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For those who are more.

“Synchronicity is an ever-present reality for those who have eyes to see.”

Carl Jung
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“Yesterday they called it coincidence. Today it’s synchronicity. Tomorrow they’ll call it skill.”

Antero Alli
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“Our daydreams are the measure of our unreachable truth.”

Floriano Martins
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“Sometimes we need fantasy to survive the reality.”

Mustafa Zahid
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Scott Harris wiped his hands on his pants as if friction alone might undo what had happened. The fabric absorbed nothing. It only smeared the blood wider, darkening the navy cloth into something almost black.

There was too much of it.

The metallic smell hung thick in the air, clinging to the back of his throat. It felt warm. Alive. He could taste it every time he swallowed.

Scott yanked at the headphone cable. The cord snapped tight against his neck before the buds popped free. One fell against his collarbone. The other hit the carpet and disappeared beneath the bed. When he dragged his phone from his pocket, it slipped from his fingers and bounced once against the matted fibers, leaving a faint red arc where it struck.

A curse tore out of him, raw and unfiltered. Maybe because of the blood. Maybe because his hands would not stop shaking. Probably both.

He crouched, snatched the phone up again, and stabbed at the screen. Nothing responded. His fingertips were slick, prints filled with drying crimson, the blood hardened into the fine lines that made him identifiable. 

Over the past few days, everything about him had become unrecognizable.

“How the hell did I get here?”

The words sounded thin in the room, swallowed by overturned furniture and the low hum of the bedside lamp still glowing uselessly in the corner.

He wiped his hands again. Shirt. Bedspread. Carpet. The motions were frantic and repetitive, like someone trying to erase a mistake from paper that had already torn through. Finally, the phone recognized him. The lock screen dissolved.

He found the contact.

Pressed call.

Each unanswered ring sounded like approaching footsteps. Police boots closing in from down the hallway. Every tone grew louder, more accusatory. Sweat slid down his temples and into his collar. His heart battered his ribs like a trapped animal throwing itself against a cage.

His thoughts scattered in all directions, splintering under pressure.

He was about to hurl the phone at the wall when the line connected.

“Jesus Christ, Scott. I told you to destroy your phone. Do you realize the danger you’ve put me in? Put us both in?”

Xavier’s voice arrived sharp and immediate, as though he had been expecting this moment.

“I—I didn’t know who else to call.”

A pause. Not long. Just long enough to calculate.

“What’s happened, Scott?”

Scott’s gaze drifted despite himself. The room looked as though it had been shaken violently and then abandoned. A chair lay on its side. The lamp had been knocked askew. A picture frame face down on the floor, glass fractured in a spiderweb of fine cracks.

“I don’t know,” he said. The words felt useless. “I started the app before you could delete it.”

“Goddammit, Scott. I told you to stay away from it.”

“And now I’m here. And—”

“And what?” Xavier snapped. “What’s happened?”

Scott’s voice faltered. “I don’t know if I... or someone...”

“Scott!”

The name struck like a slap.

Scott looked down.

At the center of the room lay her body.

The white nightgown was no longer white. It clung to her in heavy folds, saturated and dark, the fabric nearly translucent where it met skin. The knife handle protruded from her chest at a slight angle, obscene in its stillness. Blood had pooled beneath her, seeping outward across the carpet in slow, deliberate expansion.

He turned away too quickly. Bile surged up his throat. He swallowed it back and squeezed his eyes shut, but the image remained, burned into the inside of his skull.

“It’s bad, Xavier,” he said hoarsely.

“How bad?”

“Very bad.”

“Define that for me.”

Scott forced himself to look again. To confirm it. To anchor it.

“I think she’s dead.”

The silence on the other end stretched longer this time.

“Jesus Christ,” Xavier said quietly. “Get out of there, Scott. Do you hear me?”

Scott tilted his head slightly. Beneath the pounding of his pulse, beneath the low electrical hum of the lamp and the faint buzz of city noise beyond the window, something else cut through.

Sirens.

Distant. But growing.

“I can hear them,” he whispered.

Xavier swore again, but this time it was controlled. Measured. The sound of steady breathing followed, as if he were forcing himself to calm.

“Where are you?” Xavier asked.

Scott looked around as though the room might offer an answer. The walls felt unfamiliar. The furniture displaced. Even the air seemed wrong, thick with something other than blood.

“I—I don’t remember.”

“Fuck.” Another pause. “I’ll track you. Stay where you are. For the love of God, don’t touch anything.”

Scott glanced down at his hands.

“I think I’ve already touched everything.”

For a moment, Xavier said nothing. Then, more carefully, “Don’t say a word to anyone.”

Scott had no intention of speaking. Beyond this call, he was not sure he could form a coherent sentence. Language felt distant. Optional.

“I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

The call ended without a goodbye.

The silence that followed was not empty. It pressed inward from all sides, defined by the presence of a dead body in a room that suddenly felt too small to contain it.

Scott lowered himself onto the edge of the bed. The mattress squeaked beneath him, a small, absurd sound in the aftermath of something irreversible.

He didn’t want to look again.

He did.

He shouldn’t have.

Her face was turned slightly toward him, as if she had fallen mid-sentence. Her eyes were half open, unfocused. Accusing. Or maybe that was his projection. A strand of hair clung to her cheek, matted with drying blood.

“I’m so sorry, Samantha,” he whispered. “So, so sorry.”

The sirens grew louder now, their wail rising and falling in waves. Closer. Near enough he could almost count the seconds between them.

Scott sat very still.

And for a fleeting, terrifying moment, he could not remember whether this was the beginning of something...

or the end.
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Four days earlier
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Scott stared into the swirling toilet bowl and surrendered to it again.

There was almost nothing left. The fourth attempt had yielded little more than acid and humiliation, and each violent purge left him weaker than before. The earlier waves of chunky greens and oranges had dissolved into clear liquid. Now his stomach was empty, except for something corrosive and self-inflicted.

The toilet flushed. Water spiraled downward, relentless and indifferent. Scott spat into the vortex and closed his eyes, bracing both palms against the cool metal partition.

His abdominal muscles trembled from the effort. Standing upright required negotiation. The fluorescent lighting above hummed faintly, flickering at irregular intervals as if it too were struggling to stay functional.

He checked his watch.

Ten minutes until boarding.

The number pressed against his skull. Ten minutes felt like an hour. Or a second. Time had lost structure. It stretched when he needed it to move and accelerated when he needed it to stop.

Backpack in hand, he unlocked the cubicle door and shuffled toward the sinks. The airport restroom was in constant motion. Passengers moved with mechanical urgency from stall to basin to exit. Suit jackets, carry-ons, cologne, impatience. Faces blurred into a single species, composed and purposeful.

Scott curled his fingers around the edge of the porcelain basin to steady himself. The room tilted slightly. Not enough to fall. Just enough to remind him he was not in control.

The mirror did not offer reassurance.

Bloodshot eyes stared back at him. Pupils slightly dilated. Skin pale beneath overhead lighting that revealed everything and softened nothing. He had read about this. The nausea. The tightening chest. The tingling fingers. Anticipatory anxiety layered over social dread.

Boxes ticked themselves off in his mind.

A deep breath. Then another.

Water ran. He rinsed his mouth, then splashed his face. The shock did nothing. The nausea remained coiled and patient.

It was all bullshit.

He inspected his blue sports coat and beige polo for damage, scanning for any sign of betrayal. While he did, a toilet flushed behind him. A stall door opened. Footsteps approached.

Scott watched in the mirror as a man took position at the adjacent sink.

The newcomer moved at an unhurried pace, his charcoal three-piece suit cut clean through the shoulders and waist, sitting close as if made for him alone. Chestnut hair was combed back from his forehead, not a strand out of place. There was no flicker of nerves, no glance toward the door. He washed his hands methodically, lathering and rinsing as though time belonged to him, dried them with equal care, then lifted his eyes to the mirror, not inspecting himself so much as confirming what he already knew.

He turned. “Is everything all right?”

Scott blinked, caught somewhere between confusion and recognition.

“Sorry? Yes. Of course. I was just...” His words dissolved mid-sentence. He did not know what he had intended to say.

“I heard you earlier,” the man said gently. “It did not sound like you were okay.”

Heat rose to Scott’s face. His gaze dropped to his shoes. Black leather. Slightly cracked at the seams.

“Oh. Ah. I’m just not a great flyer.”

“That’s quite normal,” the man replied. “Nothing to be embarrassed about.”

“Nerves,” Scott said quickly. “I never used to be like this. It’s just that...”

“Just flying?”

Scott gave a thin smile. “Just about anything.”

An announcement echoed through the terminal speakers. His flight number. Final boarding in ten minutes.

The sound alone sent him bending toward the sink again. Three dry heaves followed, each one scraping his throat raw. There was nothing left to expel, but his body insisted on trying.

When he straightened, the man was still there.

Watching.

Assessing.

There was something deliberate in the way he observed. Not judgmental. Not sympathetic. Evaluative. Like someone studying an opportunity.

The man snapped his fingers once lightly.

“You know what? I have something that could help.”

Scott wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Is it a gun to blow my brains out?”

The man’s expression did not change. Then, slowly, a smile formed.

“Easy,” he said. “First things first. My name is Xavier Titan Cane.”

He produced a business card and held it between them.

Scott took it.

Matte black. Clean edges. White embossed lettering. Just a name and a cell number. No company. No tagline. The font was minimalist but strangely hypnotic. The card felt heavier than cardstock should feel.

“And you are?” Xavier asked.

Scott looked up to find a hand extended.

“Scott Harris.”

They shook.

Xavier folded his arms and leaned casually against the sink as if they were old acquaintances meeting by coincidence.

“And what do you do, Scott?”

Scott’s eyes lingered on the card before he slid it into his pocket. The act felt like sealing something.

“Sales,” he said. “I’m in sales.”

“And what do you sell?”

“Stationery.”

Xavier pursed his lips, not quite smiling.

Scott knew the look. He had seen it a thousand times. Polite recalibration. The internal adjustment people made when they realized he did not occupy a particularly interesting profession.

At parties, Samantha often suggested he say something broader. “Corporate solutions.” “Procurement.” Anything with ambiguity.

Usually, he just avoided the conversation entirely.

“You must have a business card,” Xavier said. “Someone in your line of work would.”

Scott shrugged. “Budget cuts. Temporary, though. Once I land a big sale, things will change.”

The optimism sounded rehearsed, even to him.

“Oh God,” he muttered, glancing toward the exit. “I’m going to miss my flight.”

He steadied himself again at the sink.

“Listen,” Xavier said calmly. “Just call out your number. I’ll send you something that helps.”

Scott hesitated for half a second. Then he recited the digits. Desperation short-circuited caution.

His phone buzzed almost immediately.

“I’ll walk you to your gate,” Xavier offered.

They stepped into the main terminal. The noise multiplied. Rolling luggage. Boarding calls. Conversations layered on top of each other.

And yet, as they moved, something subtle shifted.

Lines parted.

Clusters adjusted.

People stepped aside without fully registering why.

Xavier did not push. He did not hurry. He simply advanced with quiet certainty, and the crowd accommodated him.

Scott hurried to keep pace, eyes dropping to his phone.

A new application icon sat on the screen.

Black background. White lettering.

Identity.

“What the hell is Identity?” he asked.

Xavier slid a hand into his pocket with easy composure. “Have you ever wanted something more, Scott?”

“More how?”

“From life.” Xavier’s tone was measured. “Are you satisfied?”

Scott let out a humorless laugh. “Is that a trick question? I’m forty-five, heading to a stationery exhibition, and I can’t keep my breakfast down.”

Xavier nodded slightly, as if confirming something to himself.

“Identity helps you see yourself differently. It recalibrates your perception. You begin to understand you have more control than you think. That you are more than you believe.”

“So what is it?” Scott asked. “Guided meditation? Affirmations?”

Xavier laughed softly. “No. It’s how I got here.”

Scott glanced at him.

“I used to be you,” Xavier continued. “My wife left. Friends drifted. I hated my job. Let people walk all over me. I tried to kill myself more than once.”

Scott stopped walking for a fraction of a second. “Shit.”

“Yes.” Xavier’s voice remained even. “Then I found this.”

They resumed walking.

“Put on some headphones. Let the app do the rest. You’ll love it.”

“I ask only one thing.”

“What’s that?”

Xavier studied him for a moment longer than was comfortable.

“Forget it,” he said finally. “Just call me when you land. Where are you headed?”

“East.”

“Client?”

“Exhibition.”

“There’s an exhibition for stationery?”

Scott gave a faint shrug. “You’d be surprised. The Japanese are doing incredible things.”

“So your company can’t afford business cards but can send you there?”

“The company gets a discount if we attend,” Scott replied. “Not that we pass it on to our customers.”

Xavier didn’t respond.

Scott recognized the silence. He had drained the energy again. Talking about his work did that. Conversations dulled. Rooms cooled.

“So what does the app actually do?” Scott pressed.

“That’s difficult to explain,” Xavier said. “It affects everyone differently. The only way to understand it is to experience it.”

Scott looked down at the icon again.

Black. Clean. Waiting.

“I envy you, Scott. The first time is always the best time.”

“Sure. What have I got to lose?” he asked.

Xavier’s smile was subtle. Controlled.

“Exactly.”

Scott resumed walking toward his gate.

It turned out he had a great deal to lose.

He just didn’t know it yet.
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Scott stood in the aisle and looked at his seat. The man against the window was huge. His jeans and tight black shirt did little to stop the massive gut from almost touching the seat in front. His fat arm hung lazily at his side, resting on the currently empty middle seat. His head was back, mouth agape, breathing awkwardly. Waiting for his heart attack.

A woman spilled out into every available space from the aisle position. Her loose-fitting top made her look like a melting scoop of ice cream. Her long, straggly brown mop framed chub and chins. 

The longer he looked, the more he was sure he was having a stroke. He rotated his glance from the seat to the ticket, then to the overhead identifier. Something was wrong. Surely someone had made a mistake. He didn’t care who. The person who booked the ticket. The person who issued the ticket. The printer that printed the ticket. 

A tap on his shoulder. “Excuse me, sir. We require all passengers to take their seats now.” Her voice had a schoolteacher’s edge to it.

“Oh, it’s just that—”

“It’s a full flight today,” she said. “So, your bag will have to go under the seat in front.” Tone intensified, like this was the last flight of the day, and she was in no mood to deal with a problem passenger.

“I get that. It’s just that—”

“Is there a problem here?” 

The question originated from his other side, a male flight attendant closing ranks on him. Chest broad. Scott could feel it against him. But he dared not make eye contact. That would suggest confrontation. And he didn’t want any hostile interactions. So, he said nothing.

“Sir,” she said again. “You need to take your seat.”

There was a lot Scott could have said at that moment, a hundred reasons why he couldn’t just take his seat yet chose to voice none of it. The last thing he wanted was for someone to record a scene on their phone and post it to social media for the world to see. So, he merely nodded and accepted his fate.

The large woman sighed as she hauled herself upright from her cramped space, bracing hard against the seat in front. It groaned under the strain. With backpack clutched to his chest, Scott eased down into his confines. 

He felt hot again, stuffy. As the other bookend took her seat, Scott’s world closed in around him. His traveling companions’ legs and arms rubbed against him. There was no escape now. Couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. It was going to be the world’s longest flight. If there was an emergency to get off the plane, he most certainly would die. And at that moment, he was happy with that. 

Might as well kill me now and beat them to it.

The safety briefing began, and Scott figured there was no point in listening to it. So, he removed his phone from his breast pocket and looked at the screen. The Identity application emblem, a fingerprint in the shape of a brain, looked back at him. It pulsed like it was alive, unlike any of the other applications he had on the phone. It instantly calmed him, drew him in, and arrested his attention. 

He unzipped the front pocket of his backpack, retrieved his headphones, fought with the mess as he untangled the cord, then plugged the other end to the device. Finger hovered over the application. He remembered what Xavier had told him.

The first time is always the best time. 

He took a deep breath, clicked the button, and immediately passed out. 

***
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“Excuse me, sir. Your champagne.”

The words floated toward him as if carried through thick water. They did not attach to him. They belonged to someone else. Business class, perhaps. Some suited executive celebrating a deal.

He ignored them.

“Sir?”

A hand settled on his shoulder. Firm. Controlled. Not a shake, not quite a squeeze. Just enough to anchor him.

Scott stirred.

He had the strange sensation that he had slept through the entire flight and was being woken at the gate. There was no stiffness in his neck. No ache in his back. No lingering anxiety chewing at the edges of his thoughts. His pulse moved in a slow, steady rhythm. Calm. Measured. He wore comfort like pajamas. It wrapped around him without effort.

He could not remember the last time he had felt this light.

He also could not feel the heat of the two passengers who had been wedged against him since boarding. As he opened his eyes, light fractured across his vision. White and gold. It glittered before settling into clarity.

He inhaled sharply.

The cabin was wide and open. Cream leather. Polished timber. Soft lighting recessed into curved panels. No overhead bins crammed with luggage. No narrow aisle. No knees pressed into his spine.

A man stood beside him holding a silver tray. On it rested a tall flute of champagne, pale gold and rising with delicate streams of bubbles. The man wore a tailored dark suit and a black bow tie. Not a wrinkle. Not a stray thread. His posture was upright without stiffness.

His brown eyes were calm and steady. There was something in them Scott could not name.

“Your champagne, sir.”

Scott stared.

Behind the man, a wide screen was inset into the wooden wall. It displayed a muted aerial view of a coastline, bright blue water sliding past jagged cliffs. Across from him sat another leather chair. Identical to his own. Isolated. Not one of many. Just one.

He turned slowly in his seat.

A low sofa ran along one side of the fuselage. All the window blinds were closed. Not a sliver of sky visible. The air felt warm but controlled, faintly scented with something expensive and subtle.

At the rear of the aircraft, a woman stood behind a polished bar. She wore a crisp white shirt and a red bow tie. Her short blonde hair brushed her jawline as she worked a cocktail shaker with smooth authority. Ice rattled inside. She glanced up, caught his stare, and smiled.

Scott flushed and turned back.

“Is everything satisfactory, sir?” the attendant asked. “May I offer you something else?”

Scott tried to speak. His mouth moved, but nothing emerged at first.

Was this the application? Is this what Xaver was talking about?

“Where am I?” he managed. His voice sounded thin in the open cabin.

“Your private jet, sir. As always.” 

“And who are you?”

The man inclined his head slightly. “Woodward. I will be overseeing your comfort today.”

“My private jet?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Woodward.”

“That’s right, sir.”

Scott looked down at himself.

The faded blue sports coat was gone. In its place sat a navy wool suit cut perfectly to his frame. The fabric felt dense and warm beneath his fingertips. Black and silver cufflinks clasped stiff white sleeves. The watch on his wrist caried a dark face with a silver rim. Chunky. Powerful. He lifted his arm, studying it as if it belonged to someone else.

He didn’t own any of this. Yet it fit him.

Woodward waited patiently, holding the tray steady.

Scott reached for the champagne, lifting it to his lips. The last time he had champagne was at his wedding, and even then, he could only stomach half of the glass.  But now the taste was crisp and clean.

“May I suggest an Old Fashioned next?” Woodward asked. “Maxine prepares them exceptionally well.”

“Old Fashioned,” Scott repeated quietly. “Haven’t had one of those in years.”

“Quite right, sir.”

“Woodward.”

The man waited. 

“How long until we land?”

“Allow me to confirm with the captain.”

Woodward stepped toward the front of the aircraft. He knocked twice against what appeared to be a seamless wood panel. A section of the wall opened inward without sound. Darkness beyond. He stepped through before the panel sealed again.

Scott remained seated, draining the rest of his glass without fuss.

Maxine appeared beside him as if she had crossed the cabin without sound.

“May I?” she asked softly, reaching for the empty flute.

Her fingers brushed his. 

Up close, her eyes were a clear, striking blue. The kind that held focus without wavering.

She held out her hand.

Scott hesitated, then placed his palm in hers. Her grip was light but certain.

She led him to the rear of the jet where a heavy tumbler waited on the bar. Amber liquid caught the light. A large sphere of ice turned slowly inside it.

A low bassline began somewhere within the cabin. Deep. Subtle. It blended with the hum of the engines until he could not tell which was which.

Maxine turned the stool toward the bar and guided him down into the leather seat.

“You will want to get comfortable, Mr. Harris,” she said. “This can feel... intense.”

The music deepened. Not loud. Just present.

She stepped back from him. The lighting shifted almost imperceptibly. Warmer tones settled over the wood and leather. Shadows grew softer, longer.

Scott lifted the weighty glass and took a sip. The drink was strong. Bitter orange. Smoke. Sweetness beneath it. It warmed his throat, then his chest.

Maxine moved. Not abruptly. Not theatrically. Just a slow sway that matched the rhythm. Hips tracing the beat. Shoulders rolling. Her hands glided along her own arms as if testing the air.

Unhurried, she moved around him in a slow orbit. Fingertips grazed his shoulder, drifted across his collarbone. The contact barely lasted a second, but it carried intention.

His breath adjusted without permission. The bass deepened, thickened, another rhythm folding over it. The pulse settled into his ribs, steady and insistent.

Now directly in front of him. Close enough to see the faint creases at the corners of her eyes. Close enough to catch the scent of her perfume, clean at first, something sharper underneath.

A hand rose to her bowtie. The knot loosened. Red silk slid free and dropped onto the bar. Eye contact never wavered. Then the buttons. One. Then another. No rush. No theatrics. Fabric parting just enough to suggest, never enough to fully reveal.

The music climbed.

Scott swallowed another mouthful of whiskey. Heat spread across his skin.

“I want you,” he murmured.

Her lips curved slightly. “Louder.”

“I want you.”

“Like you mean it.”

The bass surged.

“I want you!”

The words echoed in the confined space, swallowed by leather and wood.

Maxine leaned in, hands braced on the stool at either side of him. Her face inches from his.

Then came a heavy thud. The music cut instantly and silence flooded the cabin.

Maxine stepped back. Her shirt was buttoned. Bow tie straight. Expression composed.

“Thank you, Mr. Harris,” she said in a measured tone. “We trust you have enjoyed your flight.”

Scott blinked. The glass in his hand was empty.

Woodward stood at the front of the aircraft once more. Hands folded in front of him.

“We have arrived,” he announced. “A short taxi to the private pickup. Your car will be brought around.”

Scott looked around as if seeing the space for the first time.

The sofa was empty. The bar pristine. No trace of movement.

“My car?” he asked.

“Yes, sir.”

The engines’ hum shifted. A subtle deceleration.

“They are eager to see you.”

“Wait.” His throat tightened. “Who is eager to see me?”

Woodward’s smile did not change.

Scott’s pulse climbed, sharp and insistent. The calm that had wrapped him so completely was thinning. Something cold slid beneath it.
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Scott stood at the top of the private jet stairs and looked out.

Heat shimmered above the runway. The air smelled faintly of jet fuel and sunbaked tarmac. Several black SUVs surrounded the private transporter in a loose perimeter. Between them, men and women in dark suits and sunglasses stood in practiced stillness, as if arranged by design rather than circumstance. The wind cut through them, tugging at hair and billowing suit jackets, yet none of them moved to adjust.

They did not fidget. They did not speak.

Among the black and gray and charcoal sat a red Mustang convertible, idling.

The engine trembled with contained impatience. The latest model. Gleaming paintwork. Top down. Chrome catching the sun like polished jewelry. It did not belong in the lineup of government-black vehicles. It was defiant. Alive.

The trunk lid stood open. Several suited figures lifted large black containers and slid them carefully into the compartment. 

Still trying to make sense of it all, Scott descended the stairs.

He decided he was dreaming. That was the simplest explanation.

He had already tried waking himself more than once. Closing his eyes. Holding his breath. Clenching his fists.

Nothing had worked.

If anything, the realism only reinforced it. The heat on his skin. The smell of aviation fuel. The vibration of turbines cooling behind him.

If this was a dream, it was the most expensive one he had ever had.

So what the hell.

When his shoes hit the tarmac, one of the men removed his sunglasses and approached. White hair. Clean cut. A face so unremarkable Scott knew he would never be able to describe it to a sketch artist. The kind of face designed to be forgotten.

The man extended his hand.

“Mr. Harris. Glad you could make it. Special Agent Tom Rollinson.”

Scott took it. The grip was firm. 

Rollinson guided him toward the Mustang, speaking over the winding down of jet engines.

“Our intelligence suggests Dimitrijevic will be at the club at nine. All you need to do is make the sale.”

All you need to do.

They reached the back of the car.

“What exactly am I selling him?” Scott asked.

The question surprised him.

He felt no unease about selling something to a man named Dimitrijevic in a nightclub late at night. No flicker of moral resistance. In fact, it sounded straightforward. Familiar. Like something he had done a hundred times before and simply forgotten.

Rollinson popped the nearest container and stepped aside.

“Barrett M95 bolt-action sniper rifles,” Rollinson said evenly. “Courtesy of the U.S. government.”

Scott studied the weapon. The geometry. The cold authority of it. For reasons he could not explain, selling government weapons to some guy in a nightclub still sounded like a good idea.

“All of those cases?” Scott asked.

“We have also included night-vision goggles and a healthy supply of M67 hand grenades. Everything Dimitrijevic could want for his little war with Croatia.”

Little war.

Scott nodded slowly.

“Well,” he said, “seems simple enough.”

They shook hands again.

“One more thing,” Rollinson said.

Scott felt the tone shift.

“Dimitrijevic is extremely paranoid. He won’t do business with just anyone. You’ll need to go deep cover if you want to win him over.”

“I get it.”

Rollinson squared him up and stared straight into his eyes.

“Do you? Because you will need to prove yourself. Whatever he asks you to do, you must do it. Do you understand?”

Scott nodded like he was in a trance.

“If this goes wrong, you’re on your own. For reasons I am sure you understand, this mission can no longer officially involve our agency.”

Rollinson replaced his sunglasses. The man vanished behind dark lenses.

“You are all we have. The success of this mission rests entirely on you.”

He gave a small hand signal.

Across the tarmac, agents moved with synchronization. Doors opened. Engines started. One by one, the SUVs peeled away and disappeared.

Scott stared at the Mustang. A slash of red against a bleak backdrop.

Maxine leaned against the hood, arms crossed, smile inviting. Sunlight traced the curve of her legs. There was a glint in her eyes that suggested she already knew how this would unfold.

Woodward stood at the passenger door, posture immaculate, as if carved from disciplined stone.

“Right this way, sir,” Woodward said.

Scott approached the car slowly, as if approaching an altar.

“If it is all the same to you,” he said, unable to keep the grin from forming, “I would rather do the driving.”

“Very good, sir.”

Woodward closed the passenger door with measured care.

“Maxine and I will take alternative transport and meet you at the hotel.”

“Sounds good,” Scott said. “Which hotel?”

“It is already programmed into the GPS. Enjoy your journey.”

Scott slid inside. Leather embraced him. The Mustang fit him the way a tailored suit should. The steering wheel settled into his palms as if it had been waiting for him. 

Scott pressed the ignition.

The engine detonated into life, a deep mechanical growl that rolled through the chassis and up his spine.

Something inside him answered.

He rolled out slow at first, feeling the engine settle beneath him, hands light on the wheel as he adjusted to the weight and pull of the car.

Then the road cleared ahead. And he went.

The highway blurred into bands of color as he threaded through traffic with impossible confidence, sliding between vehicles as if they were drifting backwards instead of him surging forward. He shifted through the gears for no reason other than pleasure, chasing the rising note of the engine as the tachometer swept upward in a clean arc.

Each surge of acceleration pressed him deeper into the seat. The world compressed behind him.

It was not reckless. It was natural.

Traffic lights seemed to hesitate for him, glowing amber at exactly the right moment. Intersections widened like invitations. He flicked the wheel and the rear end stepped out smoothly, tires singing against the asphalt before snapping back into line, obedient and eager.

A laugh escaped him. Not nervous. Not strained. Free.

He barely glanced at the navigation screen. The route unfolded as though the car already knew the destination. As though it had been there before. As though he had.

Power hummed through him, steady and intoxicating. Not the frantic spike of adrenaline he knew from panic attacks, but something cleaner. Controlled. Directed.

He rounded the marble fountain and stamped on the brakes, the Mustang sliding beneath the sweeping awning and coming to rest inches from three pristine Porsches displayed like trophies.

The brake pads hissed softly. The engine idled with a low, satisfied purr.

Before him rose stone columns, trimmed hedges cut into geometric perfection, wrought-iron balconies lit by warm amber light. A flag cracked in the wind high above the entrance.

For a moment, he did not move.

He sat there with his hands resting on the wheel, absorbing the symmetry of it all. The architecture. The car. The version of himself reflected in the polished glass doors.

This was where he belonged.

A valet hurried toward him, adjusting his jacket as he approached.

Scott gave the engine one last, deliberate rev. Not aggressive. Appreciative. The sound echoed beneath the awning, sharp and expensive.

Then he stepped out, smoothing invisible creases from his jacket.

“Take good care of my baby.”

The valet stared at him.

“What?”

***
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Scott glanced back at the car and let his palm rest against the hood.

The metal felt wrong.

Cooler. Thinner.

He frowned and leaned closer, expecting to see his distorted reflection in polished red paint. Instead, the surface was dull, almost chalky. The shine had drained from it.

He opened the driver’s door.

The scent of rich leather was gone. In its place lingered the stale odor of sunbaked fabric and old air freshener. The stitching was uneven. The dash was scratched. The steering wheel no longer cradled his hands. It sagged.

A pulse of unease rolled through him.

He stepped back.

The Mustang was gone.

In its place sat a faded Taurus with oxidized paint and a dented rear bumper held together by mismatched screws. The chrome trim peeled at the edges. One hubcap was missing. Scott’s gaze lifted.

The grand resort dissolved in front of him. Stone columns flattened into cracked stucco. French balconies shrank into narrow walkways lined with rusting railings. The manicured hedges gave way to brittle weeds clawing through concrete. The elegant awning flickered into a crooked metal sign that buzzed and sparked.

VACANCY glowed in tired red letters.

The air shifted with it. Damp. Sour. A faint trace of garbage drifting from somewhere unseen.

He drew in a slow breath and felt something heavy settle in his chest.

The tailored jacket was gone. The blue sports coat clung to his shoulders again, slightly tight across the back. His cracked shoes pinched at the toes. The familiar ache in his lower spine returned like an old companion.

“Hey!”

The voice snapped through the haze.

The headphones were still lodged in his ears.

Scott yanked them free and stuffed the cable into his pocket, blinking as if someone had turned on a harsh overhead light.

A woman in her mid-fifties stood several feet away, red hair twisted into a messy bun that looked stabbed into place. A cigarette burned between her fingers, ash bending but refusing to fall. Her face was a map of permanent irritation.

“Sorry,” Scott said, forcing a thin smile. “Were you talking to me?”

“Yes, you imbecile,” she barked. “Don’t sit out here revving your damn engine. What kind of neighborhood do you think this is?”

Scott turned slowly, as if seeing the street for the first time.

A homeless man shuffled past, dragging a plastic bag behind him before collapsing onto a bus stop bench with a tired thud. Boarded storefronts lined the block, plywood scarred with graffiti in desperate bursts of color. A rusted tricycle lay tangled in tall grass behind a chain-link fence. Trash collected in the gutters.

An SUV with blacked-out windows rolled down the street at a crawl.

Watching.

“Are you stupid or something?” the woman demanded.

“N-No.”

“You checking in?”

“Yes.”

“Well, get inside.”

Scott walked to the trunk and lifted it. No black cases. No precision-packed weapons. No government-issued hardware. Just his powder-blue suitcase.

He had bought it because the color felt calming. Controlled. He had regretted it the moment he stepped outside the store. The clerk had refused a refund. Scott had not pushed.

He never pushed.

The foyer swallowed him in mildew and stale air. The carpet, a chaotic mix of green, orange, and pink, squelched faintly under his weight. Dark stains bloomed along the walls where mold had crept upward in branching veins. The furniture looked decorative rather than functional, as if sitting on it might cause collapse.

No wonder she smoked.

The clerk behind the desk slid a brass key across the counter without lifting her eyes. Scott signed the registry where a finger tapped, aware of the tremor in his handwriting.

The elevator groaned as it carried him up a single floor. The cables whined. The car shuddered to a halt with a metallic jolt that rattled his teeth.

The corridor beyond was dim and narrow, the overhead lights buzzing with tired insistence. He dragged the suitcase behind him. One wheel rotated. The other clicked uselessly every third turn.

At his door, he hesitated only briefly before kicking it open and hauling the case inside.

Two lamps worked. Barely.

They cast a yellow, sickly glow over a room that smelled faintly of rot. The mattress pressed hard against the wall shared with the elevator shaft. Each mechanical movement sent a tremor through the frame. A heavy oil painting hung above the bed, its dark eyes following him in a way that felt accusatory.

Scott crossed to the window and pulled back the curtains.

A damp brick wall stood inches away, blocking light, blocking air, blocking any illusion of escape.

He let the fabric fall.

Sweat prickled at his hairline. His skin itched under the synthetic lining of his jacket.

He could complain.

He could demand a different room.

He could leave.

For a split second he imagined it. Turning the key. Hearing the Mustang roar back to life. Feeling that surge of power carry him somewhere else.

Anywhere else.

But the image dissolved as quickly as it formed.

The television perched on the dresser like an artifact from another decade. The minibar fridge hummed weakly and radiated warmth. In the bathroom, the shower dripped in slow, rhythmic intervals that echoed through the thin walls.

Drip.

Drip.

Drip.

Scott stood in the center of the room and felt the last of the fantasy bleed out of him, like air leaking from a punctured tire.

His shoulders sagged.

His phone rang. Unknown number. He stared at it for a long moment.

And desire grew to return to the app.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Scott answered the phone and lifted it to his ear. A small, foolish part of him hoped it might be Maxine, though he knew it would not be.

“Mr. Harris. Did you forget to call me?”

The voice was calm, controlled, faintly amused.

Scott lowered himself onto the edge of the bed. The mattress sagged beneath him and the springs protested loudly, metal grinding against metal like something ancient and resentful.

“Huh? Who is this?”

A measured sigh drifted down the line.

“Xavier. Titan. Cain. We met at the airport. I introduce you to the Identity app.”

Recognition clicked into place.

“Oh. Right.”

He let his gaze travel slowly around the room as if reacquainting himself with it. The wallpaper peeled in long strips near the door. The overhead light hummed faintly, casting everything in a tired yellow glow. The oil painting above the bed loomed in its thick frame, its dark eyes permanently unimpressed.

Then the memory surged back, vivid and intoxicating.

“Oh my god, Xavier. It was incredible. I was on this private jet. And there was this girl. And I drove a Mustang. I really drove it.”

He could still feel it. The smooth leather of the steering wheel beneath his palms. The way the engine vibrated through his spine like controlled violence waiting to be released.

“Well,” Xavier replied evenly, “it certainly sounds like an adventure. No anxiety issues, then. Problem solved?”

Behind the wall, the elevator lurched into motion. The vibration traveled through plaster and timber, through the mattress and into Scott’s back, dragging him slowly out of the glow of memory. The jet faded first. Then the Mustang. Maxine lingered longest before dissolving into the stale motel air.

“There was a strange part,” Scott said, rubbing at his temple. “Some shady government arms deal. I’m not sure what that was about.”

Silence followed. Not the accidental kind. The deliberate kind.

“Xavier?”

“I’m here,” he said. “The experience differs for everyone. It attaches itself to the subconscious and draws out suppressed intentions.”

“Suppressed what?”

“Fantasies, Mr. Harris. Things you wish you could do but cannot allow yourself to attempt in your everyday life. The application constructs a framework where you can explore them safely.”

Safely.

Scott rolled the word around in his mind.

“They are harmless,” Xavier added. “For your enjoyment. Nothing more.”

A slow smile crept across Scott’s face before he could stop it.

“Can’t wait for my next hit,” he muttered.

The word lingered between them.

“It’s not a toy,” Xavier said sharply, the calm thinning at the edges. “Use it sparingly, only when there is no other option. Dire circumstances. Not to impress women. Do you understand?”

Scott’s gaze drifted back to the wall near the door. The peeling paint resembled claw marks in the dim light, as though someone had once tried to dig their way out.

“Yeah,” he said. “I’ve got it.”

“You don’t sound convincing.”

“I said I’ve got it.”

“Good. What will you be doing tonight?”

“It’s the exhibition dinner. But I’m thinking I should just skip it.”

“You absolutely will not.” The warmth drained from Xavier’s voice.

“What?”

“You cannot avoid these situations forever, Scott. The experience should have restored your confidence. Build on it.”

“But—”

“You are going to that exhibition, Scott.”

The line disconnected without a farewell.

Scott lowered the phone slowly and stared at his reflection in the cracked mirror above the dresser. For a moment he attempted to hold his own gaze, as though daring himself to maintain it.

He failed.

Turning away, he hauled his suitcase onto the bed. The mattress dipped dramatically beneath the added weight, as if exhausted by the effort. Inside lay a lineup of safe choices, muted shirts, predictable slacks, a jacket that tried hard to look more expensive than it was.

He reached for the pink shirt his wife had bought months earlier.

Aggressive salmon, if he were being charitable.

He remembered standing beneath the department store lights while Samantha held it against his chest.

“It’ll brighten you up.”

He had smiled then, too. The same thin, compliant smile.

Scott sprayed deodorant until a cloud of aerosol mist hovered in the air. Shower in a can. The room still smelled faintly of mildew and something older, something buried deep inside the walls.

He buttoned up the shirt and faced the mirror again. His shoulders rounded slightly forward. His eyes looked a fraction too tired. He imagined the dinner: the handshake competitions, the forced laughter, the men who spoke too loudly about quarterly targets and the women who smiled without listening. His chest tightened just thinking about it.

He closed his eyes and counted his breaths.

One.

Two.

Three.

Maxine appeared in his mind.

Not Samantha.

Maxine.

The thought lingered longer than it should have. What would he tell his wife if she knew what he had just imagined? Would she ask? Would she even notice? Would she care enough to?

The questions followed him into the Uber.

The driver said nothing. The radio murmured softly. Streetlights blurred past the window as the city shifted from industrial gray to glass and steel. By the time they reached the exhibition hall, its façade was lit in clean white light that made everything feel sharper and more exposed.

Scott stepped out at the base of a wide staircase. Men arrived in rented sports cars, laughing louder than necessary, suits cut to accentuate their physique, hair sculpted into effortless shapes. Women followed in tailored dresses and impossibly high heels, perfume trailing behind them like a signature.

Some arrived with partners.

But none looked like Maxine.

Pressure built in Scott’s chest, tight and expanding, until his fingertips tingled and the edges of his vision blurred. A heart attack would be convenient, he thought. An ambulance would excuse him. They would nod sympathetically and tell him to rest.

He bent forward, gripping his knees.

Not here. Not again.

The headphones came out almost instinctively. His fingers were slick with sweat as he forced them into his ears. The screen glowed.

Identity.

He pressed the button.
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A musclebound bouncer in a shirt two sizes too small opened the double doors, allowing Scott to walk in. Music crashed into him like a physical force. The unrestricted based thumped his eardrums. The hypnotic beat drowned out his insecurities. Smoke rolled across the dance floor in slow waves while lasers carved the darkness into sharp fragments of light.

Dressed in a white suit and matching loafers, Scott danced between shadow and light. Reflective sunglasses caught the strobes and fractured them into brilliance. Throngs of gyrating, sweaty bodies dispersed as he approached, moving around him like water flowing over a stone. 

He emerged from the crowd flanked by two people, arms around each other, keeping time with the beat. Maxine on his right wore a short black dress with a split that went to her waist, and heels that accentuated her calves. On his left, Woodward wore a navy-blue suit, thin black tie and polished black shoes.

Several large men assembled as the trio approached the VIP area. One of the security guards approached the rope barricade and folded his arms. The two groups eyed each other off. Scott looked past him to the man on the couch. 

Dimitrijevic lounged back, his arms up on the back of the couch, his dark shirt unbuttoned just one more than it should be. Gold chains highlighted the area, matched by his large, gold wire-framed glasses. He made eye contact with Scott, and he stopped bopping his head to the music. A guard leaned down and whispered to him. Dimitrijevic rubbed the growth on his chin, his eyes searching his guest. 

Scott removed his sunglasses, eased them into his jacket pocket, and nodded to the contact. The security guard, having received instruction through his earpiece, bowed his head and unlinked the rope, allowing the trio to enter the restricted area. Dimitrijevic stood as they drew closer. 

He looked like he dealt in soft-core porn, not weapons. But then again, Scott didn’t think he looked like a spy. He remembered the words from Special Agent Rollinson: You’re all we’ve got. The success of this mission is entirely up to you.

Scott held out his hand, however Dimitrijevic ignored the offer and sat. Undeterred, the trio sat.

Dimitrijevic leaned forward, elbows on knees. “I understand you have something for me,” he said, his accent mixed and muddled yet clearly understood. It was like the music paused when he spoke. 

Scott smiled. “More than you could possibly want.”

Dimitrijevic rubbed his chin. “I see. And who do we have here?” 

Scott introduced his counterparts and Dimitrijevic seemed to drink in their presence. He leaned back and inspected the two, studied them with his eyes, taking in Maxine’s exposed thigh and Woodward’s impressive physique. The smirk on his face articulated his thoughts clearly. 

Eventually, he shook a finger at Scott. “You know what? I like you.” He slapped his knees. “Let’s do this. You have my order with you?”

Scott nodded. “In the alley out back.”

He rose and motioned for them to follow. The crowd parted instinctively as he moved. They passed down a hallway pulsing red, past steel doors scarred by age, until he pushed through one that opened onto the night.

Cold air rushed in. The alley smelled of oil, damp concrete, and something metallic. The Mustang gleamed beneath a single overhead light.

“Now, this is a beautiful car,” Dimitrijevic said.

“Four hundred and sixty horses,” Scott detailed. 

Dimitrijevic ran his finger along the side of the car, rounded it like it was in a showroom. 

“Tell you what,” Scott said. “You like it so much; take it.”

Dimitrijevic stood back, clutched his hands over his heart, a shocked look on his face. “What? You’d do that? For me?”

“Of course,” Scott said. “Saves you having to move the package, right?”

“This is all very generous of you.” Then his attention turned from the vehicle to the Maxine and Woodward standing on either side of Scott.

“Perhaps you would care to sweeten the deal further?”

Scott looked over them, then shook his head. “I’m sorry, Dimitrijevic, but some things aren’t for sale.”

He approached Scott with bedroom eyes. Pursed lips. Leveled stare. Put an arm over Scott’s shoulder and grabbed the back of his neck. Pointed to his chest.

“You’re a lucky man. And on top of that, you have principles. I like that... I like that a lot. Tell you what I’m going to do. If you are going to give me this wonderful gift, I will give you something.”

Scott held up his hands. “Really, Dimitrijevic, there is no need.”

“No. Please. It is important for me that you accept this gift without hesitation.”

Scott shrugged. “Of course, of course. What is it?”

Dimitrijevic stood back, pulled a gun from the back of his pants, pointed it. Scott held his breath. Hard stares. Then Dimitrijevic relinquished. Eased his grip, turned the weapon, so the handle faced Scott, who reluctantly took it.

“A gun?”

“Yes. Come with me.”

Scott followed Dimitrijevic to the back of a dark blue Mercedes SUV. It looked like a tank. The back door opened. Scott’s eyes grew. Crumpled into a fetal position on a piece of white plastic, hands and feet bound, was Special Agent Rollinson. 

“What the fuck is this?”

“Finding someone to trust is very hard these days. It seems like everyone is out for themselves. Hidden agendas. Shadow games. So, I need to know if I can trust you.”

“Of course you can trust me.”

“Prove it.”

“What the hell do you want me to do?” Scott asked, turning to Dimitrijevic.

“Kill him.”

Scott looked down at the agent who returned a resigned gaze. Rollinson’s words echoed in his ears. You will need to prove yourself to him, to show he can trust you. Whatever he asks you to do, you must do it.

Scott held out the gun. “I’m not interested in killing anyone tonight.”

Dimitrijevic looked at it then up into Scott’s eyes.

Someone placed a gun at the back of Scott’s head. He wasn’t sure who was holding it. 

“If you don’t, I will kill you. Then I kill your friends. Then I kill him. One ca die, or four can die, the choice is yours.”

Scott’s mind went blank. “Now, Dimitrijevic, I think we should talk about this.”

“Three.”

“This is ridiculous. This is no way to commence our relationship.”

“Two.”

Scott pointed the gun at the agent. Rollinson shut his eyes. So did Scott.

“One.”

Gun fired.
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Champagne exploded across the room in a spray of foam and light. Scott stood on top of a table as the crowd chanted his name, hands reaching up toward him as though he were something worth worshipping. Laughter echoed. Glasses clinked. Bodies pressed close in celebration.

Only when he pulled the headphones from his ears did the music shift. What had felt thunderous and electric now sounded thin and hollow, elevator noise masquerading as triumph.

His heart hammered violently against his ribs.

Had he pulled the trigger? The gunshot still reverberated inside his skull, louder than anything in the room.

Xavier’s warning surfaced. Use it sparingly, only when there is no other option.

This was the last time, he told himself. The absolute last, but he reassured himself it was a necessity. 

A hand landed suddenly on his shoulder.

Scott flinched hard enough to nearly lost his footing.

“A hell of a thing you did here tonight,” a woman said.

He turned.

Brunette. Blue eyes that caught and held the light. The kind of gaze that assessed before it admired. His knees weakened without permission. His throat tightened. Words lined up and jammed before they could escape.

“Can’t believe you were so reluctant to pop that damn champagne,” she continued, smiling as though they shared a private joke. “You really know how to keep people on a leash. Such a tease.”

They studied each other in silence, the crowd roaring beneath them.

“Scott, right?”

He nodded slowly, still trying to place her.

“You probably don’t remember me. Veronica. We met briefly last year. I tried to talk to you in the foyer, but you looked like you were in a hurry to escape.” She tilted her head slightly. “You didn’t look well.”

“Oh,” Scott said, buying time. “Maybe something I ate.”

Her smile deepened, amused rather than convinced. “Funny. For some reason, I remembered you.”

She shifted her weight, examining him more closely now.

“You seem different tonight. Intoxicatingly so.”

They remained standing on the table, looking out over the crowd that moved in rhythm to music that no longer carried meaning for him.

“I don’t know how you did it,” she said. “Same dull crowd. Same predictable speeches. And suddenly they can’t get enough of you.”

“To be honest,” Scott admitted, “I’m not entirely sure what I did.”

“Too modest.” She laughed softly and placed her hand against his arm.

The contact sparked something electric and immediate.

“You’re a good guy,” she added.

The words landed harder than they should have.

Good guy.

He couldn’t remember the last time Samantha had called him anything close to that. She preferred sharper language. Vilifying assessments. Corrections disguised as concern.

“Come,” Veronica said, offering her hand.

He allowed her to guide him down from the table. She led him toward the edge of the room, where the noise thinned and the lights softened.

“I’m impressed,” she said, stepping closer now. “Getting people
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