28, 2011.

Location: Dirksen Senate Office Building, Washington, DC

The spacious hearing room of the Dirksen Senate Office Building hummed with activity as staffers and attendees bustled about, settling into seats lined in rows facing the raised dais at the front. Tyson, concealed behind his alter ego Mirage, felt distinctly out of place amidst the sea of suits and skirts surrounding him. He picked his way carefully through the organized chaos, keenly aware of the curious glances and hushed whispers his presence elicited.

As he approached the long table set before the dais, Tyson surveyed those already seated. It was a veritable who's who of technology, industry, and government. To his left sat Maria Hill, her rigid posture and sharp gaze betraying her role as the no-nonsense representative of SHIELD. Further down, Harry Osborn shuffled through papers, looking equal parts nervous and eager as he prepared to speak on behalf of Oscorp Industries. The constant fidgeting and overly polished smile of Justin Hammer screamed overcompensation, a transparent attempt by the CEO of Hammer Industries to impress the committee.

And directly to Mirage's right sprawled Tony Stark, affecting an air of casual nonchalance despite the gravity of the hearing. As Tyson took his seat, Stark turned to him with a roguish grin. "So, Mirage," he began, curiosity coloring his tone, "what brings you into the lion's den today?"

Tyson tensed, acutely uncomfortable by the crimes he was accused of. "Illegally procured military technology," he replied evenly, meeting Stark's gaze. "Claimed it from a guy who stole it first."

Stark's eyes glinted with interest as he leaned forward intently. "Is it true you can create any kind of illusion you want?" he asked eagerly.

In response to Tony Stark’s question, Tyson stood up, his movement ignored by everyone in the Senate hearing room except Tony. He walked confidently to the floor, standing squarely between the table of delegates and the row of stern-faced Senators. Suddenly, the room shifted with an unexpected spectacle. Mechanical gears and devices appeared to rise from the floor, whirring and clanking as they formed around Tyson. The components seamlessly crafted a suit of armor, mirroring the iconic design of the Iron Man suit. The illusion was so convincing that even Tony Stark leaned forward, his eyes widening in surprise and curiosity. The suit now fully formed around Tyson, he raised his arms, the repulsors on his palms lighting up with an intense glow. He fired the repulsors, launching himself upward. Instead of the expected destruction, Tyson vanished without a trace. There was no hole in the ceiling, no sign of damage. The gears and machines too dissolved into nothingness, revealing the truth.

Tyson hadn’t moved an inch. It was all an elaborate illusion.

Tony Stark broke into a wide grin, clearly impressed. “Hell of a trick,” he exclaimed, clapping lightly. “You do impressions too?”

Without missing a beat, Tyson’s appearance shifted, morphing into a perfect likeness of Tony Stark himself. In Tony’s own voice, he quipped, “Nah, too cliché.” His tone was playful, perfectly capturing Tony’s characteristic charm and wit.

Tony Stark shook his head. "I've got to admit, that's pretty good," he said, his voice filled with genuine admiration.

The demonstration had been a private showing between Tyson and Tony Stark, one that had lightened the tense atmosphere of the Senate hearing somewhat for the young mutant.

Senator Stern rapped his gavel sharply, the sound commanding the attention of all those gathered. He fixed his steely gaze on Tyson. "Let's bring this meeting to order," the senator's stern tone reverberated through the chamber as he addressed the accused. "Mirage, you stand accused here today because of your involvement with illegally procured military technology."

Tyson studied the senator's familiar face, racking his memory. The man's appearance aligned perfectly with Tyson's recollections, yet something eluded him, a nagging sense that he was forgetting some crucial detail about the senator.

A heavy silence descended upon the room as the senator summoned Harry Osborn to speak. Rising from his seat, the young heir apparent to Oscorp exuded a blend of youthful ambition and corporate gravitas. He turned to address the assembled senators. This was Harry's first public appearance as head of Oscorp, he needed to knock it out of the park. Not only were the eyes of politicians on him, he was sure the board of directors was watching, hoping for him to stumble.

"Senators, esteemed colleagues," Harry began, his steady voice conveying both respect and urgency. "The matter at hand is of great importance not just to Oscorp but to our national security interests." He paused, ensuring all eyes rested upon him.

"The technology in question, an advanced aerial combat glider, represents the pinnacle of Oscorp's research and development, years of tireless innovation and substantial investment from the department of defense. It is the product of our collaborative efforts with the military to maintain battlefield supremacy." Harry's gaze flicked briefly toward Mirage, his expression one of disdain.

"This glider has unfortunately fallen into the hands of an individual unauthorized to possess it. Its absence has created more than a logistical issue; it has jeopardized a crucial military project."

Harry's tone grew more earnest as he continued. "The glider was designed to be a game-changer in aerial combat and reconnaissance. Cutting-edge innovations in mobility and firepower all tailored for use by our soldiers to protect our nation's interests." Turning his attention back to the committee, Harry's steady, imploring gaze met each of theirs in turn.

"The urgency of this matter cannot be understated. Each day this technology remains outside authorized hands, our nation risks falling behind in our commitment to military supremacy and national security." Concluding his appeal, Harry added, "Therefore, on behalf of Oscorp and in the interest of national security, I respectfully yet urgently request the glider's immediate return to our custody. Its recovery is imperative to continue our development program and fulfill our contractual obligations to the military."

With that, Harry Osborn resumed his seat, his bold statement hanging portentously in the air. The senators sat absorbed in contemplative silence, cognizant of the gravity of the situation. All eyes turned once more toward Mirage, waiting for his response.

Mirage had listened impassively, his face an inscrutable mask. The senator's voice rang out again, authoritative and uncompromising. "Mirage, you are hereby ordered to return the glider to Oscorp at once."

With a casual shrug, Mirage rose smoothly from his seat. The room watched him intently, on edge. In one fluid motion, he reached behind himself, astonishing the onlookers as he produced the glider as if from thin air. Its sudden appearance was surreal, the glider obviously wider than the table, yet completely concealed from view by Mirage's illusions.

He placed the glider gingerly upon the table before a surprised yet relieved-looking Harry Osborn.

Harry Osborn ran his fingers over the glider's smooth metallic surface as he inspected it for any damage. Around the room, attendees murmured among themselves, exchanging glances and hushed whispers. Tony Stark, no stranger to dramatic entrances, leaned back casually in his chair, seemingly impressed by Mirage's nonchalant display of power.

As Mirage sat back down in his seat, his movements were calm and measured despite the charged atmosphere in the room. Senator Sterns turned to Mirage, "Did you bring a military weapon to a Senate hearing?" he asked sharply. "How did you get it past security?"

Tyson's response was immediate, his tone hinting at irreverence. "My mistake, sir. I assumed since you called me here about it, you wanted me to return it. How I got it past security should be evident." He adjusted the microphone before him, ensuring everyone could hear him clearly. When Mirage spoke next, his voice was laced with a tone of sincerity that commanded the room's attention.

"Ladies and gentlemen, Senators, I understand how this looks," he began, his gaze sweeping across the room to meet the eyes of those gathered. "But let me assure you, my actions were not those of a thief."

The room fell silent as all ears tuned to Mirage's voice. "The Oscorp glider unfortunately found its way into the possession of the Green Goblin, someone who, frankly, had no business wielding such power," he continued. "Whether Oscorp lost it to him or created it for him, that's a distinction I'm not qualified to make. What I do know is that it was in the wrong hands, and I stepped in."

Mirage paused, letting his words sink in. "I acted to end a crisis. Many died at the hands of the Green Goblin, Norman Osborne, including the military officials overseeing its development at Oscorp. My only goal was to keep it safe, to ensure it didn't become a tool of destruction for another madman."

In the audience, people exchanged thoughtful glances, some nodding in understanding while others still seemed skeptical. Mirage leaned forward slightly, his expression earnest as he pressed his case.

"Today, by turning it over to Oscorp under government instruction and oversight, I am doing what I believe is right," he continued, his voice ringing with conviction. "This absolves me of any further responsibility for the glider and its future use. I'm not the villain here. I stopped the villain."

Mirage's words seemed to ripple through the chamber, causing a stir among the audience and prompting Senators to consult quietly with their aides as they considered his defense.

The atmosphere in the room had shifted; many attendees now viewing Mirage not as a rogue element but as someone who had taken a stand for the greater good. It was evident that Mirage's speech had struck a chord, challenging the narrative of the hearing and painting him in a different light.

Senator Stern cleared his throat, trying to regain control of the proceedings. "That settles one matter," he declared, attempting to cloak his surprise with a veneer of formality. "Let's move on with the agenda."

Shifting in his seat, Senator Stern turned his gaze toward Tony Stark, regaining his composure. "Now, Mr. Stark," he began.

Seated casually, Tony exuded a sense of superiority, clearly unimpressed by the formality and gravity of the situation.

Senator Stern's voice echoed through the spacious room as he asserted, "We believe the Iron Man technology is a matter of national security. This isn't just a piece of advanced machinery; it's a weapon, one that should not be in private hands."

Tony Stark sat casually in his chair, arms crossed over his chest, clearly amused by the senator's grandstanding. He replied, "It's a prosthesis, Senator. I hate to burst your bubble, but the suit and I are one. Turning over the Iron Man suit would be equivalent to indentured servitude, or prostitution, depending on the state."

Murmurs and chuckles rippled through the audience at Tony's cheeky response. Senator Stern's face tightened, his jaw clenching almost imperceptibly as Tony's flippancy clearly aggravated him. "We will hear from an expert witness, the government's primary weapons contractor, Mr. Justin Hammer," Stern announced, unable to fully mask the eagerness in his tone to move on from the frustrating exchange with the unpredictable Stark.

As Justin Hammer, CEO of Hammer Industries, stood up from his seat, there was a noticeable shift in the energy of the room. Hammer straightened his suit jacket and approached the microphone, ready to give his testimony. "Senators, let's face it," began Hammer, his voice steady yet underlaid with opportunistic undertones. "Having one man monopolize this kind of technology is not only dangerous, it's anti-American."

"Let the record reflect that I observed Mr Hammer entering the chamber, and I am wondering if and when any actual expert will also be in attendance," Tony interrupted dryly, eliciting a scowl from Hammer.

Hammer spread his hands, the picture of deference. "Absolutely. I'm no expert. I defer to you, Anthony. You're the wonder boy. Senator, if I may?" He turned, addressing the room. "I may well not be an expert, but you know who was the expert? Your dad. Howard Stark." Hammer shook his head, as if overcome with emotion. "Really a father to us all." Tony resisted the urge to roll his eyes.

"We all know why we're here," Hammer continued, "In the last six months, Anthony Stark has created a sword with untold possibilities. And yet, he insists it's a shield." Hammer tsked, shaking his head in mock regret. "He asks us to trust him as we cower behind it. I wish I were comforted, Anthony, I really do. I'd love to leave my door unlocked when I leave the house, but this ain't Canada. You know, we live in a world of grave threats, threats that Mr Stark will not always be able to foresee." Hammer spread his hands wide, the consummate showman. "Thank you. God bless Iron Man. God bless America."

With a final smile for the cameras, Hammer took his seat. Despite Hammer's confident words, his demeanor betrayed his underlying ineptitude and transparent self-interest. His gestures appeared overly rehearsed, and his argument seemed more focused on taking down his rival than any real concern about national security. In stark contrast to Tony's easy charisma and genius, Hammer came across as a businessman looking for any angle to exploit the situation to his own advantage.

"That was well said Mr Hammer," Senator Stern replied, "The committee would now like to invite Lieutenant Colonel James Rhodes to the chamber."

Tony Stark looked up in surprise as Colonel James Rhodes strode purposefully into the senate hearing room, the colonel's polished shoes clicking sharply on the tiled floor. Stark started to rise from his seat to greet his friend, a quip already forming on his lips, but Rhodes silenced him with an abrupt wave of his hand.

"Don't start, Tony," Rhodes said, his tone brooking no argument. "I'm here, let's leave it at that."

Stark settled slowly back into his chair, eyebrows raised. He opened his mouth as if to respond, then seemed to think better of it and simply nodded.

Senator Stern, who had been observing this exchange with interest, now spoke up in his reedy voice. "Colonel Rhodes, I have before me the full report you prepared on the Iron Man weapon. For the record, would you please read paragraph four on page 57?"

Rhodes turned toward the senator, his expression neutral. "You want me to read specific excerpts, sir? I was under the impression I'd be testifying in a more comprehensive manner."

Stern waved a hand dismissively. "Plans change, Colonel. Just read the paragraph, if you would."

Rhodes' jaw tightened almost imperceptibly, but his tone remained polite. "With respect, Senator, reading a single paragraph out of context does not accurately convey the summary findings of my full report."

Stern's eyes narrowed. "I'm well aware of that, Colonel. Read the paragraph."

"Very well," Rhodes acquiesced after a brief pause. His gaze dropped to the report on the desk before him as he read in a clear voice, "As he does not operate within any definable branch of government, Iron Man presents a potential threat to the security of both the nation and her interests." Rhodes looked back up at the senator. "However, if you'll permit me, I do go on to summarize that the benefits provided by Iron Man far outweigh any liabilities, and recommend that it would be advantageous to fold Mr. Stark's operations into the existing military chain of command."

Stern held up a hand. "That's sufficient, thank you Colonel."

Rhodes pressed on stubbornly. "In order to fully understand my position, Senator, I believe it is important to consider my full statement on..."

"That's enough," Stern interrupted testily.

Stark, who had been watching the exchange with mounting amusement, now spoke up. "Well, I'm not really the 'fall in line' type, but I'll think about Secretary of Defense if you ask nicely." A ripple of laughter passed through the spectators. "Maybe we can negotiate on the hours a bit," Stark added with a roguish grin.

Stern's craggy features darkened at the flippant response. He ground out, "I’d like to go on and show, if I may, the imagery that’s connected to your report."

Colonel Rhodes' jaw tightened further as he responded stubbornly, "I believe it is somewhat premature to reveal these images to the general public at this time."

Stern's eyes flashed with impatience. "With all due respect, Colonel, I understand. And if you could just narrate those for us, we’d be very grateful. Let’s have the images."

Rhodes' shoulders tensed, but he nodded sharply. "Intelligence suggests that the devices seen in these photos are, in fact, attempts at making manned copies of Mr Stark’s suit. This has been corroborated by our allies and local intelligence on the ground, indicating that these suits are quite possibly, at this moment, operational."

While Rhodes was speaking, Stark had picked up a Stark Industries tablet and was tapping away, an intent look on his face.

Rhodes finished his narration with a wary glance at Stark. "That's all for now, Senator."

Stark looked up from his tablet, eyes glinting. "Hold on a second buddy. Let me see something here."

Stern's craggy features creased in anger. "What is he doing?" he spat.

Starked tapped a few more times. Before replying, "I commandeered your screens. I need them. Time for a little transparency." Stark connected his tablet to the screens displaying the classified images. "Now, let's see what's really going on."

Stark just grinned. "If you will direct your attention to said screens, I believe that’s North Korea." The screens changed to show shaky video footage of a robotic suit. It promptly fell over. The technology was clearly not operational.

Stern's face flushed an angry red. "Can you turn that off?" he barked. "Take it off."

Justin Hammer had risen from his seat during the commotion. He now stood by the screens, frantically looking for the off switch.

Stark was unfazed. "Iran," he announced, as the screens switched to show a different suit. This one managed a few seconds of unsteady flight before smoke started pouring from it. The image cut to the suit crashing in a ball of flame.

"No grave threat here," Stark commented drily.

Then the screens switched again, showing Justin Hammer himself posing with a crude robotic suit. Stark raised an eyebrow. "Is that Justin Hammer? How did Hammer get in the game?"

The video footage showed Hammer's suit attempting to move, but only managing an uncoordinated stumble. Stark called out, "Justin, you're on TV. Focus up."

The video Hammer looked around confusedly. "Okay, give me a left twist. Left's good. Turn to the right." The robotic suit twisted completely around and the pilot let out a strangled scream. Hammer could then be heard over the yelling, "Oh, shit. Oh, shit."

Stark winced theatrically. "Language, Justin."

Just then, the real Hammer managed to unplug the screens, cutting off the feed. Stark shrugged, unconcerned. "Wow. Yeah, I'd say most countries, five, ten years away. Hammer Industries, twenty."

Hammer piped up defensively, "I'd like to point out that that test pilot survived."

Stern cut him off angrily. "I think we're done is the point that he's making. I don’t think there’s any reason to continue this display."

Stark leaned forward, his expression intense. "The point I'm making is you're safe. America is secure. You want my property? You can't have it." His words brooked no argument. "I've successfully privatized world peace," he concluded, his bold declaration resonating through the room.

The frustrated senators exchanged uneasy glances, disbelief warring with grudging acceptance on their faces.

Senator Stern, having failed to corner the infuriatingly flippant Tony Stark, turned his attention back to Mirage. Stern's voice took on a prosecutorial tone as he began to question the illusionist.

"Let's discuss your powers, shall we Mirage?" Stern began, a predatory glint in his eyes. "These little magic shows of yours, how can we be sure they're safe? Shouldn't the government have some oversight on the potential danger your abilities could pose to the hardworking citizens who elected us to protect them?"

Mirage sat calmly, an air of quiet confidence surrounding the young hero. He responded without hesitation, unfazed by the Senator's attempt at intimidation. "If you truly thought I was a danger, Senator, why invite me here today? This feels more like political grandstanding than genuine concern for public safety. Your words and actions don't seem to match."

Stern, unshaken by the retort, continued his line of questioning, grasping for any thread to unravel the composed young man in front of him. "All young men are required to register with the Selective Service upon turning eighteen. Are you registered, young man? And while we're on the subject, why don't you tell us your real identity and the source of these illusory powers of yours?"

Mirage's reply came just as cool and collected as before. "I am not registered, Senator."

Stern pounced on the admission, launching into a stern lecture, wagging his finger like a principal disciplining an unruly student. "That's a felony. You could be looking at up to five years in prison and a fine of $250,000 for failure to register. Do you have anything to say for yourself?"

"I haven't registered because I'm not eighteen yet."

A hush fell over the room as Mirage delivered his simple, yet shocking response. Every eye in the room focused on Mirage, who sat calmly, almost nonchalantly dropping this bombshell. The attendees, from senators to journalists, began to fully comprehend the meaning behind his words. This young man, not even an adult, had single-handedly stopped a bomb-wielding madman armed with advanced military technology. He had faced down an enormous mutated lizard capable of tossing cars with ease. And he likely did all of this while still attending high school, keeping up with homework and tests. Whispers began to ripple through the crowd, a mixture of awe, respect, and disbelief. Stern glanced around, his annoyance written on his face. His line of attack had crumbled in an instant upon learning Mirage's age. In a room full of powerful adults, Mirage now revealed to still be a teen, suddenly seemed larger than life. His bravery cast the entire debate about superheroes in a new light that gave even the most cynical senator pause. Stern and his colleagues exchanged uneasy looks, some clearly reassessing their stance.

'As for the source of my powers, I'm a mutant." At Tyson's admission, the crowd began to murmur. The press in particular looked intrigued, leaning forward in their seats, pens poised over notepads.

Senator Stern plastered a skeptical, dismissive look across his face. "Mutants aren't real," he scoffed. "This is a hearing based on facts, not science fiction."

Tyson met the senator's gaze evenly. "You should know mutants are real, Senator. I was attacked by a government agency led by William Stryker. As a member of the defense committee, I'm sure you're informed of such agencies and operations."

Stern's eyes narrowed briefly before he responded, "Colonel William Stryker was killed recently, and his death and actions while in command of that defense division are under investigation. The details of that department and its investigation are classified and shall not be discussed any further as this is a public hearing."

Tyson considered how suspicious the senator's quick retort was. He stared hard at the man, noticing details that jogged his memory. Stern's face, his mannerisms; Tyson realized why the senator seemed familiar. This man was HYDRA. Why did he keep running into these guys? Tyson tamped down a flare of anger. Then there was the revelation that Stryker was dead. Tyson thought Stryker had escaped Alkali Lake, but it seemed he assumed incorrectly.

There was nothing he could do about it now. Keeping his voice steady, Tyson continued, "I have connected with S.H.I.E.L.D. If the government needs me, I'll answer the call. I'm not your enemy, Senator. I help stop those in my neighborhood who pose a threat that the police can't handle. I kept a military weapon out of the hands of the bad guys. You wanted me to give it back, and I have... but like Mr. Stark… I'm not your weapon."

As Tyson finished, the room fell into a tense silence peppered by soft murmurs.

As the hearing wound down, Tyson watched as the last of the senators filed out of the room. He was left with Tony Stark, the two heroes having a moment away from the grilling before the press closed in.

"That was nicely done," Stark said, clapping Tyson lightly on the shoulder. Though his tone was casual, there was an uncharacteristic sincerity to the words.

Tyson blinked in surprise but quickly composed himself. "I was just following your lead," he replied modestly. In truth, watching Stark stand before the hostile committee had emboldened him in his own testimony.

Stark's smile widened. "Maybe I'll stop by for one of your shows sometime," he said. "I could use a few tips on showmanship from a master illusionist."

Tyson laughed lightly. "You don't need any tips, you're already a master. But you're welcome anytime. And hey, if you ever want me to tell your story, like I do Spider-Man's, I'd be more than happy to. Though I doubt you need the money."

At this, Stark's expression shifted almost imperceptibly. For a brief moment, his smiling facade cracked, revealing a flicker of somber seriousness. "Actually, I might take you up on that," he said slowly. Though his tone was still casual, there was a sudden weight to the words that hinted at something deeper.

Tyson watched as Stark turned and walked toward the exit, mulling over the strange exchange. As Stark reached the door, he glanced back with a wave. "Catch you later, David Blaine," he called out with a flash of his signature grin before disappearing down the hall.

Tyson found his thoughts returning to that brief, serious moment of reflection on Tony's face. He knew the reasoning behind that brief glimpse of solemnity, the hidden battle the billionaire genius was facing. It was a reminder that behind the swagger there was a man facing his own private struggles… A man living on borrowed time. Stark only had days left to live from palladium poisoning, caused by the arc reactor in his chest.

Tyson sighed, lost in thought. Even if he wanted to help Tony, Tyson didn't have the scientific knowledge to solve the Palladium problem, but maybe he could drop a hint.

— Rogue Replacement —

Happy tapped Tony on the back of the head with a light punch, not enough to truly hurt the man but certainly enough to get his attention. Tony reacted quickly, kicking out and sending Happy crashing into the corner of the boxing ring. Tony stepped back, dropping his fists. "That's it. I'm done," he announced.

He turned to the woman who'd grabbed his attention when she walked in with Pepper. "What's your name, lady?"

"Rushman. Natalie Rushman," she replied smoothly.

"Front and center. Come into the church," Tony directed, beckoning her forward.

Pepper shot him a look. "No. You're seriously not gonna ask..." she began warningly.

"If it pleases the court, which it does," Tony interrupted with a roguish grin.

Natalie glanced at Pepper apologetically. "It's no problem," she assured the other woman before stepping into the ring.

Pepper shook her head in exasperation. "I'm sorry. He's very eccentric," she explained to Natalie.

Tony took another swig from a bottle filled with a strange green liquid as Natalie entered the ring. "Can you give her a lesson?" he asked Happy.

"No problem," Happy agreed readily, though his expression showed he was still smarting a bit from the kick.

Tony stepped out of the ring and sauntered over to sit by Pepper. "Pepper," he began.

"What?" she asked flatly, clearly annoyed.

"Who is she?" Tony wanted to know, nodding his head toward Natalie.

Pepper let out an irritated huff. "She is from legal. And she is potentially a very expensive sexual harassment lawsuit if you keep ogling her like that."

Tony waved a hand dismissively. "I need a new assistant, boss," he declared.

Pepper's eyes flashed. "Yes, and I've got three excellent potential candidates. They're lined up and ready to meet you."

"I don't have time to meet. I need someone now. I feel like it's her," Tony insisted stubbornly.

Pepper shook her head in disbelief. "No, it's not."

Meanwhile, Happy was sizing Natalie up. "You ever boxed before?" he questioned.

"I have, yes," Natalie confirmed.

Happy looked skeptical. "What, like, the Tae Bo? Booty Boot Camp? Crunch? Something like that?"

Natalie's face flickered with brief annoyance before Tony's voice distracted her again.

"How do I spell your name, Natalie?" Tony called out.

"R-U-S-H-M-A-N," she spelled out for him.

Pepper threw up her hands. "What, are you gonna google her now?"

Tony smirked. "I thought I was ogling her." He tapped on the table they were sitting at, bringing up Natalie's file. The table surface doubled as a high-tech computer screen. Tony had computers integrated into everything.

"Wow. Very, very impressive individual," Tony murmured appreciatively as he scanned through Natalie's information.

Pepper let out a bitter laugh. "You're so predictable, you know that?"

Tony murmured appreciatively as he scanned through Natalie's information, his eyes darting back and forth across the page. "I need her. She’s got everything that I need. Tony focused entirely on the projected file. "She's fluent in French, Italian, Russian, Latin," he mused aloud. "Who speaks Latin?"

"No one speaks Latin," Pepper said flatly, her tone brooking no argument.

"No one speaks Latin," Tony echoed absently, his mind clearly elsewhere.

Pepper gave him a withering look, her eyes narrowing in annoyance. "It's a dead language. You can read Latin or you can write Latin, but you can't speak Latin."

Tony continued on, his next question explaining his absent-mindedness "Did you model in Tokyo? 'Cause she modeled in Tokyo," he said, his gaze glued to Natalie's pictures rather than her resume.

Pepper threw her hands up in exasperation, letting out an aggravated huff. She was plainly fed up with Tony's single-minded focus on the new assistant.

Happy circled Natalie on the mat, "Rule number one, never take your eyes off who you're fighting," he cautioned. He threw a punch, but Natalie reacted instantly. She grabbed his outstretched arm and used his momentum to flip him in one smooth motion. Happy's legs flipped up and over as he crashed heavily onto his back on the mat.

Pepper's eyes went wide with shock as she watched the quick takedown. "Oh my God, Happy!" she exclaimed.

Tony's face lit up with an eager grin as he watched Natalie dispatch his bodyguard. "That's what I'm talking about!" he exclaimed approvingly.

Happy let out a pained groan from his position flat on his back on the mat. "I just slipped," he claimed unconvincingly as he struggled to catch his breath.

Tony's grin only grew wider with skepticism. "You did?" he asked, his voice dripping with doubt.

"Yeah," Happy confirmed, though the discomfort written plainly across his face told a very different story.

Tony clearly did not believe him for a second. "Looks like a TKO to me," he pronounced decisively. He rang the bell signaling the end of the match as Natalie stepped away from the mat, leaving Happy groaning in pain behind her.

Natalie turned to Tony, her expression neutral. "I need your impression," she requested briskly.

Tony considered her for a moment, rubbing his chin. "You have a quiet reserve. I don’t know, you have an old soul," he mused thoughtfully.

"I meant your fingerprint," Natalie clarified in a businesslike tone.

"Right," Tony said, looking mildly embarrassed as he pressed his thumb to the scanner she held out.

Pepper stepped over, hands on her hips, "So, how are we doing?" she inquired.

"Great. Just wrapping up here," Tony replied breezily, handing the scanner back to Natalie. "Hey. You’re the boss," he added.

Natalie's expression remained impassive. "Will that be all, Mr Stark?" she asked coolly.

"No," Tony responded immediately, his eyes trailing over her appreciatively.

"Yes, that will be all, Ms Rushman," Pepper cut in sharply. "Thank you very much."

Natalie inclined her head and exited the room. Tony turned to Pepper, an eager light in his eyes. "I want one," he declared.

"No," Pepper refused flatly, her mouth set in a firm line.

— Rogue Replacement —

The Senate hearing behind him, Tyson found the thrum of the jet's engines oddly comforting as the plane flew back to New York. The trip was blessedly short, just under an hour in the air, but his mind continued churning through the events of the past day. When they touched down, he thanked Maria Hill for the ride and for the counsel she had provided in preparation for the hearing. Though she had not needed to speak on his behalf before the politicians, her insights shared en route had contributed greatly to his success. Agent Hill graced him with the barest nod, acknowledging his words before striding from the plane.

Tyson grabbed his helmet and made his way outside, to his waiting motorcycle. He swung a leg over the machine, settling onto the leather seat. He thumbed the starter and felt the engine rumble to life beneath him. Tyson twisted the throttle, savoring the throaty roar as the bike surged forward. The wind tore at his clothes, the familiar smells and sounds of the city rising around him. It was good to be back in New York. Back home. He cruised through the streets, weaving amongst taxis and delivery vans.

Tyson strode through the lobby of the Four Seasons. He was brought up short when the woman at the front desk hurried over, "I'm so sorry to bother you, sir," she apologized profusely, wringing her hands. "But an important letter arrived for you earlier today. It was hand-delivered and marked urgent."

Tyson paused, frowning slightly. His mismatching eyes narrowed as he considered this unexpected development. Who would be sending him urgent correspondence here at the hotel? After a moment he nodded, extending a hand.

"Let's have a look then," he said, his voice a low rumble.

The woman bustled behind the counter and returned swiftly, pressing a crisp ivory envelope into Tyson's waiting palm. He noted the heavy texture of the paper, the wax seal on the back. Who still used wax seals? Tyson slid a finger under the flap and extracted the letter within. For a long moment, he simply stood, letter in hand, deaf to the flow of people around him checking in and out. Tyson focused on the meticulous script flowing across the page. It was from the Ancient One. His eyes flicked back and forth as he quickly read the contents.

Saturday, May 28, 2011

Tyson Smith, Mirage,  

Leader of the House of M

Dear Tyson,

I hope this letter finds you in good health and high spirits. I have been keeping an eye on your recent endeavors, both the shows that captivate so many and your recent appearance at the Senate hearing. It is heartening to see someone of your unique talents engage in such pivotal societal discourses. Your ability to engage both audiences is truly admirable.

It strikes me that it has been some time since our last conversation. To this end, I would like to extend an invitation for breakfast at the New York Sanctum, tomorrow morning. I believe a face-to-face meeting would provide a conducive atmosphere for the exchange of thoughts and experiences of events that have emerged since we last spoke and those yet to come. 

The Sanctum will provide an assortment of culinary delights. However, I do find myself hoping that you might bring along some of that exquisite tea you shared during our last meeting. Its unique blend and aroma were quite lovely, and I have found my thoughts wandering to its comforting warmth on more than one occasion.

I anticipate our meeting with a keen sense of expectation. Your journey, Tyson, is one that holds much promise, not just for you but for the many threads of destiny that you touch.

The Sanctum is ever a place of welcome for those who tread the path of knowledge and understanding, and your presence will be a valued addition to its halls.

In anticipation of our meeting,

Ancient One,  

Sorceress Supreme

PS. On a slightly more cryptic note, I suggest you bring flowers. I realize this may sound peculiar. However, I assure you there is a purpose to this request, one that will become clear during our meeting. Let us just say, that sometimes the simplest of gestures can have the most profound of meanings.
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Arc 5 - Ch 2: Not My Girlfriend 

Date: Sunday, May 29, 2011.

Location: 177A Bleecker St., Greenwich Village, Manhattan, NY

The sun had barely begun to light up the New York skyline when Tyson started his day. His first stop was McNulty's Tea & Coffee Company on Christopher Street, a cozy shop with a warm, inviting aroma. Here, he picked up a special blend of tea, one the Ancient One had taken a liking to. It seemed odd to him that she would ask him to bring it considering its proximity to the Sanctum. Along with the tea, Tyson also picked up a large, beautifully potted bouquet of roses on the way, wondering about the significance of the Ancient One's peculiar request.

As he approached the New York Sanctum, Tyson couldn't help but remember his first visit. The memory of Master Drumm denying him entry brought a slight smile to his face. Entering the Sanctum, Tyson was greeted by an unexpected sight. The sitting room was arranged with a lavish spread of food; a breakfast buffet with dishes from all corners of the globe. Despite the array of choices, only two chairs were set up, one of which was occupied by the Ancient One.

The Ancient One stood up as Tyson entered. She extended her hand in greeting. Normally, Tyson avoided handshakes due to his life-draining ability, but he knew the Sorcerer Supreme had the means to circumvent his deadly touch. As he accepted her hand, there was no flinch from her, nor did he receive the usual rush of memories and power from the contact.

"Thank you for coming, Tyson," she said, her voice holding a tone of both warmth and wisdom. "I see you brought the tea... and the flowers. How thoughtful."

As Tyson set the potted roses on the table, he reached behind his back and produced a single yellow-orange rose, handing it to the Ancient One. "For you," he said. "It matches your robes."

The Ancient One accepted the rose, "As I wrote, the simplest gestures hold more meaning than we realize," she said, her eyes reflecting a hint of something hidden beneath the surface.

They sat down to eat, and as they began their meal, the Ancient One engaged Tyson in casual conversation. "How is your schooling going, Tyson?" she asked.

Tyson replied, "I'm keeping up with my grades. All A's so far."

"And your hobbies?" she continued, sipping her tea gracefully.

"I've been taking Martial Arts lessons at Chikara Dojo in Chinatown. My instructor, Colleen, has been great," Tyson explained, "She's taught me a lot."

The Ancient One nodded, "You know the secret of their scholarships?" she inquired with a hint of curiosity.

Tyson answered confidently, "Yes. I rejected their scholarship but had an altercation with them last month. They tested me. Now they're keeping an eye on me, and I'm keeping an eye on them. Nothing to worry about."

Their conversation shifted to Tyson's show. The Ancient One mentioned that she had read great reviews about it. Tyson's expression lit up, "Yeah, it's been an experience putting it together, and it helps my friend, Spiderman."

"Ah yes, a Spiderman," the Ancient One remarked, her voice taking on a peculiar tone.

Tyson was intrigued by her phrasing. He tilted his head and narrowed his eyes slightly, wondering if there was more to her words than a grammatical error. The Ancient One’s knowledge was vast, and her use of "a Spiderman" rather than "Spiderman" hinted at a deeper knowledge of the world than Tyson had expected.

Tyson ventured, "You know about Cindy Moon?"

The Ancient One answered cryptically, "I know a great many things."

As they continued their meal, the atmosphere was casual with an ever-present undertone of unspoken knowledge. "Now that our breakfast has concluded, our other guest should be arriving."

Tyson heard the sound of the heavy doors that sealed the portals between the sanctums opening with his heightened senses. Footsteps echoed down the stairs until another figure appeared at the room's threshold.

Illyana Rasputin.

Tyson's ex-girlfriend.

Illyana wore form-fitting robes that accentuated her lithe, yet undeniably strong figure. Her blonde hair cascaded over her shoulders, and around her neck hung a simple pendant.

"Tyson," Illyana greeted, Russian accent lent an exotic edge to her words. 

Tyson experienced a complex cocktail of emotions. His eyes briefly traced the familiar contours of her face, memories surfacing unbidden, both sweet and painful. The Ancient One observed their exchange silently. She seemed to understand the history and emotion at play, yet remained detached.

Illyana's voice pierced the heavy emotions painting the room. “So, I hear from Jubilee about your escapades,” Illyana began, a teasing glint in her eyes. She leaned against the doorframe, “She says you have a new girlfriend.”

Illyana's comment drew a surprised look from Tyson. He mumbled, "Not my girlfriend…"

“Jubilee says she's a platinum blonde,” Illyana continued, “It’s almost like you’re trying hard to keep some memory of me alive.” She raised an eyebrow, her playful smirk softening slightly.

Tyson opened his mouth to respond but then closed it, opting instead to smile sheepishly. He recognized Illyana’s teasing for what it was.

Illyana let out a soft chuckle. “You should have just dated Jubilee. She’s cute, single, totally infatuated with you, and she’s Asian. If I remember correctly that’s your type, yes?” Her words were laced with humor and affection.

At this, Tyson couldn't help but laugh. Standing up, he crossed the room and pulled Illyana into a hug. It was a warm, genuine embrace. Illyana returned the hug, her body relaxing into him. For a moment, they stood there, finding peace in each other's arms.

The Ancient One watched them, her expression softening ever so slightly.

As they stepped back from the embrace, the atmosphere in the room felt lighter. Illyana's sincerity shone as she said, “It’s good to see you, Tyson.”

“Good to see you too, Illyana,” Tyson replied genuinely.

Tyson grabbed the flowers from the table and extended the potted bouquet to Illyana, glad for the Ancient One’s suggestion to bring them. Illyana accepted the bouquet. “They're beautiful, Thank you." Turning to the Ancient One, who was still seated and sipping her tea, Illyana explained, “Initiates like myself aren't normally allowed to use the portals. I’ve been progressing with my training, so she’s given me a free day.”

“So, what do you want to do on your day off?” Tyson asked.

Illyana placed the flower pot on the table before answering, “I’d like to see Jubilee, and meet your new girlfriend.”

“She’s not my girlfriend. Felicia is just a friend, and we’re business partners,” Tyson clarified, but Illyana just continued, undeterred.

“And after that, let’s go to the beach,” Illyana suggested.

“That’ll be a tight schedule, even with your teleporting,” Tyson noted, considering the logistics. “Felicia isn’t far, but Jubilee is in Scarsdale and the beach… Maybe Rockaway? Probably Rye, it's closer but small.”

“Won’t be a problem,” Illyana said confidently. Illyana gestured dismissively, opening a portal to Limbo with her mutant powers. The lights in the sanctum dimmed and took on a red hue, reminiscent of a warning beacon or siren.

"How many times must I ask you not to open portals to other dimensions within the wards?" the Ancient One sighed in exasperation.

"My mistake, Sorcerer Supreme," Illyana apologized insincerely.

Tyson turned to the Ancient One and said, "Thank you for your hospitality." He shared an anticipatory look with Illyana before stepping through the portal, leaving the sanctum behind. In the span of a few portals and jumps, they emerged into the lavish suite at the Four Seasons Hotel.

Illyana glanced around, commenting, "The place hasn't changed much. Could use a woman's touch."

Tyson replied without thinking, "You are the only woman who has lived here."

Her playful skepticism was evident as she responded with a simple "Uh huh." Illyana's gaze softened. "I just wanted a moment to look around," she said, her voice tinged with nostalgia. "Good memories, you know." She stepped closer to him, entering his personal space. Her voice lowered, intimate and probing. "How much did you miss me?"

He didn’t back away, meeting her advance. "A lot," Tyson admitted. "The first month was rough, but I got through."

Her voice was a whisper now, close enough that he felt her breath. "Have you made any progress at controlling your power?"

He sighed, frustration was mixed with regret in his eyes. "I’ve gotten better with illusions. But my touch... I haven't improved since we last saw each other."

"That’s too bad," she said playfully. Illyana gave him a quick kiss, then stepped back, a hint of disappointment in her expression. "I was hoping for more fun, but I can't reward you for not making progress."

Tyson, who had been leaning into their closeness, felt a sudden sense of deflation as she pulled away. "Fair enough," he conceded, trying to mask his disappointment. "So, do we go see Jubilee first, or Felicia?"

Illyana reached into her pocket. She pulled out a small, intricately designed object. Tyson’s eyes narrowed as he observed the item. It was a ring, but not just any ring. The metal was a dull gold, aged yet well-crafted. Intricate patterns and symbols were etched into its surface.

“It’s called a sling ring. It allows me to open portals nearly anywhere.” Illyana twirled the sling ring on her finger, “Ready for a magical day out?” she asked as her eyes sparkled with excitement.

Illyana tossed the ring to him. "You choose who we visit first," she said casually. Holding the sling ring, Tyson felt uncertain. "If you can't learn to control your power, you might as well get a head start on learning magic," she suggested.

"Are you sure this is okay?" Tyson asked, his brow furrowed in concern. In his mind, he recalled the Ancient One's words about not starting his magical training until after the Battle of New York. He tried to remember the exact details. Was it that he couldn’t learn at all, or just that he couldn’t go to Kamar Taj? The specifics of the Ancient One's mandate eluded him. Illyana was unaware of this restriction and believed he would start learning magic in less than a month, at the end of the school year.

"It's not like they keep trackers on the things." Illyana shrugged, "Well, it's either you figure it out, or we're staying in this hotel room all day."

Tyson appeared behind Illyana. He wrapped an arm around her and whispered playfully in her ear, "I wouldn’t mind staying in the room with you all day."

But Illyana was quick to react. In a blink, she teleported to the other side of the room, breaking free from the illusion's embrace. "No touching," she said firmly. "Not even with illusions."

Tyson's illusion faded away. Illyana simply gestured towards the sling ring in his hand, prompting him to focus on his assigned task.

"Fine, I'll give it a shot," Tyson said grudgingly.

"Focus," she instructed in a tone reminiscent of a teacher guiding a student. "The sling ring channels your will. Visualize your destination clearly in your mind." 

Tyson briefly recalled how Dr. Strange had struggled to learn this skill. If he recalled correctly, the doctor had failed to utilize magic initially because he failed to accept that magic could be real, and had difficulty in dismissing his years of education for the esoteric. Unlike Dr. Strange, Tyson already knew without a doubt that magic was real. He slipped the ring onto his finger, feeling a strange tingle of energy. Closing his eyes, Tyson focused on visualizing the arena at House of M. The detailed memory of the place filled his mind, every corner and shadow clear in his mental image.

"Now, wave your hand," Illyana instructed, "Make a circle in the air." Illyana's presence was both reassuring and commanding as she continued her guidance. "Your movement must be smooth," she added, demonstrating with her own hand. "Imagine drawing a door in the air. The ring responds to intention, so your desire to reach the destination must be strong and clear."

Tyson watched her movement, trying to mirror it in his own attempt. He extended his hand, and as he moved, he tried to keep his thoughts focused, remembering the texture of the walls and the feel of the air in the arena.

"Concentration is key," Illyana emphasized, "You can't be distracted. Imagine every detail of the place. Feel as if you're already there." Tyson sharpened the image of the arena in his mind. "Good, keep going," Illyana urged him. "Feel the energy of the sling ring. It's a bridge between your will and the fabric of reality. You're bending that fabric, connecting where you are and where you're visualizing."

The notion of bending reality seemed overwhelming, yet the tingling sensation from the sling ring made it feel possible, even natural. He continued to move his hand, more confidently now, his mind wrapped around the idea of pulling the distant location closer with each circular motion. As he focused, Illyana's presence seemed to fade into the background, his entire being concentrated on the task at hand. His hand moved with more purpose, his mind locked onto the vision of the arena.

As Tyson continued, something remarkable happened. Tiny sparks began to appear in the air where his hand moved. They grew brighter, coalescing into a shimmering circle. The sparks danced and twirled, creating a swirling vortex that grew in size.

Illyana watched as Tyson's will brought the magic to life. Through the portal, Tyson could see the armory's arena, just as he had visualized it.

"Well done," Illyana said, her tone carrying a hint of pride. "I didn’t expect you to pick it up so fast." Though she didn't voice it, she felt a twinge of jealousy. She had struggled with the sling ring initially. Seeing Tyson master it so quickly sparked both envy and hope for his magical talents. 

"Using illusions is all about visualization. Picturing where I want to go is child's play at this point," he explained.

As they stepped through the portal, Tyson's excitement was evident. "Welcome to the House of M," he declared, his eyes sparkling with a sense of achievement.

Illyana scanned the empty arena, her expression shifting from anticipation to mild disappointment. "I was expecting more," she admitted.

In that moment, the arena transformed.

The emptiness gave way to a bustling cityscape. They stood on a rooftop in midtown, the skyline stretching around them. The wind tugged playfully at Illyana's hair, bringing with it the distinct smells of the city below; a mixture of food, asphalt, and the faint, underlying scent of the river. The sounds of traffic, distant conversations, and the rhythmic beat of the city filled her ears.

Beside them, Spider-Man swung onto the roof.

Illyana's eyes widened in amazement, her senses overwhelmed by the authenticity of the illusion. "You have gotten better," she acknowledged, her voice laced with genuine surprise.

"Yeah, he gets a lot of practice," Spider-Man chimed in.

"It's like second nature now," Tyson said. The ease with which he had created this vivid, immersive world was a testament to his growing control and mastery over his powers. 

Illyana looked around, taking in every detail.

The feel of the rooftop beneath her feet, the chill of the wind against her skin, the intricate web patterns on Spider-Man's suit.

This wasn't just an illusion; it was a piece of Tyson's world, brought to life with remarkable clarity.

Tyson suggested, "Come on, let's go meet Felicia."

He confidently walked towards a door on the roof and passed through it. Illyana followed, stepping into a long hallway that seamlessly transitioned into a staircase.

The illusion maintained its grip on reality, altering only slightly as they moved.

Curiosity colored Illyana's voice. "How are you doing this?" she inquired, her eyes scanning the surroundings, intrigued.

Tyson explained, "Part of it is a trick of the mind," he began. "The rest is about shaping the illusion to fit the real building’s structure." As he relaxed his focus, the illusion partially faded, revealing it as an overlay upon the actual hallway. The spectral images of Tyson's illusion covered over the walls. Letting Illyana see both the illusion and reality at the same time, giving her insight into how he was tricking her senses.

Tyson then shared a key detail. "This level of immersion," he said, "it's much easier because we made eye contact and you’re not resisting. It's more taxing with someone who is fighting." He mentioned, "Jean wasn't fooled by my illusions until we made eye contact and she allowed me in. So, powerful psychics might be unaffected or easily see through the deception. And you remember how they flat out didn't work on some of the demons in Limbo." he added.

Illyana's voice held a note of confusion as she questioned, "I don't understand how you've grown so adept with illusions, yet seem unable to restrain your life drain even for a moment."

Frustration seeped into Tyson's reply. "It's not as if I haven't tried. I've been visiting a pet store and purchasing boxes of live crickets. While some are intended as food for my pet spider, I use most of the insects to practice reining in my power. Despite the hundreds of dead crickets, I haven't made any progress in holding back."

Illyana's tone softened slightly as she responded, "Don't give up. When I first started learning to use the sling ring I struggled too. Remember how upset I was when I returned from Kamar Taj last summer? Each time I tried to use the sling ring, I would teleport instead. It took practice before I was able to separate my power from magic." She paused. When she continued, a hint of admiration tinged her tone, "I suspected you might have a similar problem. I expected you would conjure an illusion, not open a portal with the ring. Yet you surprised me."

Tyson's eyes flashed with accusation, "Wait… So you assumed I wouldn't be able to use the ring?"

Illyana brushed off his comment dismissively. "Don't take it personally."

Tyson knocked on a door at the end of the hall. From the other side, a beautiful voice beckoned them, "Come on in."

The door swung open, revealing a hidden room untouched by Tyson's illusions. Illyana found herself stepping into a stylish lounge, its ambiance chic and intimate. The space catered to private conversations and discreet meetings with its arrangement of plush chairs and secluded booths.

Felicia Hardy lounged against the bar, exuding relaxed confidence and charm. Her elegant attire accentuated her casual magnetism. Felicia assessed Illyana with playful curiosity. Illyana met Felicia's look with a cool, guarded expression. She acknowledged the other woman's presence but revealed nothing. While Felicia appeared completely at ease, Illyana remained alert, taking in details of the room and its sole occupant.

Tyson stood between the two women. He cleared his throat, breaking the tension that crackled in the air. "Felicia, I'd like you to meet my friend, Illyana," he began cautiously, thinking through each word before speaking. "Illyana, this is Felicia Hardy, a friend, classmate, and business partner. She manages the House of M, while I run the performances."

He emphasized the word 'friend' equally for both women, hoping to maintain calm and generate goodwill between them. Though he called them both friends, Tyson and they both knew there was far more complexity below the surface.

"Tyson always manages to find interesting company," Felicia remarked casually, her gaze moving between Tyson and Illyana. It was a subtle test, intended to get a reaction from the other woman.

Illyana's expression remained cool, "I can see that," she replied, her voice taking on a sarcastic edge. "He does seem to have a type. Blondes, yes?" She flicked her eyes pointedly at Felicia's platinum hair, then briefly at Tyson.

Unfazed, Felicia leaned back against the bar, the picture of relaxed confidence. She ran a hand lazily through her alabaster locks, arrogance and challenge evident in her posture. "So it seems," she purred, her tone unmistakably defiant.

Though the conversation appeared polite on the surface, the two women's body language revealed the growing tension. Felicia stood relaxed and flirtatious, while Illyana was rigid with her shoulders squared. Their tones exposed their intentions. Felicia's was smooth and melodic, every word selected to tease and test her rival. Illyana's responses were more direct, and blunt yet layered with subtle meaning. Tyson watched the exchange with fascination. He knew both women well enough to detect the undercurrents of rivalry flowing between them.

The tension in the room thickened subtly as Felicia Hardy shifted the direction of the conversation, "You know, Tyson. I've been managing your business affairs lately. Keeping the books balanced, the money flowing..." She let her words trail off leadingly as her emerald eyes flicked toward Illyana, standing firm across the room. "Funny thing is, I haven't seen you around before. And I've been... close with Tyson for months now."

Illyana held her ground, expression unchanged. "Mirage isn't the only one here with powers," she stated bluntly. As a demonstration, she disappeared from where she stood, only to reappear an instant later several feet away. It was a subtle display, but effective; a clear showcase of her capabilities.

"I've been away," Illyana continued, "But Tyson wouldn't be standing here now if it weren't for me." Her ice-blue eyes remained locked on Felicia's as she spoke, "I saved him from a villain once. Who knows where he'd be without me."

Felicia reassessed the woman. "Teleportation? Quite the trick," she remarked finally, "Handy for making dramatic entrances...or hasty exits."

Illyana's response was blunt. "It's more than a trick," she said steadily. "It's about being there when it matters. Like I was for Tyson."

Tyson had enjoyed the cattiness between the two women to a point, but they were quickly reaching the line. He stepped between them, and when he reached the midway point, his image split. Using his illusions, one of him approached each woman. He said through both bodies, to both women simultaneously, "You both mean a great deal to me."

Felicia arched a perfectly sculpted eyebrow at the Tyson illusion standing before her. "Is that so?" She reached out, trailing a finger along the illusion's jawline. "And just how much do I mean to you, hmm?"

The Tyson addressing Illyana spoke with sincerity, "You're right. I wouldn't be here without you." His eyes shone with genuine affection and gratitude. "You might be the only person who could've rescued me from Magneto. Not only that, but you helped me through being controlled, and supported me when I proposed that crazy idea about Cerebro."

Illyana regarded the illusion warily. After a moment, she replied coolly, "I'm glad you recognize that." The edge to her voice softened, shifting to a fond challenge. "Just be sure you don't forget it."

Across the room, Felicia laughed lightly at the Tyson before her. "You always did have a way with words," she murmured, trailing her fingers along his chest now. Her touch was light, teasing. "And I know that's not all you can do with that pretty mouth."

The Tyson with Illyana continued, "You know how I feel about you," he said, reaching out to take her hand. His touch was warm and reassuring. "I hope you can trust that."

Illyana's expression flickered, a brief glimpse of vulnerability crossing her beautiful features before she schooled them back into an impassive mask. Across the room, the illusion of Tyson faded away as Felicia stepped around where it had been. The other illusion, of Tyson speaking with Illyana, dissolved as well, leaving the real Tyson alone between the two women.

Tyson's hands flexed at his sides, "I have to keep the world at arm's length, literally," he said, his voice low and rough, "because my power is so dangerous. But I've let both of you in. I care about you both and you have played important roles in my life."

Illyana and Felicia stood nearly within arm's reach of Tyson now. Felicia spoke first, addressing Illyana, her usual sultry nature taking a backseat to earnest honesty. "Before we hooked up, he told me his whole story. He didn't leave anything out, including about you and how you saved him." Her voice took on a note of wonder. "The way he talked about you, you seemed larger than life. Like this superhero ex-girlfriend that I would never be able to measure up to. I was..." She hesitated, then pushed on. "I am jealous because, on top of that, you're gorgeous too. It's not even fair, how's a girl supposed to compete? But I'm also thankful. Because if you hadn't saved him, he never would have found me. He saved me from a bad situation. So thank you, Illyana."

Illyana stood for a moment in stunned silence. When she spoke, her tone shifted to one that bordered on camaraderie. "Tyson can be a handful," she said, "Seems like he needs people like us around." Her gaze held a glint of understanding as she regarded the other woman. "People who can handle themselves, and him."

Felicia smiled at Illyana's concession. "Well, looks like we both have our ways of... managing Tyson."

Illyana's lips quirked upwards slightly. "Tell me about it," she murmured. She gave Felicia another considering look, reassessing the woman. There was more steel in her than Illyana had first realized. Perhaps she was worthy of him after all. She gave a small nod, a flicker of respect flashing in her eyes. "Takes a certain type to keep up with him."

Felicia replied, "Keep up? I almost beat him in a race in gym class once. I didn't know the cheater had superpowers at the time."

Felicia's remark drew a laugh from Illyana, though there was an edge to it that spoke of old memories. "I almost killed him during gym class once," she said.

Felicia's eyes lit up, intrigued. "Ooh, tell me more about that one," she insisted, leaning forward. She had to hear whatever story lay behind Illyana's words.

Illyana recalled the memory, "It was during a basketball game," she began. "I touched him and felt his life drain. At that moment, I was convinced he had used his powers against me intentionally."

Her words dripped with remembered anger. "So I retaliated. I opened a portal and banished him straight to Limbo. Dropped him from a good height too."

Tyson let out a low chuckle. "And then I spent the next month with you hunting demons, which you paid me for by modeling lingerie." His nonchalance only seemed to amuse Illyana.

Illyana's words held a teasing lilt as she regarded Tyson, "I don't know which is your greatest weakness. That metal skeleton of yours against someone like Magneto, or a pretty girl needing your help?" She clicked her tongue and shook her head in mock disapproval. "Lord have mercy if you ever come across a villain that just so happens to be a pretty woman."

Tyson's eyes narrowed slightly, "I'm not that bad," he protested after a moment, a hint of laughter in his voice.

Both Illyana and Felicia responded in unison, their words overlapping. "Yes, you are." Tyson let out a hearty laugh at their gentle ribbing and agreement.

"Alright, I'll be sure to watch out for any sexy villains that cross my path," he conceded easily, holding up his hands in a gesture of surrender.

Felicia shook her head, her white hair swaying with the motion. "Please don't," she implored, "Just close your eyes. Don't look."

"Make the illusion of yourself being blind if you must," Illyana added. Though her words were lighthearted, there was an undertone of genuine concern in her voice. She knew all too well how soft-hearted Tyson was when presented with a pretty face.

In the silence that followed, Tyson turned his attention to Felicia. His amusement vanished, replaced by intent. "Before I forget, I need you to contact our financial manager. I want to short Oscorp stock, to put all of our available capital into puts against them."

Felicia stared back at him, confusion evident. "Puts?" she asked uncertainly. Her lack of familiarity with the financial term was clear in her tone.

"Puts are essentially a bet that a stock price will fall. I have reason to believe Oscorp is in for a steep decline very soon." Tyson explained, "I publicly undermined Oscorp's reputation during that Senate hearing. And I saw in the schedule for the Stark Expo that one of Oscorp's scientists, Dr. Octavius will be making a clean energy presentation. My instincts are telling me it will be a disaster for them."

Comprehension dawned in Felicia's eyes. Though unfamiliar with puts, she trusted Tyson's judgment implicitly. She knew Tyson would not make a large gamble with their money without good cause. "Alright then, consider it done," Felicia declared, resolve steeling her voice. "I'll call the finance manager as soon as we finish here."

The subtle undertone of rivalry between Illyana and Felicia had softened as their conversation progressed. As they prepared to part ways, Felicia extended a hand toward Illyana, "Until we meet again, Illyana. It seems we have more in common than we initially thought."

Illyana clasped the offered hand. Her pale fingers encircled Felicia's, "Until next time, Felicia," she replied, her accented voice low. "And yes, maybe we do."

Turning away from Felicia, Illyana strode confidently towards Tyson. Her eyes, reflecting a complex mix of boldness, desire, and unspoken emotions, locked onto his. With an almost theatrical motion, she wrapped one arm around his waist and the other gently around the back of his neck. Tyson allowed himself to be pulled down to her level, their lips meeting in a deep kiss that was as much Illyana claiming her territory as it was a moment of intimate connection. The kiss lingered, intense and hungry. Tyson felt caught up in the moment, a surge of conflicting emotions washing over him as thoughts of his past mingled with the passion of their embrace, and Illyana's feelings and memories rushed into his own.

Wanting to get the last word in, Felicia called out, "So much passion between you two, it's kinda hot. Mind if I join in?"

Illyana broke the kiss, though kept her body pressed close to Tyson's. Casting a final, smoldering glare back at Felicia, she breathed, "Not this time."

Illyana's mutant power came to life, enveloping her and Tyson. With a flash, the pair vanished, teleporting away. Their abrupt departure left a tangible void in the room. Across the lounge, Felicia watched them go, her expression a carefully crafted mask of indifference, yet her eyes betrayed a flicker of grudging respect, rivalry, and perhaps a hint of kinship. As a connoisseur of dramatic exits herself, she could appreciate Illyana's flair.

"Maybe next time then," Felicia murmured to herself with a chuckle. Alone now, Felicia shook her head, smiling. "So dramatic," she said under her breath as she turned to call their financial manager.

Tyson found himself back in the familiar arena of House of M, still reeling from the sudden portal jump and the heated kiss with Illyana that preceded it. He processed the rush of her power and her memories that flowed into him. He tried to use those insights to decipher the meaning behind her words and actions.

"What was that about?" he asked, thinking he understood, but wanted to hear her explanation.

Illyana staggered, the lingering kiss having drained her more than she cared to admit. Though Tyson's power didn't cause her the agonizing, soul-sucking pain that others felt, it still took its toll. Her already fair skin looked paler now, and she leaned heavily against Tyson for support as she gathered herself to answer.

"It was a reminder," Illyana declared. "A reminder of our past, what I'm capable of, and what she's up against." She met Tyson's gaze unwaveringly despite her weakness. "Don't forget, we're not ordinary people. And if Felicia intends to remain close to you, she cannot remain ordinary either."

Illyana drew a shaky breath, summoning her strength. "She must understand what she will contend with if she wants to stand at your side." Her eyes flashed with conviction. "I will not see you hurt again as you were before. If Felicia cannot handle the truth of us, cannot embrace the fullness of who we are, then she is not worthy of you."

She stood up straighter and extended her slender hand towards him, palm upturned in expectation. "Now, give me the ring."

Still perplexed, Tyson retrieved the ring from his pocket and placed it in her waiting hand. He mumbled, "I don't know if I'd call Felicia ordinary." But he couldn't help asking, "Are you mad at me?"

Illyana rolled her eyes, a hint of exasperation creeping into her voice. "You're such a boy. No, of course not. I like your new girlfriend. I just know you're going to be difficult about this, so I'm taking matters into my own hands."

"She's not my girlfriend", Tyson reiterated, reflexively. Comprehension slowly dawned across his features. "Wait...you like her?" he asked incredulously. He shook his head in disbelief. "That was you liking her?"

Illyana gave a small shrug, amusement glinting in her eyes. "I do."

"But you're always so..." Tyson trailed off, gesturing vaguely with one hand as he searched for the right word.

"So…" Illyana continued, "I was so… What?" she asked threateningly.

Tyson winced. "I was going to say intense."

With every woman Tyson touched, he gained flashes of insight into their lives. He gained their memories, thoughts, feelings, and experiences, albeit temporarily. Despite all the things that he'd felt and lived through their memories, things no normal man could understand… Women continued to elude him. He shook his head ruefully. "I'm never going to fully understand women, am I?"

Illyana shrugged, "Probably not. But I suppose that's part of what makes us interesting."

"Hold on..." he trailed off as he processed the rest of what Illyana had said earlier. "Why would I be difficult? What are you going to do that I'm not going to like?"

Without answering, Illyana spun a circle with her hand wearing the sling ring and conjured a swirling portal. She grabbed Tyson and pulled him through the gateway. The portal snapped shut behind them, leaving no time for Tyson to gain his bearings or recognize their new surroundings.

Tyson found himself in a small dormitory room divided neatly in two by the contrasting personalities of its inhabitants. One half was tidy and orderly. Fairy lights cast a warm glow over stacked textbooks and notebooks, while highlighters, and pens were arranged in a rainbow of colors along the desk's edge. The other half was its opposite. Posters haphazardly adorned the walls, displaying anime characters and fantastical scenes. A well-worn gaming chair faced a monitor flashing with colors, controllers strewn across the floor amidst discarded clothes and snack wrappers.

As Tyson took in the dichotomy, realization struck. He knew this room, he'd spent days hanging out here, relaxing, playing videogames.

This was Jubilee and Jean's room.

He was back at Xavier's Institute.

Panic flared within him and he hissed in a low, urgent tone, as if trying to avoid drawing attention to himself. "Illyana, what the hell? I thought we were going to meet Jubes at the train station or something. You know I can't be here after what I did!"

Before Illyana could respond, a surprised "Eeep!" drew Tyson's attention. He turned comically slowly to see Jubilee in the doorway. She stood frozen, clutching the towel tightly around her petite frame. She'd just stepped out of the shower, her short black hair was damp and tousled, tendrils curling against her slender neck. The last thing she expected was to find Tyson and Illyana in her room, uninvited and unannounced.

"Jubes!" Illyana exclaimed, seemingly unfazed by Jubilee's state of undress, as if their sudden appearance was perfectly normal.

"Illyana, what the—?" she started, but her protest was cut short as Illyana embraced her in a tight hug. Jubilee's arms hung limply at her sides for a moment, her mind struggling to process the situation. Slowly, she returned the hug, her confusion and annoyance melting into a reluctant amusement.

As Jubilee stepped back from Illyana's embrace, her eyes flicked to Tyson's imposing form. The realization that she stood before him in nothing but a towel hit her. Her cheeks flushed a deep crimson, the heat spreading across her face and down her neck.

"Uh, Tyson?" Jubilee stammered, her voice faltering as she struggled to find the right words. She'd always harbored a crush on him. But now, caught off guard and vulnerable, she found herself torn between the desire to shy away and the yearning for his attention.

Tyson shifted uncomfortably, his eyes darting around the room. But before he could even conjure the thought of escaping, Illyana's authoritative voice halted him in his tracks. "I know you're thinking about teleporting away. Don't you dare," she commanded, her tone brooking no argument.

Illyana turned to Jubilee, "You know if he leaves, he isn't coming back," she explained. Jubilee's gaze flicked between Illyana and Tyson, curiosity and apprehension warring within her. She knew Illyana was right. Tyson had explained why he left the institute to her and Jean. If Tyson left now, he might never return.

"Uhh... fine, but what are you doing here?" Jubilee asked, her bewilderment clear. She couldn't fathom why they'd decided to drop in unannounced, especially when she was in such a compromising position.

Illyana, rummaging heedlessly through Jean's drawers, answered, "We're going to the beach. Get a bathing suit," she stated matter-of-factly, as if planning an impromptu beach trip was the most ordinary thing in the world.

Jubilee blinked, her mind struggling to keep up with Illyana's proclamation. A beach trip? Now? The thought sent a thrill coursing through her body, though it was quickly chased by a swell of nervous energy. She couldn't deny her attraction to him, nor the allure of spending time together at the beach, and maybe catching his eye. Yet the history between them gave her pause. She and Illyana had not always been friends. Their bond had formed only after Jubilee offered the use of her powers against the demon, Azazel. Since then, even with Illyana halfway across the world, the two spoke regularly and had quickly become close. From the beginning, Illyana had known of Jubilee's feelings for Tyson. And after their touch, when her memories flooded into him, there was no doubt Tyson knew as well.

As Jubilee's thoughts continued to race, she took a deep, steadying breath. This impromptu trip had clearly been Illyana's idea. If she was initiating it, despite their complicated history, she must be comfortable with the situation. Jubilee felt herself begin to relax. Illyana would not have suggested this if she had any concerns. And while the circumstances were far from ideal, the opportunity to spend time with Tyson was too tempting to pass up. Jubilee made up her mind; she would go to the beach.

As Illyana continued to rifle through her roommate's belongings, Jubilee's initial trepidation began to fade, replaced by a growing sense of excitement. This was an opportunity, she realized. A chance to be near Tyson, to show him a different side of herself. She glanced down at the towel wrapped around her body, a sudden burst of confidence surging through her. She had nothing to be ashamed or shy about.

Tyson stood awkwardly, his back partially turned as Illyana rummaged unabashedly through Jean's drawers.

"Why are you going through Jean's things?" Tyson asked, a note of reproach entering his voice.

Illyana didn't even glance up, her focus intent on the contents of the drawer. "I'm getting a bathing suit," she replied, her tone brooking no argument.

Uncertainty flickered in Jubilee's eyes as she glanced between Tyson and Illyana. The situation felt surreal. Sensing, yet misinterpreting Jubilee's hesitation, Illyana added lightly, "Don't worry, he's honest. If he peeks, I'll drop him in Limbo again." Her words sounded playful but there was an undercurrent of seriousness that made it unclear if she was joking or not.

Hearing the thinly veiled threat, Tyson obediently turned his back fully. With a wave of his hand, an illusionary brick wall materialized, separating him from the girls.

"I know you can see through that wall," Illyana called out, her voice a mix of teasing and warning. "No peeking!"

Tyson was abashed at being called out. He hadn't intended on peeking at the girls, but couldn't fault Illyana for threatening him for Jubilee's sake. He made no move to dispel the illusion and would respect their privacy despite his ability to circumvent it.

The room filled with the sounds of rustling clothes and muffled conversation as Jubilee hurried to grab her own swimsuit. She still cast occasional glances at the illusory barrier, torn between amusement and exasperation at the bizarre situation unfolding in her bedroom.

Tyson turned around to face the two young women once they were dressed. His eyes were immediately drawn to their striking figures. Jubilee stood in a sunny yellow one-piece swimsuit that hugged her athletic build, showcasing her toned physique. Illyana presented a stark yet alluring contrast in her bold, black two-piece. The simple yet elegant swimsuit perfectly suited her fair, porcelain-like skin.

Tyson's gaze lingered on Jubilee, taking in the new, shorter hairstyle that framed her face. "I see you've cut your hair. It looks nice," he said.

A faint blush rose on Jubilee's cheeks at the unexpected compliment. Though they had not seen each other for some weeks, he had recalled such a minor detail about her appearance. She ran a hand self-consciously through her dark locks, pleased that he had noticed the change. "Thanks," she said, offering him a shy smile.

Illyana watched the exchange with muted amusement, her pale blue eyes moving between the two of them. She wondered if Tyson realized the effect his praise had on her friend.

Jubilee tried to shake off the effects of his complement. Her eyes sparkled with excitement as she looked between Tyson and Illyana. "So, what's next?" she asked, her voice bubbly with anticipation.

Illyana nonchalantly removed the sling ring from her finger and casually tossed it to Tyson. "Pick a beach. I haven't been to any good ones," she stated flatly with a shrug of her shoulders.

Tyson deftly caught the ring, rolling the metal band between his fingers thoughtfully as a realization dawned on him. He recalled a special event happening this very day, that was conveniently close to the beach. Grabbing the remote from Jubilee, he turned on the television and flipped through the channels until he found the broadcast he sought.

An aerial view of the picturesque Mediterranean coastline and a winding race course.

"Have either of you been to Europe before?" Tyson asked. Keeping his focus on the image on the screen, he filled in the gaps in the destination with memories from the Marvel movie of his past life. He swirled his arm, conjuring a shimmering, oval portal. The rift revealed a sunny beach with sparkling azure waters.

Stepping through the portal, the three were greeted by warm, salty sea air. The beach was a breathtaking panorama of golden sands and sapphire waters, bustling with the lively energy of a sun-kissed paradise. The soothing sounds of waves gently lapping at the shore mingled with the distant chatter of beachgoers. The revving of powerful engines could be heard emanating from the distance. Tyson spread his arms wide, turning to the two young women with a grin. "Welcome to Monaco!" he announced.
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Arc 5 - Ch 3: Monaco 

Date: Sunday, May 29, 2011.

Location: Larvotto Beach, Principality of Monaco

Larvotto Beach was a postcard-perfect scene nestled between the sparkling Mediterranean waters and a line of stately hotels. The sun's golden rays bathed the soft, warm sands that stretched invitingly along the shoreline, where the clear, turquoise waves gently lapped. Amidst this vibrant scene, Tyson, Jubilee, and Illyana emerged from a shimmering portal, stepping onto the warm sands. The instantaneous transition from the institute to the beach left Jubilee's eyes sparkling with delight, her signature bubbly attitude amplified by the atmosphere. Even the usually reserved Illyana couldn't suppress a small, contented sigh as she absorbed the idyllic surroundings. They believed Tyson selected the perfect beach for a day trip and scanned the area for an ideal place to settle.

The group chose a spot not far from the water's edge, where the soothing sounds of the waves gently breaking on the shore provided a calming backdrop. Unfolding their towels, they claimed their small slice of paradise. The sun's warmth enveloped them, tempered by a pleasant breeze that offered a welcome respite from the heat.

Unable to contain her excitement, Jubilee exclaimed, "This is incredible!" turning to Tyson with wide-eyed wonder, she asked, "How did we even get here? I thought Illyana's portals had limited range, and that was all sparkly and gold, not shimmering and silver."

Tyson laughed then shrugged, casually replying, "Magic."

Illyana seemed to relax as she gazed out over the glistening water. "This is nice," she admitted.

The trio took a moment to immerse themselves in the warm glow of the sun and the feeling of sand under their toes.

Jubilee leaped to her feet. "Come on, let's hit the water!" she urged, already bounding towards the inviting waves, her enthusiasm infectious. Tyson rose to follow her lead.

Illyana stayed in the sand, watching them with an amused expression. "I'll join you shortly. Try not to drown each other," she called out playfully teasing.

Jubilee and Tyson plunged into the sea. They swam and frolicked like carefree teenagers, her laughter mingling with the crash of the waves.

Jubilee, radiant in her yellow swimsuit, flashed Tyson a mischievous grin. "Bet you can't catch me, Tyson!" she declared.

Tyson met her challenge with a boyish smirk. "You're on!" he exclaimed.

Jubilee believed that in the water, Tyson's immense strength and dexterity would be countered by his dense adamantium skeleton weighing him down. However, she quickly realized her miscalculation. Even while consciously moderating his superhuman abilities to maintain a fun and fair atmosphere, Tyson displayed astounding physical prowess. Jubilee gracefully darted through the water with skilled strokes, but Tyson effortlessly closed the distance between them.

Instead of simply catching her, Tyson veered ahead, positioning himself directly in her path. Jubilee came to an abrupt halt, finding herself mere inches from Tyson, their faces close enough to feel the warmth of each other's breath.

Amidst the charged moment, Illyana's voice cut through the tension. "Showing off a bit much, aren't we, Tyson?" she called from the shore teasingly, her tone light yet laced with amusement.

After an invigorating swim, Jubilee, Tyson, and Illyana found themselves lounging on the warm, golden sands.

Illyana reached for the sunscreen. She turned to Tyson, a mischievous glint in her eyes. "Tyson, would you be a dear and apply this to our backs?" she asked, her voice dripping with playful sweetness.

Tyson raised his hands in a gesture of resignation, "Really? Think you could handle it?"

Illyana let out a dramatic sigh, "Your loss then," she declared, turning to Jubilee with a conspiratorial wink. "I suppose we'll just have to help each other."

Jubilee snatched up the sunscreen bottle. She squirted a generous dollop onto her palm. The creamy lotion was cool against her skin. She positioned herself behind Illyana, who had already swept her hair aside, revealing the smooth expanse of her back. Jubilee's hands, coated in the lotion, began their gentle ministrations. Her fingers moved in soothing, circular motions, gliding over Illyana's skin. The sunscreen glistened under the sun's rays, creating an eye-catching sheen as Jubilee's hands worked their magic, spreading the lotion evenly across Illyana's back. Illyana closed her eyes as she surrendered to the gentle ministrations. Jubilee's touch was both tender and attentive. Once she had completed her task, it was Illyana's turn to reciprocate. She took the sunscreen bottle from Jubilee, and she turned around, granting Illyana access to her own back. Illyana began applying the sunscreen in long, smooth strokes, her touch equally gentle and thorough.

Illyana, now lying face-down on her towel, spoke up, her voice laced with a playful, flirtatious tone. "You know, Jubilee's hands felt absolutely divine," she remarked. Jubilee's face gained a faint blush, but before she could formulate a response, Illyana continued, her eyes sparkling with mischief. "Tyson, you should treat us both to a massage. Since your touch is off-limits, why not use your illusions instead?" She delivered the suggestion with a casual air.

Jubilee, caught up in Illyana's playful mood, chimed in enthusiastically. "Ooh, that sounds nice! With your illusions, you could probably do us both at the same time." She barely finished speaking when she realized the unintended implication. Her hands flew to her mouth, eyes wide with embarrassment. "You know what I mean!" she exclaimed, her voice a mix of laughter and mortification.

Tyson raised an eyebrow. Illyana, not missing a beat, added, "Don't tease her, Tyson. You've been mean enough to her today. First trying to peek at her, then picking on her in the water, and now this. Just indulge us, and do it in an anime style to make amends." Her tone was light and teasing, yet there was an underlying hint of authority in her words.

Jubilee's enthusiasm was infectious, filling the air with a playful energy. "Yeah!" she exclaimed. She bounced up and down, as she jumped, her yellow swimsuit clung to her form in a flattering manner, accentuating her figure and highlighting the gentle curves of her toned legs and hips.

Tyson gestured for the girls to settle down on their towels. "I didn't do any of those things… But alright, one anime-style massage coming right up," he declared, his voice revealing his good-natured acceptance of the request.

As Jubilee watched, Tyson's appearance began to transform before her eyes.

Three lines appeared on each side of his face, resembling a blend of cat scratches and whiskers. His normally mismatched blue-green eyes now matched in a striking blue hue. His hair changed, taking on a spikier appearance and a more golden color.

Raising his hands, Tyson extended his pointer and middle fingers, crossing them in a t-position. "Shadow Clone Jutsu," he declared with a theatrical flair.

Puffs of smoke appeared, and suddenly two duplicates of Tyson stood beside him, each mirroring his transformed appearance.

Jubilee couldn't help but giggle at the sight, her eyes wide with delight. As one of the Tyson clones approached her, she felt a tickling sensation at her nose and reached up to touch it, only to find a small trickle of blood. Embarrassed, she mumbled, "Oiroke Gyaku Harem no Jutsu." Her hands slapped against her mouth as if to prevent the words from escaping.

"I didn't actually say that! You're using your illusion to mess with me! My nose isn't bleeding!" she exclaimed, her voice a mix of mock annoyance and laughter. She quickly wiped away the imaginary blood, trying to hide her flushed cheeks.

All three Tysons laughed together, the sound echoing around them playfully. The lead Tyson illusion asked, "Are you going to lay down for a massage, or what?"

Jubilee pointed at him, trying to appear stern but unable to hide the sparkle in her eyes. "No more funny business," she declared, though the corners of her mouth betrayed her amusement.

She lay down on her towel, still chuckling, her eyes following the trio of Tysons as they prepared to start the illusionary massage. Illyana, who had been watching the whole exchange, shook her head in amusement. Tyson, or rather, his three illusionary clones, got to work. Jubilee let out a relaxed sigh, closing her eyes and allowing herself to sink into the sensation. Despite the playful and absurd nature of the scenario, the illusionary massage was surprisingly effective. The tension in her muscles seemed to melt away under the skillful, nonexistent touch of Tyson's clones.

Illyana observed Tyson masterfully wielding his powers to create a blissful experience for herself and Jubilee. Her thoughts wandered to Tyson's journey. His life had been a series of trials. Pursued by Magneto and later captured by Stryker, Tyson had endured more than his fair share of adversity. Illyana knew he deserved a break, a chance to live without constant danger and conflict. Yet, the past year had not been as simple for him as she'd imagined. Despite her hopes for normalcy, Tyson's days had still been punctuated by extraordinary events.

Jubilee sensed the shift in Illyana's demeanor. "You okay, Illyana?" she asked, her voice laced with gentle concern.

Turning her attention to Tyson, Illyana asked, "Hey, could you grab us some water and snacks from one of the vendors?"

Tyson, his clones dissipating into wisps of smoke, nodded in acknowledgment. "Sure thing," he replied, already rising to his feet.

Illyana's gaze followed him as he made his way toward the cluster of beach vendors lining the boardwalk. Once he was out of earshot, she turned to Jubilee, her expression turning more pensive. "Why didn't you ask Tyson out on any dates or anything during the past year?"

Jubilee's eyes widened slightly, her cheeks flushing with a hint of sheepishness. "I mean, I tried to drop hints here and there," she admitted, her voice trailing off. "But there just never seemed to be a good opportunity, you know? And with school, training, and all the supervillain stuff he was dealing with, I didn't want to add any extra pressure."

Illyana arched an eyebrow, her gaze fixed on Jubilee. "So, what, you were just going to wait around forever?"

Jubilee's expression turned defensive, her brow furrowing slightly. "Hey, it's not like he was exactly capitalizing on any of my hints, either," she retorted, her tone tinged with frustration. "I wanted to say something when we met up for the premiere of his show, but Jean was there, then we met Felicia, and his hot teacher Natalie showed up too! Besides, we were away from each other for most of the year. It's not exactly easy to go on dates when you're at different schools and I'm not living in the city."

"It's less than an hour by train." Jubilee shot her a glare. Illyana held up her hands in a placating gesture. "I'm just saying."

"But why are you trying to push this, anyway?" Jubilee's eyes narrowed suspiciously. "I don't get it. He's your boyfriend?"

Illyana's expression grew somber, her gaze shifting towards the distant horizon. "He hasn't been my boyfriend for months," she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper.

Jubilee's eyes widened, at her blatant admission. She knew of course that Tyson and Illyana hadn't been dating, but Jubilee assumed they would be getting back together.

Before she could formulate a response, Illyana continued, "Look, Jubilee, I care about Tyson deeply, but our relationship has been... complicated, to say the least. We've been through a lot together, and there's a bond there that won't ever truly go away. But I wasn't always the best girlfriend." Jubilee remained silent, her expression a mix of confusion and concern as she listened to Illyana. "I'm not trying to force you towards him or anything," Illyana clarified. "I just want him to be happy, and if that means finding happiness with someone else, then so be it. He deserves that much, after everything he's been through."

Jubilee's brow furrowed in confusion as she asked, "What do you mean you weren't the best girlfriend? You saved Tyson from Magneto, didn't you? That's pretty amazing."

Illyana let out a heavy sigh, her eyes downcast. "Yes, but I've also nearly killed him. Twice, in fact. Once that first day in Limbo, and again later with my soulsword when we fought Azazel." She paused, shaking her head ruefully. "And even before we started dating, I used him as fodder to hunt demons in Limbo. I was selfish and reckless with his life." Steeling herself, Illyana continued, "There won't be much time before Tyson leaves New York. Maybe for years. If I hadn't interfered at the institute, you two would have gotten together." She looked earnestly into Jubilee's eyes. "Tyson loves me, but I'm not sure it's for the right reasons. There's a piece of me inside him, a sliver of my dark soul that I passed to him."

Jubilee's eyes widened. "That can't be," she blurted out in denial. "Tyson doesn't hold onto other people's powers or personalities unless he kills them."

Illyana shook her head adamantly. "No. I don't care what he says, he's wrong. There is a piece of me inside him, I can feel it. I've always felt it." Her voice grew more intense. "Remember, you took that train and left the institute and were attacked by Magneto. How did the Professor know you were gone? Because I told him. Everyone else forgot, even Tyson. But how did I know you all were gone? It's because I can sense that shard of Limbo, that fragment of my soul that still resides within him. It never faded."

The revelation left Jubilee momentarily speechless as she processed everything Illyana had disclosed. Before she could formulate a response, Tyson returned, oblivious to the weighty conversation that had just taken place between the two girls. He carried bottles of water and sandwiches for the trio, a cheerful smile lighting up his face.

Keenly aware of Tyson's enhanced hearing, Illyana quickly shifted topics in hopes that he had not overheard too much of their private discussion. She turned her gaze towards the glittering ocean in an exaggerated gesture, hoping Jubilee would follow her lead. "Days like this remind me there's more to life than powers and problems," she said wistfully. "We can still have moments of normalcy, even with everything else going on."

Jubilee went along with the change in subject, also uninterested in Tyson catching on to the true nature of their conversation. She stretched her arms overhead with a contented smile, the warm sun washing over her skin. "Sun, sand, friends...and no supervillains in sight. I could definitely get used to this."

Tyson chuckled nervously at Jubilee's words. It was the sound of someone hiding a guilty secret. Illyana's eyes narrowed suspiciously. "Oh no, I know that laugh. You're not telling us something. What's going on?"

Before Tyson could respond, the tranquil atmosphere was gradually disrupted by the growing rumble of engines in the distance. The noise increased in volume and distinction, drawing the trio's attention.

"What's happening out there?" Jubilee asked as she searched for the source of the commotion. "It sounds like Forza."

Tyson's eyes sparkled with excitement, even as his answer held a hint of hesitance like he was reluctantly revealing a secret. "Well, there is a Formula One race being held here today," he explained, unable to keep the enthusiasm from his voice. "Monaco is pretty famous for hosting it."

"Formula One? Here?" Jubilee's interest was ignited, her eyes wide with wonder.

"Yeah, the Monaco Grand Prix," Tyson continued. "One of the most prestigious car races in the world. Monaco may be small, but once a year, its streets transform into a racing circuit. The cars navigate through narrow roads, right by the harbor. It's incredible."

As the revving engines filled the air, Jubilee's face lit up with excitement. "That's pretty cool," she exclaimed, her attention drawn towards the commotion. "Can we check it out?"

Tyson chuckled, but there was a hint of nervousness in his laugh. Illyana noticed it immediately, sensing there was more to this race than met the eye.

The Principality of Monaco was not large, with the harbor and beach just a short walk from the streets that now served as the Formula One racetrack, the roar of the engines transformed the tiny country. As the cars whipped around the tight corners, engines screaming, Illyana decided her friends needed a better view of the iconic race. With a subtle gesture, she opened one of her portals, the glowing ring crackling with eldritch energy. In an instant, the trio stepped out onto a balcony overlooking the course, just as the race leaders came screaming around Casino Square.

"Wow, this is amazing!" Jubilee shouted, eyes wide as she took in the spectacle below. The cars streaked. Each driver exhibited extraordinary skill and precision with every turn.

The crowd packed along the barricades cheered wildly. Jubilee's grin was electric, reflecting the energy and excitement of the event unfolding before them. 

As the Monaco Grand Prix unfolded, an unexpected and dramatic scene played out on the track below. The crowd's cheers suddenly turned to gasps of shock as a man stepped onto the track with a determined and dangerous look in his eyes. Illyana leaned forward, "What's he doing?" she murmured.

The man, seemingly unfazed by the speeding cars, strode confidently onto the track. "He's going to get hit!" Jubilee cried out, fear lacing her words.

But the man showed no concern for the oncoming cars. Instead, he deployed a strange technology; a harness that unfolded around his body, creating glowing, electrically charged whips in each hand. It was a terrifying sight, the whips crackled with deadly energy, and the clothing around the man's chest disintegrated amid the scintillating electricity.

A massive crash erupted as the man swung his whips, slashing one of the cars which broke apart under the assault. The crowd erupted in panic, screams mixing with the sound of the crash.

On the track, Tony Stark, driving one of the racing cars, seemed to realize the danger too late. The man lashed out with his whips, aiming for Tony's car.

Illyana prepared to use her powers. "I'll get us down there," she said. But Tyson held out his hand, stalling her intervention. From their vantage point near the chaotic scene, Jubilee, Illyana, and Tyson watched intently as Tony Stark emerged from the wreckage of his car. Shaken but mostly unharmed, his eyes focused on the man, whom Tyson knew was Ivan Vanko. Vanko stood menacingly with his electric whips crackling in the air.

A black luxury car barreled down the track. Happy Hogan, Tony's bodyguard, maneuvered the car, slamming it into Vanko and pinning him against the barrier of the track. He backed the car up and rammed Vanko several more times. But Vanko began attacking the car with his electric whips. Sparks flew as the whips sliced through the metal, dangerously close to Happy and Pepper Potts who was also in the car.

Pepper reached out of the car and threw a metallic suitcase toward Tony. It skidded across the ground, coming to a stop at his feet.

Jubilee's eyes widened, "A suitcase? What?" she questioned.

Tony grabbed the suitcase, and in a matter of seconds, it transformed. It unfolded and attached itself around Tony, morphing into the iconic Iron Man suit. The transformation was a technological marvel, the suit wrapping around him, piece by piece until he stood fully clad as Iron Man. With the suit now on, Tony turned his attention to Vanko. He kicked the car, sliding Pepper and Happy away from danger. Vanko lashed out with his electric whips, deflecting Iron Man's attacks.

Jubilee, Illyana, and Tyson watched in awe as Iron Man and Vanko engaged in a fierce battle. Vanko swung his whips, wrapping Iron Man and flipping him through the air onto the hood of the car.

"Iron Man suit in a suitcase! I can't believe this is happening!" Jubilee shouted.

The battle raged on, with Iron Man using every tool at his disposal. Vanko wrapped his whips around Stark again, but instead of trying to escape, Tony stepped closer. Seizing the moment, he lunged forward, wrapping the whips around him as he closed in. Grappling with Vanko and using the suit's strength to overpower him, he unleashed a barrage of punches on Vanko's unarmed body.

The villain was left bloody and battered as Stark ripped the arc reactor from his chest.

Jubilee could barely contain her excitement, "Did you see that? It was unbelievable, like something straight out of an action movie!" She threw her arms wide, miming punches and slashes. "Iron Man versus... Steel Whip… The Whip Master... Cool Whip!" She grasped for the right name.

Tyson supplied the name tonelessly. "Whiplash."

Jubilee pointed at him, a grin splitting her face. "Yes! Whiplash! That's perfect!" She laughed, adrenaline and joy bubbling out of her. "Iron Man versus Whiplash!"

Tyson just shook his head. Jubilee was too caught up in the thrill of the moment to notice, gaze fixed on Iron Man where he stood surrounded by authorities and spectators, arc reactor clutched triumphantly in one metal gauntlet. The armored hero raised his other hand in a reassuring gesture, signaling that the danger had passed. The crowd roared their approval, but Jubilee's cheers rose above them all.

Beside her, Illyana turned to Tyson, suspicion written plainly on her face. "You knew something was going to happen, didn't you?" she accused, her gaze searching his face for any hint of confirmation.

Tyson shuffled his feet, looking slightly uncomfortable under Illyana's scrutiny. "Well, I had a hunch," he admitted reluctantly.

Jubilee's eyes widened in surprise. "You mean you sensed all this was going to happen? Like you did before the institute was invaded?" she asked, disbelief coloring her voice.

"I, uhh... Yeah. I had a feeling this week was going to be big," Tyson answered lamely, looking apologetically at both of them. He latched onto the explanation that Jubilee had conveniently offered. It was better than anything he came up with on the fly.

Illyana crossed her arms. "This week? I'm not here for a week, I only have the day," she said, concern evident in her tone.

"We should probably head back," Tyson said finally. With one last look at the beautiful vista behind them, he waved his arm, opening a portal back to the institute.

Jubilee stepped back into her room, still buzzing with excitement from the day's events. "Did you see how Tony Stark handled those whips? That suitcase suit is seriously cool," she gushed, her voice thick with awe.

In contrast, Illyana wasn't so easily impressed. She turned to Tyson, her eyes narrowing slightly. "This was supposed to be a relaxing day, Tyson. Instead, you took us straight into a showdown between Iron Man and some villain," she chided.

Tyson rubbed the back of his neck, looking a bit sheepish. "I know, I know."

Jubilee, ever the peacemaker, jumped in to ease the tension. "Hey, come on, Illyana. It was actually pretty awesome to see it all go down," she said, trying to lighten the mood with her usual cheerful demeanor. "For once it wasn't one of us fighting the bad guy. It was cool to just be a spectator."

But Illyana was firm. "That's not the point, Jubilee. Tyson, you need to make this up to us," she stated, looking expectantly at Tyson.

Caught off guard, Tyson asked, "Um, okay. How?"

Illyana pondered for a moment, then her eyes lit up with an idea. "How about you take us out again?"

Tyson shrugged. "Sure."

Illyana watched Tyson closely to gauge his reaction as she suggested, "You can take Jubilee out soon. I'll be expecting my night out when you join me."

Jubilee's words tumbled out in a rush, her eyes bright with a mix of excitement and nervousness. "It wouldn't be a date, date. Just us hanging out," she clarified hastily, her voice slightly higher pitched than usual. Her hands moved animatedly as she spoke. "Maybe we can go to a club after graduation. I'll plan it. It'll be fun." As she spoke, a blush crept up her cheeks, a rosy tint that betrayed her effort to downplay the outing as something casual. The idea of spending time with Tyson, alone on a date, filled her with a giddy kind of happiness.

Illyana couldn't help but agree encouragingly. There was a warm, knowing look in her eyes. "That sounds like a great idea, Jubes," she said supportively. Her words were meant to reassure, to make Jubilee feel more at ease with her proposal. Illyana was more than happy to give her friend the nudge she needed.

Tyson caught the nervous energy radiating from Jubilee and saw through her attempts to label the outing as just a friendly gathering. Yet, he chose not to call her out on it, finding her enthusiasm and the flutter of nerves endearing.

"That sounds like a plan," Tyson agreed, his tone light and teasing. "Even though I live next to a club, I haven't been to one. Might be fun to see what the fuss is all about."

Jubilee's eyes sparkled at his response, her heart skipping a beat. She quickly composed herself, though, not wanting to appear too eager. "Yeah, just something chill. Nothing fancy," she said, trying to sound nonchalant. Inside, however, she was already wondering what she would wear, what she should do with her hair, and how the night would unfold.

Illyana nodded, satisfied with the plan. "Alright, it's settled then. A night out to celebrate your graduation. And Tyson, you're paying," she declared.

Tyson laughed, accepting the friendly 'punishment'. "Deal. It's the least I can do after today's surprise adventure," he said, his tone light and friendly.

Jubilee clapped her hands in excitement. "This is going to be epic! Just wait, I'll find the perfect place for us to celebrate," she said, her mind already racing with ideas.

Tyson asked, "Hey, Jubes. Before we leave, I need a favor…" He began whispering conspiratorially.

— Rogue Replacement —

Jubilee strolled through the halls of the Xavier Institute, a mischievous gleam in her eye as she searched for her target. She found Logan lounging in the common room, idly flipping through a motorcycle magazine.

"Hey Logan, you've gotta come see this awesome new game I got!" Jubilee exclaimed.

Logan glanced up and muttered something unintelligible about teenagers. "This ain't another one of them Old West games, is it? I told you, I don't remember the 1800s. I don't know if it was actually like that."

Jubilee rolled her eyes. "Quit being such a grump and just come check it out. It'll be fun, I promise!" Her enthusiasm was infectious, wearing down Logan's gruff exterior. He sighed and tossed the magazine aside.

"Alright, I'm coming. But this better not be a waste of time." He pushed himself up and grudgingly followed the beaming girl. As they passed the gym, Jubilee called out, "Hey Colossus, you should come too! It's gonna be epic!"

Piotr glanced up from his weight bench, quirking an eyebrow. "Very well, I suppose a short break would be agreeable." He set down the barbell with a resounding clang and fell in step beside them.

Jubilee practically skipped back to her room, the two men trailing behind. "Prepare to be amazed!" She threw open her door with a flourish and gestured for Logan to enter.

He tilted his head as he caught a familiar scent. But no sooner had he crossed the threshold than the floor suddenly vanished beneath his feet. Logan barely had time to let out a startled curse before he found himself plummeting through a swirling portal, the Xavier Institute disappearing above him.

Disoriented, Logan landed hard on a craggy obsidian surface. He rolled to his feet, instantly alert, and took in his new surroundings. A crimson sky roiled with unnaturally dark clouds, split by jagged forks of purple lightning. Geysers of green flame erupted from fissures in the onyx ground, casting an eerie glow. The wind carried the distant shrieks of demons.

Limbo.

Logan extended his claws with a sharp snikt, adamantium gleaming. His eyes darted around the hellish landscape, seeking threats, but only one figure stood nearby.

The hulking silhouette stepped out from behind a crag, revealing a leering fanged smile and feline eyes glowing with malice.

Sabretooth.

"Happy birthday runt," the beast rumbled. "Time for your yearly ass-kicking."

Understanding dawned and a slow grin spread across Logan's face. Jubilee had set him up. He chuckled darkly and slid into a battle crouch, claws at the ready. "Bring it on, kid!"

They traded blows in a whirlwind of violence, blood spraying the shattered obsidian. Their wounds healed as quickly as they were opened.

During a break in the combat, they separated, staring each other down.

Suddenly, Sabretooth shimmered and vanished.

Tyson was revealed in his place. "I was nice this time old man, giving you a heads up. Next year won't be so easy!" He surged forward to renew the battle.

Logan's bark of laughter cut through Limbo's screaming winds as he met the charge head-on, his grin mirroring the younger mutant's. "You got stones, kid, I'll give you that! But you still got a lot to learn!"

They clashed again in a tornado of adamantium. Each man pushed the other's healing factors. Logan snarled, his eyes gleaming with the thrill of battle. He lunged forward, claws slicing through the air, but Tyson had spent the year training under Colleen. He twisted away from the deadly blades, his talons raking across Logan's chest, shredding flesh and drawing a grunt of pain from the older mutant.

"Not bad, kid," Logan growled, "But you're gonna have to do better than that!" He launched himself at Tyson, a whirlwind of adamantium and fury.

Tyson met him head-on, his fanged smile a mirror of Logan's savage joy. He parried the flurry of strikes with preternatural speed, his talons deflecting the adamantium claws in a dazzling display of skill. Sparks flew as the indestructible metals ground against each other, the screech of their collision rising above the wails of the demons. They danced back and forth across the blasted hellscape, neither giving quarter nor asking for it. Logan's experience and cunning were matched by Tyson's ferocity and fighting styles, the two mutants pushing each other to new heights.

Suddenly, Logan feinted left and then lunged right, his claws seeking to impale Tyson. But the younger mutant had anticipated the move. He sidestepped the deadly blades and seized Logan's wrist, his bare skin making contact with the other man's flesh.

Logan's eyes widened in shock as he felt his strength being drained away, his healing factor faltering. Tyson's power sapped his vitality and brought him to his knees. The adamantium claws retracted as Logan slumped forward.

Tyson released his grip. After a moment, he reached down and grasped Logan's hand, pulling the older mutant to his feet. "You almost had me there, old man," Tyson said, his voice tinged with respect. "But I've learned a few tricks since we fought in that bar."

Logan chuckled wearily, shaking his head. "Aye, you have at that, bub. I reckon I'm gonna have to up my game for next year." He clapped Tyson on the shoulder.

A slow clap echoed through the infernal realm, drawing their attention. Illyana stepped out from behind a towering spire of obsidian. "Boys will be boys," she drawled, her sapphire eyes glinting with mischief. "Always have to prove who's the alpha, don't you?"

Colossus emerged from the shadows behind her, his metallic form glinting in the eerie light. Tyson's eyebrows shot up in surprise. "Piotr? What are you doing here?"

"What, you thought you were the only one I wanted to see? It's been nearly a year since I've laid eyes on my dear brother." Illyana walked over to Logan and enveloped him in a hug, "Thank you again, Logan, for your help with Azazel. I couldn't have done it without you."

Logan returned the embrace, a rare softness in his eyes. "Anytime, darlin'. You know I've always got your back." They separated, and he turned to Tyson, a sly grin tugging at his lips. "So, kid, how have you been getting along?"

Tyson's face split into a wide grin. "Pretty good. Stopped some supervillains, and started a business. You know… How are things going with Ororo these days?"

Logan's look of surprise was quickly masked. "Just fine, bub. Just fine indeed."

"I knew it!" Tyson crowed, pumping his fist in the air. He strode over to Illyana and took her hand, his fingers intertwining with hers briefly. With his other hand, he slashed through the air, opening a shimmering portal back to Jubilee's room. "Hey Jubes!" he called out, his voice echoing through the rift. "Logan and Ororo got together! I told you!"

Jubilee's peeked into the portal, her expression a mix of annoyance and amusement. "Doesn't change the fact that you're living vicariously through Logan, you big dork!" she retorted, sticking her tongue out at him.

Tyson scoffed and rolled his eyes, waving his hand dismissively. The portal collapsed in on itself, cutting off Jubilee's laughter. He turned back to the others, shaking his head. "Women. They just don't understand the sacred bonds of male friendship."

Illyana raised an eyebrow, her lips twitching with suppressed mirth. "Oh really? And what would you know about the sacred bonds of male friendship? You just proved your idea of male bonding involved beating each other senseless."

Tyson clutched his heart in mock affront. "You wound me, Lyana! I'll have you know that there's a rich tradition of men settling their differences through the time-honored method of pummeling each other into submission. It's a cornerstone of civilization! Etched into the stone of Guy Code."

Piotr chuckled, the deep rumble of his laughter echoing through the hellish landscape. "He's not wrong, sister." He clapped Tyson on the back, the heavy metal hand forcing him to stumble forward a small step to balance. "You fought well today, my friend. You have grown much since I last saw you."

Tyson grinned up at the metal giant, rubbing his shoulder ruefully. Tyson having to look up at someone was novel. "Thanks, big guy. You're not so bad yourself. We'll have to go a few rounds sometime, see if I can put a dent in that shiny hide of yours."

Logan watched the byplay, shaking his head. "Alright, runts, as much fun as this little reunion has been, what say we head back? I've got a birthday to celebrate, and I'm pretty sure Chuck's got a bottle of scotch with my name on it back at the mansion."

Illyana nodded, her eyes flashing with the silver of her power. "Agreed. As delightful as Limbo is this time of year, I think we've all had our fill for one day." She waved her hand, and a shimmering portal sprang into existence, offering a view of the Xavier Institute's lush grounds. "After you, birthday boy."

Logan sketched a mock bow, a grin playing on his rugged features. "Don't mind if I do, darlin'." He strode through the portal, followed closely by Piotr.

As the group emerged from the portal, Tyson turned to Logan, "Hey, old man, I almost forgot. For your birthday, you're welcome to bring Ororo to my show if she's interested and you're looking for a date night. VIP seating, on the house, of course."

Logan responded, "That's generous of you, kid. I might just take you up on that offer. 'Ro's been asking for a night out on the town."

Tyson's expression sobered slightly as he addressed the gathered mutants. "Listen, there's something you all should know. Yesterday, I was called into a Senate hearing as my Mirage identity, and I ended up admitting that I'm a mutant." He sighed, running a hand through his hair. "It was bound to happen sooner or later. We're going to be making our way into the spotlight, whether we like it or not. You should probably give Professor Xavier a heads up if he isn't already aware."

Illyana frowned, her sapphire eyes troubled. "The humans are always looking for an excuse to fear and hate us."

Piotr placed a comforting hand on his sister's shoulder, "We have faced adversity before, Illyana. We will weather this storm as we have all the others, together."

Tyson gathered his thoughts. "In my show, I tell Spider-Man's story. But I'd like to start including some mutant stories as well. Give people a glimpse into our world, help them see us as individuals, not just powers." He looked around at the group, "If any of you are interested in sharing your stories, I'd be honored to tell them. We can split the profits from the ticket sales, of course."

Illyana asked, "Why not tell your own story, Tyson? I'm sure it's far more interesting than any of ours."

Tyson chuckled, shaking his head. "I've considered it, but I'd have to leave out so much. As far as the world knows, I'm just an illusionist. Can't go giving away all my secrets now, can I?" His expression turned serious once more. "But if any of you want your story told, I'd hide any vulnerabilities, and focus on the person behind the powers. I want to change the narrative, make people see the human side of us."

Logan grunted in approval. "You know my story better than I do, kid. Feel free to use it if you think it'll help the cause. Just leave out the bits about the birthday beatdowns, eh?"

Tyson grinned, sketching a mock salute. "You got it, old man. Your sordid past is safe with me."

A flicker of discomfort crossed Illyana's features. "I'm sorry, Tyson. I'm not ready for my story to be told. Not yet." She wrapped her arms around herself as if warding off a chill despite the warm breeze.

Tyson's expression softened, and he reached out to take her hand, "Hey, it's okay. Your story isn't nearly written yet. There's still so much more to come, so much more for you." He pulled her close, pressing a gentle kiss to her forehead. "Whenever you're ready, I'll be here to help you tell it. But until then, you just keep writing it."

Piotr cleared his throat, "As touching as this moment is, perhaps we should continue it inside? I believe Jubilee is rallying the troops to create an impromptu birthday celebration, and it would be a shame to keep the others waiting."

Logan chuckled, clapping the metal giant on the back. "Aye, Petey's right. Let's head in and get this party started."

Tyson hesitated, uncertainty flickering across his features. "Sorry guys, I'm not ready to head back into the institute yet," he said apologetically.

Logan clapped him on the back. "I get it kid, I'll see you soon. Try to stay out of trouble."

Tyson laughed, ruefully. "You know how that goes."

Logan grunted in wry acknowledgment. Illyana commented dryly, "He's a trouble magnet."

Tyson shot the blonde mutant a sheepish look before turning back to Logan. "Happy birthday man," he said sincerely. Logan nodded.

Illyana shared a quick hug goodbye with her brother Colossus. The other mutants turned and walked back toward the institute. Tyson raised his hand and with a flick of his wrist, used the sling ring to open a glowing portal back to his suite.

"Lyana?" she asked, unprompted.

"It took me months, but I finally figured out a nickname for you," Tyson said as they stepped through the portal.

Illyana looked pleased. "You thought about me that much? I like it." The portal closed behind them, leaving the two alone together in Tyson's living room.

            
