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For those who fight.

“Play by the rules. But be ferocious.”

Phil Knight
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“You take action based on where you want to be, not based on where you are.”

Terry Crews
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The Airport - One week earlier
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Xavier sauntered through the multi-story car park, humming under his breath.

Up ahead, Maxine sat on the bonnet of a deep-blue BMW, legs swinging, eyes fixed on the terminal glass. She turned at the sound.

“How’d it go?”

Xavier shrugged as if he’d just ducked out for coffee. “Good enough,” he said. “With any luck, Mr. Harris will already be soaking in the Identity application.”

Maxine’s mouth tightened. “Do you think he’ll come through like the rest of us?”

“I don’t see why not.” He glanced towards Departures. A tide of people moved behind the windows, small and busy, each of them convinced their lives were stable. “Besides, if there’s any trouble, he’ll be safely tucked away across the other side of the country. That buys us time.”

Maxine followed his gaze. A jet lifted off the runway, and the roar rolled through the concrete levels. 

She waited until the noise eased. “Are you going to tell me what’s so special about him?”

Xavier leaned back against the BMW, arms folded. Calm. Casual. Like he owned the place. “In good time. You’ll have to trust me until then.”

Maxine nodded, because she had been doing that since the moment he woke her up.

The months had stretched like years. Each day had been a fresh fight just to stay breathing. The things Xavier had shown her had stripped the world back to wiring, rules, and lies. She had stopped asking for comfort. Comfort was for people who still believed in safety.

“I don’t have a choice,” she said. “I just hope you’re right about him. We took risks out there. I’m not a big fan of being that exposed.”

“You seemed fine.”

“I was fine,” she said. “I just didn’t like it.”

He smiled. “It worked.”

“Yeah,” Maxine said, watching him. “Except that’s not your M.O. The others weren’t as public as this.”

His smile faded. “No,” he said. “No, they weren’t.”

Maxine slid off the bonnet and landed lightly. Her boots made almost no sound on the gritty concrete. She stepped closer, low voice now. “Which means you had a second motive for making the connection in a crowded airport.”

Xavier looked past her, scanning the lanes, the ramps, the corners where cameras lived. “Go on.”

“You wanted to see if the Zeds thought Scott was as valuable as you think he is.”

Xavier nodded once. “They might think he’s valuable, but they might not know why. If they had, they might have sent more.” He lifted his eyes. “Speaking of, how’d it go with the other Zeds?”

Maxine didn’t answer straight away. She walked around him to the rear of the BMW and took out her keys. Halfway there, she paused and looked around.

The car park level was mostly empty, but not quiet.

Tires hissed on the concrete below. A trolley clattered against a pillar. Somewhere, a kid cried, and a parent shushed. Above, fluorescent lights buzzed with that sickly hum that made you feel watched even when no one was there.

Maxine’s eyes flicked from stairwell to lift lobby to the dark cut-outs between parked cars. She counted the cameras she could see. She assumed there were more.

Satisfied, she pressed the release.

The trunk popped with a soft click.

Xavier came in close, shoulder to shoulder, as if he couldn’t help himself. Like curiosity was a compulsion.

Maxine lifted the lid.

Three Zeds lay tangled in the compartment.

Their faces were identical. Their bodies were the same height and the same build. The same bone structure, the same jawline. Only the hair differed.

One wore his long blonde hair tied back. The other two were shaved bald. Their limbs were twisted together in a way that made it hard to tell where one ended and the other began. Thin lines scored their necks. Blood seeped and pooled in the trunk liner, dark and thick.

Xavier didn’t flinch. He rarely did.

“Trust they weren’t any trouble,” he said.

“They all died in my arms,” Maxine said. Her tone was soft, almost dreamy, but her eyes remained hard.

“I expect nothing less.” Xavier’s gaze moved to the neck wounds. “Did you check their necks?”

“Yep,” Maxine said. “Clean. Nothing there.”

“Good.” Xavier’s voice stayed even, but there was a thread under it. Urgency wrapped in calm. “I’d hate for the car to incinerate before we clear out.”

Then she looked behind Xavier. “I don’t see your Zed anywhere. Where’d you leave it?”

“I left mine in a toilet stall.”

Maxine’s eyebrows lifted. “Don’t think that’s a bit public?”

Xavier’s eyes stayed on the trunk's contents. “I can’t very well carry a body over my shoulder through a crowded airport.”

“I guess not,” Maxine said, but she didn’t like it. Too many variables. Too many chances for a random person to walk in and scream.

A wet sound came from the trunk.

Maxine’s head snapped down.

One of the Zeds twitched. A gasp dragged up through a slit throat, thin and ruined.

Xavier tilted his head. “All dead?”

“Except for that one,” Maxine said. “I saved him. Just in case you wanted a brief chat.”

Xavier’s expression didn’t change. He crouched a fraction, eyes narrowing, studying the Zed’s face like he was reading code.

“Did you get anything out of it?” he asked.

“Nothing we didn’t already know.” Maxine tapped the trunk lip with a finger, as if she was disappointed in the product. “I’d say this lot weren’t at the adults’ table for Zero Division strategy chats.”

Xavier’s gaze stayed on the Zed as it tried to breathe through blood. “Fair enough. If you couldn’t pull anything, I doubt I can, regardless of who I am.” He straightened. “And it slows us down. Get rid of it.”

Maxine smiled, quick and sharp. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

She drew her tactical knife. The blade caught the fluorescent light and threw it back cold.

The Zed’s eyes rolled towards her. Its mouth worked uselessly, trying to form sounds.

Maxine didn’t look away from Xavier. Not once.

She drove the knife into the Zed’s eye with a clean punch.

Blood spurted up and speckled the underside of the trunk lid. The crunch was small, sickening, final.

The Zed went still.

Maxine pulled the blade out and wiped it on her sleeve, then slid it back into the sheath on her belt.

Xavier’s humming came back, faint as a wire vibrating.

“I guess it’s time for a new car,” he said.

Maxine shut the trunk gently. Too gently for what sat inside it. “I like the look of that Jeep over there.”

Xavier followed her gaze across the level.

A gray Jeep sat three rows over, close to the down ramp. Clean enough to be owned by someone who still believed in service schedules. High stance, chunky tires, roof rails. The sort of car that could disappear into traffic without anyone remembering it.

“The gray one,” Xavier said. “Sure. Why not?”

Maxine’s eyes moved again, checking lines of sight, checking exits. “We need to get rid of this first.”

Xavier nodded. “How about I take care of this, and I meet you at Rendezvous Charlie?”

“Certainly. What are you going to do with it?”

He walked to the driver’s door. “Dispose of it thoughtfully,” he said, opening it. “And if you have any trouble getting the Jeep started—”

A rough reverb exploded across the level. An engine idled like an angry typewriter.

Xavier froze with one hand on the door.

He looked up.

Maxine sat behind the wheel.

She grinned and blew him a kiss, then edged the vehicle forward and dropped it down the ramp, tires squealing, engine thumping.

Xavier watched the taillights disappear. Then he exhaled through his nose and slid into the driver’s seat.

He shut the door, checked his watch, and listened to the quiet return to the level.

Scott’s plane was due to take off any second.

Right on cue, a passenger jet lifted into the sky beyond the terminal glass. Xavier tracked it until it became a pale slash against the clouds, then he pictured Scott pushing headphones into his ears, eyes on a screen, and slipping into his new life.
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Present Day
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Alarms warped through the complex, rising and falling like a dying siren that could not find the right pitch. The safe house trembled. Dust sifted down from the ceiling and drifted through the harsh light.

Scott crouched in the corner, arms wrapped around himself, trying to make his body smaller than it was.

In the center of the room, four barrels tracked in a tight, lethal dance.

It had been tense the moment Scott, Maxine, and Xavier hit the safe house. Then it turned poisonous. Another Xavier was already there, calm, waiting, as if he belonged.

Maxine and Jacob kept their muzzles level and moved in sync, sights snapping from one Xavier to the other, never holding on either man for longer than a heartbeat. Commit too long and you die.

Charlotte held her position off to the side, weapon up, shifting her feet to keep both men in her lane. Her shoulders were square. Her jaw was locked. Her eyes did not blink.

A deep vibration rolled through the walls. The kind you felt in your molars.

“They’re getting closer,” Jacob said. His voice stayed controlled, but his eyes kept flicking to the steel door. “It won’t be long.”

“Decide,” said Black Xavier, the one Maxine had brought with her, the one wearing the black flight suit. He stood half a pace forward, hands open at his sides, as if he was offering himself. “Take us both, or kill us both. They’re the only two options.”

“For the good of the war,” said Gray Xavier, the one already inside the safe house, the one wearing a slate-gray suit. He did not step back. He did not flinch. “Do what you need to do.”

Maxine felt the Zeds coming. She couldn’t see them, but she could sense them the way you sense a storm: pressure building, air shifting. She kept her weapon steady and searched faces.

Both Xaviers held her gaze. Same dark eyes. Same calm. Same posture. One was the truth. One was a lie.

A solid thud slammed into the steel door. The impact carried through the wall and into Scott’s shoulder, where he pressed against it. He jolted, then fumbled in his pocket and yanked out the two earbuds. He held them tightly. 

Would it save them?

Did he really have to do it?

Another attack on the door made the hinges squeal.

Scott shoved them back into his pocket and crept behind Jacob. Jacob’s broad frame blocked part of the chaos. For a second, Scott let himself pretend that size meant safety.

It did not.

“We can hold them off here,” Charlotte said.

“No,” Maxine snapped. “We need to get out of here. In a minute, heavily armed and armored Zeds will swarm us. Then it is only a matter of time before they wipe us all out.”

Charlotte’s eyes cut to the two Xaviers. “What about them?”

Maxine did not blink. “Take them both. We sort
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