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Book One


WEAPON X


by Marc Cerasini




1


PROPHECY


RAIN. Gouging thin canals through soiled windowpanes. Night. Bending from black to phosphorescent green. A sickening hue, like alien pus.


Liquid all around me. But not drowning.


Neon hummed beyond the glass. Twisted tubes. Huge letters spelling out a single word etched in blue-white light: PROPHECY.


The word seemed apocalyptic. No. That isn’t right. It was part of the apocalypse. Some drunken bum down the hall had clued him in.


“The apocalypse is coming”—that’s what the geezer said. “When all the secrets will be exposed.”


No more secrets, no more running.


“Hell is comin’…”


That’s what he said. He spit when he said it, too. Then the old guy just stopped breathing.


Air. No air here. But breathing still.


It happened a lot at the Prophecy. Old guys. And not so old. Keeling over. Dropping dead.


Trapped inside. Like floating in a coffin. But not dead. Not yet…


The water from the sky was as old as the earth. Logan watched it fall. The same water. Billions of years. Over and over. Fish crawled out of it. Man crawled out of it, too.


Then I crawled out.


Trapped inside. Liquid all around. A vile chemical. But not water…


Dinosaurs fed on plants, drank from lakes. This rain was part of those lakes. The wells of villages. Warriors, barbarians, samurai. The water they drank went up and came down. The same water. Trapped in a cycle.


Everything, even the earth, has its limits.


A shock of lightning scratched the night. Logan’s eyes shined through the glass—feral-sharp, scanning streets lit by shards of bone-white brilliance.


Another strike, a tree split. The energy sundered it. Like a warning of things to come.


“Storm’s comin’, and it’s a big one. The big one. The one I’ve been looking out for.”


The road. He remembered the road. The cold steered the wheel. Black woods at night. The far north. Endless wilderness. Soon he’d be back. Soon he’d be home.


Beyond the glass now: wet concrete, rusty Dumpsters, graffiti-scarred alleys, haunting tenements, emptiness. They haven’t found me. Not yet.


Logan turned from the window, crossed the stained brown carpet. The room was as small as a cage, empty bottles like stalagmites spiking the floor, spiking his brain.


A week-old newspaper ripped under his booted foot, meaningless events. Day after day. He collapsed on a couch, spring-cushioned by a tabloid spread over it. His massive fist tightened, crumpling the newsprint, hurling the ink-black words at the blank TV.


Useless headlines. Day after day after day.


Nearby, a Seagram’s bottle, shimmering with many promises. Half-empty. No. Half-full. He poured a healthy swallow into a glass, always grateful.


Ripples of electricity scratched the night.


Searing bolts stab his brain.


Logan winced in shock, retching as a salty trickle rolled down his throat. Then the pain vanished, leaving only the coppery taste of blood—a familiar tang. He touched his throbbing temple, but found no stain. Only beads of salty sweat moistened his fingertips.


He swallowed again, and the metallic sting was gone, too. Were his senses off? Or was the alcohol awakening demons of past mayhem, forgotten violence?


Forgotten…


“The apocalypse is here. Time to write home, to make peace with somebody—”


Peace? With whom?


He remembered the saloon, a dozen milling bodies. The usual fog of burning tar. The air had felt frozen. But his muscles, beneath the flannel, had been warm enough. He’d lined up the bottles on the bar in front of him, green pickets. Glass pillars. His fortress.


Time to write home.


“Dear Ma—ya goat-headed, misshapen, walleyed witch. Got some news for ya. The secret is out! Signed: yer son with the hairy paws.”


As if he knew who his mother was. Everybody’s got one, right? Or two, maybe. Secrets, that is. Logan had a doozy. A serious mother lode. Hard hiding it sometimes. But he got by.


Another shot of whiskey straight from the bottle. But no oblivion. Not even a rush, until he noted its absence. Then the sensation arrived as if he’d conjured it. He sucked his cigar.


Gagging. Tissue rips. A ravaged throat.


Maybe the apocalypse has already begun.


This place where he was hiding, this Prophecy, it was a tenement transformed by the faithful into a refuge for fallen Christians. He’d been a Christian once, a long time ago. He still remembered enough of the lingo to lie his way through the door. It was a dump, of course. But it was free—for the fallen. So he’d qualified.


Warm whiskey dribbled past Logan’s wiry, raven-black chin stubble, onto his sweat-stained T-shirt.


Choking. Then a voice. But who?


“Enough of the stuff to stun an elephant…”


Alcohol alters the flow of electrolyte ions through brain cells. He remembered reading that somewhere—part of his black ops training, maybe. Whiskey slows the speed at which neurons fire.


“But I’m not drunk. And I want to be… I need to be…”


Alcohol suppresses the production of a hormone that keeps the body’s fluid reserves in balance. Without that hormone, kidneys begin to steal water from other organs…


“Steal water?”


The storm continued to rage, intensifying.


The rain continued to pound on the windows.


Liquid all around. But not drowning.


The brain shrinks as a result.


Logan snatched the bottle again and spilled the dregs into the bottom of his glass. But he paused before shooting it back. Cradling the drink in his heavy fist, Logan slumped into the battered couch.


Violent images flowed over him. A dispute he’d had with a nickel-and-dime crime boss. The idiotic bravado.


“Stupid. He should have known better…”


It happened after he’d become an outcast again. This time he’d been booted from a secret branch of the Canadian Intelligence Service. The infraction had been trivial compared to the heinous acts he’d performed in the line of duty. But Logan sensed his peers were happy to rid themselves of the enigma in their midst.


Secrets. I had plenty. More than any man should bear.


Not long after, Logan found work. His reputation became a two-edged sword. An unending line of young punks or fading old-timers always there to challenge him. But that meant jobs were easy to come by.


This time around, it had been Logan’s “associates” who’d executed the double cross.


That day, Logan recalled, had gotten off to a bad start. He resented the trip to the gunrunner’s garage to collect his cut of the profits. But when he saw the sneer on St. Exeter’s face, Logan knew things were about to get much worse.


The gunrunner leaned against a crate of fragmentation grenades, his cashmere sweater, Prada pants, and Gucci loafers incongruous in the junkyard setting.


“I didn’t think you’d have the guts to show up here, Logan. Not after your connection failed to deliver the goods.”


St. Exeter pushed back his hair with a delicate, manicured hand.


Logan met the man’s cool gaze. “You’re spewing crap, René. I know for a fact that those air-to-airs are already in the pipeline to your ‘clients’ in Latin America.”


“Perhaps. But the weapons were of… inferior quality.”


“The Pentagon would be surprised to learn that, considering they were all state-of-the-art Stinger missiles.”


As Logan spoke, two of St. Exeter’s bodyguards entered the garage behind him. Two more, in greasy coveralls, climbed out of a repair pit to flank him.


Half smile in place, René stared at Logan with eyes like black empty holes.


“You’re not gonna pay,” said Logan. It was not a question.


Suddenly, the grease monkey on Logan’s left pulled a wrench out of his stained coveralls.


Stupid.


Logan hit the man with enough force to drive his jawbone into his brain. A grunt, and the mechanic crumpled. Logan snatched the tool from his dead hand before the man struck the ground.


Dodging a bullet fired at point-blank range, Logan spun and hurled the wrench at the man who’d pulled the trigger.


A crunch of bone, a splash of red, and the shooter’s head jerked back. As he fell, his Magnum dropped at Logan’s feet.


Logan ducked a wild shot, then snapped up the weapon. He fired without aiming—a lucky shot. The bullet clipped the second bodyguard’s throat. Gurgling, he fell to his knees, clutching at his neck in a widening pool on the concrete floor.


Finally, Logan’s luck ran out. The last of René’s bodyguards charged, in an attempt to push Logan into the repair pit. The pair fell in together. At the bottom of the deep concrete well, both scrambled to their feet. A shadow fell over them. Logan looked up in time to see St. Exeter toss an object into the hole.


“Catch, mon ami.”


Logan snatched the grenade out of the air. When the bodyguard saw it, he lunged for the ladder.


“Where you goin’?” Logan grabbed the man by his collar, spun him around, and jammed the grenade into his gut.


Wheezing, the bodyguard folded around the explosive and Logan released it, then dove for the opposite end of the pit. Heat and gore washed over Logan as the muffled blast slammed him against the concrete wall.


Bleeding from a patchwork of wounds, Logan crawled out of the pit that had become the bodyguard’s grave, only to discover that René St. Exeter had fled the scene.


Logan caught up with him a few days later, on a public street in the heart of Montreal. The final confrontation occurred amid a dozen gawking witnesses, but Logan didn’t care.


Some things, like payback, were too damn important to delay.


Even after the rage had passed, Logan felt no regret—only anger that he was forced to move on. Later that same night, he planned to hop a freight. His destination: the Yukon. As far north as Logan could go, to the very edge of civilization. He’d leave behind everything—a Lotus-Seven, some worthless possessions, his past.


With a bit of luck, Logan could start over.


Start over? “


Good place to start over, eh?”


The voice—familiar—came from years past. Back when Logan was still with the Defense Ministry. Back when he operated out of the Ottawa branch of the CIS.


Logan had been hunched in a corner, honing his blade, when the stranger approached. He’d looked up long enough to see past the big man’s proffered hand, to the name tag tacked onto his broad chest: N. Langram.


The screech of metal on tortured metal resumed as Logan sharpened the edge of his K-bar knife.


The sandy-haired man reluctantly withdrew his hand, then slumped down on a weight bench across from Logan’s.


The training area was empty but for them. Minutes before, they’d been told that their training had ended, that their first assignment was at hand.


“I think it’s a great place to begin again… the CIS, I mean,” continued N. Langram. “I’ve been to a lot of places, done a lot of things, legal and illegal, and I’m happy to forget my past and bury it forever.”


Langram slapped his knees. “To my surprise, after all my mischief, the Defense Ministry and the CIS decided to let bygones be bygones and offer me a second chance.”


“Good for you,” said Logan.


“I figure they’ve done the same for you, eh?”


Logan fingered the tip of the blade. A drop of blood dewed his fingertip. He tasted it.


“My name’s Langram… friends call me Neil.” This time, the man didn’t offer his hand.


“Logan.”


“Quiet one, eh?”


Logan spun the knife and plunged it into the scabbard. Then he crossed his arms and stared into the distance.


“I’ve been wondering why they paired us. You and me. We’re strangers and we’ve never even trained together. So I’m trying to figure out the angles…”


“What have you deduced, Langram?”


Missing Logan’s sarcasm, Langram tried to answer the question.


“Odd parameters for this mission, don’t you think?” he began. “I mean, why not a simple HALO jump? The CDM has hundreds of soldiers who’ve trained for High Altitude Low Opening insertions, and hundreds more qualified for reconnaissance infiltration of hostile territory. Which means they don’t need either of us. We’d be considered overqualified for this mission, except that the men in charge decided to do a few things the hard way.”


“Like?”


“You have to admit that there aren’t too many operatives in the CIS—or even the CDM—who are proficient in the use of the HAWK harness,” said Langram.


The HAWK, or High Altitude Wing Kite, was a specialized piece of “personal aerodynamic hardware” developed for use by the Strategic Hazard Intervention Espionage Logistics Division—and S.H.I.E.L.D. didn’t give lessons on how to use their high-tech flying suits to just any soldier.


“Maybe the top brass thinks the HAWK is the best means of insertion,” said Logan. “With a HAWK we can control our own speed and angle of descent, and when and where we land. And we can fight back—even while we’re airborne—if it becomes necessary.”


Langram nodded, conceding Logan’s points. “I know all that. I’ve used the HAWK before. And so, apparently, have you, Mr. Logan.”


“Your point?”


“Maybe you and I crawled through the same mud,” said Langram. “Or maybe we just have some of the same friends… and enemies.”


Logan sat in silence.


“Secretive one, too, eh?”


Secrets. I’ve got plenty. Too many for me to handle sometimes.


“That’s okay, Logan. I won’t pry.”


“You already have.”


Langram refused to take offense, and they sat in uneasy silence for what seemed like a long time.


“I know the geography pretty well,” Langram said at last. “The Korean Peninsula, I mean. And the area where we’re going, too.”


“Nice place?”


“If North Korea is a prison, then the region around Sook Reservoir is solitary confinement, a cell on death row, and the gallows all rolled up into one ugly bastard of a package.”


Logan shrugged. “Sounds delightful.”


Langram studied the other man. Logan avoided his gaze.


“So that’s my expertise,” Langram said. “And since you don’t appear to be a nuclear weapons specialist, I figure you know either the local lingo or something about the guys we’re chasing.”


“Right so far.”


“And since you are very skilled with a blade, and you ain’t Korean, I have to assume you know plenty about Hideki Musaki and all his Yakuza thugs, and about the weapons-grade plutonium they hijacked on its way to that top secret government laboratory up north—the one processing weapons of terror.”


Logan nodded once. “I know Hideki Musaki… personally. But we’re not tight.”


Langram smiled for the first time since their meeting. “So you’ve wandered the Far East, eh? Somehow I knew it. Seeing you reminded me of a place… a dive called Cracklin’ Rosa’s. And a man, too. A fellow known in those parts as Patch. He had a proclivity for the blade… just like you.”


Again, Logan did not reply.


Langram glanced at his watch, then stood.


“Got to go, Logan,” he said. “But we’ll be seeing each other a lot in the coming days. In the meantime, remember what I said about the CIS being a good place to start over. To ditch your past if you want to… not many get a second chance.”


Langram turned to go.


“Hey, Langram.”


This time, Logan was on his feet and facing him.


“I’ll watch your back if you’ll watch mine. And when this mission’s over, if we’re both still alive, I’ll buy you a drink…”


Another drink. And another. But never enough to bring release. Wait. What was I thinking about?


Like wisps of mist, the memories of that first meeting with Neil Langram slipped away.


Reduced by a creeping amnesia to dazedly pondering the drink in his hand, Logan watched as the whiskey morphed from clear brown to cloudy green.


Nauseated, he looked away.


On the other side of the window, the word PROPHECY glowed with ghastly phosphorescence. An acrid, chemical stench assailed his nostrils, and battered couch springs dug into his flesh. But despite his physical discomfort, Logan’s head lolled and his eyes closed.


Sleep came, but Logan’s dreams were no different than his waking life. He longed for escape while he continued to run, his legs pumping on a perpetual incline, stretching farther and farther into the future. At the top was the humming neon of the Prophecy sign, waiting there, waiting for him.


Suddenly awake, Logan bolted upright, crushing the glass in his grip. Thick red blood pooled in his palm, but he felt no pain.


Logan staggered to his feet, impatient now to flee, to escape before the apocalypse swallowed him up.


He tugged the flannel shirt over his wide shoulders. He pondered the predictability of his nightmares. Visions of pain and bones and spikes. Of vile stench and horror. And of dagger hands…


Searching for the keys to his car, Logan rummaged through a pile of yellowing newspapers. He noticed a headline on a grease-stained tabloid:


MERCY KILLER “QUACK” ELUDES FBI.


Under the headline, next to the story, a grainy black-and-white image. The photograph of a portly, bearded man with a bland, unremarkable face.


The picture and the headline vaguely troubled Logan, but he didn’t know why. When he tried to snatch the memory threads to connect them, they dissolved like streams of vapor in his increasingly clouded mind.


Lightning cracked the sky, split another tree.


Another warning.


Storm’s comin’, and it’s a big one. The big one. The one I’ve been looking out for.


Logan pocketed his money and his keys. He left the Prophecy without a backward glance. His last memory: the neon sign blinking steadily in the rain.


Suddenly, Logan was sitting on a bar stool, hunched over a stained counter of a dingy gin mill. Outside, through filthy plate glass, the rain had stopped. A blanket of dirty snow covered the broken streets and sidewalks.


When did it snow?


Hands shaking, Logan reached for the bottle at his arm. He swallowed, wondering if all the booze had finally caught up with him and induced some kind of mental blackout.


Logan had no memory of the drive, yet through the big window he could see his Lotus-Seven parked in the lot.


Did he drive through rain, then snow? Had hours passed? Or days? Had he missed the freight train… and with it his only chance to escape?


For the first time in Logan’s memory, panic welled up inside of him. Another swallow of whiskey took care of it, but left confusion in its wake.


Logan regained a certain measure of control by observing his surroundings—the bartender calmly washing glasses while watching a muted television tuned to a soccer game. Another man seated at the opposite end of the bar, drinking quietly. Logan sniffed the air, and his nose curled at the smell of rank booze and stale tobacco.


Tubes like worms. Boring their way into his ears, nose, his mouth, his brain.


Outside, a lone traffic signal switched from green to yellow to red and back again. There were no pedestrians on the sidewalks, and the clock on the snow-covered steeple down the block was running backward.


We travel into the future every second we live, but no one can go back in time, according to Einstein. Which proved the old geezer wasn’t so smart after all.


In the shadows, under the dartboard, Logan spied three men with long coats and sunglasses, hats pulled down over their faces, drinks untouched in front of them. They sat at the edge of darkness. Waiting. Watching.


Time to go…


Logan rose, tossed a wad of bills on the bar, and headed for the door. The shadow men ignored him… or seemed to. Their inaction gave Logan hope, but not much.


Outside, his heavy boots crunched the icy snow.


Boots. Like a soldier’s. Like mine. I was a soldier once. No, twice. I fought in two wars. Both of them a long time ago.


Logan looked down to find his boots gone, his feet no longer clad in hard leather, but swathed in soft moccasins. There was still snow. Everywhere. But this covering was pristine and virgin white. The reflective snow of his youth. It coated trees and blanketed rocks. It shimmered with frost under a pale winter sun.


The tavern, the parking lot, the shadow men had disappeared. Logan padded alone through a silent mountain forest.


Home? Could I be home already?


Hoarfrost crunched under the balls of his feet. The chill seeped bone-deep into Logan’s wiry, teenaged frame. But despite the frigid air, the darkening sky, the deepening snow, Logan slogged ahead.


It was the burning rage that pushed him, maddened him—an unreasoning need for vengeance that drove Logan farther and farther into the wilderness.


Through calf-deep snow, Logan followed the spoor, moving quickly in a painful effort to catch up to his elusive quarry. Numb fingers clutched his father’s long knife, ready to strike, ready to stab, to rend.


Eager to kill.


At a rocky precipice cleared of snow by the relentless wind, the footprints Logan had tracked ended abruptly. Frustrated, Logan scanned the forest, then sniffed the air, hoping to locate his prey by scent alone.


Harsh winds stung Logan’s face—a face raw from the bitter cold and bruised from the beating he’d received at the hands of Victor Creed, the bully known to the local settlers of this region by his Blackfoot Indian name, Sabretooth.


I know Creed hates me. But I don’t know why. More secrets, deeper and darker than the forest around me.


Sabretooth had turned up at the door of Logan’s log cabin hours—or was it days?—before, just as he had every year around this same time. There was neither rhyme nor reason to Creed’s visits—only that they always occurred when Logan was alone.


Logan had walked beyond the boundaries of his father’s homestead, inside the tree line where he gathered firewood for the cold days and nights ahead. He was alone again. His father had been gone for weeks, fur-trapping up north.


To guard his son, his meager possessions, and the precious furs he’d gathered during trapping season, the elder Logan had left behind his hunting knife and a fierce husky named Razor.


Returning with a heavy bundle of dry timber, Logan had heard Razor’s frenzied barks and angry howls, muffled by distance, by snow and by trees. He’d tossed the firewood aside and hurried back to the cabin as fast as he could run.


He found Razor’s blood and brains staining the snow, and the Blackfoot helping himself to the pelts Logan’s father had left to dry under the winter sun.


Through tears of rage, Logan stared down at the murdered animal while Creed’s taunts battered his ears. Then, with the savage cry of an enraged beast, Logan hurled himself at his tormentor, to land on the man’s back. Logan clawed at Creed’s face and tore at his throat with his teeth.


With a fierce growl of his own, Sabretooth dashed Logan to the frozen ground.


Stunned, he sprawled in the snow next to his dog’s stiffening corpse. As he fought for consciousness, Logan saw the Indian loom over him. Heard the man’s stinging laughter ringing in his ears. Felt the torrent of kicks and blows that rained down on him.


Finally, the blackness rose and swallowed him up.


Much later, Logan bolted upright, his body numb from the cold. The sun had crossed the sky, the day fading. Logan’s memory returned, and with it a murderous rage.


Racing to the cabin, Logan snatched the hunting knife from its place over the mantle. Without regard for the elements or the waning daylight, Logan set off, determined to hunt down Sabretooth and end his enemy’s existence once and for all.


Within the first hour, Logan lost Creed’s trail, then picked it up again. Now the Blackfoot’s spoor was mixed with another’s. A bear’s. A large one, by the size of the prints. Like Creed, the animal was moving up a crude mountain trail toward higher ground.


Minutes later, as Logan nearly crested a hill, a dark figure rose up from behind a boulder. The grizzly roared a challenge, and Logan reared back in surprise.


Lumbering forward on its short hind legs, the mammoth grizzly towered over him. The animal weighed at least four hundred pounds. When it roared again, hot spittle splashed Logan’s cheek. The creature’s steaming breath rolled over him.


For a moment, Logan felt paralyzed. Then he raised his knife and let loose with a howl of his own. Moving forward, the blade slashing back and forth, Logan prepared to face the creature’s massive onslaught.


The bold, unexpected move startled the bear. The beast halted, eyes wide, ears twitching—just out of the blade’s reach.


Legs braced, Logan prepared to charge. His rage clawed his heart and he longed to slash and stab this creature—any creature. Nothing could threaten him.


Time seemed suspended as man and beast eyeballed each other very cautiously and carefully.


Then, from somewhere behind the grizzly, Logan heard a snort, followed by a terrified bleat. In the back of the looming grizzly, Logan spied four black eyes peering at him from under a tangle of low, snow-laden pine branches.


Black fur rippling, brown snouts wet and steaming, the frightened cubs emerged from cover, only to cower behind their mother.


Seeing the helpless pups, Logan lowered his blade. With wary eyes locked on the angry grizzly, he took a single step back, then another.


The bear snorted, her fur bristling, as Logan continued his careful retreat. Even in his harsh world, Logan believed that not everything that was a threat should be destroyed.


“Go in peace. You are not my enemy and I am not yours,” Logan whispered softly as he continued to walk backward, down the trail.


The bear sensed Logan’s intent. She dropped on all fours, then turned her quivering back on the human.


Slapping the cubs with her front paws to move them along, the grizzly plunged between the snow-covered trees.


Logan watched the creature retreat, her hide dusted with snow, two cubs scurrying at her feet. When the bear had moved out of sight, Logan closed his eyes and leaned against a tree, heart racing from the aftershock of the unexpected encounter.


When he opened them again, Logan found himself outside the tavern, in the middle of the snow-covered parking lot.


The night had grown much colder—unseasonably cold, unless Logan had lost weeks or months since his time at the Prophecy, instead of mere hours.


But he had no time to worry about that now. Not with the shadow men so close…


With a stab of relief, Logan spied his Lotus-Seven. The top was down—absurd in this weather, even for someone who did not feel heat or cold like everyone else.


Logan found his keys and slid behind the wheel.


The throbbing roar of the engine reassured him. But before Logan could throw the vehicle into gear, figures emerged from the darkness. Then a man spoke.


“Mr. Logan?”


Logan looked up just as something hard, cold, and sharp struck his shoulder, stabbed through muscle and ribs, and pierced his lung.


A hot gorge closed his throat. Wheezing, Logan struggled to rise, as toxins surged through his body, sapping his strength, bringing his mind to a standstill.


Helpless as a dishrag, Logan was dragged from the car. He lashed out—only to be pummeled to the cold ground by vicious, unseen fists. With the last of his waning strength, Logan fought back. But as the powerful tranquilizer took effect, the dark and the pain devoured him.


Just before consciousness slipped away, Logan felt an odd sense of relief. There was nothing more he could do now. Days of running and nights of hiding were over. Escape was no longer possible.


The apocalypse has begun.
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THE HIVE


BEHIND angular eyeglasses that gleamed in the dim light, the Professor watched the medical team labor over their patient.


A dozen physicians and specialists crowded around a naked figure cocooned behind the thick walls of a translucent tank. Inside the Plexiglas coffin, “Subject X” floated in a greenish chemical soup comprised of interferon-laced plasma, molecular proteins, and cellular nutrients, along with a kind of synthetic embryonic fluid of the Professor’s own devise.


A few ounces of that murky liquid were more valuable than those technicians could ever imagine. Worth more than the average North American skyscraper—and far more to the elite few who actually understood its purpose.


The Professor’s thought was interrupted by a flashing light on his console. The team leader was informing him that the delicate preparatory process was nearing completion.


Like Subject X’s airtight coffin, the Professor’s own chamber was hermetically sealed—an electronic realm of steel and glass, fiberglass cables and silicon chips. Inside this chamber, computers purred and processors hummed. Polished adamantium steel walls dully reflected scrolling streams of data on flickering monitors and banks of high-definition TV screens.


The Professor’s rail-thin body sat erect and motionless on his ergonomic throne, his pale flesh stretched taut over prominent cheekbones. Coolly, he appraised the medical procedures as they played in real time on a large central monitor.


A rare smile curled his lips as he observed the team’s progress. Despite wearing somewhat restrictive environmental hazard suits, cumbersome helmets, and bulky air-scrubbers, the medical staff performed their assigned duties quickly and efficiently—so efficiently that Subject X would be ready for the first experiment tomorrow, well ahead of the original schedule.


The preliminary work had gone splendidly, the Professor decided, and his staff had performed with exemplary efficiency.


And why not? Had he not trained them himself, demanded the highest degree of professionalism, commitment, and self-sacrifice from every last one of them?


The Professor touched a button. On a different level of the compound, a blinking light alerted a second medical team that their skills would soon be needed. He manipulated everything that went on inside the immense research facility from this command-and-control center. Via constant digital recordings, the Professor knew of every action, every sound that transpired within its walls.


Billions of bits of data traveled to the Professor through hundreds of miles of fiber-optic cables—an information network that snaked its way through every room, every vent, every wall.


Poised like a spider in a technological web, the Professor surveyed his domain from the center of the vast complex. From behind sealed doors and coded locks, he could access any accumulated data, observe any experiment, and issue commands with the flick of a switch or the utterance of a spoken order.


What interested him now, of course, was Subject X.


Through the monitor, the Professor viewed the arrival of the second medical team. With a hiss, a pressurized door opened, and the group moved in to replace the preparatory staff. The members of this new team were clad in the same bulky environmental suits, not to protect them, but to shield Subject X from the threat of contamination—a necessary precaution.


The task of this second team was to fit Subject X with a variety of biological probes designed to monitor bodily functions, along with hollow injection tubes sheathed in Teflon. These tubes were crucial to the success of the adamantium bonding process.


The Professor’s long-fingered hands—the hands of an aesthete, he liked to think—played lightly across a custom-made ergonomic keyboard only he could decipher. Abruptly, the ubiquitous whir of air-scrubbers and the constant hiss of the climate-control systems were drowned out by snatches of conversation and ambient sounds transmitted from the medical lab.


Scrolling data vanished from the supplemental view screens, to be replaced by images of men in protective suits crowding around the simmering, transparent coffin.


Dr. Hendry, the team leader—his environmental hazard suit marked with a broad green stripe to signify his status—studied Subject X through the opaque fluid.


“Who shaved the patient?”


At Hendry’s side, a man raised his hand. “I did.”


“What did you use, poultry shears?”


“What?”


“Look at the man.” He pointed to the lone figure in the clear, rectangular tank.


Behind his faceplate, the other man seemed perplexed. “That’s really weird. I shaved him twenty minutes ago, and he was as smooth as a billiard ball…”


“Could have used a haircut, too,” observed another member of the team.


The physicians and specialists took their positions around the Plexiglas, gazing mutely at the figure inside. The pale pink male form was swathed in bubbles. His raven black hair drifted around his head like a storm cloud.


A flexible steel breathing tube looped down from a wheezing respirator to a mask that completely covered the subject’s nose and mouth. This technological umbilical cord also contained various sensors, tubes that supplied nutrients, and needles to administer drugs, if necessary.


The silence was broken at last by a trundling medical cart pushed by a nurse clad in the same bulky gear worn by the others. On the cart’s antiseptic surface sat an array of surgical probes resembling medieval torture devices more than any modern medical implement. Each gleaming probe was comprised of a hollow, razor-sharp stainless steel spike—some as long as six inches, others as short as an inch. A long, flexible tube was attached to each spike’s base, along with wires to channel biological information to various monitoring devices.


Many of these probes would be used to measure and evaluate the subject’s mundane bodily functions—heart rate, blood pressure, basal metabolism, body temperature, electrolyte balance, respiration, hormonal activity, digestion and elimination, and brain functions. Others would be used for more arcane purposes.


As the Professor remotely observed the procedure, the team leader began to attach the first probe. Reaching into the simmering stew, Dr. Hendry plunged a slender four-inch spike directly into the brain of Subject X through a hole drilled into the cranium above the left eye.


A flurry of movement erupted inside the tank. The medical team was taken by surprise when the subject jerked once, then opened his eyes and stared up at them, seemingly aware.


“Back away from the subject,” Dr. Hendry commanded, even as he stood his ground.


The subject’s eyes appeared focused and alert, though the pupils were dilated. Subject X tried to speak as well, but the sounds he made were muffled and incomprehensible behind the bubbling respirator and whirring machinery.


“The goddamn tranquilizer is wearing off.” The neurologist’s tone was critical.


“We pumped enough into him to stun an elephant!” said the anesthesiologist defensively.


“I can’t believe it, either, but look at his brain wave patterns.”


The neurologist stepped aside to display the encephalograph’s readout to the rest of the team.


“You’re right.” The anesthesiologist could hardly believe it. He had never seen anything like it. “The subject’s still in a fugue state, but he’s regaining consciousness—despite the sedatives.”


“Okay, I want Thorazine. Four hundred and fifty CCs. Stat.” Dr. Hendry extended his hand for the hypodermic gun.


His surgical assistant lifted the injector, loaded a plastic vial of the powerful drug into the device, then hesitated.


“Are you sure about the dosage?” the assistant asked weakly. “Thorazine is going to mess up his brain functions something awful, and 450 CCs…”


The timid voice trailed off, but the meaning was clear. The serum could kill the subject.


Dr. Hendry gazed through his faceplate at the ghostly silhouette thrashing inside the coffin-shaped tank. The subject’s chest was heaving, his jaw moving behind the breathing mask.


“If he comes around, he’s going to mess us up something awful,” Dr. Hendry replied.


“But that’s a huge dose—enough to finish him, maybe…” The anesthesiologist’s voice wasn’t as weak as the assistant’s, but it faded, too. He’d felt obligated to say it, though he knew it didn’t matter. Not with Hendry in charge.


Watching from his sealed chamber, the Professor grunted in irritation and keyed the intercom. When he spoke, his sharp tone thundered inside the medical lab as well as the team’s environmental hazard helmets.


“Administer the Thorazine at once. In the dose Dr. Hendry prescribed. The patient must not awaken. Not again.”


Hendry snatched the hypodermic gun away from his assistant and plunged the injector into the churning tank. The hypodermic hissed, and Subject X tensed as a violent spasm wracked his thick frame. Soon, however, the subject’s eyes closed and his respiration and heart rate slowed.


“He’s out,” said the neurologist.


“Blood pressure normal. Heart rate normal. Breathing is shallow, but the respirator will force sufficient oxygen into his lungs,” the anesthesiologist noted with relief.


Inside the helmet, Dr. Hendry tried to shake the perspiration out of his eyes. “For a second there, I thought we were going to have to release the cyanide.”


“Then we’d know how good these hazard suits really are,” someone quipped.


The attempt at humor broke the tension of the moment, but the laughter was forced.


“Continue the procedure,” the Professor’s voice commanded.


Dr. Hendry lifted his eyes to the ceiling as if searching for the invisible cameras that recorded every step of the delicate process. After his assistant slapped a long probe into his gloved hand, Hendry reached into the boiling mixture and plunged the needle-sharp skewer directly into the subject’s abdominal cavity.


Again, Subject X tensed as tremors rocked his muscular frame.


The Professor keyed his intercom. “There’s been another spike in brain wave functions,” he said, observing the data on his private touchscreen monitors.


This time, Hendry backed away from the tank with the rest. “What should we do, Professor?”


“I want you to use the biodampeners to inhibit Subject X’s brain functions…”


The anesthesiologist spoke up again. “But Professor, we’ve already administered enough Thorazine to—”


“—stun an elephant, yes. But the sedative does not seem to be effective,” the Professor murmured. “As you can plainly see, Subject X is hardly… placid.”


Hendry signaled another member of his team. The man stepped forward, cranial probes in hand. The rest of the staff retreated to allow the specialist enough room to work. But before he attached the probes, the psychiatrist spoke.


“If you wish, we can activate the Reifying Encephalographic Monitor. Interface with the brain should be very simple while the subject is unconscious…”


“That won’t be necessary,” the Professor replied. “The dampeners will suffice, for now.”


The psychiatrist accepted the answer without argument and went to work.


“Will you be joining us in the medical lab, sir?” Hendry asked.


“Shortly, Dr. Hendry. Shortly…”


Within a few minutes, all the cranial probes were in place and the devices activated. The readouts indicated that the biodampeners—tiny devices that emitted low-level electromagnetic waves to short circuit brain activity—had done the trick. Subject X would not awaken now. Not until they wished it.


“You may proceed,” said the Professor.


Satisfied that the preparatory procedures were at last back on track, the Professor switched off the audio feed, though he allowed the video images to continue to play across the monitors.


As he shifted in his chair, the Professor’s arm accidentally brushed a bulging personnel file, which sent a stack of yellowed newspaper clippings fanning across his desk.


MERCY KILLER “QUACK” ELUDES FBI, read the sensational headline emblazoned across one clipping. Next to the headline, a grainy black-and-white photograph displayed a bearded man with a round, almost cherubic face. The caption read:


DR. ABRAHAM B. CORNELIUS NOW A FUGITIVE FROM JUSTICE.


With a weary sigh, the Professor stuffed the clippings back into the file and set them aside. Keying a recording device built into the console, he began to dictate in a slow, clear voice.


“This is a memo to the attention of Director X. Date, current… I have met with Dr. Cornelius at the designated location…”


Designated location? The Professor found himself musing. A ridiculous euphemism for the sinkhole of urban blight where the fugitive scientist had fled in an effort to avoid capture, imprisonment, and perhaps execution.


“The meeting was cordial…”


If one can call the threat of blackmail cordial.


“… and Dr. Cornelius expressed an interest in our project and its ambitious goals…”


In truth, Cornelius was desperate to escape punishment. In the United States, the authorities dealt harshly with murderers—especially those who’d taken the Hippocratic oath.


“Dr. Cornelius has willingly agreed to our terms for employment, and seems grateful to be of further service to the science of medicine…”


As if he had a choice.


“However, I question whether Dr. Cornelius is the optimum candidate for such a critical position in this experiment. In the past he’s demonstrated a disturbing propensity for independent thinking, as his crimes suggest.


“I also doubt his expertise will be required. There will be no tissue rejection, of that I am certain, and Dr. Hendry concurs. My bonding technique will be sufficient to sheathe Logan’s skeleton, I assure you.”


Ridiculous of the Director to equate Dr. Cornelius’s skills with my own. There is no comparison. I am an architect of the flesh, an artist, a visionary. Cornelius is merely a skilled practitioner of a single discipline. Can Director X not see the difference?


“Surely other researchers in the field of immunology are equally qualified and have much less… questionable backgrounds?”


The Professor keyed off the microphone. With a frown, he carefully reconsidered his statement and paused with a thought.


If I object too strongly, Director X will question my motives, even my loyalty. Perhaps it is better to be gracious and diplomatic, to accept this interloper as I accepted Ms. Hines. They can both be disposed of later, when their services are no longer required… In the end, only results matter.


The Professor keyed his microphone.


“Erase memo back to the word ‘employment.’”


The recorder hummed, reversing itself.


“I feel that Dr. Cornelius will be a valuable addition to this project,” the Professor continued. “His credentials are impressive…”


But he’s certainly not a genius…


“… I am sure that he will be able to assist me greatly in the coming months…”


Though I neither want nor require an assistant, no matter how qualified Director X feels this man is. Did the artist Michelangelo require an assistant to paint his vision of The Creation on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel?


“… This project is far from completion, and there is much work to be done…”


Did God require an assistant or additional help to fashion the universe? I think not.


“And, of course, Ms. Carol Hines, formerly of NASA, has also proved herself to be a valuable asset…”


The woman is acceptable, even if Director X thrust her upon me. To her credit, Ms. Hines required no additional training, and has assumed her duties immediately upon arrival.


“She comes highly trained by the National Aeronautics and Space Administration, and is proficient in the use of the REM technology—one of a few capable specialists in the world…”


Better still, the woman is malleable and easily led; the type who would provide an invaluable service and expect little in return. Best of all, she would ask no questions—the perfect drone, a worker bee. Certainly not a queen…


“Both individuals have arrived at the facility, and are settling in.”


And Dr. Cornelius had better hit the ground running, or he is less than useless to me, and to the experiment… I’m already impressed with Ms. Hines’s dedication and her considerable skills. But I shall reserve my judgment of Dr. Cornelius until I observe the man in action…


“I shall file an additional progress report of success or failure, after the adamantium bonding process is completed. Until then…”


The Professor added his cyber signature, then keyed off the microphone and slumped into his chair. His thoughts were troubled.


If only men were as predictable, as tractable as the elements.


As a scientist, the Professor knew with certainty that the molten adamantium bubbling in the vats below him would melt at a precise temperature. He also knew that the same substance would harden with the tensile strength greater than a diamond when cooled. He knew the precise composition of the resulting alloy on the molecular level. He understood how the various elements would bond and what configurations the electrons would take as they circled the atoms. Yet he could not predict with any kind of certainty how one of the lowliest animal wranglers in his facility would behave under the precise circumstances for which he’d been trained.


The Professor leaned back in his command chair and gazed, unseeing, at the flickering monitor.


Meanwhile, inside the medical lab, activities continued apace. The technicians had finished placing the probes and were draining the coffin-shaped container. The valuable fluid would be pumped into a stainless steel vat, where it would be cleansed of impurities and stored for use in subsequent procedures.


Subject X would spend the night in a carefully controlled holding tank, in an electronically induced slumber. His vital signs and brain activity—what there was of it—would be monitored by a medical staff separated from the subject by an impenetrable wall of Plexiglas. Chemical compounds, fluids, and basic nutrients would be added intravenously as needed.


On the console, another flashing light indicated that the procedure had ended. The Professor watched the medical team file out of the lab, stripping off their environmental hazard suits and mopping their sweating brows.


His console buzzed and the gray, patrician features of Dr. Hendry appeared on the central monitor.


“The probes are in place, Professor. No indication of infection. No threat of rejection. Vital signs are all quite positive.”


“Very good,” the Professor replied. But the team leader did not log off.


“More to say, Dr. Hendry?”


The man on the monitor cleared his throat. “I spoke with the new immunologist,” he said.


The Professor raised an eyebrow. “And?”


“I’m impressed by his work, but not by the man. Dr. Cornelius’s theory is sound, and he seems to have solved one of the most intractable problems of the bonding process…”


“I sense more than hesitation in your tone, Dr. Hendry. You may speak candidly.”


“He’s a common criminal,” Hendry said, agitated. “He’s violated the ethics of his profession. Can’t we utilize his work without actually employing him?”


“The procedure is experimental, much can go wrong. It’s better to have Cornelius here in case unexpected complications arise.”


“But—”


The Professor cut him off. “It’s out of my hands.”


Hendry frowned. “I… understand.”


“Very good. Carry on.”


With a touch of a button, Hendry’s face vanished, to be replaced by an endless parade of scientific data crawling across the monitor. The shift in focus pleased the Professor.


The certainties of the physical world and the comprehensible workings of advanced technology are infinitely preferable to the unpredictability of human thoughts and behavior.


Illogic and ambiguity had always troubled him, and the Professor longed to purge humankind of useless emotions and wanton desires. Control of the human mind was the key—but absolute control had never been achieved. Until the development of the Reifying Encephalographic Monitor, it had never been possible.


Until now, the limits of the REM device had not been explored, not even by its inventors. NASA used the innovative device for training purposes, or to stage virtual reality drills. But the Professor knew the machine was capable of so much more.


They call themselves scientists, yet they behave like children, playing with a loaded weapon, never realizing its potential…


“Sniveling cowards, the lot of them…” the Professor muttered.


With the REM device, mastery of the human mind was within his grasp—no thought would remain secret, no desire hidden. Every hope, dream, fear, or rage could now be monitored, controlled, measured, and evaluated. Memories could be erased, personalities altered, false recollections implanted to replace real experience.


In the Professor’s own estimation, the genesis of the technology behind the Reifying Encephalographic Monitor became a testament to the timidity, the lack of imagination, and myopia, which plagues the scientific community.


Brain Factory, a video game company in Southern California, pioneered and marketed the first, primitive REM as a novelty device. However, early product testing proved too dangerous for human subjects. The Consumer Products and Safety Administration stepped in and banned the use of REM technology for any entertainment purposes and other commercial usages.


Several researchers in the fields of psychology subsequently recognized the potential of the breakthrough technology in the treatment of mental disorders. But instead of embracing this area of study, the American Council of Concerned Psychiatrists spoke out against the REM device being used “until such time as further testing could be completed.”


Of course, no further testing would be possible without funding, and psychiatrists and academics—fearing obsolescence should the device live up to its vast potential—blocked any grants for research projects using the Reifying Encephalographic Monitor.


At that point, Brain Factory fell into bankruptcy, and made a bargain basement deal with the United States government. With a new infusion of cash, Brain Factory went on to produce It’s Clobbering Time and Fing Fang Foom—two of the hottest computer games in the world. In exchange, the Central Intelligence Agency, S.H.I.E.L.D., and the National Aeronautics and Space Administration received exclusive rights to the use of the Reifying Encephalographic Monitor for “research and training purposes.”


Though he did not know how the CIA or S.H.I.E.L.D. ultimately utilized REM technology, the Professor discovered that NASA had squandered the greatest scientific breakthrough in the history of brain research by using the REM as a teaching tool. Instead of tapping the machine’s mind control powers to exert total mastery over its astronauts and NASA researchers, they limited themselves to using the device as if it were a textbook, for simulations and training exercises.


The Professor would not be fettered by the same restraints. In the coming months, he fully intended to test the limits of the REM machine’s untapped potential on Subject X. It was not enough to transform the subject’s body. His mind must be restructured as well. The ultimate mastery of Logan became the Professor’s goal. He knew it was only a matter of time.


The Professor knew that the physical form had certain limits, vulnerabilities. Bones—even ones sheathed in adamantium steel—had limits, too. And chemically enhanced muscle and sinew could still tire or fail.


But a mind reduced to a beast-like state of consciousness—devoid of fear and doubt and desire, stripped of memory and emotion, and unfazed by the dread of personal extinction—would never waver. In its pristine purity, such a mind would experience no pain, suffer no discomfort, feel no remorse.


Burn away the chaff, rip away the superficial layers of humanity and unleash the savage, unreasoning animal that lurks behind the civilized facade of every human being.


Then I will mold that animal into Weapon X—the deadliest implement of war ever forged.


But unlike the Supreme Being who gave humanity life, I will not make the mistake of bestowing free will on my creation. Weapon X will be nothing more than a tool to do my bidding. An extension of will, yes. My own.
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THE WRANGLER


THE man pulled the leather parka snug around his neck as a chilly blast whistled through the pines. With every step, the autumn snow crunched under his boots. Rabbit tracks crisscrossed the trail, and overhead a raptor cawed as it drifted in lazy circles on the thin mountain air.


The trail he followed ended abruptly, with a five-hundred-foot drop. In the river valley below, the rushing waters churned blue-green foam and the skeletal brown trees wore an uneven dusting of white. From a distance, the snowcapped peaks of the Canadian Rockies shimmered orange and yellow in the hastening dawn.


For a long time, the man stood on the precipice and gazed at the breathtaking vista. His blue eyes shone in the morning sun, face ruddy from the cold. Sandy hair ruffled under a wool cap, obscuring a gauze bandage that covered a two-inch gash across his forehead.


Too soon, the peace of morning was shattered by an electronic chirp. The man grabbed the communicator tucked next to a holstered Colt in his belt.


“Cutler here…”


“Playtime’s over, Cut. You have to come home now.”


Cutler ignored the jibe. “What’s up?”


“Deavers wants you in his office ASAP.”


“Roger that.”


“Looks like the major’s got a job for you—”


Cutler cut him off and pocketed the communicator. He turned his back on the dawn and without a second glance, retraced his own footprints along the trail. Through tangled brush and dense pines, he noticed barbed wire and electrified fencing—the first indicator of civilization. Soon he was close enough to read the bright yellow signs posted every few yards:


NO TRESPASSING


DANGER!


The signs were printed in English and French. A few were even printed in Blackfoot Sioux, the dominant language of the Native American population in the region. No one was permitted to approach this complex. Few even knew it existed.


Cutler followed the fence until he reached a security gate, where he slipped his identity card through the magstripe reader and entered his code on the keypad. Above his head, face-recognition technology confirmed his identity while a retinal scanner photographed his right eye. Two seconds, three, and Cutler heard the beep. The gate opened.


Inside the compound, no guards were in view—only more security cameras, X-ray sensors, and magnetic scanners. As Cutler crossed a barren stretch of frozen ground, an animal stench floated down from the pens. He heard snorts and grunts, too. Mercifully, the wolves had stopped howling soon after the sun showed itself.


Hiking beyond the concrete kennels and steel cages, Cutler headed toward a modern glass-and-steel structure that dominated a low rise. The four-story building was topped by conical microwave towers and spidery satellite arrays. Beneath were five levels of steel-lined tunnels, laboratories, workrooms, and storage chambers—including a moderately sized adamantium smelting facility on the deepest level. The underground maze had been bored out of solid granite, expanding beyond the limits of the deceptively modest surface structures. So extensive was the complex that an on-site fission reactor had been installed to provide for its energy needs.


Pushing through the glass double doors, Cutler found himself flanked by an armed security team—the same men he saw every day. Per established security protocol, they checked his ID and scanned his fingerprints.


“Out for your morning constitutional?” a guard asked.


Cutler nodded.


“I think nature boy was writing poetry. Sunrise, purple mountain’s majesty, and all that crap,” said another, his tone less friendly. “Makes me wonder how the hell a guy like Cutler gets Class A security clearance in the first place.”


“Same way you did, Gulford. I won a contest.”


A few moments later, Cutler entered Major Deavers’s sparse office. The major’s back was to him. He swiveled from his computer terminal and brusquely waved toward a cushioned chair. He wore a tense look on his face.


“I’ll stand,” said Cutler.


Despite their differences in rank, neither man saluted. Technically, they were no longer in the Canadian Defense Forces, so the acknowledgement of rank was not required.


“You’re the security chief as of this morning,” Deavers told him. “At 0830, Subject X is to be moved from the holding cell on Level Three to the main laboratory.”


Cutler silently cursed.


“The subject is sedated and ready to go,” the major continued. “Anticontamination protocols are in place, so please wear your environmental hazard suit. Don’t bother with a weapon, though—Subject X is down for the count, and guns make the docs nervous.”


Deavers rose. The man was ten years older than Cutler, and a head taller, too. Salt-and-pepper hair, always cropped short. Jawline smooth as a baby’s ass. Even his khaki green coveralls, standard issue around the compound, appeared crisply pressed.


“And clean up your act, will ya, Cutler? Shave, comb your hair, take a shower. The Professor is going to be in the lab today and he likes his staff to look sharp.”


Cutler turned to go.


“One more thing,” said Deavers. “Take Agent Franks with you—”


Cutler stared for a moment. “Why do I have to break in the new guy? I’m no tour guide.”


“Because there’s no one else available,” Deavers replied. “Most of the staff is tied up with this morning’s experiment. The Professor’s ordered double security for the rest of the day, and Erdman’s still in the infirmary from that altercation in the parking lot the other night—”


“Couldn’t be helped, sir.”


“—and Hill was medivaced out of here last night. Gutted by a cougar that escaped from its cage. Docs give him a fifty-fifty chance to pull through. Either way, he won’t be back anytime soon.”


Cutler blinked. “I didn’t know.”


“Look,” Deavers said. “Agent Franks is a real bright kid. You’ll like him. He’s friendly and eager and a born volunteer. Rice just briefed him on data retrieval and security protocols, and Franks got high marks. Show him the ropes and he’ll lighten your load.”


“Is that all, sir?”


“No. Keep the new kid away from me. I can’t stomach Boy Scout types. Got too much on my plate to babysit a newb.”


“Yes, sir. That’s my job.”


Deavers turned his back on Cutler, his gaze returning to the computer screen. “Get out of here!” he barked, not looking again in Cutler’s direction.


Dismissed, Cutler showered, shaved, and hooked up with Agent Franks in the ready room. The fellow had a boyish face and wide brown eyes. He wasn’t too obvious as he checked out the cuts and bruises on Cutler’s face.


As they suited up, Franks peppered Cutler with questions.


“Is it true the guy I’m replacing was mauled by a grizzly bear?”


“Don’t worry,” Cutler replied with a slight smile. “That was a few weeks ago, before we worked all the bugs out of our animal control procedures. Now we’ve got professional animal handlers on staff, so we don’t have to deal with bears anymore—”


“Thank God.”


“—just the big cats.”


“Cats?”


Cutler’s smile widened greatly. “You know about them… lions. Tigers. Leopards… cats.”


“Cats? Bears? Who needs all these wild animals, and why?”


Cutler’s grin disappeared. “You’ll find out soon enough.”


Many minutes passed in silence as the men donned their complicated environmental hazard suits.


“Big turnover rate around here?” Franks asked at last, lifting his helmet and testing the communicator.


“They come and go,” Cutler replied. “This place has only been up and running a year, and the research they do… well, let’s just say it keeps changing direction. And like I said before, there are a lot of bugs to be worked out.”


Franks pointed to Cutler’s bruises. “So what kind of ‘bug’ ripped into you?”


* * *


FROM the very moment Cutler and his group brought Logan in, the medical team complained about “the subject’s” condition. Nobody seemed worried about Erdman, though. He was only coughing up blood from a broken rib that had pierced his lung.


Cutler and Hill had barely placed the unconscious Logan in the tank before technicians swarmed all over him. A man in a doctor’s smock shaved the subject while a vile-smelling, antibacterial immersion fluid was pumped into the decontamination tank. Then the doctors began their preliminary examination.


The chief physician appeared the most displeased. “Looks like your boys got a little enthusiastic,” said Dr. Hendry, frowning as he indicated the subject’s swollen jaw and bruised throat. He gritted his teeth in annoyance.


Major Deavers nodded. “He put up some resistance when my men brought him in last night.”


“And your thugs saw fit to rough him up, eh, Major?”


Cutler, fresh from the infirmary where his forehead had been sewn shut, worked his jaw, teeth grinding up his obscene reply.


“They had to jostle him a bit,” said Deavers, not even glancing in Cutler’s direction.


Cutler turned and left the lab. It was bad enough Hendry and Deavers saw fit to talk about him as if he hadn’t been standing right there, as if he were one of their research animals, incapable of comprehending human conversation—though he should have been used to that kind of treatment by now, especially from the academic types crawling all over the compound. But he’d be damned if he was going to stand there and listen to Hendry call him a thug.


What I am is a professional, as much of a pro as anyone else in this damn facility.


For more than a decade he’d trained to become a soldier, one of a very few highly-skilled professional warriors who possessed both a background in special operations and field experience in both spy craft and unconventional warfare. As a former member of Canada’s Joint Task Force Two, Cutler’s military and counterterrorism training had lasted longer, and been far more comprehensive, than the commonplace schooling of these degree-heavy eggheads that cluttered up Department K’s labs, cafeterias, and dormitories. And Cutler was willing to bet that his expertise was far more valuable, too. Especially these days.


Hendry and his fellow quacks wouldn’t even have their prize “Subject X” if Erdman, Hill, and I hadn’t risked our necks bringing him in. And I’d sure love to see Dr. Hendry try to take down a mark as tough as Logan without messing up a hair on the precious subject’s head.


To be fair, Erdman and Hill did more than mess up Logan’s hair. They’d almost killed him. Cutler touched the bandage on his forehead and wondered how such a routine assignment could have gone so wrong…


* * *


A simple shoot-and-snatch. “Spy school stuff,” the Major had called it. Three agents on a lone mark. “Pop him, pack him, bring him in—and don’t let any damned civilians see you do it,” he said.


They’d caught up with Logan the night before, outside a church-run dive on the edge of town. They followed him to a local gin mill and waited in the bar while their man consumed at least a fifth of whiskey in under an hour.


A lesser man would’ve been intoxicated—if not falling-down drunk. Cutler had been impressed when Logan walked a straight line across the icy parking lot without a single stumble.


As Logan climbed into his car, they made their move. Hill was handling the tranquilizer gun. Erdman and Cutler were responsible for the snatch. It was Hill who’d pulled a Murphy when he alerted the target to their presence by uttering his name.


“Mr. Logan…”


Hill said later, in the debriefing with Major Deavers, that he’d wanted a clear shot.


You were standing, like, five feet away, Cutler thought in disgust. How much of a clear shot did you need?


From behind the wheel of his convertible, Logan looked up just as Hill pulled the trigger. The dart struck him in the shoulder as he attempted to rise. A moment later, Logan’s legs gave and he toppled out of the seat.


Erdman caught Logan before he hit the pavement, then grunted under the man’s weight. “Help me with him. He’s real heavy for a little guy.”


Suddenly, Logan’s eyes opened and he lashed out. The blow sent Erdman reeling back with two broken ribs. When he landed, his head cracked against the ground.


With a roar, Logan tossed Hill out of the way, then leaped onto Erdman’s chest. As he pummeled the helpless man, Erdman curled into a defensive ball.


“Get him off of me!” he howled between pain-wracked coughs.


Cutler grabbed Logan’s hair and yanked his head back to expose his throat. A blow to the jaw, followed by another to the solar plexus, knocked some of the fight out of their mark. As Logan folded, Cutler loomed over him, fists raised, waiting for an opening, or for the sedative to take effect.


He thought he was alert, but Cutler never saw the blow that got him—only an explosion inside his head, and his own blood staining the snow.


As Cutler went down, Erdman rose, cursing and spitting. He leaped onto Logan’s back and wrapped his powerful arms around the man’s throat. Gritting his teeth, Erdman squeezed.


“Didn’t you get him with that stupid stun gun?” he growled at Hill through blood-flecked lips.


“Of course I did!” Hill cried. “Point-blank.”


Cutler stumbled to his feet. Through a bloody haze he saw that Logan was weakening—either from the sedative or from Erdman’s choke hold. Though Logan purpled from lack of oxygen, he fought on relentlessly.


Hill hefted the stun gun. But instead of reloading, he turned the weapon around and used the handle to pistol-whip the struggling man to the ground.


“Wait!” Cutler shouted. “If you kill him, he’s useless.”


But Hill was full of adrenaline—too pumped to stop now. He hit Logan again and the man’s head lolled.


“Major’s not going to like this,” Erdman wheezed. “He said no body damage.”


“Sure,” said Hill. “But the major didn’t say what a tough son of a bitch this guy was gonna be!”


Hill raised his fist high, but Cutler blocked it. “Enough, Hill. He’s out cold.”


Logan slid to the icy ground. He didn’t move again.


Cutler pocketed the gore-soaked stun gun and shook the blood from his eyes. He checked out his partners. Erdman, ghostly pale, was doubled over and clutching his side, his breath a gurgling wheeze. Hill was still twitching from the fight, a ball of raw energy. Cutler tried to calm him.


“Let’s get Logan into the van before someone sees us and calls this in.”


He and Hill carried the listless body to the waiting van. Erdman limped at their side, pausing to spit a wad of blood and saliva.


Then Erdman spoke, his weak voice a wet wheeze. “This one here… watch him, Cut… he’s trouble… and a whole lot tougher than he looks. He’s one vicious son of a bitch.”


* * *


“LET’S pressurize the suits,” said Cutler, tapping the control pad at his wrist. “You first, Franks.”


Cutler’s voice boomed inside the other man’s helmet, and Franks adjusted the volume. Then he tapped the keypad on his own wrist until tiny red digits appeared, counting down from ten.


At zero, Franks heard a sharp hiss and his ears popped. The environmental hazard suit seemed to tighten around his waist, armpits, and shoulders as the joints vacuum-sealed. The surge of claustrophobic, suffocating panic passed quickly as the rebreathing system kicked in and cool air filled his helmet. Before proceeding, Franks waited patiently for a second digital readout to verify the suit’s integrity.


“Sealed,” he declared when the light flashed green.


Cutler sealed his own suit, then both men stepped through a Mylar quarantine barrier into an adamantium-lined holding cell. Once inside, Cutler introduced Franks to Subject X.


Logan—scalp freshly shorn, unrecognizable—drifted in a swamp-green chemical solution behind the translucent walls of the holding tank. An oxygen mask covered his face, intravenous tubes snaked into both arms. His head wasn’t the only part shaved—not a hair remained on his entire body. Follicles had been replaced by hundreds of probes that projected like porcupine needles from Logan’s arms, legs, torso, throat, and groin.


Long copper needles penetrated the corners of his eyes, which were taped shut. Many more spikes pierced his ears, nose, and even his brain through holes drilled into the temple and at the base of the skull.


“Cripes, he looks like a goddamn pincushion,” Franks said as he circled the tank. “Who the hell is he?”


Cutler paused. “A volunteer,” he said.


Franks studied the silhouette bobbing in the tank, then shook his head. “There isn’t enough money in the whole wide world to get me to volunteer for this shit.”


“Maybe he didn’t do it for the money.”


“You’re right,” said Franks. “This guy’s probably a soldier, just like us. Maybe he’s a hero or something—an astronaut, maybe. He looks like a bodybuilder to me. Check out those arms and that chest. He’s one tough-looking guy. A freaking gorilla on steroids…”


To Cutler, Subject X seemed smaller now than last night in the parking lot. A lot less formidable, too.


As Franks paced the length of the holding cell, he noticed a team of technicians in lab coats observing their actions through a Plexiglas window overhead.


“We’re supposed to move this guy, right?” said Franks, trying to ignore the audience. “So how are we going to get him out of that stupid tank?”


“We don’t, Franks. We load the whole tank—subject and all—onto a flatcar.”


“A what?”


Cutler opened a wall panel to display a stainless steel vehicle that resembled an armored golf cart. With a whine of servomotors, Cutler guided the flatcar out of the battery-charging unit and over to the bubbling tank.


It took several minutes to show Franks how to operate the flatcar, and where to hook the tank’s life-support systems during transport.


“I sense you’ve done this before,” said Franks.


Cutler nodded.


“So hero here isn’t the first volunteer. There were others…”


Franks was fishing. Cutler wasn’t biting. Not until he knew the guy better, trusted him not to shoot off his mouth.


“He’s the first human,” said Cutler.


Franks grinned. “Mystery solved… That’s the reason for all those wild animals.”


“Drop it, Franks. We’ve got work here.”


Under Cutler’s supervision, Franks backed the flatcar under the holding tank and activated the electromagnetic clamps that held it tightly in a magnetic grip. The tank settled in, the flatcar groaning under its weight. As the vehicle rumbled to the exit, fluid sloshed inside the crystalline coffin and the subject bumped against its transparent walls.


Cutler glanced at the digital readout on the flatcar’s control panel and noted with satisfaction that life support was working normally. Then he checked his watch.


“I’ve got twenty minutes to get Subject X down to the main lab, so I’ll see you later, Franks.”


“Can’t I go with you? Where are you going?”


“That’s ‘need to know.’ And you don’t need to. Your security clearance ends at the elevator, so turn around and follow the yellow signs back to the changing room. Don’t open any other doors or you’ll violate security protocol, and you wouldn’t want to do that on your first day—makes a bad impression.”


“No, sir… I mean, yes, sir…” Franks turned to go, little-kid disappointment on his face.


“Hey, Franks. If you’re bored, go see Major Deavers. I’m sure he’ll find some action for a Boy Scout type like you.”


* * *


THE main laboratory sat one level above the adamantium smelting plant in an area approximately the size of an airplane hangar. Typically, only a small portion of the massive space was in use at any one time, with the rest of the level dark. However, when the elevator doors opened, Cutler was astonished to find the enormous floor fully illuminated. The entire lab had become a hive of frantic activity.


Flashing red lights hit Cutler’s eyes as he exited the elevator. WARNING. ZONE UNDER QUARANTINE. Red-light procedure required environmental hazard suits be sealed and pressurized before personnel entered the area. Cutler was all set.


He moved forward into the steel-lined, dome-roofed cathedral—a space hollowed out of solid bedrock. At least fifty physicians, medical assistants, computer technicians, and various specialists, all clad in the same pressurized suits as Cutler’s, crowded around an enormous holding tank in the center of the floor.


That tank was empty now, but it was easy to guess who the guest of honor would be. Cutler squired Logan forward, guiding the rolling flatcar toward the center of the lab. When the medical team saw him, they rushed him like sycophants swarming a red-carpet celebrity.


His escort duties fulfilled, Cutler was shuffled aside, the hardest shove coming from his favorite scientist—Dr. Hendry, the same doctor who’d called him a “thug” and complained about Logan’s condition when they’d first brought him in.


In a hurry to check the subject’s medical status on the display panel, Hendry’s voice sounded shrill over the headsets. “Heart rate, normal… Respiration is normal… Blood pressure is normal. Okay, people, let’s get him to the tank, stat.”


A team of technicians wheeled the flatcar to the base of the mammoth tank, where a waterproof hatch on the larger vessel yawned. Using a Plexiglas sluice, the medical team attached the smaller holding tank to the larger vessel.


Finally, a bubbling green biological soup was pumped into the larger tank. After a few moments, the level in both containers was equal. As the fluids merged, the technicians literally floated Logan from his holding tank into the larger container.


A specialist squeezed through another hatch—a neat trick in a bulky EH suit—and splashed into the containment tank beside the unconscious man.


First, he attached Logan’s intravenous tubes and respirator to the systems built into the larger tank. Then he used a handheld sensor to check the status of the hundred or more probes piercing the subject’s body—one probe at a time. The process took many minutes, and several probes were flagged and replaced by another specialist who had also squeezed into the tank.


Finally, the two men gave the doctors a thumbs-up and climbed out. The hatches were sealed behind them and more fluid flowed into the tank until it was near to brimming with a bubbling green liquid. As the two technicians headed for the changing room, small robots scooted across the polished metal floor, cleaning the chemical trail the men left in their wake.


Banks of computer terminals clustered around the central containment tank hummed and ticked as their systems began to interface with the probes in Logan’s body. Consoles surged with energy and monitor screens began crawling with indecipherable data that flowed endlessly.


Moving unnoticed among the sea of physicians, technicians, and specialists, Cutler spied some new faces in the observation booth—an enclosed gondola ringed by catwalks that hung from the high stone roof over the center of the lab.


Behind a glass partition, a short, stout, middle-aged man with a full brown beard and thick glasses watched the containment procedure with interest. His hands were thrust into the pockets of a stained lab coat. From a distance, Cutler read his name on the security clearance tag: DR. ABRAHAM B. CORNELIUS.


The name sounded familiar, but Cutler—a news junkie—just couldn’t place it.


Next to the middle-aged man sat a petite young woman in a pale green smock. Though she had plain features, even from this distance Cutler could tell she was intelligent and intense.


Or, more likely, compulsive and driven, like most of the eggheads around here.


As she punched keys on a small handheld computer, the woman pushed a wisp of straight, brown hair away from her elfin face with an impatient gesture.


Yep. Compulsive and driven, Cutler decided.


He turned his attention to the ceiling, where a two-ton metal cap alive with arcane technology was lowered by stout steel chains. As the heavy lid clanged into place, technicians climbed aboard to connect yet more pipes, tubes, and sensors.


“The containment tank will be sealed in five seconds,” a disembodied voice warned. “Four… three… two…”


With a roaring hiss that reverberated throughout the vast domed chamber, the airtight seal was activated.


“Containment tank sealed and pressurized,” declared the disembodied voice. “Venting now…”


Rushing air ruffled papers and buffeted the staff as the atmosphere in the main lab was sucked away, to be replaced by pure, filtered air. The vented gasses exited into biohazard tanks that were disposed of in accordance with the rules and regulations of Canada’s Environmental Protection Agency.


In a few minutes, flashing red lights shifted to green. The voice spoke once again: “Main laboratory decontaminated. You may now depressurize your suits.”


The group immediately broke their pressure seals and removed their helmets. Many began to strip away their protective clothing as well. Amid sighs of relief and celebratory laughter, they inhaled cool, fresh air, mopping sweat from their brows or scratching some persistent itch that had been tormenting them.


Cutler removed his own helmet and gloves and tossed them onto a conveyor belt. Others did the same. The belt carried the gear over to a dumbwaiter, which transported the contaminated clothing to a sterilization room on another level.


Suddenly, Dr. Hendry’s voice hissed a warning to his staff. “Heads up, gentlemen. The Professor is arriving.”


Cutler had never seen the famous Professor up close. Curious, he turned to watch the Professor glide into the lab. Already, Dr. Cornelius and the anonymous woman had exited the booth and moved to the main floor. Now they watched with the others as the master of this facility, and the genius behind this experiment, moved among them.


“How is the patient?” the Professor asked.


“I’m told he has a few injuries,” Dr. Hendry replied haltingly, his tone deferential.


“Is he severely damaged?”


Hendry shook his head. “Not at all.”


“Any deep cuts? Abrasions… We can’t afford leakage.”


“I understand,” said Hendry with a nod. “We plugged him up pretty tightly. Teflon patches around all the probes, sealing the entry wounds. The subject’s mouth, nostrils, ears, and anus are all surgically sealed, and a catheter is blocking his urinary tract.”


Abruptly, the Professor turned to address another. “Good morning, Dr. Cornelius. Are we set to begin?”


As they spoke, Cutler noticed that the Professor treated Dr. Cornelius with a measure of respect—a deference he apparently reserved for a select few. Dr. Hendry was one. Now, apparently, this Dr. Cornelius merited equal treatment, which both surprised and impressed Cutler.


As the conversation degenerated into technobabble, Cutler shifted his attention to the woman. She listened in rapt attention to the two eggheads as if she were listening to the spoken word of God.


Cutler shifted his feet in an effort to catch her attention, and the woman turned her forest green eyes in his direction. He locked stares with her, gave her a polite nod, a small smile.


To his surprise, the woman looked right through him, as if he wasn’t there. Something about her unblinking, almost vacant gaze disturbed him.


Finally, the Professor dismissed most of the staff.


“Everyone not a part of this phase of the experiment is to depart the lab immediately,” he commanded.


Most of the milling crowd quickly moved toward the elevator. Cutler joined the crush.


As he pushed his way into the crowded car, he couldn’t help wondering just what the Professor and the rest of these mad scientists had in store for that poor sucker floating in the tank.
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THE FUGITIVE


SOMEONE is watching me. I can feel the eyes. Curious. Penetrating…


For many minutes, Dr. Abraham B. Cornelius resisted the urge to wipe his forehead, beaded ever so lightly with sweat.


Just like on the courthouse steps… all those camera lenses pointing… reporters barking questions…


The dampness increased. Dr. Cornelius could feel all in his caramel-brown beard, his mustache, his eyebrows. And worst of all, his forehead felt slick now with perspiration. Obvious perspiration.


Is that what they’re looking at? Or are they thinking the same thing as the people in that courthouse crowd, the ones who’d pointed and whispered, “That’s him. That’s the one. Cornelius, that doctor who murdered his wife and child.”


Dr. Cornelius could hardly stand it. Dipping into a pocket, he pulled out the handkerchief he always carried—the one his wife had embroidered in the corner with a delicate C. Pretending his glasses needed cleaning, he made a show of wiping the bottle-thick round lenses, then, ever so casually, he dabbed the sweat away, offhandedly, indifferently.


Eyes watched me then. I could feel them. Like I can feel them now. But perhaps they’re only speculating. Perhaps they don’t know. Or if they do, they don’t know everything…


Hands thrust back into the pockets of his wrinkled white lab coat, Cornelius put back his treasured handkerchief and surveyed the faces of the men and women around him in the pressurized observation booth.


Which one of these people is staring? Or are they all watching? I need to know…


On his left stood Carol Hines. No M.D. following her name, no title of any kind. Yet after watching the frenzied pace at which she’d been working for the past few days, Cornelius could only assume her expertise was vital to the success of the experiment.


The petite Ms. Hines had a smallish face and wore her hair in a severe, almost boyish style with thick, straight bangs. She might be described as attractive if her features weren’t constantly pinching with impatience and dissatisfaction—nothing like his tall, slender wife, a dedicated scientist who had an easy laugh and whose face, even when working intensely, had reflected exhilaration, enjoyment, even delight.


At the moment, Ms. Hines’s intense green eyes were fixed not on him but a large liquid crystal display panel of a handheld device. Unblinking, she tapped the keypad with robotic efficiency, her face an agitated frown.


When Dr. Cornelius was introduced to Ms. Hines several days ago, she’d hardly even glanced at him, and she’d barely looked in his direction since.


Clearly, she’s not the one…


Cornelius next turned his attention to a medical technician hunched over a terminal near the observation window. The man had hardly taken his eyes off the monitor since Cornelius arrived. He seemed transfixed by the medical data streaming into his terminal from the lab below.


Abruptly, the man looked up. Cornelius steeled himself to meet the recognition, the accusation—but the technician looked past him to the digital chronometer on the wall.


Cornelius shifted his attention to another technician, this one wearing a headset and microphone. The man was on his feet, dividing his attention between two ticking digital display panels on the console and the activity on the other side of the glass.


Until a moment ago, the main laboratory had been filled with a lethal antiseptic gas that created a germ-, virus-, and bacteria-free environment with near-genocidal efficiency. This draconian measure was performed to protect Subject X from the threat of contamination during the prebonding preparation and transferal period. Now that the subject was fully immersed in a sterile suspension fluid, the lab was being vented of the toxic gasses.


As the technician watched, his digital readout measured the rate and amount of sterilized air being pumped back into the massive space. The display next to it measured how much poison was being sucked out. When both displays glowed green, the technician spoke into his headset.


“Main laboratory decontaminated. You may now depressurize your suits.”


Cornelius joined the others at the window to peer down at the laboratory floor. The relieved medical staff were stripping off their bulky environmental hazard suits, then tossing them along with their helmets and gloves onto a fast-moving conveyor belt.


Among the group, Cornelius spied a stocky, powerfully built young man with dirty blond hair and attentive blue eyes. His ruddy face upturned, the young man was openly staring into the observation booth.


He’s the one… the one who’s been looking…


Cornelius sensed intense curiosity behind the man’s stare, but no hint of recognition, accusation, or emotion in his neutral expression.


He’s some kind of policeman, though… after a year on the run I know the stare of the law when I see it. A fed, or ex-military, maybe. Or he’s a private security guard. But not a clock puncher.


Cornelius knew he was right. A year on the run gave him a sixth sense for such things.


Suddenly, an alarm bell sounded inside the booth.


“Depressurizing. You may now proceed to the laboratory floor.”


Behind them, a heavy steel hatch opened with a sharp hiss and Cornelius moved to the exit with the others. Outside the booth, a narrow catwalk with a mesh steel surface ran for many meters; under it, a drop of fifty meters or more.


Cornelius noticed that the air had a faint chemical taint. It stung his nostrils, and he wondered briefly if the lab had been thoroughly purged of the toxic disinfectant, or if there was a fatal malfunction in the venting system.


Have I traded the possibility of one gas chamber for another? A lethal injection for a lethal atmosphere?


White-knuckled hands clutching the guardrail, Cornelius followed Carol Hines along the catwalk, then down a steep flight of grated steel steps to the main floor.


Moving among the doctors and technicians, Cornelius felt more at ease—hidden in plain sight, anonymous in a sea of earnest faces too wrapped up in their work to pay much attention to him.


Then, like a royal herald, Dr. Hendry spoke. “Heads up, gentlemen. The Professor is arriving.”


Along with everyone else, Dr. Cornelius turned to greet his master, his keeper, the man who’d promised him protection from the law—as long as he gave his all to this unprecedented undertaking.


Walking erect as a proud general surveying his militia, the Professor moved among the members of his staff, meeting their eager, respectful gazes with an air of polite but indifferent superiority. Occasionally, the Professor paused to address a technician about a specific issue. His face remained impassive as he listened to the reply, and he usually moved on without comment when he’d heard enough. The Professor did not waste words.


It was the same the first time I met him. Why is he treated with such reverential awe by these people? I know what power he holds over me, but what about all the others? Can they all be volunteers? Did they all willingly commit to this bizarre experiment?


Before being “recruited” himself, Dr. Cornelius had encountered the Professor only twice before, yet each chance meeting came at a crossroads in his own life.


Their first encounter occurred many years before, when Dr. Cornelius was poised on the brink of professional triumph and personal happiness.


It seemed so long ago now… like another lifetime. No. Like another man’s life…


* * *


WITH a wide grin, the dean of the medicine department greeted Dr. Cornelius at the door, pumping his hand like a lost brother. Before a hundred colleagues, he gave a glowing introduction to an internationally diverse audience that included Cornelius’s former teachers and fellow pupils from his medical school days.


It was simply the most gratifying moment in his career. To return to his adopted country, to his alma mater, to present to the world his successful results after years of struggling—years that in many ways had already been rewarded, in Cornelius’s own estimation, by the beautiful woman who watched him from the front row.


“As a researcher, and an esteemed member of the academic community both here in Canada and in the United States, Dr. Cornelius is known to us all as a revolutionary thinker within the field of immunology,” the dean declared. “But Abraham Cornelius refused to allow his accomplishments to end there. He returned to his native country and received a degree in molecular biology and the first-ever doctorate in the field of biomedical nanotechnology.”


Amid all the cheers and applause, Cornelius felt humbled by the effusive outpouring of support from his peers.


“On this momentous day,” the dean continued, “Dr. Cornelius has returned to our school of medicine, to outline a series of new techniques and technologies for the suppression of the body’s immune system during transplant procedures previously considered impossible. It is my privilege and pleasure to introduce to you, Dr. Abraham B. Cornelius.”


Cornelius rose, nodding at the warm applause, then, standing before an international audience comprised of specialists in the fields of transplant surgery, neurological function, and bionic limb replacement, he presented his theories.


“I believe that the threat of tissue rejection that followed many transplant procedures will soon be a problem of the past…”


For the next eighty-five minutes, he discussed several nanomedical devices that he’d developed—along with innovative surgical procedures that would open up new avenues in the repair and replacement of damaged organs, muscles, even nerve tissue.


“Soon, programmable microscopic devices injected inside the human body will fight infection, destroy cancerous tissue without damaging healthy cells, and wage battle against the body’s own immune system after transplant surgery.”


When the seminar ended, practically every member of the audience rushed the stage to extol the limitless potential of Cornelius’s groundbreaking research. Many, including the dean of medicine himself, urged Cornelius to begin testing human subjects as soon as possible.


“Oh, well, that will have to wait,” Cornelius told the audience during an impromptu question-and-answer session. “I’m not sure I’m ready for clinical trials quite yet. Perhaps in a year. More likely two. I’m still trying to complete the animal testing. Then I’ll have to correlate my findings, write a new paper, and present what I hope will be positive results. Of course, there is also the ever present issue of funding—or the lack thereof.”


His colleagues smiled at that, having faced the same hurdle. Then Cornelius touched the shoulder of the woman who stood at his side. She smiled and wrapped her arms around his waist.


“And because my former assistant, Dr. Madeline Vetri, has just consented to be my wife, I will also have to pencil in a wedding and a honeymoon. I’m told by the bride-to-be that attendance at both is mandatory.”


Madeline laughed and poked his arm.


Opposites attract, they say, and Dr. Cornelius and his fiancée could not have seemed more different. She was French-Canadian, he a U.S. citizen of Irish-Jewish descent. Plain-faced and slightly paunchy, no one would ever mistake Abraham Cornelius for a movie star, while Madeline Vetri was easily the most attractive woman in any room. Her long, lustrous hair was raven black, in contrast to Cornelius’s own tangled brown mop, and she was as slim and tall as he was short and stocky—even in low heels she stood nearly a head taller than him. And while his manner was quiet and reserved—a harsh critic might even say dull—Madeline’s every gesture brimmed with grace and vivacious energy.


More applause and more congratulations greeted the joyous announcement—then ceased abruptly. At the entrance to the auditorium, a buzz of excitement erupted.


“It’s the Professor,” someone murmured and all eyes turned.


“Welcome, sir…” called the dean with a respectful nod as the man they called the Professor glided down the center aisle.


It was as if the Red Sea parted. Physicians, researchers, academics—all stepped back in quiet awe as the Professor passed. Finally, the man halted in front of Dr. Cornelius.


“I’ve read your paper,” he said without preamble, and without extending his hand. Behind his angular glasses, the Professor’s eyes were unreadable, dead flat.


“Your work shows potential, Doctor. And much promise for future scientific pursuits. But I must concur with my colleagues—”


The Professor’s cool gaze took in the woman at Cornelius’s side.


“—when they say you should put aside any… distractions… you may have in your personal life and concentrate solely on clinical trials. Anything else would be counterproductive, a waste of time.”


His declaration complete, the Professor licked his thin lips. To Cornelius, the gesture seemed vaguely reptilian.


At his side, he felt his fiancée tense. He squeezed her hand, turned his head to meet her eyes, reassure her. The Professor’s statement was galling—but when Cornelius turned back to demand an apology, he was gone.


“Good God, who was that ridiculous man?” Cornelius asked the dean, who guided him away from the others before answering.


Dr. Cornelius was shocked to learn the Professor’s identity. Forgiving the insult to his fiancée would not be easy, yet he couldn’t help but feel uplifted. His research had just been endorsed by one of the most brilliant scientists since Albert Einstein.


* * *


“GOOD morning, Dr. Cornelius. Are we set to begin?”


Revived from his reverie, Cornelius managed a wan smile. “Good morning, Professor. Yes, I believe everything has gone quite smoothly. It certainly looked that way from the observation booth.”


The Professor stood, emotionless and unreadable, his hands clutched behind his back. “And your nanochips are ready for injection?”


Cornelius directed the Professor’s attention to the tank.


“Right there, Professor… inside that blue container.”


He pointed to a teardrop-shaped metal jar roughly the size of an average household aerosol can. It was attached to a long injection needle situated among a cluster of them located on the ceiling of the holding tank.


“Should we begin the process?”


“Whenever you are ready, Professor. The nanochips will be injected directly into the heart simultaneously, so the microscopic devices will be dispersed throughout the body quickly. The chips should fuse with the subject’s bone in less than a minute.”


The Professor barely nodded, then drifted away to interrogate another member of the team. Like yes-men around a winning candidate, the crowd followed. Only Carol Hines remained at Cornelius’s side. For the first time since they’d met, she showed a glimmer of interest in something that did not involve her REM machine.


“An injection straight into his heart?” she asked. “What are you pumping into Subject X, anyway?”


“A silicon-based chip with a coded memory—several million of them, in fact. Each one creates a microscopic valve that will adhere to the tiny sinuses in the bone. The valves are self-sustaining and can even use nutrients absorbed by the body to replace the ones that malfunction or wear out.”


“You mean they reproduce?”


“Precisely.”


“I see… And your goal with this?”


“Well, the first objective is to sheathe the subject’s skeleton with adamantium steel, to increase bone mass and tensile strength. But because bones are living organisms—and vital organs in their own right, since bone marrow manufactures blood—they cannot be completely coated with steel, or the bones would die and so would the subject.”


Carol Hines nodded. “You need pores—holes that will allow blood to pass through the steel barrier?”


“Exactly.”


“And the nanotechnology creates these pores?”


“More accurately, it replaces them,” Cornelius explained. “Human bones already have tiny pores that permit fluids to pass. My chips will seek those out and replace their function once the adamantium bonding process has been completed.”


Despite his reservations about the project and his suspicions about the Professor, Cornelius was astonished to find that the work of the last few days had stimulated some of his old love for scientific discovery. And it didn’t hurt that the usually reserved Ms. Hines had suddenly taken an interest in his area of expertise. It had been so long since he felt needed.


“Well, I have my doubts,” said a loud voice in a decidedly hostile tone. “In fact, Dr. Cornelius, I fear your technology will do more harm than good. Why are you so certain that these nanochips of yours will not degrade the integrity of my adamantium bone sheathing?”


Dr. Cornelius met Dr. Hendry’s skeptical gaze with a very stern one of his own.


“For one thing,” Cornelius replied, “my nanochips can withstand the destructive power of white-hot molten adamantium because they are actually three times more resilient than the steel itself. So the question you should really be asking, Dr. Hendry, is will your adamantium degrade the integrity of my nanotechnology?”


Hendry stood his ground. “What do you conclude?”


“An unequivocal no. Why? Because these two very complex processes are complementary—”


“Complementary or contradictory?” snapped Hendry.


“—which means that despite their obvious differences, the two technologies will work together to achieve a single goal—to make the subject’s bones virtually indestructible.”


“I’m reassured to hear you say that,” Hendry replied, his tone still skeptical. “Some of us here in Department K have devoted years of our lives to this project. We want nothing more than for the Weapon X project to succeed.”


Cornelius raised an eyebrow. There was the resistance. Right there. He was the new guy, the star exchange student from lands unfamiliar. He had come into their midst with little warning, carrying a briefcase of breakthrough research—and they resented it, to a man.


“Surely, you understand our trepidation,” Hendry continued. “After all, we wouldn’t want our efforts—all of our hard work—to be jeopardized by the use of a reckless and untested technological process devised by a… a newcomer.”


Cornelius tried not to laugh out loud. Newcomer, indeed. “The Professor has expressed the utmost confidence in my technology,” he said evenly.


Hendry moved to reply, but was interrupted by a booming voice from a loudspeaker.


“The bonding process will begin in thirty minutes. All personnel take their positions and commence prebonding procedures.”


Dr. Hendry instantly wheeled around and strode away. Dr. Cornelius had intended to escort Ms. Hines to her workstation, which was located next to his. But when he turned in her direction, he found nobody there.


* * *


IN truth, Cornelius wondered why he even had a workstation during this procedure—and so close to the Professor’s own that it made him uncomfortable. It was like having the front row seat in a class taught by a particularly exacting teacher.


It’s not like I’m drowning in work…


It had taken Dr. Cornelius all of five minutes to interface his computer with the biological monitors embedded in the subject’s body. Now, with nearly twenty minutes to go before the bonding process commenced, he had absolutely nothing to do.


For Cornelius, most of the really intensive labor took place during the distillation of the liquid silicon solution, and the chemical processing that crystallized the substance, which helped encode the programming onto the molecules themselves. Once the nanotechnology was formulated and vacuum-sealed in a sterile vessel, Cornelius’s job was pretty much over.


After the nanochips were injected into Subject X, they were out of anyone’s control. In the bloodstream, their internal programming would take over. All Dr. Cornelius could do at that point was monitor their progress.


So why am I here? Not even the inestimable Dr. Hendry—the Professor’s own right-hand man—has such a choice seat for this critical experiment.


Of course, Dr. Cornelius was aware of one skill he possessed that would prove useful. If his nanochips completely failed, he could unleash a synthetic hormone of his own invention into the subject’s body. This substance would essentially “kill” the nanochips, which would then be filtered out of the body by the liver, to be eliminated like waste matter. If that happened, it would spell certain doom for the experiment—and for Subject X.


Without holes in the poor bastard’s bones, he will die. Slowly, painfully, his skeleton will asphyxiate while the rest of his body withers from a dearth of whole blood.


But why dwell on the negative?


Cornelius never wanted to be a part of this research. His intention always had been to help humanity, to cure disease—not to create some kind of superweapon. Not to turn a man into a killing machine. An unstoppable tool of war.


Unconsciously, Cornelius began to massage his temples as a pain bloomed behind his eyes.


How the hell did I end up with these people? Doing this kind of work? Trapped in this place?


* * *


AFTER the triumphant conference at McGill University’s School of Medicine, Cornelius’s time had been absorbed by his intense research and, of course, his wedding. He had put the unpleasant encounter with the Professor out of his mind until the second day of his honeymoon, when a very expensive bottle of Taittinger’s Blanc de Blanc was delivered to his stateroom aboard the cruise ship Delphi.


“BEST WISHES FOR A HAPPY MARRIAGE,” read the card. It was signed by the Professor.


Recalling the man’s negative reaction to his pending marriage, Cornelius was surprised to learn that the Professor was capable of such a magnanimous gesture.


He considered mentioning the gift to Madeline, but the memory of the man’s distasteful conduct at the conference stopped him. Cornelius tore up the card and flushed it down the toilet. Later that night, they celebrated their marriage by finishing the Professor’s bottle of champagne in a single sitting.


During that extraordinary week, Madeline Vetri-Cornelius conceived their only child. A boy was born nine months later, christened Paul Phillip Cornelius after Madeline’s father, a noted architect in his native Quebec.


Then came the agony, and there began a downward spiral. A disease that robbed him of all his joy, and the madness that resulted in murder…


Half a year later, after the indictment on a charge of double homicide had been handed down, Cornelius, rather than face a prison cell or executioner, became a fugitive. His lawyer had convinced the judge that bail was uncalled for, that an esteemed member of the medical community was not a flight risk.


But Cornelius fled just the same.


Months later, he’d begun to live what he thought was an anonymous life in a small trailer park outside of Syracuse, New York, when he received a package. No stamps on the outside, no postmark, either—which meant that the plain brown manila envelope had been stuffed into his mailbox by hand while he was working the graveyard shift at a local medical supply warehouse. The label was addressed to Ted Abrams—the name he was living under at the time—but when he peeked inside, it became obvious that the unknown sender knew his true identity.


Cornelius’s first impulse was to hide from the truth. He hurled the envelope into a corner. With shaking hands, he brewed his morning coffee, toasted two stale slices of bread. Temporarily soothed by the caffeine, he retrieved the envelope and spilled all of its contents on the table next to his plate.


Inside were more than a dozen newspaper clippings culled from wire service stories that had been filed over the past eighteen months. The stories all covered the same subject—the phenomenal rise and precipitous descent of Dr. Abraham B. Cornelius, from esteemed immunologist to fugitive double-murderer.


The envelope also contained a note written in large, almost childlike block letters:


* * *


YOU ARE BEING WATCHED. AT 11:00 P.M. TONIGHT YOU MUST BE WAITING IN FRONT OF THE MAIN MUNICIPAL LIBRARY IN BUFFALO, NEW YORK. IF YOU ATTEMPT TO FLEE BEFORE THIS MEETING TAKES PLACE YOUR LOCATION WILL BE LEAKED TO THE AUTHORITIES. IF YOU FAIL TO ATTEND THIS MEETING YOUR LOCATION WILL BE LEAKED TO THE AUTHORITIES. IF YOU AGREE TO THESE TERMS CALL THIS NUMBER NOW.


A telephone number had been scrawled in red ink below the message. Of course, there was no signature.


Is it blackmail? But why not just demand money? What’s the reason for this secret rendezvous crap? Why the hell do I have to drive to Buffalo for a goddamn shakedown?


He stared at the remains of his morning coffee, cooling in the cup, the butter congealing atop the dry bread on his plate. Hesitantly, Cornelius lifted the receiver and dialed. A phone rang once. Then a male voice answered with two words.


“Wise decision.”


The line went dead. Cornelius slammed the table with his fist. Enraged by the crass manipulation, and at being treated in such a disdainful manner, he immediately redialed the number.


This time, he got a recorded message stating that the number was no longer in service. He tried a second call, a third, a fourth—with the same results.


That afternoon, as wan yellow rays streamed through the dirty windows of his trailer, Cornelius tossed and turned in his narrow bunk. At five o’clock, he rose. Plenty of daylight was still left in the summer afternoon, and Cornelius weighed his options over another pot of coffee.


Finally, decision made, he showered, shaved, packed a small bag with a few necessities, and left the trailer without a second glance. He was due at his warehouse job in an hour, but he would not show up tonight, or ever again. Cornelius knew that no matter what happened at this forced meeting, he would never return to Syracuse.


As he drove to Buffalo, Cornelius noticed a storm was brewing in the darkening sky. By the time he arrived, the clouds had cut loose and the city turned gray under the gloomy downpour.


While waiting under a lamppost in the rain, Cornelius heard the clock on a nearby steeple strike eleven. He looked up to see a figure emerge from the watery curtain. Cornelius wondered if it was the person he was supposed to meet, or just a bystander.


Maybe the man should have given me a code word or something, so I’d recognize him as the genuine blackmailer.


Despite his misery, Cornelius managed the slightest chuckle.


A secret code. How ridiculous. And wouldn’t that make this absurd espionage melodrama complete?


No code word was necessary, as it turned out. The man walked right up to Cornelius and lifted his head. As a brief waterfall ran off the tan wide-brimmed hat, Cornelius recognized the sharp refined features of the Professor, his square glasses speckled with raindrops.


“Professor, I—”


“Don’t speak. Just listen carefully. I have a proposition for you. Do not tell me how grateful you are. Not now. Not ever. For what I offer you is not charity.”


“What do you want from me, then? I have no money, no reputation. What can I possibly—”


“I have need of your special skills,” said the Professor. “That is all you are required to know for now.”


“But—”


“If you accept my proposition you will be spirited across the Canadian border within the hour,” the Professor continued. “If you turn me down, you are free to go with the assurance that I will not expose you to the authorities. But bear in mind, doctor, that it is only a matter of time before the Federal Bureau of Investigation catches up with you.”


The Professor paused to let his words sink in.


“By the way, congratulations are in order.” The Professor’s eyes were empty, dead flat as on the day Cornelius had first met him. “Did you know that you have made the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list? The press release was issued just yesterday.”


The news had not yet reached Cornelius. His guts twisted at the very thought.


The Professor leaned closer, until Cornelius could feel the man’s breath on his cheek. “And did you know that the Syracuse branch of the FBI has been alerted to your presence within their jurisdiction? They staged a raid on that trailer you call a home… and at that warehouse where you work. If you weren’t here with me, you would be locked up in a cell by now.”


Cornelius felt the panic quickly closing off his throat. He needed air. The Professor was crowding him, pushing him.


“What’s your offer?” Cornelius snapped back. “I want to hear all of the details before I accept your, or anyone’s, job. I’m going with the highest bidder.”


The Professor seemed surprised by the doctor’s obvious ploy—an attempt to regain a measure of control. A small smile lifted the edges of his thin lips. Under the glare of the street lamp, the Professor’s grin reminded Cornelius of a bone-white skull.


“Come, come, Dr. Cornelius. Don’t be ridiculous… Do you really believe you have any choice in the matter?”


* * *


“PROFESSOR? Dr. Cornelius? We can begin the procedure now.”


The Professor nodded to Dr. Hendry, then faced Carol Hines. “Has the REM interfaced with the subject’s brain?”


“Interface has been achieved, Professor,” she replied crisply.


“Dr. MacKenzie, deactivate the brain dampeners.”


With the flick of a switch, the psychiatrist cut off power to the generators, and the steady stream of ultrasonic energy, precisely tuned to a frequency that paralyzed Logan’s brain, abruptly ceased.


“I detect a slight spike in the subject’s brain activity,” Dr. MacKenzie warned immediately.


“It’s an error,” said Carol Hines.


“You’re sure of that?” MacKenzie shot back, the shock of red hair on his head bristling. “There can’t be a glimmer of brain activity—not even dreaming—or the subject may be able to cling to certain facets of his personality even after conditioning.”


“It’s an anomaly,” Hines insisted. “I’ve seen this phenomena before. Spikes occurred with test subjects at NASA, usually when their sleep was interrupted.”


“What could cause such brain activity?” replied MacKenzie.


Hines shrugged. “There are several theories, Professor,” she replied. “We might be seeing random electrical activity inside the hypothalamus—the area of the brain that controls bodily functions—or continuing chemical reactions within the pituitary stalk. But, of course, that’s only conjecture.”


The Professor seemed satisfied with her explanation, though Dr. MacKenzie remained unconvinced.


“The waves I saw on the monitor suggest activity in the cerebral cortex,” the psychiatrist insisted. “Most certainly not random electrical or chemical activity.”


MacKenzie glared at Hines, who stood her ground. It fell to the Professor to break the impasse.


“What do you see on the encephalographic monitor now, Ms. Hines? Dr. MacKenzie?”


“Interface with the REM has been achieved,” said Carol Hines. “As of now, there’s no brain activity we don’t control.”


MacKenzie hesitated, then nodded. “The screen is blank… now. Perhaps Ms. Hines is correct in her assumptions.”


The Professor waved his hand. “Very well, then. Proceed.”


“Stage One, people. Prepare to inject the nanochips,” Dr. Hendry said, eyes on Cornelius.


Dr. Cornelius tapped the keyboard and his program sprang up on the monitor. Hunched over the terminal, he entered the code that released the injector.


M-A-D-E-L-I-N-E


The screen blinked: CODE ACCEPTED.


Then: INITIATING INJECTION PROCEDURE.


Finally, the monitor flashed: READY FOR INJECTION.


Cornelius reached for the control, then paused, his beefy index finger poised over the release button.


A moment passed. Then two. Still Cornelius held back.


Suddenly impatient, the Professor rose out of his chair. “Doctor… proceed.”


Cornelius felt the man’s eyes on his back—staring… always watching—and he punched the key.


A hydraulic whine from inside the bubbling tank, and a razor-sharp needle came out of its sheath like a cat’s claw. Down it came until the tip caressed pale flesh.


Then the pointed tip plunged through muscle and bone, deep into Logan’s beating heart. The figure in the tank jerked once, then thrashed about in a long, continuous spasm—an unanticipated reaction that set alarms ringing on a half-dozen monitors.


Specialists and physicians darted between terminals and the lab filled with excited voices.


Then Cornelius heard it, or imagined he did. A human cry that tore at his insides. A wail that drowned out the alarms and the shouts of the medical staff. The tremulous screams of a pain-wracked child, shrieking in uncomprehending agony.
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THE MISSION


LOGAN was falling, tumbling through a black void. A sustained blast of frigid wind battered his body and roared through his mind. He reached for memories, something to hold on to.


Nothing there.


Panic rushed in to fill the void.


The storm has me. The whirlwind.


He moved his fingers, toes, and found himself enveloped in a smothering technological cocoon. He heard the rasping noise of his own breath, hot behind an oxygen mask that muzzled nose and mouth. He turned his head—to bump against the walls of a climate-controlled cybernetic helmet. On the other side of the visor, only darkness—and then a blinking cursor, flashing an inch from his left eye.


Logan watched as the computerized Heads Up Display cycled through its initiation sequence, then interfaced with a geopositioning satellite in Earth’s orbit. Two seconds later, the HUD projected a map grid of the terrain below on the inside of his visor.


Logan recognized the grid, the map, the all-too-familiar terrain, and his memory flooded back with crystal clarity.


Must have bumped my head… knocked me for a loop…


As the parameters of the mission poured back into his mind, critical data scrolled across the visor. Wind velocity, airspeed, external temperature—a chilly seventy degrees below zero—his rate and angle of descent, longitude and latitude. The altimeter told Logan that he was in free fall from an altitude of thirteen thousand meters.


Somewhere above him—and probably miles away by now—the unmarked MC-140 he’d jumped from was on afterburners in a race for the border. They probably had a couple of North Korean MIG-22s chasing their tail, too. Logan silently wished the pilots luck getting home.


Only sixty-three seconds of free fall to go. At six thousand meters, the wings of the High Altitude Wing Kite harness would automatically deploy and the repulsors would fire to slow his descent. Until that time, Logan would continue to drop like a stone.


He noted the local time: 0227—the middle of the night.


“Terrain and objective,” he said in a voice dry and raspy from the pure oxygen he was gulping.


The grid shifted. Outlined in sharp detail, Logan saw the digital silhouette of rugged hills and a narrow road that wound through them. To the north, an artificial lake restrained by a concrete dam. At the foot of the dam, a hydroelectric plant surrounded by double and triple fences, watchtowers, several wooden structures with detached latrines—probably barracks—and an antiaircraft gun emplacement.


Finally, Logan spied his objective—a collection of circular structures on the banks of a shallow river created by the dam’s runoff. The three- and four-story structures appeared to be fuel storage tanks. But why store fuel near a hydroelectric plant? It’s the water that turns the generators; no oil was needed.


More ominous, reports confirmed that dead fish had been turning up downstream, where the runoff from the dam flowed into a larger river. JTF-4 Intel believed that a toxic substance was the cause—a chemical, biological, or possibly nuclear pollutant. Intelligence concluded that the pollution came from the supposedly innocent power plant, which meant it was generating more than electricity. The North Koreans were probably producing weapons of mass destruction at that site as well. Canadian Intelligence wanted to know what types of weapons, and in what quantities—which is why Logan and his partner had been sent on this mission.


On his visor, hovering over the glowing map, Logan saw a second blip. Invisible to the naked eye, another figure plunged through the night not so very far away—Neil Langram, Logan’s partner. The two men would come down in separate landing zones, then rendezvous on the ground.


A muted alarm sounded inside Logan’s helmet, and his training kicked in. He stiffened his spine and threw his arms over his head as if he were high-diving into the dark, shining waters far below. Spine rigid, he spread his arms and legs wide to form the letter X.


The second alarm. Logan braced himself, muscles tensed, as the readout counted down.


FOUR… THREE… TWO… ONE…


With a sudden jolt, the “wings” deployed. Leatherlike membranes of a frictionless fabric burst out of hidden seams under Logan’s arms, along his torso, down his legs. Flexible ribs inside those wings instantly filled with compressed air, giving the membrane shape and creating an airfoil.


But by design Logan was still falling headfirst, as his rate of descent had hardly slackened. If Logan tried to catch wind and level off now, the HAWK harness would be ripped away by the stresses and he would plunge to his death.


A blinking cursor. Digital numerals. Another countdown.


Then the Stark Industries Mark III Repulsor units kicked in. Each of the six saucer-sized, disc-shaped devices was capable of firing three one-second bursts before their energy supply was exhausted—more than enough to slow Logan’s descent.


But when the units fired, Logan felt a sharp, stabbing pain, like a knife plunging into his heart. He folded in agony and fell even faster. Alarms sounded in his ears, and the noise merged with the wind’s howl. To Logan, black night seemed to turn a phosphorescent green.


Suddenly, an explosion in his head—a red haze of pain. A moan was ripped from Logan’s lips. Through the agony, he wondered if his harness had somehow malfunctioned.


Soon, the anguish receded and Logan was able to concentrate. He fought for more control of the now-aerodynamic full-body flying suit against the shifting air currents. After some effort, he managed to level off at about two thousand meters. He was gliding parallel to the horizon at roughly three hundred kilometers per hour.


“Target.”


Instantly, a flashing pipper appeared on the map grid, highlighting a point on the slope of a low hill above the dam and the hydroelectric plant. Logan was still several kilometers away. He switched to infrared mode and suddenly he had a rouge-tinged panoramic view of the surrounding countryside.


“Telescopic mode… magnify… magnify… stop.”


His telescopic night-vision visor revealed every detail on the ground below. Though he was still far away, Logan could make out vehicles parked near the top of the dam and a previously undetected security gate. And in the valley below the dam, Logan could see guards manning the watchtowers, and other uniformed men with dogs walking the perimeters on both sides of the fence.


Moving his arms, he slipped into a descending glide, occasionally adjusting for wind shear or updrafts caused by the hills.


To Logan, this was the only good part of a HAWK harness drop—flying like a bird on fluttering wings…


As he approached his target, Logan knew the fun was about to come to an end.


His plan was to buzz the facility in an effort to determine the quality and strength of the security forces. Then, if all went according to plan, Logan would find his landing zone, land without detection, make his way down the hill, across the dam, down the valley, over the fence and into the hydroelectric plant—all while avoiding contact with the guards, the dogs, and any minefields or electronic surveillance systems that might be installed around the complex.


“A freakin’ cakewalk,” Langram had called it.


Roger that.


Logan noted that the other blip was above and behind him now—Langram, still on target. Logan knew his partner would soon break off, to land on the opposite side of the lake. That way, if one of them were caught or killed, the other could complete the mission.


He and Langram would maintain a strict radio silence during the entire operation. They would not meet until they were among the storage tanks, or maybe not until they reached the extraction point after the mission was all over.


Of course, if things go really bad for either one of us, we won’t be meeting at all.


Suddenly, a powerful updraft pushed Logan several hundred meters off course. Logan manipulated the HAWK’s twin repulsion jets—activated by sensors in his gloves and a button in the palm of each hand—to compensate for the wind shear. Within seconds he was back on course. His computer control system took over to keep him on target.


Logan marveled at the quality of this new device, and how user friendly the next generation of HAWK harness had become.


Not like the bad old days.


Logan recalled that the first prototypes of the High Altitude Wing Kites were exactly that—powerless gliders made of leather, canvas, and spandex, deployed from standard form-hugging S.H.I.E.L.D. battle suits. Those early models were not very reliable and lacked the amenities of the improved versions. Logan wondered how he’d gotten by without a pressurized helmet, heating unit, HUD, wireless computer control, GPS system, infrared night-vision visor—or even the repulsion units.


The current HAWK even eliminated the threat of radar detection. Sheathed in nonmagnetic, wave-absorbing composite material—a flexible version of the coating used on stealth aircraft—Logan and Langram were invisible to all forms of electronic detection and hi-tech surveillance.


Of course, one improvement had yet to be made. No one at S.H.I.E.L.D. R&D had devised a way to make landing a HAWK harness easy. Logan hadn’t used one in a couple of years and regretted it, for as the ground hurled up to meet him, he began to wonder if he still had the chops to pull off a smooth touchdown.


“It’s easy to land a HAWK. Even a four-eyed yahoo can find the ground in one of these birds,” Nick Fury once told him. “It’s making that landing without cracking up that’s tough.”


A smirk tugged his thin lips. Logan could almost smell Fury’s cheap stogies.


You’d think a guy neck-deep in covert ops could get his hands on some contraband Cuban Monte Cristos.


Logan concentrated on his approach. After calibrating the wind and angle of descent, the HUD displayed the flight pattern to the landing zone. But, first Logan wanted to make that reconnaissance pass over the power plant.


Like a silent, invisible wraith, Logan dived lower and lower. Finally, he raced parallel with the horizon, less than sixty meters above the ground. He passed over a steel fence and shot over a guard tower—low enough to see inside. He observed a few tired guards, teacups, and a knot of men playing dice.


Tempted to land right now… these guys are hardly awake. I could drop down and find out what’s in those tanks within five minutes… but that would be wrong.


Logan had his orders. He was to land in the hills, bury his suit, and make his way down to the facility on foot.


Anyway, if it’s too easy—where’s the fun?


Racing silently over the hydroelectric plant, he noticed that a hangar-sized double door was open, a cluster of workers lounging just inside the pool of light. Beyond the plant, the area around the storage tanks was dark. Even in infrared mode, most of the details were lost in shadows.


Finally, Logan banked and headed for the gray, featureless wall of the dam. He bent his head back and spread his arms as wide as he could, to create more wing surface and lift. Then he fired the repulsion jets.


He rose like a bottle rocket over the dam. He spun in the air, then zoomed low across the dark water, his black suit shining like sealskin under the spray.


Logan fired the repulsors one last time, cleared the shore, and raced up the slope. Ahead of him, the designated landing zone—a barren stretch of brown Korean hill that had been deforested to make way for power lines still under construction. As he approached the LZ, Logan noticed thick stumps sticking out of the ground and several fallen trees blocking his path.


In preparation for the landing, Logan bent the harness to slow his airspeed. At eighty kilometers per hour, he loosened the harness so that he’d be ready to punch out of it the second he spotted a fairly level piece of real estate.


Landing in a HAWK harness was roughly the same as jumping out of an airplane with a parachute, then unbuckling that chute about ten or fifteen meters above the ground and falling the rest of the way. The landing tended to be hard, and you didn’t always end up on your feet. Most guys curled into a ball and rolled until they came to a stop.


Not Logan.


As his visor ticked off the altitude in meters… 50… 40… 30… 20… his airspeed was reduced to less than forty kilometers per hour.


Logan threw his legs forward and punched out of the harness. The wings disengaged, folding like a crushed butterfly in his wake. He hit the ground running, rolled three times, and hopped to his feet. But the momentum he’d built up in the descent was still pushing him. Ahead, Logan spied a fallen tree in his path. Just as he leaped over the obstacle, a silhouette—human—rose from behind the log.


It was too late for Logan to stop. He slammed into the stranger and heard a muffled cry. Hurling out of control, they both tumbled down a steep slope in a cloud of dust.




* * *


THE alarms had been silenced. Calm had been restored. Subject X now drifted motionless, the spasm subsided. Technicians and doctors moved about the room, recalibrating instruments and rebooting key computer systems.


“We’ll lose a little time, Professor. It’s unavoidable,” Dr. Hendry said, face grave. “The technicians will have to get the computers back online. Restore function in some of the probes. But for now, Subject X has been stabilized.”


The Professor barely nodded before facing Dr. Cornelius. “The nanotechnology. Is it functioning?”


“The process is complete, the silicon valves are working like the real things,” said Cornelius. “You can see them on this full-body ultrasound… the tiny black specks on the skeleton…”


The Professor glanced at the image, then raised an eyebrow. “And you are absolutely convinced that your nanochips did not cause the subject’s seizure?”


“Not a chance,” Cornelius replied with more confidence than he had ever felt.


“Then we must turn to you, Ms. Hines,” the Professor hissed. “What is your theory? What do you think went wrong?”


Carol Hines swallowed nervously. “I… I still believe we’re dealing with random electrical impulses in the hypothalamus. It’s man’s basest instincts—the ‘lizard brain’—fighting for survival in the very face of extinction.”


“Poetic rubbish,” Dr. MacKenzie scoffed. “There was obviously brain activity going on somewhere in the cerebral hemisphere. The subject was experiencing random memories, a total recall of some past event, the pangs of birth—whatever.”


“Nothing like that showed up on the monitors,” Hines insisted.


“We both saw the spike,” MacKenzie replied, “only you dismissed it as an anomaly.”


The Professor lifted his hand to silence the argument. “What does it mean, Doctor?”


MacKenzie faced the Professor. “The REM failed to completely interface with the subject’s mind. There was a hole in the system, a flaw in the program. Some of Logan’s—I mean, the subject’s previous personality was exerting itself.”


MacKenzie turned his back on the Professor to face the man in the tank. He tapped the glass as if it were a fishbowl.


“Something was going on inside that head of his. Subject X is not ready to surrender his identity… not yet,” MacKenzie stated. “I’d stake my reputation on it.”


The Professor placed his hands behind his back and paced around the laboratory. “This presents us with a small dilemma. Two of my associates disagree about a critical phase in the Weapon X program. We are at an impasse. How are we to proceed?”


MacKenzie stepped forward. “I’ve done everything in my power to keep Subject X under control. We experienced no difficulties until the brain dampeners were deactivated. I suggest we go the chemical route—Pheno-B. Three-point first dose, more if needed.”


MacKenzie stared a challenge at Carol Hines. She met his gaze, then faced the Professor. He was staring at her, too.


“I’ll reboot the REM mainframe,” she said. “And start the interface from scratch. It’s possible… maybe it’s possible… that a step was overlooked.”


MacKenzie, smug in victory, turned his back on the woman.


“The reboot should take about an hour,” Carol Hines continued. “And we can try again.”


“One hour, then,” the Professor replied. A moment later, he was riding the elevator to an upper level.


With the Professor’s departure, Dr. Cornelius approached Hines’s workstation and touched her arm.


“Don’t feel too bad,” he said. “Stuff happens… delays… mistakes… errors in calcultion. Nobody’s perfect. Bet this kind of thing went on at NASA all the time.”


Carol Hines tapped her keyboard without looking up.


“Anyway, the Professor was in a quandary, and he went with Dr. MacKenzie… you can’t blame him for—”


“For what?” she interrupted, looking up at him. Her thin face was flushed under her severe haircut. “For listening to the person with the most letters after his name?”


Cornelius shook his head. “You’ve got it all wrong, Ms. Hines. The Professor went with the technology he trusts, not the man. His decision had nothing to do with advanced degrees, or the fact that MacKenzie’s a doctor. It’s just that he’s used Pheno-B before, but never the REM.”


He could see he’d reached her and that she was paying attention to his words.


“If you’ll recall,” he continued, “the Professor was looking to blame my nanochips for Subject X’s strange reaction.”


Cornelius was relieved to see the lines on her face soften.


“And in case you haven’t noticed before,” he whispered conspiratorially, “there’s a certain Dr. Hendry who’s got it in for me. So don’t feel too persecuted just because the project’s headshrinker doesn’t like you. I’m beginning to think everybody involved in this project is up the proverbial creek without a paddle.”
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THE EXPERIMENT


FROM his chair, the Professor lifted a pale hand. “Let’s make history.”


The clatter of keys and the echo of voice commands came next. Inside the massive space, scientists and technicians had set to work.


“Feed.”


The command came from Dr. Chang, a metallurgist known for his work with special alloys. Chang was hunched over a full-body monitor beside a two-tiered portable pumping station set against the bubbling tank.


“Conductive feed,” said the tech assistant seated right below the metallurgist, at a second workstation.


Behind leaded glass at the base of the pump, steam hissed as liquefied adamantium flowed from the holding tank into the feeder tubes that snaked into the subject’s containment unit.


“Steady… adamantium breakdown twenty-nine in one, sir,” Dr. Chang warned. “I’ll compensate.”


The Professor shook his head without an ounce of concern. “It’ll reduce. No problem.”


Chang nodded. “Feed.”


“Steady…”


“Feed.”


“Cardiotach?” asked the Professor.


Carol Hines was about to glance at the heart monitor when Dr. Hendry barked, “High. Higher than we expected.”


The tank looked like a simmering glass kettle; the figure inside bobbed as a cork would in boiling liquid. Subject X would either make scientific history or die a burning death.


Dr. Cornelius watched the procedure with tense anticipation. The room smelled more like a steel smelter than a medical lab or a makeshift operating room. An odor of burnt metal hung in the air, and in the last few minutes the temperature on the floor had increased several degrees. The reason for both: the holding container at one end of the room, glowing crimson-hot behind a thick wall of leaded glass. Inside, hundreds of pounds of molten adamantium steel were pressurized and primed to pump into the subject’s body.


Cornelius knew that adamantium was the hardest substance in the universe. Developed in the 1940s by Dr. Myron MacLain, a United States government metallurgist, the alloy was created using a mixture of several top-secret resins including an infusion of the mysterious substance vibranium. In its liquefied form, adamantium was only malleable for approximately eight minutes, and only if maintained at a constant temperature of fifteen hundred degrees Fahrenheit. After four hundred and eighty seconds, the alloy would not bond to any other substance. This meant that any interruption during the critical pumping stage would be catastrophic.


Around Subject X’s tank, the team supervised all facets of the process at computer terminals and medical monitors. One sound rose above the white noise of whirring machinery: the beep of the machine that measured heart rate, breathing, body temperature, and other body functions.


Dr. Chang’s hands continued to play on his keyboard. Inside the leaded glass, the cloud of steam dissipated. “Steady…”


“Feed…”


“Suffusion enacting… now!”


The activity in the tank increased exponentially. As molten metal filled the feeder tubes, they superheated, then quickly transferred that thermal energy to the fluid inside the tank. In seconds, Subject X was totally obscured by a boiling chemical stew.


“Steady…”


“Feed.”


At the monitor, Dr. Chang watched the molten adamantium seep into the subject’s skeleton. On the ultrasonic image, it appeared as if the ghostly gray-white bones were being coated with black paint.


On his own display panel, the Professor magnified that same image several hundred times to observe the surface of the right femur. It was clear from the ultrasound that the nanochips were protecting the delicate fissures in the bones as well as the veins and capillaries that ran through them.


Cornelius watched the same data on his monitor and felt a mixture of triumph and relief. A few years ago, he believed that the process he just witnessed would be impossible. But the sheer vision of the Professor, the immense scientific progress of the program, and its vast resources made anything seem possible.


“Steady…”


“Things are going well, Doctor. I’m pleased.”


It took a moment for Cornelius to realize the Professor had addressed him.


“Feed?”


“Suffusion?”


“Steady. Both steady,” Dr. Chang replied, pushing a shiny black strand of hair away from his face.


As Cornelius watched, living tissue was being bonded to a metal alloy to create the world’s first truly bionic organism. It was indeed history in the making, and Cornelius was moved to speak.


“This is an extraordinary experiment, Professor. I’m honored to be a part of it.”


The Professor’s thin lips curled into an expression more like a sneer than a smile. “Of course you are, Cornelius.”


“Cardiotach?” This time it was the metallurgist who called for an immediate update.


Hendry shook his head. “Not good… I guess it’s ANS.”


“Feed.”


Dr. MacKenzie spoke for the first time since the bonding procedure began. “Let’s up the Pheno-B. Two points… no, one. Any more and he’ll have beans for brains.”


“Is there any reason for concern?” The Professor directed this question to the psychiatrist, but it was Hendry who answered.


“I don’t believe so, Professor. You chose Subject X for his rather remarkable stamina. What we’re getting here is his autonomic nervous system kicking in. He’s a hard fellow—even unconscious.”


“Chelation beginning,” said Dr. Chang.


The mass of roiling bubbles around Subject X expanded outward as he began to thrash violently, bumping up against the glass walls.


“What was that?” the Professor demanded.


“Resistance, sir,” MacKenzie replied.


“He’s pulled a feeder tube!” the metallurgist cried. “Cut the flow to tube Nineteen B, use backup tubes A and C to compensate.”


“Compensating.”


“Maintain.”


“Damn… resistance. More resistance,” said Hendry, anxiously.


“Equalize.”


“Feed.”


“Impeded.”


“Feed backup channel.”


“Balance imminent,” spoke the metallurgist. “Steady… steady… balance achieved.”


The thrashing subsided. Molten steel continued to be pumped into the subject’s twitching flesh.


“How’s the REM interface holding up?” asked the Professor.


“It’s at one hundred percent,” Carol Hines replied. “I upped the amps to short out the subject’s autonomic nerve functions. I believe that has corrected Dr. Hendry’s ANS problem.”


“Hendry… ANS?”


Hendry looked up from his monitors. “Subsiding, Professor. Nearly normal.”


“Cardiotach, Miss Hines?”


She hesitated before answering, surprised that the Professor had called on her again. “Rising rapidly, sir. As of now, the heart rate is 198 per minute and increasing.”


The Professor gritted his teeth. He found the subject’s accelerated heart rate troubling.


“Diagnosis, Dr. Hendry?”


“Sir, I believe the nanotechnology is at fault—”


“Now, wait a minute—” Cornelius protested.


The Professor lifted his hand. “Clarify, Dr. Hendry…”


“On the ultrasound monitor, you can see gray flecks covering the skeleton which Cornelius tells us are his nanochips. Well, look at this—”


A magnification of the subject’s heart muscle revealed the same gray-black specks lining the interior of all four chambers.


“I believe Dr. Cornelius’s programming was incorrect. The nanochips treated the dense heart muscle like bone, with predictable results.”


Cornelius was speechless. Could I have been so wrong?


The Professor frowned and spoke tersely. “Ms. Hines, would you please access the subject’s medical profile and history? I studied it long enough, but I could have missed something.”


“On-screen, sir,” Hines said.


“Detail any cardio-abnormality.”


“None, sir.”


The Professor gazed in silence at the figure adrift in the tank. When he finally spoke, his tone was rueful. “You’re really letting me down here, Cornelius. Why didn’t you prepare for this in advance?”


Cornelius stared at the image. His nanochips still clustered around the valves—doing who knows how much damage to the subject’s heart—when they should have been long gone.


Hell, they were long gone a few minutes ago. Why did some of them end up back inside his heart muscles?


“I thought I’d prepared for everything, Professor. But who could have foreseen this?”


The metallurgist interrupted them. “Sir, the rate of adamantium absorption should be twenty-four in one—”


“Of course.”


“It’s fifty-three in one, sir… and increasing.”


For the first time since Cornelius met him, the Professor appeared baffled. He immediately called for an explanation from Carol Hines.


“It seems that Subject X’s highly accelerated heart rate is draining the adamantium reservoir at three times the estimated speed of absorption,” she explained.


An alarm sounded, interrupting them. Dr. Hendry analyzed the problem without looking up from his monitor.


“The subject’s thrashing again. And there is some leakage in the tank. I detect trace amounts of adamantium.”


“The damaged tube?” Hines offered.


“No,” Hendry said at once. “The leak is coming from the subject’s pores. He’s passing adamantium through his sweat glands.”


The Professor was suddenly alarmed. “Rejection?”


“More likely… elimination,” Hendry replied. “His liver, his lymph nodes—they’re dealing with the metal as they would a bacterial infection or a toxin. Some of the alloy is being filtered out, passing through his skin. Not enough to worry about, but…”


“This guy’s liver functions must be phenomenal,” said Dr. MacKenzie. “So efficient I doubt our boy can get drunk even if he wants to. That could also explain his resistance to drugs.”


“My God! It might also explain the nanochips lodged in his heart,” Cornelius declared.


“Explain, Doctor,” said the Professor.


“The subject has phenomenal stamina, right? And we can see that his immune system is amazing, too—”


“Your point?”


“Those chips didn’t travel to his heart on their own, and their programming wasn’t flawed. They were forced back into the bloodstream by the subject’s immune system!”


Cornelius whirled to face Hendry. “What’s the white blood cell count inside the subject’s heart?”


Hendry tapped his keyboard. “Elevated… Abnormally high, it’s as if—”


“As if he’s battling an infection.” Cornelius faced the Professor. “That means his immune system was strong enough to kill a percentage of my chips, which are now being passed out of his body like waste matter, through the sweat glands.”


The Professor digested the information. As his mind turned, his glasses seemed to dance with reflected light.


Dr. Cornelius glanced at the cardiotach, noting that the heart rate had stabilized.


“I can assure you that there’ll be no further problems, Professor,” he said. “Subject X’s heart rate can’t possibly go any higher or he’d be… well, a superman or something.”


The Professor’s head jerked as if stricken by Cornelius’s observation. His pale flesh turned bone-white, and though he didn’t speak, the Professor’s jaws moved behind thin lips.


“We’re going to pass the equalization point, sir. We’ll have to compensate on every channel,” Chang’s assistant warned.


Dr. Hendry was also perplexed. “So soon?”


“Astonishing,” said Cornelius.


The technician paused, looking to the Professor for a decision. But Cornelius could see that the scientific genius was paralyzed, unable to take action, unable even to speak.


Cornelius stepped forward. “Refeed, then,” he commanded.


“On every channel.”


Dr. Hendry blinked, but said nothing.


Guess I’m in charge—for the moment, Cornelius thought. And if that’s the case, I say we push the envelope… to the max. If this guy Logan can swallow so much adamantium without so much as burping, who knows what else he can do?


“Feed?” the technician asked for confimation.


“Feed on all channels,” said Dr. Chang, glancing at Cornelius.


“Compound feed. Maintain at Level Two.”


“What’s causing this, Doctor?” The speaker’s hand dug into Cornelius’s shoulder like a talon.


“Your guess, Professor, is as good as mine,” Cornelius replied. “We’ve pumped enough Thorazine into the subject to drop a bullock, so the problem is obviously more than a cast-iron constitution or an auto-nervous anomaly.”


“Doctor?” It was Carol Hines, her green eyes looking past the Professor to Cornelius. “I’ve some interesting data for you.”


Cornelius—with the Professor in tow—approached the woman’s terminal.


“According to Medfax, Subject X has been shot at least five times and survived each attack. Four to the trunk, one to the leg. He’s also suffered a number of grave injuries.”


Cornelius shrugged. “Tough geezer… We know this, Hines.”


“But the bioscans, the ultrasound, show neither epidermal nor internal scar tissue. None whatsoever.”


“Cornelius, didn’t you say that the subject was hurt last night?”


“Yes, Professor.” Well, Hendry actually said it. I only saw some of the injuries.


“Then where are his wounds?”


That gave Cornelius pause. He glanced at the figure in the tank, too shrouded in bubbles to make out details… only pale flesh, black hair drifting like a tattered banner.


“Hines, do you have any readings?” Cornelius asked, still staring at Logan.


“I have a trace,” she said. “Some clotting around the mastoid. But an hour ago he had a dislocated jaw, cuts, abrasions. Now there’s absolutely nothing.”


Cornelius and the Professor mulled over the information as Carol Hines continued her report. “On the board there’s a direct linear equation between the phenomenon and the intense cardio-activity. And…”


She hesitated.


“Well, I don’t know how important this is… Seems silly. But Mr. Logan’s hair has almost entirely grown back again in just twenty minutes. We shaved him a number of times. This anomaly was attributed to the tank’s synthetic embryonic fluid.”


The lab became very quiet as all eyes shifted to the subject in the tank. Only the steady beep of the biomonitors broke the silence.


“We seem to be in the midst of something unprecedented,” Cornelius declared in an almost reverential tone. “Our Mr. Logan is somewhat more than human.”


“Okay, I have to rethink this fast,” said Dr. Hendry, who had joined the huddle. “If the patient’s wounds are now healed, his heart rate could drop—be prepared to de-escalate at a second’s notice. That’s option one.”


“What if the heart rate starts to climb again?” Hines asked.


“We go to option two,” Hendry said. “If the rate continues to rise, pump equivalent noripenephrine to its ratio… but keep me informed of all changes.”


Nobody was talking about killing Subject X anymore, Cornelius noted. Probably because it’s clear that whatever we do probably isn’t going to hurt the guy, let alone kill him. At this point, I’m not sure anything we do can harm him…


“Dr. Chang, Ms. Hines? Is the adamantium reservoir sufficient for all this… additional activity?”


“Sufficient at the current rate, Dr. Hendry.”


Hendry slapped the console. “Not good enough. Go to reserve.”


Carol Hines shifted her gaze to the Professor. “I’ll need authorization from—”


“You have it, madam. Go to reserve adamantium, now.”


The Professor’s command was shouted over his shoulder as he strode to an access door leading to an auxiliary lab.


“Professor,” Cornelius called. “I could use your advice on…”


The door closed shut. The Professor left without a word.


Dr. Cornelius scratched his bearded chin. “How do you like that? We’re in the middle of a crisis and he walks out.”


What in blasted hell could be so important?


* * *


THE Professor seethed. That fool Cornelius wants my advice? Has he forgotten that he’s here to give counsel, not receive it? I am the master here.


Inside a small containment area off the main laboratory, the Professor closed a heavy hatch and activated the magnetic clamps to lock out the rest of the world. Behind him, a terminal automatically sprang to life. He began to punch a code known only to him into the desktop communicator, but suddenly paused. The Professor noticed his hands were shaking.


Absurd to be this rattled, he told himself. I haven’t been this unsteady since I began pulling the strings instead of being pulled by them.


He completed the code and waited as a satellite picked up the feed and scrambled the communication.


“Speak.” The voice on the other end echoed faintly, mildly distorted by a constant electronic hum.


“It is I,” the Professor began.


A split-second delay as the transmission was coded. “You risk much by contacting me, Professor…”


“Yes, I know. But I have something to say—”


“What is so important that you choose to break established communications protocol?”


“The operation is proceeding right now—”


“And going well, I trust?”


“Yes—”


“Subject X will survive the bonding procedure?”


“Of course he’ll survive it,” the Professor stated, his agitation increasing. “That’s the point. You knew that Logan was a mutant.”


Silence.


“This fact comes as quite a surprise,” the Professor continued, his voice tight. “Why did you not inform me?”


“This conversation is risky, Professor. For both of us.”


“No one can hear me. I’m in a sealed lab down the hall—”


“You should be with your patient.”


“I can see the operation on a monitor. I must insist that you hear me out—”


The Professor sensed the Director was irritated by his call, but he had to press on. “Logan is a mutant. He has a superhuman power to regenerate damaged tissue. He is practically immortal, and yet you don’t inform me of this important factor?”


“That information was available to me, it is true. But Logan’s mutant status was classified—on a need-to-know basis—and you, Professor, did not need to know.”


“I’m in there with that backwoods Cornelius and my staff, and this, this girl—practically a typist—discovers the truth about Logan by pushing a few buttons on her blasted computer!”


“Your point?”


“It makes me look like I don’t know anything. I had to leave the operating room in case they asked me any questions about it. I felt like a fool!” The Professor hated himself the moment he’d confessed it. His voice betrayed him as a whiny child and he was repulsed.


The Director chuckled. “You sound angry, Professor.”


“Yes…” He forced the calm back into his voice. The control. “You could say I’m a bit put out.”


“But according to you, the procedure is going as planned.”


“You don’t understand… I’m supposed to be in control of these people. How can I give even an illusion of that if I’m not thoroughly briefed by you?”


Silence.


The Professor sought to quell his anger. He knew Director X did not like emotional displays, nor did he respect weakness. When the Professor spoke again, his voice was steady, devoid of expression.


“Do you not trust me?” he asked, then immediately regretted asking the question. Damn it!


The Professor hardly listened to the reply, for the Director’s response was unnecessary. Of course Director X did not trust him. The mere fact that the Director withheld such critical information about the subject spoke volumes to the Professor regarding Logan, the experiment, the Director’s priorities, and the Professor’s own place in the scheme of things.


“I see,” said the Professor at last. “Then I have one last question.”


“Yes?”


“What else do I not know about Experiment X?”


This time, there was no reply. The Director had ended the call.


* * *


BACK in the laboratory, the rate of adamantium bonding had increased threefold. Dr. Chang suggested that a leak might be the culprit, so Carol Hines and Dr. Hendry searched their monitors for evidence of one.


“The channels are sufficient, Doctor, but there’s an excess drain at… wait a moment… at the flexor brevis—minima digiti section.”


Cornelius’s first-year anatomy classes were too far behind him. “Plain language, please, Ms. Hines.”


“Sorry. The hands and wrists, sir.”


Cornelius stood behind the woman, gazing at the monitor. He glanced at Hendry, hoping for answers. But the man’s angular face and square jaw were tense. It was clear he didn’t know what to make of the alloy leakage, either.


“Not much of this so-called leak is showing up in the tank,” Cornelius observed. “Less than one part for one hundred thousand. But the adamantium has to be going somewhere. It can’t be collecting at his wrists—what would it bond with?”


Cornelius shook his head. “We’re going to need some advice on this… Anybody know where the Professor is?”


Blank stares.


“No? Have him paged, then.”


After a moment, loudspeakers boomed with an exasperated voice. “Cornelius? What is all the fuss?”


Cornelius looked around for a communicator, then spoke. “Professor, where are you?”


“What do you want, Doctor?”


Cornelius realized that the Professor could hear everything. This lab is obviously bugged. How many other rooms are wired? Are they watching us right now?


“We have a new problem,” Cornelius began. “Could you return to the operating room?”
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