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For those who thought they were alone.

“Only those who will risk going too far can possibly find out how far one can go.”

T. S. Eliot
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“Don’t mistake proximity with loyalty.”

Unknown
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The Airport - One week earlier
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The two Zed’s stood by and waited.

Their target shuffled across the concourse with the unsteady gait of a man already half beaten by the day. He kept one hand close to his side as if guarding an injury, and every few steps he glanced up at the departure board without seeming to read it. A few seconds later, the Zero Division operative assigned to him followed him into the men’s bathroom. The instructions had been clear, repeated often enough to strip them of any need for interpretation. The target was to be handled with care. No unnecessary damage. No improvisation. No mistakes.

Why that mattered had not been shared with Xian.

Why never mattered anyway.

He leaned against a concrete column with a newspaper spread open in front of him, his posture slack enough to pass for boredom. To anyone watching, he was just another traveler killing time between flights. A bald man in a public terminal, one more face among hundreds. Only his eyes moved with purpose. He looked over the top edge of the paper and found his symbiote across the concourse, partly hidden by the constant movement of people dragging suitcases, steering strollers, and weaving around clusters of airport seating.

His symbiote gave the smallest nod. Enough.

The gesture came with the familiar current under his skin. 

Everything was proceeding according to Veronica’s plan.

The target would come out. The operative would guide him onward. Xian and his symbiote would shadow the movement, intervene at the appointed point, secure the asset, and complete the work. Quietly, if possible. Publicly, if necessary. The result mattered more than the method.

Then Xavier entered the bathroom.

Xian went still behind the newspaper.

That was wrong.

Across the concourse, his symbiote shifted by a fraction. The feeling came through at once. Unease. Alertness. Two different bodies carrying the same spike of concern. Xavier had not been part of the route, the timing, or the expected interference pattern. Veronica had mentioned possible disruption in broad terms, but not him. Never him.

Xian lowered the newspaper a little and watched the bathroom entrance.

People streamed around it without care. A businessman talking into an earpiece. A mother dragging a child by the hand. Two teenagers laughing too loudly. None of them saw the pressure gathering around a single doorway. None of them understood how quickly an ordinary terminal could become a kill zone.

“We have an unwelcome guest,” he thought.

The reply came without hesitation, in his mind, as clear as if his symbiote was standing beside him. “Can you remove the guest without interfering with the target?”

“Yes.”

“Who is the guest?”

“Xavier.”

Silence. Not long. Just long enough to register.

“Any other uninvited guests identified?”

Xian and his symbiote scanned the concourse together. The link sharpened. Their attention swept the seating areas, the nearby cafés, the glass storefronts reflecting motion from odd angles, the corridor mouths feeding travelers into the terminal. Anyone could have been cover. Anyone could have been support.

“Uncertain,” Xian thought. “But possible.”

“We cannot risk Xavier tampering with the asset. Proceed with caution. Target is a level one asset.”

That was all. No explanation. No additional instruction. Their role remained the same as ever. Receive orders. Execute orders. Leave the meaning to people above their rank.

A level one asset.

It meant the target mattered... somehow. It meant damage thresholds were tighter. It meant the handling phase had to be controlled before termination. Beyond that, he knew only what the words required him to know. 

“He doesn’t carry himself like a level one asset.”

“I don’t make up the rules.”

The bathroom door opened.

Xavier stepped out first.

The target followed close behind, moving with visible strain now, one shoulder dipped lower than the other as he tried to keep up. Xavier did not look around like a man worried about surveillance. He moved with the confidence of someone who already knew the room and everyone dangerous in it. That alone irritated Xian. Men like Xavier always carried themselves as if the outcome had already bent in their favor.

From opposite sides of the concourse, his symbiote assessed the same possibilities in the same instant. The exchange between them was silent and immediate. One takes Xavier. One takes the target. Fast engagement. Hard control. Minimize noise. Preserve the asset long enough to manage the protocol. It could be done. It would not even be especially difficult if they moved before Xavier established a pattern or support revealed itself.

Xian sneered behind the newspaper.

Then something touched his neck.

A pinprick. Sharp enough to register, small enough to dismiss for a fraction of a second.

That fraction vanished.

Pain drove inward. His breath jammed halfway into his lungs. The newspaper slipped from his hands as numbness spread through his neck and shoulders with terrifying speed. His fingers stopped answering him. His knees folded.

He braced for impact with the polished floor.

Instead, his body dropped into a seat.

No. Not a seat.

A wheelchair.

Confusion hit him harder than the drug. His head rolled as the world lurched sideways. Ceiling lights streaked white overhead. The concourse bent into smears of color and motion. He tried to force his hands up. Nothing. Tried to turn his head. Barely managed an inch. The effort sent a tremor through his vision.

Where his symbiote had been standing, there was now only open space.

He tried to warn his symbiote, to tell him to run. However, the command stayed trapped inside him.

The link to his symbiote crackled, weakened, then collapsed in a burst of white noise so total it felt like part of his mind had been cut away. One instant he had two viewpoints. The next he had only his own fading one, thin and helpless and horribly alone.

Someone pushed the wheelchair forward.

The terminal swallowed him.

Shoes clicked over hard flooring. Luggage wheels rattled. A nearby child cried. A boarding announcement echoed from somewhere above, bright and cheerful and grotesquely out of place. Travelers moved around him in impatient currents, too focused on gates and time and connection flights to notice the man being rolled through the crowd by invisible hands. Faces flashed past and vanished. Light from the tall concourse windows strobed over polished tiles. Sound swelled, then stretched, then seemed to pull away from him altogether until all that remained was a high ringing in his ears.

His body no longer belonged to him.

Across the concourse, the other Xian hid himself behind a wide column the instant the link to his symbiote vanished. 

The loss of the link came like an amputation. One second the channel was alive, feeding him motion, certainty, shared perspective. The next, it was gone. No warning. No taper. Just absence.

He flattened himself against the concrete and looked out carefully.

He saw her at once.

Maxine.

He knew her face. Knew the reputation attached to it. Everyone in their ranks did. Fast. Surgical. Ruthless when she needed to be. If Xavier was here, they should have assumed she would be close. That failure annoyed him, but only because it was his to survive now.

He watched her move through the crowd with one hand on the wheelchair, calm as any airport staffer assisting a passenger in distress. No panic. No wasted motion. No glance that lingered too long. She had folded violence into the ordinary rhythm of the terminal so neatly that no one around her seemed to notice.

His jaw tightened.

He measured the distance and built a plan.

He would move around the column, come at her from behind, and finish it in one motion. One hand clamps the mouth. One violent twist. Cervical break. Hold the body upright for a second to keep it neat, then lower it. Quick enough that passersby might think she had fainted. Clean enough that by the time anyone understood, he and the target would already be gone.

He drew a breath.

Then he heard the squeak of wheels on the hard concourse floor.

The sound cut through the terminal noise and snagged his attention at once.

He shifted, traced around the column, and lunged out to intercept.

His symbiote sat slumped in a wheelchair.

Maxine was gone.

A cold pulse went through him.

He turned sharply, instinct dragging his body around a split second before thought could catch up.

Too late.

Face-to-face with her.

He saw her eyes first. Then the needle slid into his neck.

He tried to strike, but the signal never reached his arm. Numbness flooded down through his body in one brutal wave. His legs gave out. His spine slackened. He fell backward across his symbiote’s lap, the two of them collapsing together in the chair like drunks or casualties or men too tired to keep themselves upright.

The ceiling lights drifted above him, bright and distant.

People moved around them in tides of legs and luggage and shadows. An airport announcement crackled overhead. Somewhere nearby, someone laughed. Somewhere else, a suitcase fell over and was righted again. Life flowed on in every direction, indifferent and uninterrupted.

Xian could not lift a hand.

Could not call out.

Could not warn anyone that the operation had failed.

He was trapped in his own skull, pinned behind dead limbs and fading sight, alone now in a way the link had taught him to fear.

The ringing in his ears deepened.

The light above him softened, smeared, and began to recede.

Dead to the world.
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Present day
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Scott stirred.

A groan forced its way out through clenched teeth. His jaw felt welded shut, like it had locked in place during the fall and never released.

The last memories ran on repeat behind his eyelids. Maxine, upright one second, then folding as the butt of a rifle caught her from nowhere. Her body hitting hard. Scott shouting her name, already moving, boots slapping metal, sprinting toward the aircraft because his body decided before his brain did.

He remembered running. He remembered the aircraft growing larger. Then the tape tore.

A blank strip where time should have been.

Then a hit in the chest that stole his legs. Not pain at first, just shock, like he’d been punched by a wave. A half-second of weightlessness as his feet left the deck. His stomach lifting. His arms pinwheeling for balance that never came.

Then harsh reality as his ass found the ground.

Shouting. Threats. The sound of boots. Someone yelling orders in a language he could not hold on to. A gun close enough that he could smell oil and burned residue. The metallic tang of fear in his own mouth.

Then Xavier.

No, someone who looked exactly like Xavier.

Same face. Same hair. Same expression, down to the lines that cut beside the mouth. That was what made Scott’s brain snag, the same way it snagged when you saw your own reflection move a fraction late.

But different. Colder. Like a version built to do
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