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Chapter One




Wade Bauer has killed seventeen people. He wonders if someone in the building tonight will be the eighteenth. 

Six men clad in black fatigues, body armor, boots, masks, and helmets crouch around the bend in the corridors of Fused Integrated Research. Six men who, for all the rest of the world knows, work their day jobs at a medical research firm.

They don’t broadcast their allegiance to the organization that calls itself Syndax beyond the walls of their secret base underneath that firm. Bad idea. Wade knows they have to avoid not only local police and private security but also the FBI, Homeland, and a slew of other federal agencies seeking their arrest for crimes committed. 

Crimes. Probably true. But none of them understand the actions we have to take. Once the world’s cleaned up, they will. It’ll be too late for them, though. 

Wade slips ahead of the rest of the team. He spots two black domes, each the size of a golf ball, embedded in the corridor ceiling. Glass walls at the far end are marked with red and white warning graphics. The lab beyond is littered with computers, test tubes and other glassware, and a rainbow assortment of chemical brews.

He flashes two fingers at Lance, who nods and then presses a handheld device to the wall. A plastic antenna protrudes from the top. Lance punches instructions on a slim, collapsible keyboard that bounces off the glossy white wall panels with the impact of his fingers. Gold text spills down a dark screen.

<Plus two minutes.> The automated counter chimes in through his earpiece, reminding him he’s taking longer than rehearsed to breach the lab. 

Wade frowns. It’s like Dad hassling him about unfinished homework, back before all he did was stagger home drunk and slap Mom around. Back when he cared. 

Lance pokes him. Thumbs up.

There’s no change in the cameras’ appearances. For all Wade can tell they’re still active. But Lance never lets him down. If he says they’ve been shut off, then they’re as good as dead. Wade rises from his crouch and signals for the team to move forward.

They proceed swiftly down the corridor. No one talks. No one coughs. No one breathes—not true, Wade realizes, but that’s how it feels to him. The treads of boots squeak on the tile floor.

Wade spots four people through the glass: three men and one woman. Lab coats. Goggles. Gazes fixed on whatever’s on their trays or screens. He slows and holds up four fingers to Lance, who mimics his gesture. Wade knows the rest of the team is passing it down the line, even if he can only see their smeared, dim reflections in the wall ahead.

The lab is sealed, Wade recalls from the raid briefing. Key card entry only.

Wade nods. His reflex. It doesn’t matter if he’s getting instruction from his superiors or rehashing plans in his head. He acknowledges.

The team slinks across the narrow T-intersection. Splits in two—three men to the left, three to the right. No hand signals needed. They’ve rehearsed this part of the raid six times in forty-eight hours.

Carlos leads Brad and Vic to the left. Wade goes right with Lance and Jeff. Lance is breaking into the keycard module before Wade can issue the order.

<Plus two minutes thirty seconds.>

Every second they’re inside and not escaping is another second the lab’s private security can respond. Right now, they’re clueless, Wade knows, thanks to the substitution of looped images on their cameras—in the areas where Lance hasn’t disabled said cameras. But the program won’t get away undetected forever. 

Sweat seeps beneath the seal of Wade’s goggles, dripping between his eyebrows. A glistening droplet makes him go cross-eyed.

The door lock panel beeps. A mechanism clicks somewhere behind the wall and the glass panel slides open with a swish. Wade wonders vaguely if the lab paid extra to have it sound like one of the signature hatches from Star Trek or if it’s just a coincidence. 

Lance steps back, weapon raised. Wade goes in first, leveling the submachine gun at the lab occupants. More squeaking boots and rustling cloth tells him Lance and Jeff are right behind him. “Hands up.” He finds the command funny when issued in a deep, mumbled version of his true voice courtesy of the modulator strapped to his throat. “Do it or we shoot.”

Four pairs of wide eyes stare back. Four pairs of hands shoot up. Instruments both metal and plastic clatter onto stainless steel trays.

No arguments. Good. The faster we can get out of here, the better.

“What do you want?” The youngest of the three men is clean shaven except for a blond mustache. Looks scared and there’s a tremor behind his words. He’s scowling. Red creeps up his neck, like the rising line on an old thermometer. 

He’s angry and scared. Dangerous combo.

“Secure him.” Wade circles the room. He makes sure every person’s watching him roam. The object has to be here, but his search also means he can keep everyone’s attention focused.

Jeff slides his weapon over his back, letting the strap carry the full weight, and puts the angry young researcher in zip ties. The man struggles until Jeff sweeps his legs from under him, forcing him to the floor where he sags for a moment in Jeff’s grasp. More zip ties for his ankles, then. “Secured.”

“You can’t just break in here and mphf!”

Wade glances back. Jeff has a thick gloved hand clamped over the kid’s mouth. He raises an eyebrow, which stretches the contours of his mask. Wade nods.

“Hope your sinuses are clear.” Jeff pulls a small roll of duct tape out of a patch, tears off a strip, and slaps it firmly over the young man’s mouth.

“Right.” Wade glares at the remaining three, though it occurs to him they might not be able to tell he’s glaring when only his eyes show through the mask. He squints. “The resonance grid.”

The three exchange looks like they’re guilty children hiding a secret from their dad. Careful. That’ll get you the belt. The pain of the memory only amplifies Wade’s anxiety. His finger stiffens near the trigger guard. 

“One, this is Four.” Carlos is on the comms. Short burst communications keep the team linked inside the building, but they don’t have any connection to the outside. Too risky. “Activity on the motion sensors. Security’s coming to check.”

<Plus three minutes.>

Wade slaps a nearby counter. It’s a thin layer of metal that releases a tremendous bang when his hand hits it. “Hey! We don’t have time for this. The grid. Hand it over and no one’s getting hurt.”

The blond technician whimpers. Jeff is pressing on his back with his boot. “Any day,” he mutters.

Wade lets him. They need the device, and they need it now.

But no one’s saying anything. Either the lab pays really well, or the researchers have employers just as strict about their principles as Wade’s—only their principles stem from an entirely different motivation.

Wade rushes the woman, the better target, he knows, because the men will instinctively want to protect her, whether or not they have any romantic interest. Girlfriend, mother, sister … Doesn’t matter. They see a man looming well over six feet tall wrapped in black tactical gear, face featureless except for pale blue eyes, shoving a slender five-foot-two woman against a table. They watch him press the gun’s muzzle to her temple as if preparing to use a cordless drill to send a screw through a two-by-four of wood. 

She cries out. Wade appreciates she’s playing her part.

That helps.

“Leave her alone!” The command comes from the bulky white guy with next to no hair except for a gray fringe. Simultaneously his colleague, a stocky Black man whose face is half obscured by a surgical mask, rushes for a cabinet.

Gunfire cracks.

Wade, Lance, and Jeff look at each other. Suppressed weapons. Our guys. Security will have—

The answering shots are much louder and slower. Pistols. Semiautomatic.

Wade presses harder and snarls, “Get. It. Now.”

The researcher returns with a silver case about the size of a laptop computer bag only twice as thick. Maybe a foot across and eighteen inches long. 

“Open the case.”

Nobody moves.

Sigh. “Two?”

Lance rips the case from the researcher’s hand. “Look,” the man says, his tone shifting into a low, gentle pleading. “We don’t want any trouble.”

Lance backhands him. The man yelps. He clutches his face. Blood trickles between two fingers. 

“Nobody ever does,” Jeff says.

“Shut it, Three.” Wade watches Lance flip the latches on the front of the case and lift the lid. A rectangle of silver and bronze mesh, the colors interwoven like a knit blanket’s threads, is nestled in a foam tray. “Report.”

“Everything’s here. Cables, memory cards …” Lance looks up at the researcher he smacked. “This is everything, correct?”

More gunfire cracks out in the hall. No more time. Wade releases the woman. She and the Black man hold on to each other. “Load it.”

Lance repackages the case. He unzips Wade’s backpack and stuffs the case inside, the motion rocking Wade on his feet. 

“Time to move,” Jeff reminds them. As if Wade needs reminding with the entire team plus his automated timer in his earpiece.

“Everybody out,” Wade orders. “Two, set the charges.”

Lance distributes tiny lumps of C4 throughout the lab, pressing them to the sides of computers or under tables loaded with chemicals, while Wade and Jeff herd the researchers out. They take off running in the opposite direction down the hall, which makes sense because the rest of Wade’s team is exchanging gunfire with what looks like seven men in rent-a-cop security uniforms. Not even Kevlar. Too easy.

“One, what about this guy?” Jeff nudges the angry blond research guy with the muzzle of his rifle. 

“Cut his ankle tie and set him loose.”

“You sure?”

Wade gets in Jeff’s face. “You shoot him, and I shoot you. Understood?”

Jeff snarls something Wade can’t make out but does as instructed. He yanks the kid upright by his elbow, then sends him stumbling into the hall. He fires a single round into the ceiling over the kid’s head. “That got him running faster,” Jeff says.

Wade shakes his head just as Lance rejoins them. “Charges set. Timer’s ready.”

“Synchronize,” Wade says.

Lance holds up his watch, as does Wade. Lance presses a button, which turns a line of numbers red and spins them. Wade’s watch automatically responds. 

“Five minutes,” Lance says.

Wade smirks beneath his mask as they trot up behind the rest of the team. Five minutes, eh? From a kid’s movie. He and Elle used to watch it all the time, at a volume loud enough to drown out everything but the most brutal insults Mom and Dad screamed at each other.

“Four, report.” He ducks behind Carlos. Peers around the corner. Two guards lay motionless on the floor at the other end of the hall, where it opens into a wall of windows and thick, shiny black leather chairs. Second story break lounge. No door. Overlooks the parking lot.

“It’s another T intersection down there.” Carlos has a somber, precise way of speaking. “I don’t think we’re getting out that way except messily.”

Wade inspects the rest of the team. Vic has a hand clasped to his chest but can still shoot, it looks like. No blood. Must have taken a round to his ballistic armor. Brad is reloading his gun. Jeff is perched in an alcove a step ahead of them, motionless, aiming at the security guards.

“Time check,” Wade says to Lance.

“Four minutes forty-five.” Lance’s voice flutters. Keeps glancing at Vic and his injury. It’s to be expected. He’s the brains. Hasn’t been in many firefights. Not as many as me or Jeff.

Besides, Wade has seen worse.

“You in there!” The security guard who cries out sounds twice as nervous as Lance. “Put down your weapons! The police are on their way.”

Wade gives the signal to move before the man’s finished saying “police.” Six submachine guns almost drown out the rest of his sentence. Wade’s team speed walks down the hall, half crouched, half standing, using the intermittent alcoves as cover and breaking open flimsy office doors when those aren’t available.

The security guards shoot back, Glock handguns plinking nine-millimeter rounds off the walls and the floor. A round catches Vic in the chest. Really? Again? He staggers and flails until Brad pulls him aside into an empty office. The sudden return fusillade forces the rest of the team to cover. 

A guard rushes across the intersection, shooting with one hand and shouting into a shoulder-mounted radio.

Wade drops to a knee, aims, breathes, and squeezes the trigger. Three-round burst.

The man collapses like Wade’s cut his puppet strings. Blank eyes stare back, sideways.

Eighteen. 

The third man down breaks the dam. Shouts of alarm go up. Wade hears shoes clomping around on both sides of the intersection. It sounds like they’re falling back but it could be to a more defensible position.

A chime sounds in his earbud. Three bells, one after the other, rising in tune. 

“Our ride’s here,” Wade says. “Through the lounge. Get going. Five, do you need help with Six?”

“Negative.” Brad emerges from the room with one of Vic’s arms draped over his. Neither man limps but Vic sways like a drunk. “He’s got the wind knocked out of him, but I can manage.”

“Manage faster and don’t get shot. Go.”

Wade and Carlos take the corners. They gesture in unison at their teammates to wait. Carlos peeks first, then shakes his head. He lifts his left arm. His portable screen’s surface shows only six purple dots for the team. No movement on the motion sensor.

Wade doesn’t see anyone either. If the security guards are waiting in ambush, they’re doing a better job than his people at being stealthy. Gut check. He doesn’t feel the rumbles. Nor is there a spike of unreasonable anxiety beyond what he’d expect from running a raid like this.

All clear. He indicates the go ahead.

Wade and Carlos move slowly across the intersection, weapons ready, while the other four team members jog across. Jeff and Lance stop at the lounge entrance, checking the inside corners. Nothing. Carlos vacates his position first, with Wade bringing up the rear.

The lounge feels nothing like the gleaming corridors and sterile lab. The lighting here is soft and warm. The temperature’s turned up five more degrees. Gentle piano music drifts from a pair of speakers, at least until a Klaxon sounds and red emergency beacons flash on and off at the edge of the ceiling. Four couches and four chairs, each with the same luxurious leather finish Wade noticed, are spaced throughout singly or in clusters. Potted plants are deep, vibrant green against beige walls and cushy, cream-colored carpet. Framed photos abound: sun-soaked Kenai Fjord; fishing boats clustered in Seward’s harbor; Bear Glacier looming underneath cottony clouds; and the spindly outcroppings of Spire Cove rising from dark waters.

Carlos leans against a window divider and looks down into the parking lot. Black and silver shells of company sedans glisten like beetle shells. The blue-white glare of headlights cuts through the twilight. “There it is.”

“Pop the middle window,” Wade says. He turns to Jeff. “Ready the grapples.”

Carlos yelps and before Wade can ask an exasperated What now? the window Carlos was standing at blows inward in a shower of glass sheets and fragments. A gust of wind sends Lance tumbling into Jeff. Wade holds his footing, but just barely. Vic and Brad are hunkered behind a couch.

The hulking figure has Carlos by the throat. Hulking, because Wade’s sure the figure is a foot taller than him and outweighs him by a good hundred pounds at least of what must be solid muscle. He’s one of those guys who’s built for a brawl instead of a sprint, but exaggerated beyond reality.

“The Avalanche,” Lance hisses, like he’s spitting out a curse.

“Not again,” Wade mutters.

The Avalanche flings Carlos twenty feet into the Seward photo, breaking its frame. Both the photo and Carlos land on the floor upside down, unmoving. 

“You really thought we wouldn’t notice.” The Avalanche’s voice is a deep, serious rumble. Wade can’t see his face behind the mask, which is deep navy blue like Cook Inlet at twilight, carved with a false brow and nose, no mouth, bright white shards where eyes should be. But he sounds pissed.

Then he hurtles at Wade, a huge mass of dark blue with white stripes bearing a single black four-pointed star in the middle of a suit built like an ancient statue. 

There are bullets and shouting and Wade can’t help but think, Maybe I should tell him we’ve only got three minutes and thirty seconds until everything blows up.

Heroes. What a pain.








  
  
Chapter Two




Wade throws himself aside, shooting as he does, for all the good it will do him. He knows this isn’t the way to take down the Avalanche. 

The Avalanche. Dumb name. It’s easy for him to criticize but not as easy for him to laugh off the threat because it’s as real as any Wade has ever faced.

The Avalanche shrugs off the bullets, literally, and plows into the couch that had been behind Wade. He grasps it with two beefy hands clad in thick, bulky gloves. They’re more like armored gauntlets, Wade realizes, and the pale golden glow their sleeves emit strobes brightly as he rips the couch in half like a strongman performing the same trick with an old telephone book.

“Contact, contact,” Wade snaps into his radio. “Enemy unit on site.”

“Enemy,” the Avalanche growls. “That’s funny coming from you people.”

Carlos moans. Lance is at his side, helping him to his feet. Jeff is against the right way, crouched and shooting at the Avalanche but only sporadically. Even Jeff isn’t willing to accidentally hit one of us, Wade notes as he slings his submachine gun over his shoulder and unhooks the top of a pouch on his belt. There are a dozen identical pouches. He’s got the loadout memorized, though, and since this one has the pouch that sticks the most when he opens it, he knows it’s the least used. And for good reason.

This is going to hurt when it’s all over.

He’s broken comms silence. The voice on the other end of the encrypted signal carries a slight Slavic accent and the unmistakable weight of command. “Contingency authorized.”

Everyone on his team perks up. They’ve received the same message. One after the other, they dig for the same pouch on identical belts.

Wade watches them stow their weapons as he presses his fingers deep inside the pouch. Fingers find the smooth plastic button. He takes a short, deep breath, wonders if this is ever a good idea, then pushes.

A sharp prick pierces his lower abdomen. The pain’s momentary.

The burning in his veins isn’t.

His heart races out of control. He’s hyperventilating. Muscles clenching up and down his body. The burning intensifies and he shudders so badly his teeth rattle. Just a few seconds go by, but it feels like he’s been standing in place for hours, and his bones ache so badly that his jaw clenches like a bear trap.

The Avalanche takes advantage of his momentary paralysis to swing at him with one of those massive, girded fists.

Wade stops it.

He holds the fist a foot from his face, his own gloved hands shaking. Wade grins behind his mask. The scorching sensation is still there but it’s gone cold, like extreme freezer burn, and his muscles still hurt, but otherwise he feels good. He feels great.

The infusion is meant to level the playing field with guys like the Avalanche. Like those heroes who keep trying to stop them at every turn. Wade shoves him back a few feet. The rest of his team closes in. No need for their guns anymore. They’re ready.

Wade can tell.

The irises of their eyes are a shimmering purple, just like he knows his are. 

The Avalanche slowly turns his head, allowing him to take in the encirclement. Even Vic is moving more easily, though the bullet holes are still dug deep in his armored chest plate. “This is a mistake.”

Lance flashes Wade a pair of fingers. Two minutes until the lab’s destroyed. Wade nods back. “Somebody’s made one, but it’s you. We won’t be stopped. None of us will.”

The Avalanche chuckles. His voice sounds just like rocks scraping across crushed ice. “That’s what you always say, no matter how many times I pummel you.”

Jeff lunges for him. Come on, Jeff. That’s not the way we do it. Not the way we trained. Wade wishes he had a second to remind him they’re trained to converge on the enemy as one, instead of getting themselves suckered into a one-versus-one brawl, politely taking their turns.

The Avalanche is ready with an elbow block for Jeff’s wild punch, then delivers a blow to Jeff’s lower gut. There’s a muffled crack, and Jeff cries out. He careens the rest of the way to the wall, crashing through a set of bookshelves decorated with palm-sized potted plants and those kinds of self-help books office workspaces seem to buy as trophies. Shelves snap. Pottery shatters. Jeff’s sideways on the floor, gasping, clutching his side.

The rest of the team launches themselves into action before the Avalanche can swing back in their direction. Wade is first, striking the bigger man with the same blow he’d landed on Jeff, but there’s too much armor and not enough gaps. Good thing I took the infusion. If I hadn’t, I’d have broken knuckles instead of bruises.

A massive hand swings for Wade’s head. Armored fingertips graze the front of his mask. Carlos kicks at the same moment, a roundhouse Wade didn’t think he was flexible enough to perform but given how much the concoction they all injected amplifies their natural strengths, he shouldn’t be surprised.

The Avalanche catches his ankle with one hand, grunts, and flings him across the room. 

Carlos hits his upper back and the backs of his knees on the doorframe before sliding the rest of the way down.

One minute.

Wade blocks a punch from the Avalanche with his forearms. It drives him a foot backwards, sending sharp pains down to his elbows that dissipate in a second. He feels them, sure, but he doesn’t feel it as bad as if he hadn’t been chemically and biologically upgraded. In fact, he punches and kicks at his opponent, moving so fast he’s convinced he’s outpacing his own thoughts.

The Avalanche might be big, but he isn’t slow. Far from it. Wade gets in a few hits—to the arms, the legs, even one lucky shot to the chin of his mask—but otherwise he matches Wade hit for hit. And he does more damage.

Even when Brad loops his arms beneath the Avalanche’s armpits and attempts to pull him back, the bigger man doesn’t seem fazed.

That gives Wade and Vic the chance to land more punches as the Avalanche grapples with Brad, struggling to get a hold of the smaller, leaner man. 

“Your mission is compromised,” the voice says in Wade’s earpiece. “Get out of there with the grid. That’s the vital component.”

He’s right. Wade knows it. Call for the retreat. You’ve got less than a minute until the first explosives go.

But the infusion he’s taken goads him on. Why wouldn’t it? Superior strength, superior agility … leveling these smug jerks with advanced powers. 

I can take him out.

We all can.

Brad yelps and a moment later flies over their heads, upside down. Then a powerful, double-handed blow flings Vic aside with a flash of light that forces Wade to blink away globs of light that appear in his vision.

“You and me,” the Avalanche mutters, advancing on him.

Wade runs.

He traces a path around the inside of the lounge, desperate to find cover, then turns back right as the Avalanche’s thundering footsteps catch up with him. He blocks one blow, then another, but his arms feel like they’ve been run over by a truck—or at least, how he imagines the sensation would feel. 

Eventually he loses the edge, the concentration, or whatever it is keeping him a split-second ahead of the Avalanche. Wade throws himself to the floor.

Two things happen.

The Avalanche’s punch sails through the air above him, right in the space his head had occupied, and bashes a hole a foot across through the wall, crumbling sheetrock, crumpling flimsy metal studs, admitting light from the hallway into the lounge.

And Lance’s charges go off.

The explosion rocks the building worse than any earthquake Wade’s experienced, and he’s been in a few, light ones, the kind that makes every plate and coffee mug rattle but could have just as easily been a heavy dump truck rumbling by. This, though, causes the Avalanche to sway. One of his feet comes off the floor. Only by an inch.

It’s enough of an inch.

Wade seizes the man’s boot at the ankle and twists. Lights flicker throughout the lounge. Smoke and heat rush into the room through the entryway.

The Avalanche lets out another grunt, this one higher in pitch. Surprise. He goes over like a felled tree, landing on his back so hard the floor shudders again beneath Wade’s elbows.

“Everybody move!” Wade shouts the instruction because he has no idea if his team’s comms are still active. He swivels on his side and delivers a savage kick to the Avalanche’s mask, no subtlety involved, no finesses. Just a stomp.

Black-suited forms stagger toward the broken window. More smoke fills the room, settling lower and lower as they disappear into the night. 

But Wade keeps kicking. He’s snarling, no words, only guttural sounds of fury.

A hand seizes his arm and pulls. “One! Come on. The grid … We have to get it out of here.”

The grid? Who cares? I’ve got him at my mercy. If I can keep him down long enough. Wade draws his gun.

Lance is the one restraining him. He grabs Wade by the collar. “What are you doing?”

His eyes are still purple but there’s no fury there, no rage ready to be unleashed. The infusion’s imperfect. It doesn’t last as long as it should and it varies from person to person, no matter how the lab techs at Syndax tinker with the formula mixing tachyon particles with who knows what else.

The Avalanche groans and rolls over. He’s getting to his feet, slowly.

Golden light glows around his armored fists. The flash that knocked Vic away … Where was he?

Vic is gone. So is the rest of the team, except for Wade and Lance. The lounge is orange now, with fluorescent lights failing and flickering flames reaching from the hallway. 

The edge of the carpet ignites.

Lance hauls him up and pushes him toward the window. It’s close. A few more steps.

The shout behind them draws Wade’s attention back into the room.

The Avalanche is a looming shadow backlit by fire. Smoke shrouds his form, making it blurry, and twice the size. It can’t be. I have to be imagining it.

But he sure looks like he’s hunched over at the top of the ten-foot ceiling. And taking up far more real estate than he used to.

Wade draws his pistol up, levels it, and fires until the magazine is empty.

Lance is gone, out the window. The Avalanche staggers back into the smoke, disappearing.

Good enough for me.

Wade rushes for the window. The clean, damp night air is fresh and cool, a welcome change from the smothering heat and foul fumes stinging his nose and throat. He grabs onto the sleek silver cable and rappels down the side of the building.

He lands in a massive shrub that claws at his clothing. Batters his way free, leaving cracked branches and crumpled leaves in his wake.

A black Ford Excursion waits, brake lights glaring red at him, the modified back hatch flung open. Everyone else is crammed inside on two rows of bench seats, one left, one right, facing the empty middle. 

Lance holds out his hand. 

The Excursion’s brake lights vanish. The engine revs.

Wade grabs Lance’s hand and pulls himself up, landing on one foot and one knee just inside the threshold, the rest of his body dangling off the bumper.

The Excursion races out of the parking lot, taking corners at a speed the manufacturers couldn’t have anticipated for such sharp maneuvers. Wade swears one set of wheels or another leaves the pavement at least twice.

Flames brighten the night sky. The explosive charges do their job. Wade slips inside the truck and pulls the backpack free, then passes it forward. “Secure this.”

“Yes, sir.” Carlos takes possession of the bag.

“Law enforcement chatter on the radio.” The driver glances back, his face obscured by the same mask the rest of the team wears. “They’re coming.”

“What about Procyon?” Lance asks.

Procyon Foundation. An organization masquerading behind a public face of community service elsewhere in the country while secretly fighting Syndax. Interrupting Syndax’s plans, with extreme prejudice. Except here in Anchorage, they maintain as secret a presence as Wade’s organization, so much so that nobody has a clue where they are. Kind of like us. “No activity on those bands. Not that I can see, at least.”

Wade reaches for the door. “Yeah, well, we know they’re already here.”

A wall explodes out of the side of the building. A man-sized hole. Wade knows they’re too far away, even with the truck winding its way out of the lab complex’s convoluted entrance road. But that doesn’t stop the Avalanche from leaping down into the parking lot.

“Faster,” Wade mutters. 

The truck roars, accelerating through its turns, but the Avalanche is gaining on them by cutting straight through the woods the road winds through. A tree trunk explodes in a shower of ghostly splinters, and he keeps on coming.

If he catches us, we’re dead, and we lose the component.

“Sir.” Jeff is flipping the latches on a black equipment case tucked between the seats. “Coming your way.”

“Hurry up.” Wade touches his earpiece. “Sir, we have the grid. The whole team is clear. ETA to extraction is ten minutes.”

“We’ll be there,” the stern voice says. “Have you lost your pursuit?”

“Not yet.” Wade glances at Jeff. “Give me a second.”

The Avalanche jumps across a fifty-foot expanse of open ground, just like that, landing with such force that he shatters asphalt. He doesn’t stop, though, and raises a fist toward the fleeing truck. The golden glow builds up until it’s as bright as a flashlight’s bulb.

“Incoming!” Wade shouts.

The Excursion veers off the road and onto the grass. Tree branches whip at the windows, pine needles scraping along the truck’s flanks. The vehicle bounces along, slamming its occupants from side to side. 

Air ripples at them, a semi-visible shockwave that carries a gold edge. It strikes a stand of trees and blows them aside like popsicle sticks, leaving them uprooted. 

Jeff hands Wade the weapon. “Locked and loaded, sir.”

“Good.” Wade hefts the grenade launcher, then shoves the door open. Night air whips at his face. “Give me a straightaway, Andretti.”

“Not funny,” the driver calls back, but the truck stops fishtailing, though the ride bounces worse than one Wade has taken on a snowmachine.

It’s straight enough.

He sights and pulls the trigger. 

There’s a sharp crack and a heavy whump. A flash of light. A streamer of smoke shoots out into the night.

Wade gets one last look at the Avalanche’s glowing eyes like a cat’s caught in the headlights right before the explosion blinds them all.

The truck bucks and weaves again, skidding so sharply that Wade almost does a header out of the back door except Lance has him by his equipment belt, and then hits the nearest road with a screech of tires on asphalt. It levels out and races off.

Wade collapses onto the floor, the grenade launcher a metal and plastic burden at his size. Lance swings the door shut. It’s dark inside the truck but the glow from his watch illuminates his skin crinkling around his eyes. “We did it,” Lance says. “We got away.”

There’s a glow in the distance—the fire from the lab. Wade wants to lift his mask and take a breath of air, unfiltered, but protocol demands they keep their faces hidden until they’re back at the base. They have to stay hidden, even if Procyon manages to track down their raid and its location.

The risks we take … Wade shakes his head. Thinks of Elle. Her boys. The way he can take care of them.

All thanks to Syndax and the work they were doing. 

Wade shuffles deeper into the truck. Takes the backpack from Carlos and removes the case. He opens it so he can get a closer look at the resonance grid.

“What’s it for?” Jeff asks.

“Whatever our researchers need,” Wade says. “As long as it gives us what we want.”

He looks down at the blood on his boots. Must have come from the security guard he shot and killed. The places where he got hit by the Avalanche are beginning to ache, badly.

What we want, he thinks, is to fix the world. By any means necessary.








  
  
Chapter Three




The driver—Wade still can’t remember his name—steers them into the limited traffic of the Seward Highway. The night isn’t as dark as it could be and probably is elsewhere in the Lower Forty-Eight. Memorial Day is right around the corner and Wade’s aware that what should be the deep dark middle of the night still has a twinge of twilight. 

He knows the raid could have been planned for long after hours when the lab was shut down completely but there were two problems: their intelligence didn’t give them access to the exact location of the grid and there was the distinct possibility it was locked behind fingerprint and retina scanners. High-grade security.

That turned out to be untrue but Wade’s glad they took the risk in any case.

“Changing over,” the driver calls out.

Wade peers out the window. Sure enough, the truck’s black exterior ripples as active camouflage panels engage. A second later, the SUV is silver.

The team keeps their masks on as the truck rumbles down the highway. They’re ready for when they’ll inevitably have to abandon the ride. No chatter. No jokes or complaints. Wade smiles. They’d have been perfect for the Army.

Some of them may have served. Nobody says much about their past. Syndax doesn’t encourage sharing about those ties. In fact, the organization prefers if their recruits don’t have one.

The driver takes a sudden exit onto Huffman Road and heads east. Wade cranes his neck behind him and in front. The view of Cook Inlet behind them and the mountains rising ahead, the latter still caked with snow, never gets old. 

He ducks a bit lower in the seat as they turn up Elmore Road and take a quick right into a suburban neighborhood nestled in the trees just past a school and its woodland trails. 

“Wonder which dump it is this time,” Jeff mutters.

“Zip it.” Wade pins him to his seat with a stare.

Jeff rolls his eyes but obeys. It’d be nice if they could skip that step of their sparring, but it seems to be the only way he listens. 

The designated safe house for a raid like this can be any one of the numerous properties Syndax rents under shell corporations. Some are vacant and others are occupied by people paid to look the other way.

This time, the truck rolls into a driveway by an ugly brown outbuilding. The house is the same bland color, hemmed in by pine trees. The headlights illuminated a pair of eyes, thirty yards away, staring at them from the front of the tall wooden fence. A long, bulbous face wriggles as the animal chews.

“Mama moose,” the driver says.

Wade sighs. 

Lance chuckles. “Oh, no. We’re doomed.”

That’s the signal for the rest of the team to laugh, finally releasing the pent-up tension. The driver backs the truck up and maneuvers it nearer the shed, away from the moose, who turns away and goes to back munching on whatever tall plants are taking up the unkempt patch of lawn next to the fence.

Wade disembarks but warily, because he survived a face-to-face encounter with a superhero and doesn’t want to end the night as one of the annual casualties of Alaskan versus angry moose. He swaps the license plates on the truck, grumbling a bit because if his bosses can afford high-tech trucks that change color at will, why not a rotating plate display? But he does his work and gets back in. The driver backs out of the driveway and follows the winding neighborhood road that is Wilderness Drive around and eventually back to Huffman.

Lance is bent over his device, one hand to his ear, as scratchy radio static leaks out. Wade nudges him and points. Lance shakes his head. No one’s following.

Their roundabout ride back drops them onto O’Malley and takes them under the highway again, into a commercial and industrial area where the driver pulls into a lot filled with dozens of other used and new trucks of similar make and model. Everyone piles out, walks into the shadows between the tightly packed vehicles, and emerges through a gap in the chain link fence set deep into the trees on the edge of the lot.

Centtech Corporation is in the next lot over, surrounded by the forest. It’s a sleek structure of glass and concrete, three stories, with a long, flat side that slopes toward the southwest. The property is dotted by outbuildings and protected by a high fence strewn with cameras and alarms. 

Wade steers his team through the darkness to the nearest metal shed and opens the door.

It’s empty inside. Everyone piles in. A red light flashes on as soon as the door’s closed. The metal mesh floor rattles once before beginning its long descent.

The elevator shaft cuts through concrete, then rock, with metal reinforcing all the way down. For a while, all Wade can do is stare at the passing strata until the elevator floor reaches the open level. Light pours in. He has to blink away the sudden change, worse after every night op.

The floor before them spreads out for hundreds of yards. Thick, heavy steel girders angle up into the dark shades of rock. Compartments line an avenue of polished concrete. Dozens of people are milling about, some in the same combat gear as Wade’s team, but most dressed in civilian professional apparel. There’s also plenty of black lab coats. A quarter of the compartments are frosted glass, allowing Wade a blurred view of whatever research activities are going on. The rest have no windows. Only doors. Concrete bunkers, really. Shipping containers abound, too, each one with doors and windows cut into them, signs denoting whether they’re barracks or bathrooms or storage. Dimly lit archways around all sides of the cavern point out tunnels leading to secret passages leading away from the Centtech property and into the infrastructure under Anchorage.

“Home sweet home.” Lance pulls his mask free. He runs his hand through curly brown hair. He’s covered with more freckles than Wade thinks is humanly possible.

“Yippee.” Jeff does the same. There’s no mistaking his brutish features, those of a boxer battered one too many times, with a swarthy Italian complexion and slick black hair. “All the comforts.”

“Basketball court. Weight room. Running track. Good food. Big guns.” Wade shrugs. “Could be worse.”

“Ah. Gentlemen. You have returned.”

Wade snaps to attention. His team does so a fraction of a second later. The voice couldn’t have had any other reaction to it.

Doctor Liam Killian and Sandra Rixon walk up to them from one of the glassed-in labs. They look like the perfect movie couple except they’re dressed for work instead of celebration. Killian is a tall, slender man—slender but not skinny. The way he wears his crisp white shirt and gray slacks shows off an athletic body, one that Wade thinks would be just as at home in the field as any of his team members. Killian’s pale, peach-toned face is narrow and clean-shaven, with deep brown eyes and silvery blond hair swept back from a widow’s peak.

Doctor Rixon is barely more than five feet tall, wearing a scarlet blouse and black skirt that both hug her curves. She has crimson-rimmed glasses that seem to glow against deep brown skin and an eager gaze that sweeps across Wade and his team. “Do you have it?” She speaks in low, sonorous tones. It’s like she’s asking if he’s available on Friday night.

Killian smiles. “Exactly the question I had in mind.”

“Sir. Ma’am.” Wade slings the backpack around to his chest and unzips it. He pulls the case free and once again opens it. “Here it is.”

“Excellent. Excellent work, Mr. Bauer.” Killian approaches, his arms out, like he’s spotted a newborn he needs to cradle. His face reflects in a narrow caricature upside down on the grid’s shiny top. “I believe Doctor Rixon has an exciting day ahead.”

“I’ll say so.” Rixon gestures at a pair of young men in black lab coats. “Take the item from the director. Lab Seven.”

Wade gladly hands the box over to Killian, who runs a hand across the side of the box. “This is the key we have been waiting for, you understand,” Killian says, his cultured accent reminding Wade of a college professor he’d had. Guy from Romania or Austria or somewhere over there. “I trust, Doctor Rixon, that you will have better results this time around.”

“I will. I know it.” Rixon folds her arms as her technicians take the box from Dr. Killian. “We won’t need half the time I originally estimated once I get this plugged in. Of course, the biological components—” 

“Are being dealt with,” Killian says. “That will be all, Doctor.”

Rixon nods. She hurries off with the technicians, murmuring terms Wade hasn’t heard outside of a science and technology website. 

Killian turns his attention back to Wade. “You have earned your respite for a while, Mr. Bauer. Leave is authorized for your team. Forty-eight hours. But take the time to rest rather than indulge.”

“Yes, sir.” Wade clenches his fist. Not that he’s angry. It’s the only way to hold the shakes at bay.

Lance isn’t doing as well. He’s shivering as badly as if he were wandering down the Seward Highway wearing gym shorts in January. So are Carlos and Vic. “I think that’s a good idea,” Wade adds.

“I am sure it is.” Killian cocks his head. He seems to be listening to something but if he has a hidden comms Wade can’t tell. The higher-ups have a lot of advanced technology, maybe even better toys than the field teams do. That’s why they’re the bosses. “Thank you for your service to Syndax. For the new era.”

“For the new era.” The Syndax mantra slips off his tongue as easily as his phone number. The rest of the team murmurs the same phrase as one. Wade turns from Killian and gestures. They shuffle off, moving in a slow parody of the swiftness they’d shown on the raid. Wade waits a moment. “Sir, can I ask you a question?”

“Of course. There are only equals in Syndax. We are the ones who will inherit the Earth when our plans come to fruition. All of us.” Killian beckons with his hand for him to continue.

“Did the lab researchers make it out? Our charges destroyed their lab and most of the building.” Wade looks down at his feet. What are you doing? You shot and killed a security guard. At least one. So what if arrogant scientists died along with them?

“They escaped, as did most of the building’s staff, from what I understand,” Killian says. “You should not be bothered by that. But remember, our enemies come in all guises. Just because they are not armed does not mean they pose no threat.”

“Yes, sir. I understand.”

Killian puts a hand on his shoulder and looks him square in the eyes, unflinching. Not like when Dad glared at him like he was prone to do. “And I understand, too. Many sacrifices are needed before we can bring about the cleansing of the Earth. The few who remain—us and those others who we choose as worthy—will remember what you brought yourself to do.”

Wade nods. He knows better. He really does. But to hear Killian reassure him knocks over the last tottering doubt. Most of the people in the world aren’t worth it. Wade doesn’t have to look much farther than his family to see that truth, though it helps that he had feckless, corrupt commanders during his Army service and saw first-hand the devastation greedy Wall Street types caused his sister’s investments. 

“Now, if you excuse me, I must confer with our recon division to see what they can tell us about the bothersome agent who has made it his mission to interfere with your work.” Killian shakes his head and sighs. “The sooner we are rid of our Procyon adversaries, the closer we come to bringing a new era to this world.”

He leaves and Wade finds himself alone in the corridor. Scratchy voices compete for attention over loudspeakers. He ignores them and heads down one of the side corridors toward the barracks cabins, the long, low rectangles built out of converted shipping containers. His trek takes him past Lab Nine. Red lights flash as he turns his head. Blurred shadows whip around like garden hoses brought to life and out of control.

“Sterilization team to Lab Nine,” the intercom blares just over his head. “Contamination protocols enacted.”

Wade shrugs. Third time this month. It’s one of the hazards of the Syndax experiments. 

Two men clad in black armor over plastic containment suits jog by, portable flamethrowers gleaming in their hands. The doors to Lab 9 slide open. Two women and a man stagger out; he’s held upright between them, bloody slashes up and down his legs and torso. His eyes roll up into his head.

A hideous, glistening lump of cracked obsidian flesh is flailing around, its tentacles cutting through the air behind a steely mesh that keeps it from damaging the rest of the lab. The mouth is full of fangs, each one the size of Wade’s middle finger, and three bloody red lumps stare back at him.

Nasty. But useful.

“Medic!” one woman shouts into her radio. “Medic to Lab Nine.”

They set him down as Wade continues. The last he hears of the fracas is a high-pitched shrieking that climbs even higher as the whoosh from the igniting flamethrowers reaches his ears. The sound of crackling flesh takes its place as the flames roar until the closing doors mute everything.

His team is housed in Barracks T-6, the alpha-numerical designation for their team. He opens the door. A row of six lockers lines the far wall, each one with its own steel bench in front. The floor is polished concrete covered with black rubber mats. Posters are taped to the walls—bands, pop culture, even a Pan Am tourism ad from the 1980s for a flight to Hawaii. Wade smirks. He’d brought that one in during the height of the most recent winter’s record snowfall.

This is what passes for a normal day for Wade—coming “home” after attacking a private research lab, finding monsters right outside his front door.

Lance and the team are stripping out of their armor into gray T-shirts and black sweatpants. He scrunches his nose as Wade enters. “What’s that smell?”

“Sterilization in Lab 9.” Wade drops his backpack by his locker and plops onto a bench. He unlaces his boots and pulls them free, wriggling his toes.

“Dude.” Jeff lets loose an exaggerated cough. “First burnt monster, now you’re letting those dogs out?”

“And here I thought it was you stinking up the truck.” Wade doffs his body armor. He feels fifty pounds lighter, which is probably an accurate guess. 

Chuckles ripple around the room. “I made that too easy,” Jeff mutters.

“Sure did.” Carlos examines himself in a mirror. He’s running a comb through his hair with the diligence of a heart surgeon closing his incisions. “Hey Wade, we’re gonna go over to King Street for beers. You interested?”

“Now?” Wade checks his watch. “It’s 5 am.”

“Yeah, you know me, I like an early start. Booze breakfast.” Carlos rolls his eyes. “No, man, tonight. Six or seven. Depends on when the rest of these jokers get up from their beauty sleep.”

Vic yawns so loudly Wade checks to make sure he’s still upright. He’s bald and Black, with skin a shade darker than Carlos’s. He’s got his hand on the door leading to the other two-thirds of the barracks where small, individual bunk rooms await. “You guys better keep it down or I’ll feed you to the next critter before the burn squads can put it down.”

More laughter. Wade chuckles, too, shaking his head as he finishes changing his clothes. He needs a shower, though. Anything to get rid of the stink from his battle armor and the sweat accumulated during the fight with the Avalanche. As far as he’s concerned, there’s no end to the things people can get used to, no matter how crazy. Look how quickly the public accepted TSA restrictions in the face of 9/11. 

Same thing with monsters dragged here from another dimension.

He doesn’t know what in the world the resonance grid would be used for, but it’s clearly key to Syndax’s latest operations up in Alaska. Good place to kick things up when the bulk of Procyon’s attention is focused on California—and with good reason. That’s where the most instability was between Earth and the Interstice. And where Procyon had chosen to plant its headquarters behind that convenient public mask.

Procyon here, though, could be anywhere.

“All right, guys, I’m rinsing off.” Wade stands and slings a towel over his shoulder. “Lance, start up the report. I’ll finish it up for Doctor Killian.”

“You got it, boss. Close the door fast, though. I don’t want astral fiend stink in here.” Lance reaches for a can of Lysol and practices a quick draw like he’s a gunslinger, and it’s his six-shooter.

Wade holds up his hands and grins. “Good work, team. Way to get in and out without anyone dying.”

“What good’s the new world order gonna be if we get capped by the unclean?” Vic scowls. “Screw them.”

“Yeah, but the more we leave alive, the more the astral fiends get for breakfast, lunch, and dinner when they swarm through the rips.” Wade hears himself say it like looking forward to the mass genocide of the bulk of humanity is no big deal. Which it isn’t, really. They’re wasting their lives. Burning through the world’s resources. Killing each other off with bombs and guns and starvation and illness. Somebody’s got to stop the waste. Somebody’s got to clean the mess up and start over.

He nearly runs into the debris cart as the burn squad boys walk by on their way out of Lab 9. The charred remains of the small astral fiend fill it, crusty black loops of tentacles, each one thicker than his forearms. The eyes are dim and maroon, weeping clear ooze from the corners. The fangs have turned gray and blistered in the intense heat. But all that lasts just a few seconds. The dead creature’s already melting away, the chunks of its hide disintegrating like an ice cube in whiskey on a sunny porch.

Wade rubs his eyes. Bad idea. As soon as he does, he sees faces: the woman whose head he threatened to shoot, the angry kid Jeff stomped on, the security guard Wade shot. He was white, wasn’t he? Or Indian? How is it he can’t remember something as simple as the color of his skin?

He locks himself into one of the shower stalls of the bathroom block, his clothes bundled on a high shelf just outside, tennis shoes waiting outside the fogged glass like loyal dogs. Maybe Jeff wasn’t that far off. The scalding water is blissful, hammering his skin, soothing his muscles, burning his face as he closes his eyes.

Yeah, the faces are still there—those and a lot more. 

Quit obsessing about the people you’ve killed, he tells himself. If Syndax gets its way, everybody will be dead anyway.

Well, almost everybody.









