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For those who see it through to the end.

“The only way to give finality to the world is to give it consciousness.”

Miguel De Unamuno
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“It is not death that a man should fear, but he should fear never beginning to live.”

Marcus Aurelius
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A day earlier
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Xander sat behind the wheel of the SUV, engine off, lights dead, the vehicle swallowed by the darkness of the alley. He had chosen the position himself, a block from the buildings, almost perfectly balanced between the two drop points. Far enough back to remain unseen. Close enough to keep visual contact. Close enough, more importantly, to remain connected.

The city breathed around him.

Sirens wailed somewhere in the distance. Wind threaded through the narrow lane and pushed scraps of rubbish along the gutter. A flickering sign buzzed above a locked side entrance across from him, stuttering weak blue light over brick and stained concrete. It should have felt still. Quiet. It did not. Everything felt charged. Alive. The whole night seemed to be tightening around a single point.

He could feel Xavier through his symbiote.

Not clearly. Not cleanly. But enough.

Enough to know they were close.

Closer than ever.

That alone was almost enough to smile about.

All the years of pursuit, all the false starts, the compromised operations, the sudden losses, the shifting orders, the delays, the corrections, the endless drag of other people’s caution, and now at last the war had narrowed to something tangible. A rooftop. A handoff. A man in motion. A target almost in reach.

His phone pressed against his ear.

“Do not engage,” Veronica said.

Her tone carried that same clipped certainty he had long since grown tired of. It was not the first time she had ordered restraint. Not the first time she had reached in from afar and expected him to stand down while momentum slipped away.

He stared through the windscreen at the distant rooflines.

“Confirm,” she said.

Xander watched movement in the building opposite. Shadows cutting across lit windows. Men repositioning. Pieces settling into place.

“I’m sorry, Veronica,” he said. “It’s a little late for that.”

“Retreat immediately. The targets must not be executed.”

Xander’s jaw tightened.

“Why not?” he asked. “What’s changed from the original orders? The initial mission?”

A pause.

Then, “Please hold.”

Xander gave a quiet laugh and lowered the phone for half a second, staring at it as if it had personally offended him.

Please hold.

That was Veronica. Absolute command one moment, evasive nothingness the next.

He lifted the phone back to his ear.

A moment later she returned. “That information is classified. I order you to disengage and retreat to fallback positions. You must not harm the target.”

Xander’s gaze dropped to the weapon resting beside him on the passenger seat.

The Grom looked almost too compact for what it could do. Shoulder-fired. Elegant in its brutality. A surface-to-air missile system waiting for the sky to make the wrong move. He had brought it in case the operation failed, in case improvisation became necessary, in case somebody needed the night split open.

He fully intended to use it.

“This is going to end,” he said. “Tonight.”

Then he ended the call.

For a second he sat in the hush that followed, listening to the faint tick of cooling metal somewhere in the dashboard and the pulse inside his own skull. Veronica had lost sight of the objective. That was the truth of it. She had become cautious where caution was fatal. Hesitant where hesitation prolonged the disease. There was a world that needed saving, and all she could see were rules, containments, permissions.

He looked back toward the buildings.

Then the sky ruptured.

The explosion flashed so bright it seemed to bleach the world white for half a heartbeat. Sound followed a fraction later, hard and violent, rolling through the city in a wave that rattled windows and sent birds launching black from rooftops. Fire climbed into the air. Fragments arced outward.

Jacob.

Xander felt it instantly, not through sight alone but through the information shunting back to him from his symbiote, the echo of proximity, sensation translated through the impossible bridge they shared. He saw enough to understand the result. The planted device had done its job.

For an instant, he imagined Maxine’s face.

Shock. Fury. Realization.

That part amused him.

Jacob’s death itself meant little now. A gesture, nothing more. A pointed little cruelty. The true joy lay elsewhere, in the next move, the one they had seeded in silence. The hidden explosives. The fail-safe waiting under the shape of triumph. That was where catastrophe lived. That was where the night would truly become historic.

It would not be long now.

Movement snapped his attention upward.

They were loading Xavier into the helicopter.

At least, that had been the plan.

Then the Zero Division helicopter erupted.

One second it was there, rotors cutting the night, body banking hard above the roofline. The next it came apart in a boiling fireball, orange and black and violent enough to turn the sky into a furnace. Metal sheared away. Burning wreckage spun down between buildings. A tail section cartwheeled into darkness. Alarms began shrieking across the block.

Xander pushed open the driver’s door and stepped out, never taking his eyes off the roof.

Heat brushed even this far away, or perhaps that was his imagination feeding from the severed impressions of his symbiote. Smoke and sparks twisted together high above. Then, as the cloud shifted, he saw him.

His symbiote.

Dangling from the edge of the building.

Alive.

Still in play.

Xander’s pulse kicked harder.

Then another helicopter swept into the scene, skimming the rooftops, bouncing from one line of sight to another before settling somewhere out of view.

Xander stepped farther from the SUV, angling for a clearer look.

And then he saw her.

Maxine.

She came into view through the chaos like some deliberate answer to his thoughts, moving hard and fast against the smoke, still fighting, still driving forward. Strong-willed. Relentless. Dangerous. They should have killed her the first time the opportunity opened. That had been the mistake with people like her. You assumed damage would slow them. You mistook survival for luck when it was actually force of will sharpened into something almost feral.

The feeling from his symbiote shifted.

Dropped.

No. Not dropped. Falling.

Xander knew it before his eyes confirmed it, the same way a person knows when a tooth has cracked before their tongue finds the break. He felt the severing motion. The sick plunge through open space. Then he saw the body tumbling down the side of the building, useless limbs caught in gravity’s grip.

A gunshot cracked through the night.

Then the connection vanished.

Just like that.

No fading. No static. No dying signal. One moment presence, the next absence. The link was gone so completely it left a pressure ache in the base of Xander’s skull.

He stood frozen for a beat, staring at the place where his symbiote had ceased to be.

The war had claimed another one.

A war they had started.

A war they would finish.

He turned sharply, reached into the SUV, and dragged out the missile launcher. The weight settled against him with brutal familiarity. He slung it over his shoulder, powered it on, and stepped out into the alley again as the targeting system woke in his hands.

Veronica was wrong.

The targets needed to die.

Needed to be erased from the board before they shifted the shape of the game again.

Rotor blades thumped across the sky.

Xander swung the launcher upward.

The helicopter emerged between the high-rises, banking into the dark, its underbelly briefly visible under the wash of the city lights. He tracked it. Waited. Let the system find its lock. The tone sharpened. Stabilized.

One trigger pull.

That was all.

One pull, and this could still be won. Mission won. War won. Then the rest could begin. The cleansing. The protection. The original purpose behind everything the Circle had built, however corrupted the world had become in the process.

He pulled the trigger.

The missile punched free with a violent kick, launching clear before the engine ignited. Then flame burst from its tail and drove it screaming up into the night, trailing smoke as it streaked toward the helicopter.

Xander watched it go, eyes unblinking, as though willing the sky itself to obey.
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An hour earlier
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Granthom laid a gentle hand on Charlotte’s shoulder.

“They’re coming, Charlotte,” he said. “It won’t be long now.”

Charlotte looked up at him from the bed and forced herself to breathe through the pain grinding in her chest. Every breath felt ragged, dragged over broken glass. Her body had long since moved beyond ordinary hurt. She lived now in a place of pressure, heat, and failing systems, where pain was no longer an event but an atmosphere.

Still, she nodded.

“I’m ready.”

And she was.

Maybe she had been for longer than she wanted to admit.

This was not the ending she had once imagined. There had been other versions, in other quieter fantasies. A clean handover. A successful escape. A final act of protection followed by one last sunrise somewhere beyond all this ruin. Those fantasies had died one by one as reality narrowed around them. This was what remained.

No fear.

No illusion.

Just purpose.

She lifted her eyes to Granthom. “Are you, doctor?”

He gave a tired little shrug. There was no drama in it, no false heroism. Only acceptance.

“I’ve lived a long life,” he said. “It’s time for me.”

Charlotte almost smiled despite the blood on her lips.

“It’s time for both of us,” she said.

There was no backing out now. They were well past that line. Every choice that could have led somewhere else had already been made, and all of them had pointed here, to this room, this bed, this final stand. Strange, really. For all the years, all the experiments, all the damage, all the things done in the name of necessity, she found she did not want some soft ending in a dim room with pity in somebody’s eyes.

If she was going to go, she would go usefully.

Take one more Zed with her. Maybe more.

That was what they had built her for.

The explosion at the back of the building shook the room hard enough to rattle the machines beside her bed. The sound rolled through the structure like thunder trapped indoors. Ceiling dust sifted down. Somewhere beyond the walls came a distant metallic crash, then shouting, then the unmistakable pattern of boots moving fast.

Smoke slipped under the double doors in grey ribbons.

Charlotte turned her head toward them.

Only a matter of time.

She could hear them now, more clearly. Trained movement. Stacked entry. Men sweeping corridors and checking corners with automatic precision. No wasted steps. No panic. The kind of people who had done this too many times to feel anything at all while doing it.

Her hand tightened around the pistol.

With the other, hidden beneath the bloodied sheet, she depressed the button on the small device and held it down.

Granthom’s hand remained on her shoulder.

He took in a slow breath.

Closed his eyes.

The doors burst inward.

Charlotte opened fire at once.

The first burst caught the lead
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