
​[image: ]

CLICK HERE TO DOWNLOAD

More at: kennethjamesallen.com

[image: ]
[image: ]

Copyright © 2026 Kenneth James Allen.

All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events is purely coincidental.

For those powerful mortals among us.

“To suspect your own mortality is to know the beginning of terror; to learn irrefutably that you are mortal is to know the end of terror.”

Frank Herbert
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“Lord, what fools these mortals be!”

William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream
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Facility - Three days earlier

––––––––
[image: ]


Xander stood on the far side of the plexiglass, hands clasped behind his back, watching Scott Harris strain against the restraints bolted to the metal chair. There was something satisfying about seeing him like that, pinned down, helpless, stripped of whatever courage had gotten him this far. The room beyond the glass was bright, sterile, humming with fluorescent light, but none of that softened what it had become. Water pooled beneath the chair. A black cable snaked from the car battery in the corner. Garden shears rested on a steel tray beside a stained cloth.

Scott looked half-drowned already.

Xander tilted his head, studying him, measuring him.

He hoped this one would break faster than Maxine.

She had been disappointing. Impressive, in a way, though Xander would never have spoken the word aloud. She had bled, coughed, shaken, and still held herself together better than most. But Scott was different. Scott had the look of a man trying to stay brave while his mind clawed in ten directions at once. Men like that often folded quickly. They wanted certainty. They wanted the pain to end. They wanted someone to tell them there was still a way out.

And Xander was always happy to offer one.

He glanced sideways at Xabi.

“Call it in,” he said. “Let her know.”

Xabi didn’t move at once. “Are you sure that’s wise, sir?”

Xander’s expression hardened.

Xabi swallowed. “Veronica ordered us to stay away from this facility.”

The word hung there.

Facility.

Xander turned his eyes back to the glass, but he was no longer looking at Scott.

For a second, the room shifted. Not in reality. In memory.

A corridor. Cold steel. Bright white walls. A smell like burnt plastic and disinfectant. Hands on him. Voices he could not place. Pressure in his skull. Something forced down into the deepest parts of his mind and left there to rot. He had spent years with those fragments buried, shoved so far into the dark they no longer felt real. But being here again had changed that. Every minute inside these walls sharpened the picture. Every breath seemed to pull more of it loose.

Something had happened here.

Something had been done to him here.

Pain flared behind his eyes.

Then Xabi made the mistake of breathing too loudly.

Xander spun and struck him across the face so fast the crack echoed off the concrete walls.

Xabi stumbled sideways, one hand flying to his mouth.

“Do not question my authority,” Xander said.

His voice was quiet. That was when it was worst.

Blood gathered at the corner of Xabi’s lip.

Xander stepped closer, straightened the front of his uniform, then took hold of Xabi by the shoulder and eased him back upright as though correcting an inconvenience.

“We’re telling her,” he said, almost gently, “so she knows she was wrong.”

He leaned in, close enough for Xabi to smell the chemical tang on his breath.

“Even Veronica is fallible. She should know that. Do you understand?”

Xabi nodded once.

Xander smiled then, all warmth painted over violence, and slapped him on the back.

“Great. Let’s get to it.”

He left him there and walked toward the interrogation room.

Behind him, Xabi stayed still for a long moment, breathing through his nose, one hand pressed to his mouth. When he finally looked down, there was blood on his fingertips. He wiped it away with the side of his thumb and stared at it with dull resentment.

This was not new.

Xander had always been like this. Sudden. Volatile. Impossible to predict. Most men in Veronica’s chain of command were dangerous in the usual ways. Ruthless. Obedient. Efficient. Xander was dangerous because something inside him bent wrong, then smiled as though it had not.

Xabi reached up and touched the device fixed at the base of his neck.

Smooth metal.

Cold.

A collar, no matter what name they gave it. Compliance hardware. Behavioural assurance. A pretty phrase for a leash that could dump enough current into his spine to drop him screaming to the floor. He had seen it happen to others. He had never wanted to know what it felt like himself.

He cursed himself for speaking so bluntly. Stupid. Careless. Sometimes fatal.

But his role was to relay orders, pass them up and down the chain, stand between people who all believed themselves untouchable. He had only landed in that role because years earlier he had been standing in the wrong place at the wrong time when someone important decided he might be useful.

Useful people survived.

Until they didn’t.

He drew out his phone and stared at the dark screen. For one useless second, he thought about not making the call at all. About claiming signal failure. About delay. About anything that might spare him Veronica on one side and Xander on the other.

Instead, he dialled.

The line connected almost at once.

“We’ve captured two agents at the facility.”

The reply came flat and immediate. “Xander was specifically ordered not to go to the facility.”

Veronica’s voice carried no heat. That made it worse. Cold certainty. Cold displeasure.

“I understand,” Xabi said, and hated himself for saying it because he understood nothing.

“Who are they?”

“Maxine Morgan and Scott Harris.”

“Where are they now?”

“Maxine is being held in a room following interrogation.”

“Have you obtained any information about Xavier’s location?”

“Unfortunately, no.”

“Where is Scott?”

“He has just commenced interrogation.”

A beat.

“What level of interrogation is being applied?”

Xabi looked through the plexiglass into the room next door. Scott’s head was bowed. Water ran down his face in thin lines. One operative adjusted the cloth. Another stood near the battery. The shears remained untouched, waiting.

“Level three,” Xabi said.

Silence.

Then, “I instructed Xander to limit interrogation tactics to level two.”

Xabi felt the trap closing around him. Veronica on one side. Xander on the other. The middleman. The messenger. History had never been kind to messengers.

He flattened a hand over his hair, more from nerves than vanity.

“How would you like us to proceed?”

There was a short pause.

Then Veronica said, “Calculating. Please hold.”

Xabi stared at the phone.

He hated when she did that. Hated the way it made her sound less like a woman and more like some machine buried under layers of skin.

A few seconds passed.

Then: “Release Scott on the mainland. Another unit will pick him up.”

Xabi blinked. “Release him?”

“Did I stutter?”

“No.”

“Call through with the arrival details.”

The line went dead.

For a moment he just stood there, phone in hand, feeling the strange calm that follows a knife passing close to the throat. Then he wiped the blood from his lip, picked up his tablet, and entered the transfer details Veronica had given him. Potential handover points. Streets. Coordinates. Routes in and out.

When he was done, he exhaled and headed into the interrogation room.

Scott looked up the second he entered.

His face was red and slick. His breathing was ragged. He looked like hell.

“Where’s Maxine?” Scott asked. “Is she okay?”

“She’s fine,” Xabi said. “Just fine.”

Scott stared at him as though he could measure the lie.

Xabi ignored him and handed the tablet to Xander.

Xander read in silence. Nothing changed in his face at first. Then Xabi saw it, the shift. A faint tightening around the mouth. A flash of disdain. He gave the tablet back.

Both men looked at Scott.

Scott looked between them, confused, trying to read whatever had changed in the room.

Xander spoke without taking his eyes off the prisoner. “Are you sure there is no other way?”

“I’m afraid not,” Xabi said.

“How certain are we?”

“Those are Veronica’s instructions. She is already concerned we disobeyed a direct order by coming here. How do you want to proceed?”

For a long second the twins looked at one another, and Xabi had the uncanny sense that words had become unnecessary between them years ago.

Then Xander lifted a hand in dismissal.

“Leave us.”

Xabi did.

By the time Xander emerged again, Scott had been moved to a holding room.

“What are your orders, sir?” Xabi asked.

Xander folded his arms. “We are going to follow Veronica’s orders, of course.”

The answer hit Xabi so oddly he almost asked him to repeat it.

Then Xander smiled.

“With a minor change.”

“Minor, sir?”

“Minute.”

He stepped closer.

“Xavier isn’t coming back for these two. They are bait, nothing more. So we stop waiting for him to act, and we go to him.”

Xabi frowned. “How?”

“Simple,” Xander said. “We help them escape.”

A chill moved through Xabi’s chest. “And how do you propose we do that?”

“We find Xavier’s symbiote. We give him a very special mission.”

Xabi hesitated. “Do you think Maxine will believe it? What about Scott?”

Xander laughed softly.

“Did you see Scott in there? Hear the way he folded? Besides, the nonsense about mind-reading and tracking his device will do half the work for us. He’ll be paranoid before he ever hits the mainland.”

“Veronica will not be happy.”

“Veronica has lost sight of the objective,” Xander said. “By the end of this, we’ll have what we need to win the war. And once we do, it won’t matter what she thinks.”
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Present Day
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Scott pressed both hands into Charlotte’s blood-soaked clothes as the Jeep hammered over uneven ground. He had no idea whether he was helping or making it worse. Warmth kept spilling through his fingers anyway, thick and slick and relentless, and every fresh jolt of the vehicle seemed to force more of it out of her.

Xavier barked orders from the front.

Maxine threw the Jeep left, then right, muscling it through the sleeping city. The lights thinned fast. Dense streets gave way to wider roads, then open stretches of blacktop bordered by empty lots and shuttered buildings. Signs flashed past too quickly for Scott to read. He had no idea where they were going. Only that they were fleeing somewhere civilized and heading toward somewhere hidden.

Charlotte convulsed beneath his hands.

Xavier twisted in his seat and drove down harder on the wound. Blood spilled from Charlotte’s mouth in a sudden red burst and ran down her cheek. Her pupils looked wrong. Too large. Too still.

“We are losing her,” Xavier shouted.

“How much farther?” Maxine snapped.

“Next exit. Not far.” Xavier fired the words back at her. “Look for a yellow strip mall.”

Scott swallowed against the acid rising in his throat. Every breath tasted like blood and hot vinyl. He tried not to look at Charlotte’s face. Tried not to think about what his hands were touching beneath the torn fabric. Tried, for one weak second, to imagine he was anywhere else. In
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