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In deep space, a vast field of planetoids stretches across the Kuiper Belt, as rays from the small star pierce the void, casting shimmering highlights that dance across the frozen expanse.

A voice, deep and wise, with the cadence of an old English storyteller, resonates through the cosmos, as if speaking directly to the very fabric of space:

“Life...”

The perspective shifts, and a seamless glide toward the distant star begins. The sun grows larger, its brilliance overpowering the cold darkness. Along the way, Pluto looms in the foreground, its rugged, frozen terrain stark against the black. Continuing, Neptune comes in view, veiled in its ethereal blue haze, then Uranus and Saturn, with their rings shimmering with cosmic debris. The voice continues, rich and steady:

"A young, infantile species. Despite endearing efforts, they believe it exists only on their world..."

Jupiter’s swirling storms pass, then Mars with its scarred, rust-red surface, Earth, vibrant with blues and greens, Venus cloaked in its suffocating clouds, and Mercury, scorched and barren. As the journey approaches the sun, a sudden, single solar flare lashes out, a fiery whip of energy erupting from its surface.

“Yet, we have been alive... from the very beginning!”

The voice grows in intensity as a sphere of light begins to coalesce, blazing at the extremity of the flare. Its brightness is unbearable, a purity of energy and purpose that seems to transcend existence itself.

"By my authority, each world is blessed with a divine power," the voice declares, its tone commanding and unyielding. "A power that serves as either guardian... or executioner!"

The sphere ignites, tearing away from the flare’s tip in a burst of energy, accelerating with unrelenting force toward Earth.

"And they," the voice concludes, its ominous tone laced with a finality that chills the soul, "have been watching."

The blazing sphere streaks across the void, its trajectory fixed on its target.

On Earth

A faintly overcast sky looms over a bleak outdoor fur farm. The air is thick with an unnatural stillness, broken only by the sound of a man at work. He grips a blade with practiced indifference, his hands moving mechanically as he skins a raccoon dog suspended by its hind legs. The creature writhes, its agonized cries lost in the expanse of its suffering. The pile of skinned bodies beneath it is grotesque, a monument to cruelty.

One of the flayed animals’ stirs. Its exposed flesh quivers, blood mingling with the dirt beneath it. It lifts its head weakly, its eyes meeting the unseen observer. Blood trails down its face, pooling-like tears. The gaze lingers, pleading yet resigned.

A bustling Chinese street market

Two men stand amidst the din of the market, laughing coarsely as they burn a struggling dog. The animal thrashes in midair, its movements growing frantic as flames engulf it. A wire noose tightens around its neck, holding it aloft, as the fire sears through fur and flesh. The stench of burning hair and meat fills the air, mingling with the shouts of haggling vendors and the clamor of daily commerce.

An industrial wasteland

Chimneys tower over the barren expanse, spewing thick, noxious clouds that blot out the sun. The air is heavy with pollutants, choking life out of everything it touches. Dead trees stretch out in mournful silence, their skeletal branches stark against the gray sky. The horizon is a line of desolation, a graveyard of a once-thriving landscape.

"In this system," the voice thunders, its authority unchallenged, "my reign is supreme. My power is absolute."

The imagery lingers, a stark reminder of the fragility of life and the depths of destruction it can endure. The blazing sphere continues its path, a harbinger of reckoning hurtling toward its unsuspecting destination.

South America

The jungle night in Venezuela is heavy, suffocating. In a muddy trench, a man kneels, trembling, his breath quick and shallow. A shadow looms over him, the glint of metal reflecting faintly in the dim light. The shotgun barrel levels with his forehead, cold and unyielding. There’s no time for words or pleas. The shot rings out, loud and final. Blood and fragments of bone spray across the trench walls, staining the earth with another life extinguished.

"Still," the voice echoes, somber yet resolute, "even I am governed by a higher authority. I cannot interfere."

A mining pit under a harsh sun

Explosions rumble across the landscape, sending clouds of dust and debris into the air. The pit yawns wide, a wound cut deep into the earth. Nearby, a stagnant lake shimmers with an oily sheen. Dead fish float on the surface, their bloated bodies bobbing alongside clumps of toxic foam. The air reeks of chemicals and decay, a stench that clings to everything it touches.

The African plains

The savanna is eerily silent. Park rangers stand amidst a grim scene—a field littered with the massive, lifeless bodies of elephants. Their tusks have been hacked away, leaving jagged wounds and grotesque stumps. The grass is trampled and stained with blood. One elephant’s eye stare wide open, unblinking, its gaze empty and haunting. The rangers say nothing, their faces etched with a mix of sorrow and anger.

Space above Earth

The blazing sphere of light hurtles toward the planet, its path unwavering. It breaches the atmosphere, igniting in a fiery blaze as it descends. Below, the Northeastern Seaboard of the United States stretches out, a cluster of glowing lights against the dark curvature of the Earth. Manhattan Island comes into view, its skyline etched in sharp relief.

"Just as every star dance as the universe commands," the voice declares, its tone both detached and calculated, "games are played. To win, every piece on a chessboard must be locked and set."

A bulk carrier docked at port

The ship is colossal, its hull towering over the docked area. On a secluded upper deck, a pair of high-end leather shoes touch down silently. Their polished surfaces gleam in the faint daylight, a striking contrast against the grime and rust of the carrier’s structure.

A regal figure emerges from the ship's shadow, his white hair catching the light like a silver halo. His futuristic suit clings to his frame, both elegant and functional, its design exuding an aura of authority. His eyes are closed, his face calm, as if savoring the weight of the moment. Slowly, he takes a deep breath, then opens his eyes—sharp, commanding, and unyielding.

"However," the voice echoes, carrying a new determination, "I have decided otherwise."

This man is Lior, his age betrayed only by the wisdom in his bearing. Near his left eye, the astrological emblem of the Sun glows faintly, its intricate design, an unmistakable mark of power. His expression is firm, emotionless, as his gaze sweeps the area like a sovereign surveying his domain.

He looks down at the exit gangway, where a fragile figure struggles forward. A young girl, wrapped in tattered cloth, clutches her abdomen with trembling hands. Her features deep and rich of African Native heritage, her pain etched into every step. She pauses at the edge of the gangway, her bare feet hovering over the concrete below.

For a moment, she looks back, her face shadowed with sorrow. Then, with quiet resolve, she turns and hobbles into the city, her silhouette swallowed by the chaos of the world.

From a distance, another figure observes her. Luna, a young woman with a commanding presence, stands by a Border Patrol SUV. One hand rest against the vehicle’s frame, her palm faintly glowing with energy. Inside, two Border Patrol officers sit frozen, their faces locked in blissful expressions. The crackling strains of old country music play softly from the radio, an eerie contrast to the unnatural stillness.

Moments later, within the ship’s trash area

The air is thick with the stench of decay, a cacophony of discarded waste piled high. Luna sifts through the garbage, her sharp eyes scanning for something hidden beneath the refuse. A piece of paper shifts gently, disturbed by her movements. Beneath it, she finds the source of her search—a tiny, premature fetus, barely alive, encased in a ruptured amniotic sac.

She freezes, her breath catching as the frail form twitches feebly. Without hesitation, she cradles the fragile being in her hands. Its movements are faint, but its struggle is undeniable.

Her free hand glows suddenly, a brilliant energy radiating from her palm. The light washes over the infant, enveloping it in an otherworldly brilliance. The tiny body begins to transform, rapidly growing into a full-term baby. Its first cry pierces the still air, raw and primal. Luna’s eyes well with tears as the infant’s survival reverberates through her.

But the moment is fleeting. Footsteps echo nearby—someone is approaching. Quickly, she wipes her face and bundles the child in a coat, placing it gently on the floor. She steps back as Lior appears, his imposing presence filling the space.

"Master," she pleads, her voice trembling, "please—"

"No," he cuts her off, his tone absolute. "Leave us."

With a reluctant glance at the child, she obeys, retreating into the shadows.

Lior steps forward, his gaze fixed on the infant. The emblem near his eye ignites, radiating a brilliant light that grows in intensity until it overwhelms the room.

Blackness

The light fades, leaving Lior and the child suspended in a void of endless darkness. The emptiness stretches infinitely around them, silent and consuming. Lior extends his hand, palm up, and an enhanced Earth symbol materializes above it, spinning gently. Its intricate lines shimmer with raw, unfiltered energy.

He looks down at the infant, a wry smile touching his lips.

"The irony," he murmurs, his voice tinged with quiet amusement.

The void quivers, its oppressive silence broken by Lior’s voice. His tone is measured, laced with a somber finality.

"From this moment forward," he murmurs, gazing down at the infant in his arms, "I may be as forsaken as you."

He raises his free hand, the air around it is warping and crackling as energy condenses into a dense, searing sphere of pure, white-hot power. The intensity of its glow forces the darkness to retreat slightly, its brilliance illuminating the void like a miniature sun. Slowly, deliberately, Lior begins to close his hand, containing the volatile force within.

"The last," he continues, his voice low and unwavering, "unsanctioned power within my arsenal..."

His gaze shifts, piercing the infinite distance ahead. The hand holding the energy tightens suddenly, his grip crushing the radiant sphere. The energy shatters outward in an explosion of dazzling light, the fragments dissipating into nothingness.

"Your slumber has ended," he declares, his voice echoing across the void. "Siberus! Come forth!"

For a moment, all is still. Then, in the far distance, a jagged bolt of lightning tears through the darkness, branching into countless limbs. It is silent, eerily so, but its brilliance sears into the black. Another strike follows—long, massive, and impossibly powerful. The afterglow lingers, embers of light fading slowly into the void.

Then, a sound begins to build—a deep, resonant thunder that rumbles with growing intensity. The vibrations ripple through the empty space, gaining momentum. The energy surges forward, a tsunami of raw power gathering speed, racing closer with each passing moment.

As it nears, the Earth emblem floating above Lior’s palm begins to glow, its intricate lines pulsing with renewed energy. Lior shifts his stance, placing himself protectively between the infant and the oncoming storm.

"A monster, for a monster," he murmurs, his voice resolute.

He extends his free hand, his palm facing outward. A faint light begins to radiate from it, growing brighter and more rapid in rhythm, matching the approach of the immense energy. His expression hardens, determination etched into every line of his face.

"Required," he breathes, as the void trembles with the sheer force of the energy rushing toward them, "to rival the god of war..."
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1.1  GAMBIT
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Onboard the bulk carriers bridge, the cry of an infant pierces the mundane hum of machinery. The captain and his bridge crew exchange bewildered glances, their faces a mix of confusion and hesitation. The sound is unmistakable, but the source is incomprehensible.

“What in the world?” one of them mutters, scratching his head.

No one moves at first, their disbelief rooting them in place. Then, slowly, cautiously, they lean out of their positions, craning their necks to follow the sound.

Down the hallway

The cries lead them to a coat lying on the floor. Within its folds, they find the infant, now bundled and peaceful, its tiny chest rising and falling with steady breaths. The crew stares, utterly at a loss. The stark contrast between the ordinary surroundings of the ship and the inexplicable presence of the child leaves them frozen, comically hesitant to act.

"Is that... yours?" one whispers, still too stunned to move closer.

The infant shifts slightly in the coat, letting out a soft whimper, as if unaware of the chaos it has already brought into the world.

The harbor buzzes with activity under the midday sun. From a distance, Lior and Luna stand silently, watching police cars and social service vehicles pull up to the gangway. Doors slam as officers and social workers step out, their movements brisk and purposeful. The two Border Patrol guards, still visibly shaken, point toward the ship's bridge, their gestures frantic.

Lior's voice echoes, detached and contemplative. "Risk this move... not for the unworthy beings of this world..."

Luna’s gaze flicks to him, her expression intense, searching for something in his stoic demeanor. His refusal to meet her eyes only fuels her irritation. Her lips press into a tight line, but she says nothing.

They part ways, walking in opposite directions, the weight of unspoken words hanging between them.

"But to correct something that went terribly wrong," his voice continues, "many, many eons ago."

A residential neighborhood in the Bronx, four years later

The neighborhood is lively, filled with the sounds of children’s laughter and the distant hum of city life. Old, large homes line the streets, their charm weathered but enduring. A fenced yard surrounds one of the houses, its enclosed porch adorned with colorful streamers. Scattered toys litter the grass, evidence of play.

Inside, the melodic chorus of young voices rings out, singing “Happy Birthday” in cheerful unison. The yard's chaos spills into the house, where a group of small children surrounds a homemade cake topped with four burning candles.

Inside Shirley Evans’ foster home

The dining room is dimly lit, a cozy, slightly chaotic space that speaks of a full and active household. At the center of the room sits a young boy, his dark skin glowing faintly in the soft light. His silver eyes reflect the flickering flames of the candles, their brightness almost otherworldly.

This is Z. At four years old, he already stands out—his rich melanated skin tone, hair, and exotic features hints at a heritage not entirely of one continent.

The children gather close, their excitement palpable as Z leans forward and blows out the candles. Cheers erupt, and party horns squeal as the room brightens with the flick of a switch. Shirley Evans, the small, plump woman who runs the foster home, beams as she claps her hands, her energy infectious.

“Okay, Z! Kids!” she calls over the noise, her voice warm but commanding. “I need everyone to calm down and get ready. Any minute now, a big surprise should be walking through...”

She glances toward the door, timing perfectly.

“...The door... About now!”

The room falls silent. The sound of the squeaky front door echoes through the house. Every child’s head turns expectantly.

The figure that steps through the door is not what they imagined.

Lior enters

Standing in the doorway, Lior is unrecognizable. His tall, regal frame is clad in a colorful clown costume, complete with over-sized shoes and exaggerated makeup. The garish red wig sits crooked on his head, and his painted smile stretches unsettlingly wide across his face.

He freezes, staring at the children. They stare back, their eyes wide with confusion and budding fear.

Then, he smiles.

It is not the comforting grin of a birthday clown but something else entirely—something unsettling.

A piercing scream breaks the silence, and chaos erupts. The children scatter in all directions, shrieking and stumbling over one another in their frantic attempts to escape. Party hats fly, chairs topple, and the once-celebratory room dissolves into pandemonium.

Shirley covers her mouth, caught somewhere between horror and disbelief. Lior stands amidst the chaos, his creepy smile unwavering, as if completely unfazed by the havoc he’s caused.

Ten years later

The midday sun beats down on a worn-out minivan as it pulls to the side of a busy road. The vehicle groans to a halt, its flat tire sagging under the weight. The driver's door creaks open, and Shirley steps out, visibly older, her movements slower but still determined. From the passenger side, Z emerges, now a lanky fourteen-year-old. His lean, geeky frame speaks of a boy still growing into himself, though his bright silver eyes remain as striking as ever.

Together, they survey the flat tire. Z scratches his head, frowning as Shirley mutters something about the inevitability of these things. Across the street, his attention is drawn to a standalone tire repair shop. Half of the building houses the shop itself, while the other half is clearly a small, lived-in home. Z squints, taking in the structure with curiosity.

Inside Mickey's Tire Shop

The smell of rubber and grease permeates the air, mingling with the metallic whir of machinery. Mickey, the shop’s owner, looks every bit as though he’s been rooted in this place for decades. His clothes are stained with oil, his hands calloused from years of labor. He works efficiently, removing the damaged tire with a hydraulic press.

Z stands nearby, his gaze fixed intently on Mickey’s movements. There’s something magnetic about the boy’s stare, his silver eyes reflecting the dim light of the shop. Mickey glances up and sighs, wiping his hands on a rag. He waves Z over, his face softening with reluctant amusement. The boy’s excitement is infectious, his delighted grin lighting up the dreary workshop.

Later that night, back at Shirley’s home

Z stands in the small, cluttered kitchen, beaming as he hands Shirley a wad of cash. The crisp bills are neatly folded, earned from his first job at the tire shop. Shirley takes the money with a warm smile, her eyes misting with pride. She pats his shoulder, her gratitude evident without words. Z straightens his back, wearing his tire repair uniform like a badge of honor.

One Year Later

The Bronx sidewalk buzzes with its usual rhythm of city life, but Z moves through it like a man on a mission. Now fifteen, he’s dressed in a sports hoodie that conceals his face, and a sleek, high-grade backpack slung over his shoulders. His pace is unnatural, a high-speed jog that borders on the extraordinary.

Pedestrians scatter as Z zips past, their startled expressions ranging from confusion to outright fear. Some barely register his approach before he’s already gone, a blur of motion leaving them muttering or shaking their heads in disbelief.

At a busy intersection, cars wait impatiently at a red light. The light turns green, engines revving as the drivers accelerate—only to slam on their brakes as Z darts across the street in a flash. Horns blare, and angry voices shout curses, but Z doesn’t falter. He weaves through the chaos with precision, his stride unbroken.

Further along the sidewalk, two experienced joggers pick up their pace as Z overtakes them with ease. Their irritation is palpable, their competitive instincts ignited. They burn themselves out trying to match his speed, left mystified as he pulls further ahead without breaking a sweat.

A rough neighborhood

The streets grow grimier as Z enters a more dangerous part of the city. His pace doesn’t falter. No sweat beads on his brow, and his breathing remains steady. He moves with the same determined stride, as if nothing can touch him.

Ahead, a group of young thugs loiters on the corner, their predatory eyes locking onto him. They size him up instantly, their postures shifting with hostility. One of them, slightly older and taller than the rest, reaches under his jacket, his fingers brushing the handle of a hidden weapon.

Z doesn’t slow. His gaze doesn’t even flicker toward them. He passes through their territory like a ghost, untouched and unbothered, leaving the thugs behind to exchange bewildered glances.

The world seems to blur around him as he keeps running, the city fading into the background. His movements are fluid, almost otherworldly, as if he’s chasing something unseen—or perhaps being chased by something no one else can comprehend.

The thug scowls, his hand still brushing the concealed weapon beneath his jacket. He spits on the ground, muttering, “Damn... was about to smoke his ass. Damn fool where the hell’s he going?”

The group watches Z’s figure fade into the distance, his steady pace unbroken, as if their hostility didn’t exist.

A small church and soup kitchen

The streets grow quieter as Z slows to a walk. The imposing pace he maintained melts away, replaced by a contemplative calm. He stops by the side of a small, weathered church, where a line of grateful homeless people waits patiently for a hot meal. The air smells of freshly baked bread and simmering stew, a small reprieve from the harshness of the city.

Lior, dressed in a simple apron, stands at the large soup pot, ladling servings into outstretched bowls. His movements are deliberate, his presence commanding yet unassuming. As Z approaches, Lior’s eyes lift. Without a word, Lior removes his apron and steps away from the pot, making his way toward the young man.

As if choreographed, Luna slips into his place, her own apron tied tightly around her waist. She takes over seamlessly, scooping portions for the line of waiting patrons. But her eyes betray her distraction, glancing toward Z through the corner of her vision. Her focus lingers, sharp and curious.

“Are you alright?” Lior asks, his voice calm but probing.

Z shrugs, brushing off invisible tension. “I’m getting there. Old Mick wasn’t just a boss.”

Lior nods, his expression softening. “Of course. It is fortunate to have crossed paths with a good man, as he was.”

Their gazes lock, the conversation heavy with unspoken thoughts. A question lingers in the air, one that Z has asked before but hasn’t let go.

“My answer is the same,” Lior says, breaking the silence.

“Why?” Z presses, his tone tinged with frustration.

Lior’s voice remains steady, almost fatherly. “He left it to you. For you. You must honor that.”

Z’s eyes flick away, his expression clouded with thought. The words settle on him like a weight, one he doesn’t yet know how to carry.

“With some help, from here,” Lior continues, his tone practical but not unkind, “I can at least secure the place. It’s the least I can do. Then, when you’re of age, you can decide what to do.”

Z exhales, his shoulders dropping slightly. “Alright. Thanks,” he says, his voice quiet. “I gotta go.”

Lior studies him for a moment. “Another new job?”

Z pauses mid-step, glancing back sharply. There’s a flicker of something in his eyes—surprise? Amusement? It’s hard to say. But Lior’s expression gives him no room to question how he knows.

“Yeah,” Z replies with a faint smirk. “Something like that. But I still bike at Lou’s on weekends.”

Lior places a firm yet gentle hand on Z’s shoulder, his gaze steady and filled with unspoken concern. “Be careful, Z.”

The weight of the words lingers as Lior removes his hand and turns back to the soup line, his apron swaying slightly with the motion. Without another word, Z walks away, the sounds of the city swallowing his steps.

Lior watches him go, his eyes thoughtful, before returning to the line of waiting souls.

In the shadows of the street, an unmarked vehicle idles quietly. Its heavily tinted windows obscure the occupants within. As Z moves further into the distance, the car pulls away, merging into traffic and disappearing as silently as it had been watching.
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1.2  CAIN
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The vastness of space stretches endlessly. The Earth hangs suspended in the dark, vibrant and alive, its surface illuminated by the far-off glow of the Sun. Time begins to fold, the planet shifting in and out of view as it completes three graceful orbits. The passage of three years unfolds in an elegant cosmic dance, the rhythm of time measured by the celestial mechanics of the heavens.

New York City

The morning sunbathes the city in warm golden light. The Statue of Liberty stands steadfast, a timeless sentinel against the backdrop of the bustling skyline. Waves lap gently at its base, and the sounds of the city—horns, chatter, footsteps—create a symphony of urban life.

Central Park

In an isolated pocket of greenery, the air hangs thick with an unnatural stillness. Lior stands motionless, his face turned toward the sky as he takes a deep breath. His chest rises and falls slowly, deliberately, before his eyes snap open. There’s a pause, a stillness that feels like the world holding its breath.

Then his expression hardens, anger flashing across his features. He doesn’t turn, but the set of his jaw, the sharp tension in his shoulders, makes it clear—he knows. He knows exactly who, or rather what, is standing behind him.

The nearby plant life withers in an instant, the vibrant greens turning brown and brittle as if scorched by an invisible fire. The air ripples, and visible heat radiates outward from Lior, distorting the space around him in waves of fury

Ten feet behind him stands Rhombus, exuding an aura of malevolence that feels almost suffocating. His stare is unrelenting, those deep red irises gleaming with a diabolical intensity. There’s something both beautiful and alien in his gaze, a perfection that feels wrong. His pale white skin seems to glow faintly, his features sculpted with an almost inhuman precision. White hair, eyebrows, and lashes complete his ethereal, unnerving presence.

He is the embodiment of Mars in human form. His French-accented voice and the way he carries himself—lean, muscular, and dressed in what could only be described as the most expensive executive suit on Earth—radiate a sense of absolute control and extravagance. He looks like power personified, but its power edged with malice.

Lior doesn’t turn at first, his voice a low growl, vibrating with restrained fury. “For your sake, this leaking bloodlust of yours can justify your presence here?”

He pivots sharply, his heated glare locking onto Rhombus. The energy radiating from him grows fiercer, the air itself seems to tremble under the weight of his anger.

“Or perhaps,” he snarls, stepping closer, “you require another volley of discipline?”

Rhombus doesn’t flinch. His lips curl into a faint, infuriating smirk. But before he can speak, Lior’s voice cracks like a whip, cutting through the charged air.

“Answer me, boy!”

The tension between them hums like a taut wire, the energy on the verge of snapping as two celestial powers face off. The plants around them continue to wither, their decay a stark testament to the collision of forces brewing in this quiet corner of Central Park.

Rhombus remains poised, the faintest glimmer of amusement flickering in his eyes. Though he’s almost pleased to have irritated Lior, he knows better than to show it. His tone, when he finally speaks, is measured and deferential, a calculated performance.

“Please... forgive my transgression, Maîtriser,” he says, his French accent smoothing the edges of his words. “Respectfully, I am well aware of the violation I have incurred due to my presence here.”

Lior’s gaze sharpens, his voice cutting through the still, heavy air. “Explain yourself.”

There’s a long pause, the kind that stretches unbearably. The heat radiating from Lior begins to dissipate, the rippling air settling back into uneasy stillness. Rhombus allows himself the briefest sneer before answering.

“The fool of Earth remains unaware of who, and what, he is,” Rhombus states with calculated disdain. “This concerns not only me but all of us.”

“It is of no concern,” Lior snaps, his tone brooking no argument. “I have the situation under control.”

Rhombus inclines his head slightly, his words slipping from his lips like a serpent’s hiss. “Of course. May I then take comfort that this entails preparing him for what awaits?”

Lior’s expression hardens further. “Meaning what exactly?”

Rhombus leans forward slightly, his smirk faint but provocative. “War is imminent, is it not? I feared the fool—who needs to be saved from himself—may not be cured in proper time. After all,” He pauses, his voice dripping with mock civility. “Prey is best served at capacity... and alive, I might add.”

Lior studies him, glaring. His silence speaks volumes, and its clear Rhombus knows he is treading a thin line. When Lior finally speaks, it’s with an edge of wry amusement.

“You’re pleased,” Lior observes. “You think this exchange amuses me?”

Rhombus offers a faint bow of his head. “I’ll take that as we agree. And as pardoned.” He straightens, his tone shifting to one of exaggerated sincerity. “Please, believe me when I say this is important to me.”

“Really?” Lior’s voice drips with skepticism. “Your lawless nature suggests otherwise.”

Rhombus’s expression hardens, his sneer returning. “The same can be said for the boy destined to fall by my hand, along with this most foul of worlds.”

For a moment, his words hung heavy in the air. Then, as though flipping a switch, he resets his tone to one of cool detachment, his demeanor strictly business.

“However, father, I must do so properly. Thus mend, regain your approval of me.” He pauses, letting the words linger before adding, “Tell me of his power.”

The silence stretches once more, charged with tension. Lior’s gaze remains firm, his thoughts hidden behind an impenetrable mask.

Finally, Lior speaks, his voice carrying a note of dry humor. “I believe this is the first time I regret not actually possessing one of those photonic devices humans are constantly immersed in.”

Rhombus tilts his head, puzzled. “I don’t understand.”

Lior’s lips curl into a faint, sardonic smile. “A primitive device as such would more than suffice to capture this... rarest moment.”

Rhombus’s eyes narrow slightly. “Rare moment?”

“Yes,” Lior replies, his tone sharper now, the words aimed like a dagger. “Rhombus the Destroyer... afraid.”

Rhombus scoffs, the sound dismissive but tinged with unease. “I only fear you,” he says, his voice tightening. “The fool, the others—they’re no match for me. You do recall teaching us to know thy enemy, do you not? His power has remained sealed, thus unknown. In fairness, he’ll have knowledge of our powers beforehand. I only ask for the same in kind.”

Lior remains unmoved, his unflinching gaze drilling into Rhombus. The silence stretches, tension coiling tighter.

“All in good time,” Lior says at last, his tone final, brooking no further discussion.

Rhombus exhales sharply, his posture stiffening. “Very well.”

He holds Lior’s gaze for a moment longer before stepping back, the brief truce hanging precariously in the charged air between them.

Rhombus straightens his jacket with a flourish, his tone shifting back to calculated civility. “Very well, then. I will take my leave and return—”

“Wait,” Lior interrupts sharply, his voice cutting through the air like a blade. His gaze pierces through Rhombus, unrelenting. “Why the manipulation of humans in your schemes? Even before coming here, in my eyes, you reeked of cowardice.”

Rhombus stiffens, his carefully maintained composure begins to crack. “I am simply ensuring victory! What more must I do?!” His voice rises, trembling with frustration. “Am I not within my right as governed by you?!”

“Yes,” Lior replies coldly, his words heavy with disdain, “but just barely.”

The words strike like a whip. Rhombus’s facade fractures further, his voice lowering but losing none of its venom. “Barely?!” he growls, his anger bubbling to the surface. “Vengeance shall be mine! These infinite roach-primates have gone far longer than my—”

“Your vengeance is irrelevant,” Lior snaps, his tone like frost cutting through flame. “There will be no delay in the Third Celestial War. Now, leave. And do not show yourself before me again until then.”

The force of Lior’s words leaves Rhombus momentarily speechless. He exhales, his shoulders sinking in reluctant submission. “Yes... Maîtriser,” he mutters, his voice subdued but bristling with suppressed rage.

Lior turns and begins to walk away, his presence commanding in retreat as it is in confrontation. He pauses suddenly, his steps halting mid-stride. His sharp eyes scan the surroundings, and with a subtle shift in his demeanor, he senses something—a menacing aura lurking miles away.

His head tilts slightly, his gaze shifting to the side, focusing on the unseen distance. The intensity of his glare suggests he has found the source of the disturbance.

“They’re just anxious delinquents,” Rhombus says from behind him, his tone dismissive, though a faint edge of calculation laces his words. “With their meager powers, they could be... useful.”

Lior pivots to face Rhombus once more. Their eyes meet, and after a moment’s silence, they exchange a curt nod, their unspoken agreement hanging in the charged air.

Without another word, Lior turns and resumes walking, his figure fading into the distance. Rhombus, too, begins to move, heading in the opposite direction. His stride is purposeful, yet his gaze drifts upward to the sky as if seeking something far beyond what his words reveal.

As he approaches a row of thick bushes in the distance, his expression twists into something primal and unsettling. His lips curl into a sneer, and his tongue flicks out in a slow, deliberate motion, as if savoring a private thought. The moment passes, and his predatory demeanor smooths back into icy composure.

A sleek black SUV limousine waits ahead, its polished exterior gleaming ominously in the faint light. Rhombus strides toward it, slipping inside without a backward glance. The door closes with a muted thud, and the vehicle purrs to life, gliding away into the shadows.
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Thick bushes rustle faintly in the breeze, their dense foliage hiding whatever lurks within. The air around them feels heavier, charged with an unspoken tension. Whatever watches from the shadows does not yet reveal itself, but its presence lingers, an unspoken promise of what is to come.

David Mallette, a man seasoned by years of military service and forged in the fires of relentless tours post-9/11, crouches low in the dense underbrush, his body a shadow against the tangled greenery. The full camouflage suit blends seamlessly with the foliage, but it’s his stillness that truly conceals him.

Through electronic binoculars, his sharp, alert eyes track the figure below. The man—dressed in luxury and exuding an air of chilling confidence—is Rhombus. David adjusts the focus, disbelief shadowing his expression. It can’t be him... not here, not like this.

A low beep from the controller in his hands redirects his attention. The small drone hovers nearby, its quiet whir masked by the thick brush. On the screen, the sleek limo begins to move, reflecting a slice of sunlight off its polished surface.

“Agent Mallette reporting... Please tell me you’re seeing this, over.” His voice is a tense whisper into the two-way radio, laced with urgency.

Miles away, the glow of monitors illuminates a dimly lit office in the FBI building. The room is suffused with a tense quiet, broken only by the soft hum of electronics. Two figures occupy the space.

Sisko Morris, a man whose decades in covert government operations have left him gaunt and lined with exhaustion, fidgets absently with the glove on his left hand. Beneath the leather, an incessant itch gnaws at him, a reminder of old injuries that never healed cleanly.

Beside him, Carol Gray grips the radio, her posture rigid and professional. Her eyes remain locked on the feed playing on the screen—a view of David’s position and the limo rolling into motion.

“David, this is Carol. We see your feed,” she confirms, her tone brisk and steady, betraying no hint of emotion.

Sisko’s hand trembles slightly as he digs into his jacket pocket, retrieving a small pill bottle. The cap resists, rattling faintly as his frustration grows. Carol’s gaze flickers toward him for a moment, a flash of concern that she keeps to herself. The pills tip into his palm.

Sisko tips a handful of pills into his palm and swallows them dry. A deep breath steadies him, and he straightens, adjusting the rumpled suit that never quite fits right.

“Get David back to his assignment. Recall everyone. We’re rolling out,” he commands, his voice gravelly and absolute.

Lou’s Deli

The midday rush pulses through Lou’s restaurant, a lively mix of chatter, clinking plates, and the rhythmic bustle of waitstaff darting between tables. The air is rich with the scent of toasted bread and warm spices, mingling with the hum of conversation.

Behind the counter, Lou—a bear of a man with kind eyes and a presence that fills the room—works the register with practiced efficiency. The door swings open, and Mia Rodriguez enters, her arms laden with a bundle of fliers. She moves behind the counter without hesitation, preparing for her shift.

Lou’s eyes catch hers, his brow lifting in a silent question.

“What’re you doing?” he asks, his voice gruff but tinged with concern.

“What do you mean?” Mia’s tone carries a hint of defensiveness.

“Get out of here, sweetheart. We got this,” Lou says, his gruffness softening into a gentle firmness.

“Thanks, boss, but I really need the tips now more than ever,” she replies, determination sparking in her eyes.

Lou’s face softens, but his resolve doesn’t waver. “What did I say? Don’t worry—I’ll cover you today. Go do what you gotta do.”

Mia hesitates, her gratitude flickering across her expression. “Lou, thank you. Seriously. Can I leave some of these here?”

“Give me that,” Lou grumbles, taking one of the fliers and grabbing a roll of tape from beneath the counter. He hands it to her. “Put up as many as you want. Make sure everybody can see it.”

“Thank you, thank you!” She hugs him briefly, warmth radiating in the gesture before she hurries toward the front door.

“Good luck!” Lou calls after her.

At the entrance, Mia tapes several fliers to the glass, each one bearing the image of a young woman with dark hair and solemn eyes.

Carmen Rodriguez, the flier reads, along with contact information scrawled below. A missing face, a story that refuses to rest.

Later that day, Lior sat quietly on a bench outside the visitor entrance of New York City’s prison. The sun casts down in slanting beams, warming his skin as he breathes in the stillness, his eyes half-closed in quiet contemplation. Time drifts by unnoticed, the sun tracing a lazy arc across the sky.

When he finally stands, his movements are deliberate, imbued with a sense of finality. His gaze lifts toward the imposing structure ahead as he strides toward the entrance, every step measured and certain.

Inside, David, now disguised as a prison guard, navigates the labyrinth of concrete and steel. The multi-tiered levels reverberate with a chaotic symphony of voices, punctuated by the sharp command of authority.

His steps are purposeful, his expression unreadable as he maneuvers through the confined space, blending seamlessly with the flow of guards and prisoners.

David walks past rows of cells, his sharp eyes scanning the faces that glance up—some curious, others indifferent. On the third level, he pauses in front of an open cell, his gaze narrowing as he studies the occupant.

In the sterile, cold visitor’s area, Lior and Z sit across from each other, separated by thick, smudged glass. Z’s prison jumpsuit hangs loose on his lean frame, his silver eyes as piercing as ever. Time has etched its toll onto his older, unshaven face. Around them, prisoners and visitors murmur into phones, their voices blending into a low, constant hum—a lifeline for some, a finality for others.

In the security booth, David inserts a special earpiece, his focus locked on the monitors that display the visitor's area. The room hums with the faint static of surveillance, tension thrumming beneath the machinery’s soft drone.

Lior’s gaze drifts across the rows of inmates speaking into their phones. His jaw tightens, reluctance plain in the taut line of his expression. Slowly, he picks up the handset, his fingers hesitating before lifting it to his ear. On the other side of the glass, Z mirrors the action, a wry smile breaking the stillness.

“This a first,” Z says, his voice laced with dry humor. “You’re way early this month. Probably why we gotta talk through this glass. What’s going on? You alright?”

A heavy silence stretches between them, the pause pulling at the air like a taut string.

“I’m here because... I’m afraid I no longer have the luxury of time, allowing you to continue as you please,” Lior replies, his tone weighted with gravity.

Z’s brow furrows, confusion flickering into worry as he leans closer. “Pop’s... What the hell are you talking about?”

“You need to leave this place. With me.”

Z chuckles, sharp and incredulous. He leans forward again, his thoughts tangling in the wake of Lior’s cryptic words. “I’ve been working on that. But... why are you talking like I can just up and run out of here?”

In the security booth, David’s eyes narrow. His confusion deepens as he listens, his mind racing. What on earth is this old man going on about?

Lior’s ageless, resolute gaze meets Z’s across the glass. “Actually... you can, Z, of the Planet Earth.”

Z’s expression twists, disbelief churning behind those silver eyes. Across the way, David’s hand trembles as he reaches for a special cell phone, urgently dialing.

“As rules dictate...” Lior’s voice softens, its weight pressing into the space between them. “I cannot force you to do anything. All choices must be yours, and yours alone.”

A subtle, deliberate movement follows as Lior places the phone back on its hook. Z hesitates before mirroring the action, still caught between confusion and the nagging, unnameable truth pressing against his mind.

“What just happened?” Z’s voice wavers, uncertainty slipping in.

“We don’t need these to speak. We never did,” Lior replies, the calm in his voice unsettling.

Z’s eyes widen, a ripple of realization coursing through him. It’s impossible, yet some deep part of him knows Lior is right. Struggling to maintain his composure, he forces a breath and glances around, trying to appear unbothered. But inside, his pulse races.

David, watching on the monitors, feels a chill crawl up his spine. Something beyond his understanding is happening right before his eyes.

Z stammers, his voice low but edged with unease. “Umm, okay then. What? Wait. Look, I can’t leave, Pops. You know that.”

Lior’s gaze sharpens, and for a brief moment, regret passes over his face. “I’m choosing my words carefully, as our conversation is not exactly private. No matter. Hearing your choice makes this rather pointless. I was wrong to come.”

Z’s heart lurches. “Whoa, wait up! You just got here. Can’t we just keep talking like this? Let’s talk about something else, anything. Even that wonder-riddle yada-yada you always going on about.”

Lior’s eyebrow arches slightly, a ghost of a smile forming. “Desperate for conversation?”

Z’s eyes flicker to the cell walls, the heavy air of confinement thick around him. “Wouldn’t you be? Just look where I’m at. Come on. Hit me with something deep. I got all the time in the world to think about it later.”

A silence, as if testing Z’s resolve, stretches between them. Lior inclines his head slightly. “You’re sure?”

Z nods, the motion quick and almost defiant.

“Very well then. Do you recall when we first met?” Lior asks, the question weighed with more than nostalgia.

Z’s brow furrows, the tension easing momentarily. “Yeah. As far back as I can remember. You got assigned as my mentor. That’s all I know.” The certainty wavers as Lior’s expression shifts subtly, shaking his head.

“In truth...” Lior’s eyes deepen with the recollection. “I’ve known you since the moment you were conceived.”

The silence that follows is electric. David’s fingers tighten around the edge of the console, a cold sweat breaking on his temple.

Z’s voice comes out as a whisper. “Huh?” His mind races, disbelief mixing with something close to awe. “So... you’re my real—”

“No, I am not,” Lior interjects gently. “At least, not in that way.”

Z leans back, the hard plastic of the chair digging into his spine. “Pops... I know I said let’s do some deep talking, but this is already that scrambled egg stuff that gets us arguing. This ain’t the place, alright. Just say it. Whatever you’re trying to say. Just say it...”

Lior’s face remains unchanged, his words deliberate. “From your conception, I did something never done before.”

Z throws up his hands, exasperated. “See? Really?!”

“I gambled,” Lior interrupts, voice unwavering. “Instead of nurturing you as I did the others—”

Z’s mouth falls open, eyes narrowing. “Others?”

“Yes,” Lior confirms, his tone heavy with unspoken memories. “By intent, you grew into adulthood on your own, without interference. The hope was that overcoming hardships, however unfortunate, would allow you to gain—”

“Stop!” Z cuts him off, a hollow laugh escaping as he shakes his head. “Stop. I changed my mind. My head just exploded. None of this makes sense. Do you even hear yourself?” He chuckles, the sound forced, a desperate attempt to anchor himself. “Seriously, Pops, what do you expect saying all this?”

“Something... Wonderful,” Lior replies, a rare warmth threading through his voice.

Z drops his head into his hands, then lifts it again, eyes gleaming with humor. “Somebody’s been watching too many reruns again...”

A sigh escapes Lior, the sound almost defeated as he rises to his feet. “Although I cannot force you to leave, I do have ways to persuade you.”

Z bites back a laugh, eyes narrowing in playful skepticism. He scans Lior up and down, then steps closer to the glass, a grin twitching at his lips. “Got it! Out of medication?”

Lior’s eyes, ancient and knowing, hold steady. “Child, I have never needed medication of any kind... And, if you think about it, neither have you.”

Lior’s eyes shift to the security camera, a subtle glint of awareness in their depths. A small, knowing smile flickers across his lips before he leans closer to the glass separating him from Z. His voice drops, sharp and urgent.

“When they come for you... run.”

Without another word, Lior turns and strides away, leaving Z frozen, realization settling heavy and suffocating in his chest. The old man had been deadly serious.
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1.4  HARBINGER
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From the surveillance room, David lowers the phone from his ear, the echoes of urgency crackling in his mind.

“Yes, sir. And sir, I need to come to the office to meet. Soon.” He pauses, listening to the response, his jaw tightening. “That’s fine, I’ll see you then.”

He ends the call and leaves to retrieve Z, his movements brisk and tinged with tension.

David and Z walk side by side, in their footsteps a slow, hollow cadence echoing through the sterile corridor. The path to Z’s cell stretches before them, long and dimly lit. Z’s eyes are distant, caught in a storm of thought.

“You heard all that?” Z breaks the silence, his voice casual but probing.

David remains quiet, his gaze fixed ahead.

“It’s cool. Just doing what you gotta do to eat,” Z mutters, half-smiling.

David glances sideways, the hint of apology in his eyes. “Yeah. And protocol. Sorry.”

Z shrugs. “Alright then, now I get to ask... did you understand any of that, ’cause I sure as hell didn’t.”

A chuckle slips from David, quick and reluctant. “I... I took it as code talk. A lot of guys in here do that.”

Z’s laugh is deeper, edged with nervous energy. “No, man. He’s always like that. The old man could put you in a hospital for thinking too hard, I’m telling you.”

They reach a checkpoint where David halts, signaling that Z can continue alone. Before Z steps away, David’s hand reaches out, offering a business card.

“What’s this?” Z asks, eyeing the card, confusion furrowing his brow.

“Just in case,” David says, his tone steady but wary. “Something might come up.”

Z’s expression shifts to one of cautious curiosity. “What? You worried about something?”

“No,” David replies, though the doubt in his eyes suggests otherwise. “I’ve just learned to trust my sixth sense.”

A grin breaks over Z’s face, sudden and genuine. “See? He did get to you too!”

They clasp hands, a brief exchange of camaraderie, before Z hesitates, turning back. “D... Before you take off, hook me up with some more of those candy bars!”

Later that day

The late afternoon sun casts long, sharp shadows as an unmarked federal vehicle pulls up to the curb outside the prison. David exits the building, his expression grim, and slides into the passenger seat. Behind the wheel sits Sisko, his eyes shadowed and probing.

“What’s urgent?” Sisko’s voice is clipped, expectant.

David’s fists tighten against his thighs. “I want the truth. I need it to do my job—the job you specifically hunted me down for.”

Sisko’s expression is unreadable. “And at that time, you were fine with information coming on a need-to-know basis.”

David’s jaw clenches. “Are you serious?! Lights turning into men falling from the sky, check! The kid I’ve been guarding since he was a juvenile, who’s been fed lies and accused of things he’s never done, whose constitutional rights have been ignored—check! But that’s not even the real issue here.”

A small smile plays at the corner of Sisko’s mouth, amusement sparking behind his eyes.

“Need-to-know says what the hell is really going on here?!” David continues, voice tight with frustration. “I deserve that. And so does he.”

Sisko’s gaze shifts, calculating. He nods slowly. “Alright. Let’s first go and increase your clearance.”

“Why?” David’s eyes narrow, suspicion lacing his voice.

“Because you’re going to need it for me to tell you what’s got you all riled up. Relax,” Sisko says, the faintest edge of a grin in his tone. “I’ve been waiting for this moment. Took you long enough.”

The engine purrs as they pull away, the city blurring past in a rush of steel and shadow.

Night

From a distance, an ominous, alien-animal figure creeps up to the prison wall and waits. Still and silent at first, but a shadow unfurls itself along the stone walls. Together, they begin to move with an otherworldly fluidity. The shadow slithers, dark and menacing, like a predator gliding through deep water.

From the perimeter, guards snap to attention, flashlights slicing through the darkness, the beams stark and jittery. Above, tower lights bathe the ground in harsh, sterile brightness, but they miss the shadow slipping past, undetected.

A clicking sound breaks the silence, sharp and inhuman, like the skittering of a giant insect’s legs. It echoes, building as it rushes inside, the guards’ confusion growing as the noise fades into the depths of the prison, leaving behind only a cold, uneasy quiet.

The hum of the prison at night is broken by the sudden crackle and whine of static. Monitors across the main room flicker and die, consumed by the snow of interference. Guards exchange uncertain glances as the static sharpens into a hiss that builds like a storm. Panic brims in their eyes.

In the control room, chaos unfolds. Five personnel dart from station to station, their shouts adding to the confusion. The screens are useless, filled with static that shows no sign of fading. Unnoticed, an ominous shadow slithers down the wall behind them, its movement liquid and silent. The clicking—a sound sharp and inhuman, like a massive insect's limbs scraping stone—rises, building and stopping suddenly.

Three guards freeze, eyes locked on the upper corner of the room. The other two focus still on the control panels, pause mid-motion and turn. Horror contorts their faces as they see what has petrified their colleagues.

A hiss splits the air, followed by a sickening, unseen strike. Blood spatters across the screens, vivid and surreal. The room erupts into chaos, shouts and the wet thud of bodies falling reverberating.

Z's eyes fly open, a scream strangled in his throat. The dream’s residue—a cave’s haunting darkness, eyes that glared from the abyss, and fangs bared in a silent snarl—clings to him. His bed sheets twist around him as he bolts upright, breathing ragged. The cell’s stark gray walls close in as the distant sounds of violence penetrate the prison’s quiet.

Screams echo, the snap and roar of gunfire following like an unending drumbeat. Z presses against the cold metal of his door, straining to see the source of the commotion. Suddenly, the metallic clunk of locks disengaging fills the air. His cell door swings open, as do all others, a symphony of release that sends the prison into an uproar.

The hallway becomes a surge of bodies as prisoners flood out, shoving past each other, some scrambling to overwhelm the guards who fight to contain them. Chaos reigns on the ground floor; fists fly, bodies collide, and shouts mix with cries of pain. But suddenly, a group stops, eyes wide with terror as they look up. Something skitters above them, the insect-like clicking resuming, sharp and cold as it echoes across the ceiling.

Z stands at the edge of his cell, breath coming fast, eyes flicking from prisoner to prisoner. He steps back, ready to escape, but an instinct pulls him into stillness, a warning deep in his gut. His body jolts, muscles locking as if possessed. Heat shimmers around him, rising from his skin like a mirage. His eyes blaze an electric blue, fierce and unnatural.

A shadow slides into view on the wall behind him, and from it, a face emerges—pale and demonic, grinning with sharp, cruel delight. The clicking sound stops outside his cell. A thin, black tail whips in front of him, slicing the air. A hand, dark and sinewy with claws like talons, snakes around the door frame, moving with a slow, almost seductive precision.

Z’s body reacts on its own. Two massive, luminous arms, spectral and beast-like, erupt from his back. In a heartbeat, they latch onto the cell bars and twist, bending the metal as if it were soft clay. The bars give with a shriek, and Z launches out, the spectral arms vanishing as he hurtles through the air.

He crashes feet-first into the prison courtyard, landing in a crouch as chaos unfolds around him. Bodies rush past, and guards shout orders, their attempts to maintain control lost in the panic. Z scans the scene, choosing not to follow the crowd. He bolts for the rear exit, slipping through unnoticed.

In the hallway, he pushes himself faster, muscles straining as he reaches the outer doors.

The cool dawn light hits him as he breaks through, feet pounding the earth as he races toward the perimeter fence. Without slowing, he grabs the chain-link and rips it apart, the metal tearing in his grip

like fabric. Gunshots crack the air, bullets biting into the ground nearby. Z’s eyes snap to the tower, where a shooter takes aim.

The shooter’s finger tightens on the trigger, but something in the scene stops him. His eyes widen, disbelief replacing his focus. The insect-like clicking returns, and he sees it—a shadowy, monstrous form streaking across the field after Z. It moves unnaturally fast, a blur of legs and a malevolent hiss.

In Central Park, the morning sun filters through leaves, dappling the ground in gold. Lior sits across from a stranger, fingers poised over a chessboard, the pieces mid-game. His expression, placid and amused, shifts. He stills, eyes narrowing as if catching a distant sound. A knowing smile breaks across his face.

Z reaches a Salvation Army, ducking into the building’s quiet refuge. Used clothes hang from racks, and he snatches up a set that will pass for ordinary. His prison uniform, dirty and damning, lands in the trash. With a final glance over his shoulder, he steps back into the world, transformed, heart pounding with the weight of freedom and the unknown.

The midday sun glares down on the narrow alley, casting long, jagged shadows between the buildings. Z moves cautiously, shoulders hunched as he weaves through the clutter, every sense on high alert. The air feels charged, heavy with an unseen tension. Halfway through, a large dumpster shifts suddenly, scraping the pavement as if it weighed nothing.

Time slows, the sound of Z’s heartbeat pounding in his ears, each thump dragging him deeper into the moment. Instinct screams at him to stop, to turn, but before he can react—

SMASH!

The dumpster slams into him with bone-crushing force, sending him crashing into the brick wall opposite. The impact shudders through the building, concrete splintering around him. A muffled boom echoes as the dumpster shifts back slightly. Dust clings to the air, settling on Z’s form as he stands, emerging from the debris unharmed, eyes wide with realization.

The alley fills with the eerie chorus of ghostly laughter, voices intertwining in a macabre harmony, echoing off the narrow walls. Z whips around, searching for the source. A shadow flickers, darting across the wall toward him with unnatural speed. His muscles tense, and an invisible force slams into him, launching him into the air. He spins mid-flight, landing cat-like and sliding back, feet digging into the asphalt to steady himself.

The shadow pauses, then zips upward and vanishes over the rooftop. Z’s chest heaves as he catches the echo of feminine laughter drifting like smoke through the alley. The sound of something skittering—a sharp, chitinous clicking—rattles from the opposite direction. Z’s eyes catch a flash of movement, a black, demon-like tail curling before disappearing over the edge of the roof.

“What the fu...?” Z breathes, legs already moving. He bolts out of the alley and straight into the chaos of the crosswalk.

The traffic light shifts to green, engines revving as impatient drivers lurch forward. Tires screech and horns blast as Z darts across, avoiding the crush of metal. The shouts and curses of drivers fade as he pushes onward, pulse drumming in his ears.

An undercover vehicle idles near the alley, windows down, two agents inside. One lifts binoculars to follow the roofline, tracking the scene with precision, while the other fiddles with a small recording device. Above, drones sweep through the sky, engines buzzing like wasps.

Inside a boarded-up commercial building, the air vibrates with the low hum of machinery. Money-counting machines whir as crisp bills feed through their slots. Women in sharp business suits sort and pack stacks of cash with practiced efficiency. In the adjacent room, the back of a truck yawns open, its interior a cavern filled with neatly bundled bills.
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Lenny Albelman, a sharp-faced man whose eyes gleam with predatory intelligence, watches a large smart TV as he packs cash into a suitcase. The screen flashes, a news anchor’s grave expression appearing as a breaking news alert runs beneath him.

“We have breaking news,” the reporter’s voice carries into the room, “We’re reporting from just outside the perimeter of a New York Prison, where a massive inmate breakout is currently underway. Law enforcement from all branches is descending on the area—”

Frank Mathis bursts into the room, larger-than-life and radiating confidence. His eccentric blond wig sits crooked on his head, but the gleam in his eyes is all business.

“Lenny! Lenny! You watching this?” he shouts, voice booming.

Lenny’s lips curl into a smirk. “I’m looking at it now. Frank... you thinkin’ what I’m thinkin’?”

Frank’s grin stretches wide. “Celebration time! I’m callin’ in some strippers!”

NYC Streets

Z keeps his pace steady, his breathing controlled even as he pushes his body harder. He weaves through the throng of pedestrians, cutting between alleys and side streets. The ghostly laughter returns, its echo curling around him, teasing. His heart slams harder, driving him faster. A chain-link fence looms, its rusted metal no barrier to him. Without breaking stride, he vaults over it, landing smoothly on the other side before sprinting onward.

The skittering noise follows, closing in, the sinister clicking of insect-like legs tapping against stone. Almost to the exit, Z glances across the street at the towering office building. He shifts his course, eyes fixed on its entrance.

The glass doors of the high-rise burst open as Z barrels through, startling the security guard at the front desk. The guard, an athletic man with sharp eyes, bolts after him without hesitation.

Z slams into the stairway door and bounds up the steps, muscles coiled and stretching as he clears them in leaps. The guard’s footsteps echo, determined but falling behind as Z’s speed proves unmatched. The laughter returns, bouncing off the concrete walls, unnervingly close.

A scream slices the air from below, sudden and guttural. Z’s breath catches as he pauses, looking down. A black blur, accompanied by the relentless clicking, coils up the stairway, moving faster than anything natural.

Eyes wide with adrenaline, Z launches himself up the last flight, bursts through the roof door, shattering the chain and lock with a crash.

The roof is a sea of sunlight and air, and Z runs without pause to the edge. Without hesitation, he leaps, the city blurring beneath him as he soars from building to building, the sound of pursuit a faint, ominous beat behind him.

The undercover vehicle glides down the busy street, its occupants scanning the sidewalks and alleys for any sign of their target. Above them, Z bounds across rooftops, his feet barely touching the gravel-strewn surfaces as he leaps from building to building, moving with impossible speed and grace.

At the edge of the last rooftop, Z pushes himself harder, eyes fixed on the next building—a structure six stories lower. Without breaking stride, he launches into the air, the wind tearing past him as he soars. He lands with a thud, rolling into the momentum and springing up seamlessly, barely pausing before he sprints to the stairwell door and slips inside.

Z emerges from the alley, his eyes darting to the street beyond. He freezes as a yellow taxi barrels toward him, tires screeching as it brakes hard. The driver’s face comes into view, familiar and impossible.

Lior leans out the window, urgency in his voice. “Get in!”

Confusion and irritation twist Z’s expression, but he hesitates only for a moment.

“There is no time, quickly now!” Lior snaps.

Z yanks open the back door and throws himself inside.

The taxi lurches forward, tires spinning before gripping the asphalt and propelling them into the flow of traffic. Z’s breath comes fast, eyes wide as he watches undercover vehicles race past, oblivious to their presence.

“How’d you know—” Z begins, but the words catch in his throat as adrenaline spikes.

“What the hell is going on?!”

“The powers that be of this world are on the move,” Lior says, his voice even, as if commenting on the weather. “From now on, you’re going to have to be more careful.”

Z’s eyes narrow, the tension coiling in his muscles. “Those things lurking on me... that’s you?!”

Lior’s eyes meet his in the rearview mirror, a glimmer of something unreadable in them. “You’re discovering you’re not an only child. I have hope your Awakening has begun.”

Z’s frustration boils over. “Alright, that’s it. I’m tired of all the cryptic bullshit. Pull this damn car over! We’re getting this all out right now!”

A hint of amusement dances at the corner of Lior’s mouth. “I know of a place.”

The taxi pulls into a desolate industrial area, a forgotten landscape of crumbling buildings and empty lots stretching toward the bay. Dust kicks up in swirling eddies as they park, stepping out into the silence. Z follows Lior, tension vibrating through him as they put distance between themselves and the car.

Lior’s eyes roam over Z as if assessing him anew, studying each subtle shift of his stance. “Interesting,” Lior mutters. “Just from this encounter, you’ve acquired enhanced sensory abilities. Soon, you’ll even be able to read the minds of humans when in danger.”

Z’s patience shatters. “Lior! What the hell is happening?!”

Lior sighs, a sound that seems to carry the weight of centuries. “Very well. Let us get on with it, shall we?” His gaze sharpens, authoritative. “First, know I am not here to help you. I am merely an observer, watching from the sidelines. Never expect interference or assistance from me—”

“Oh my God—” Z groans, his frustration palpable.

“However,” Lior continues with a sly smile, “should I ever violate anything I just said, it would only be because I am completely bored to death.”

Z throws his hands up in exasperation. Lior steps away from the taxi, and Z shadows him, eyes narrowed. They stop in the middle of the lot. Lior lifts his face to the sun, arms spreading as if in greeting. The golden symbol near his eye catches the light, glowing fiercely.

“Behold,” Lior says, his voice deepening, an otherworldly echo lacing the word.

Heat waves radiate from him, bending the air and forming small dust funnels that spiral around them. For a moment, the entire area seems to shimmer with energy. Then, just as suddenly, the effect subsides. Z’s mouth opens slightly, his eyes uncertain.

“What the hell was that supposed to be?” he mutters, trying to piece together the surreal scene. “You some kind of walking solar panel or something?” His gaze shifts to the sky, then back to Lior. “Oh wait, is that supposed to have something to do with you in some kind of way?”

Z exhales, a breath weighted with disbelief. He lowers his eyes, processing, then looks back up, meeting Lior’s gaze directly. “I’m not gonna lie... as crazy as all this is... it actually makes sense. So, you’re really the F-ing... Sun?”

Lior’s expression remains composed. “Figuratively, yes.”

Z’s eyebrows shoot up. “In that body? That makes no sense. You know how hot that thing is, right?”

Lior’s eyes, steady and unreadable, lock onto Z’s. “It’s easily manageable when you access different dimensions of space. That’s how exclusive planetary cores are assigned per... let’s just say, individual.”

Z shakes his head, disbelief hardening his features. “This is... crazy.” He pauses, the wheels turning in his mind. “Nah. Not buying it. I mean... just look at you. From where I’m standing, all I see is an old man. To me... you’re Pops.”

“This,” Lior gestures at himself, “is my preferred avatar form for this planet. Enough. I brought you here to discuss you.” His eyes narrow with intent. “You see, you and I are the same. Well, almost.”

Z’s gaze darts between the sun and Lior, his movements exaggerated as disbelief turns to mockery. “Come now, surely you can’t be surprised by this revelation?” Lior’s tone is chiding. “Need I remind you of your own unnatural abilities?”

Z’s mouth hardens, his voice firm with denial. “You’re a man. I’m a man—”

Lior sighs, the sound heavy with the patience of someone who’s explained the same thing countless times. “As I’ve said, taking on the form of advanced life is standard procedure, as it is on other worlds.”

“There’s nothing else out there!” Z’s voice rises, defiance and doubt woven into every word.

“This is becoming rather annoying,” Lior mutters, eyes narrowing.

“So...” Z gestures dramatically to the sky, sarcasm dripping from his voice. “You’re that giant fireball in the sky... Once upon a time, aliens were out there somewhere... And I’m supposed to be, what, Jupiter?!”

Lior’s lips twitch in a brief, humorless smile. “No. Haun, who resides in Glasgow, is Jupiter.” His eyes sharpen. “You, Z, are the celestial, corporeal embodiment of the very planet we’re standing on. In that regard... son, you are the Planet Earth itself.”

A long pause stretches between them, the silence so thick it feels suffocating. Z’s eyes widen as he struggles to breathe, denial churning in his chest. “You’re just messing with my head like you always do. That creep riddle-shit!”

“Your power has yet to manifest fully,” Lior says, his voice steady but urgent. “But it must, and soon. We are running out of time.”

Z’s breath quickens, his eyes glistening as tears threaten. “Time? Why?”

Lior’s expression turns grave, the weight of ancient knowledge settling on his shoulders. “Because one of us, who embodies pure hate and decay, has challenged the continuation of life here. You must meet that challenge, Z, or all life, down to the smallest viral spore, will perish.”

Z shakes his head, tears spilling as he tries to reject the truth pressing down on him. “I asked for the truth.”

“And now you have it,” Lior replies, unflinching.

The reality crashes over Z, anger burning through the denial. His breathing deepens, ragged and uneven as he fights to steady himself. He inhales, exhales, finding a brittle calm.

“What happens if I don’t do any of this? How does any of this happen?”

Lior’s eyes grow colder, more distant. “Because I am required to make it so. I will either baptize this planet by fire or cast it into a cold beyond death itself.”

Z’s body tenses, anger boiling beneath his skin. “Wait, what? So, you’re telling me all this just to threaten me, my world, to my face?! You must be one badass old dude!” Heat ripples from him, the air shimmering as his rage spirals out of control.

Lior stands tall, eyes glinting with a mix of pride and warning. “I create life... and I take it!” His tone turns taunting, daring Z forward. “Yes... yes!”

Z roars, leaping into the air, fist blazing with fiery energy as he comes down at Lior. The impact sends a visible shock wave through the lot, flames coiling and snapping. But Lior stands unyielding, a fiery shield flaring to life around him. Z stumbles back, his arm wrapped in fire that gnaws at his flesh, searing him to the bone. In the distance, thunder cracks, the sky split by its wrath.

“Calm yourself, child, and know your place,” Lior commands, his voice as unyielding as iron.

The flames vanish abruptly, leaving Z in agony. His arm, charred and raw, throbs with pain. Lior steps forward, his breath a whisper of blue flame that washes over Z’s wounds, knitting them back together, skin smooth and new, though the sleeve of his shirt is now gone.

“Everything is made of star-stuff,” Lior murmurs. “Never, ever do that again. After all, as a parent, there is only so much I can take.”

Z’s eyes harden, his spirit battered but not broken. “If I tell them what you’re doing... they’ll stop you...”

Lior’s expression shifts, the weight of eternity reflected in his eyes. “You’re referring to humans? With the exception of you in your current state, they are completely powerless against our kind.”

Z’s shoulders slump, the fight draining out of him. “I believed you. I... looked up to you. Now, I don’t know what to do.”

“If you value the lives of everyone on this planet, then awaken the power within you,” Lior urges, his tone softening. “Remember, your fight is not with me.”

Z’s voice wavers, searching for something solid to cling to. “What... do I do?”

“Telling you more now would only provoke you further,” Lior says. “A little at a time, shall we?”

“But I—”

“Don’t make me repeat myself,” Lior interrupts, a sharpness in his tone. “Adding to our conflict, you’ve been told more than enough to piece together the truth on your own. When you accept and understand what we’ve discussed here, much more will come.”

Z’s eyes darken, defeat settling in. He looks away, voice hollow. “I... need some time.”

Lior’s expression softens, a rare vulnerability peeking through. “Very well. Z, forgive me for hurting you. It was not my intent. Please know, I did not befriend you all these years just to cause you pain. You may not believe me now, but the opposite is true.”

Z’s jaw tightens. “I’m leaving.”

“Returning to the humans who only use you for their means?” Lior’s voice drops, taking on a note of warning. “Know this... until you expand your awakening fivefold, you can still fall to humans as you are now.”

Z’s eyes flash with defiance. “Why the hell do you care?”

“What do you think happens to everything on this planet should its soul die?” Lior’s words hang in the air. “I’ll give you one guess.”

Z’s mind races, the pieces clicking into place. His eyes widen as realization dawns. Storm clouds roll in, dark and heavy, the wind picking up around them.

“Man... shit. This is crazy!” Z breathes, the weight of understanding settling heavily on him.

A faint smile tugs Lior’s lips. “You’re showing potential as a quick learner. There’s hope for you yet, my boy.”
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1.6  BETRAYAL
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Rain drums hard on the taxi’s roof as it speeds through the city, droplets cascading down the windows in jagged rivers. Lior’s hands grip the wheel, eyes fixed on the road. Z sits in the back, his gaze drilling into the back of Lior’s head, hostility seething beneath the surface. Tears stream down Z’s face, unchecked, raw emotion spilling over. Lior’s jaw tightens, a war waged within him to remain indifferent.

“Z...” Lior’s voice is low, tentative.

Z’s face contorts, and a wail tears from his chest, shaking him to the core. “You’re wrong, man... you’re just wrong... All I ever did was my best... You’re so wrong... I can’t. I just can’t...”

“Everything is dependent—” Lior begins.

“Stop preaching!” Z’s shout cuts through the air like a blade. “You’re not all wise and shit, you old shiny ass warlock fuck! I don’t want to hear anything you have to say! Ever again!”

Lior’s calm fractures, anger blazing in his eyes. “I’ve explained my necessity not to be completely honest with you—”

“Then what about this goddamn monster inside me, huh?!” Z’s voice shakes, fists clenched. “Haunting me my whole life? You talk like it’s some kind of Christmas gift I’m supposed to be grateful for—”

Lior snaps, his own fury finally unleashed. “Damn you, child, it is! And I sacrificed even more to give you an even greater gift than that!”

Z’s eyes narrow, chest heaving. “What?! What the hell do you think you gave me, Lior?!”

“The ability to understand the pain and suffering of others!” Lior’s shout reverberates in the tight space, a moment that seems to hang in the air before deflating into silence.

The tension drains from Lior’s face, leaving a shadow of something wistful and broken. “Something... we lost it. We just, lost it.”

Z drags a sleeve across his face, clearing away the tears. His voice is low, resigned. “We agree on something, then. Look... I don’t know about you, but I’ve got to go deal with the devil. My problem, not yours.”

Lior’s eyes flicker with concern. “Remember, as you are now, when dealing with Man—”

“Man, you still don’t get it.” Z’s gaze hardens. “Remember those rules? Here’s mine... I don’t ever want to see you again.”

Lior’s jaw clenches, but he nods. “Very well.”

The streets glisten with the residue of the morning’s rain, the air still damp and heavy as Z watches the taxi disappear down the road. He turns to face Mickey’s Tire Shop, its faded paint and rusted signage, a reminder of simpler days. With practiced movements, he undoes a series of locks and security features, stepping inside.

The shop has always felt like two worlds in one—a bustling garage on one side, the other an 800-square-foot, one-bedroom home that echoed Mickey’s life. Everything in the small living space is draped in protective plastic, untouched since those days. Z’s eyes sweep across the room, memories tugging at the corners of his mind before he shakes them off and moves into the garage.

Tires line the walls, their rubber scent familiar. He finds the light switch and flicks it on, the fluorescent bulbs flickering before steadying. In the corner, a beat-up trailer tire catches his eye. With focused determination, he deflates it, fingers digging into the lining until he pulls out several thick rolls of cash, the paper crackling in his hands. A large external hard drive follows, heavy and cold against his palm. He slips some of the money into his pocket, tucking the rest along with the hard drive into a duffle bag he finds nearby.

In the bathroom, Z splashes water over his face, scrubbing away the grime and sweat that cling to his skin. The mirror reflects a man older than he feels, eyes shadowed with exhaustion and uncertainty.

He rifles through a drawer in the bedroom, the wood groaning as it slides open. Clothes lie folded in neat piles, untouched for too long. He grabs a set, changing quickly, but pauses as he spots a hoodie hanging on the back of the door. It’s worn but clean, familiar in a way that grounds him. He pulls it on, the fabric settling over him like armor.

The rain has long ended, leaving the city drenched in golden sunlight. It streams through the subway train’s windows as Z stares out, lost in thought. His fingers tighten around the strap of the duffle bag on his lap. The train jolts, and his eyes catch the sun outside, blazing high in the sky. A muscle in his jaw twitches as he glares at it.

The sidewalk is busy, voices and footsteps blending into a chaotic symphony as Z makes his way through the throng, the duffle bag hanging over one shoulder. As he turns a corner, a group of young women come into view, taping fliers to street posts and walls. He slows, recognition sparking as one of them turns.

“Mia!” he calls, his voice cutting through the din.

Her head snaps up, eyes widening as she sees him. “Z? Z... hey, how are you?!”

“Fine. Look at you,” he replies, a soft smile breaking the tension in his features. “How’ve you been?”

“Alright... as good as I could be,” Mia says, laughter thin but genuine. “I haven’t seen you in a while. You just... disappeared. Never came back without a word.”

Z’s smile falters, but he nods. “Yeah, well... you still at Lou’s?”

“I am,” she replies, shifting a bundle of fliers in her arms. “I should be working today, but I’m out here doing this and that. At least I’ve got some help.” She hands him a flier, eyes watchful.

His gaze drops to the printed paper, a pang hitting him as he reads the name and sees the photo. Carmen Rodriguez. He exhales. “Damn. Not trying to sound cold, but, didn’t this happen before?”

Mia’s expression darkens, a mix of worry and exhaustion. “She cleaned up. At least we thought she did. This... this is different. It’s been almost a month now.”

Z’s brows furrow, empathy threading through his tone. “Man... I’m sorry. Ummm... anything I can do to help?”

A hesitant smile tugs at Mia’s lips. “Yeah. Take some of these. Put them up wherever you go.”

Z nods, taking a handful of fliers. “Will do. But... what about you, pretty lady?”

Mia laughs, shaking her head. “Still the same.”

“Never blame a man for trying,” Z jokes, but his eyes soften, turning serious. “But for real. What I’m asking is real. You got a situation, and I’m not here to mess with you.”

She shrugs, the weight of reality settling on her shoulders. “I’ll be alright. I’ll get back to work, pick up more hours. The usual. It’s always tight.”

“Yeah, I know,” Z murmurs, a thoughtful pause stretching between them. “Know what... come here for a sec.”

He steps closer, using his body to shield her from prying eyes. He pulls a thick roll of hundred-dollar bills from his pocket and tucks it into her hand, folding her fingers over it.

“Take this. I want you to have it.”

Mia’s eyes widen in shock, her hand instinctively pushing it back at him. “No! I can’t—”

“Oh, yeah,” Z counters, his voice firm.

“Are you crazy? Do you even know how much this is?!”

“Of course I do,” he says calmly.

“How much?” she starts, then shakes her head, urgency flaring in her eyes. “Forget it. Here, take it back—”

“Calm down,” Z says, his tone soothing but resolute. “Chill out.”

Mia’s eyes dart around, worry etched into her features. “Z, I can’t pay this back. And I wasn’t asking for anything!”

“I know,” Z says softly. “Mia, we’re cool, that’s enough for me. So, keep it. I don’t want it back. It’s yours now.”

She studies him, a mix of confusion and disbelief flickering across her face. “Okay. But... this doesn’t feel right. How am I supposed to explain where this came from?”

Z’s gaze shifts, his expression softening. “Don’t. Or tell the truth. Up to you. Look, I’m about to dip, lady friend, alright? I’ll see you when I see you.” He takes a step back, ready to leave.

Mia’s voice calls out, halting him. “My God, you are serious. Wait, wait! Okay, okay, fine. My house? Tonight? Come to my house. Have dinner with us. It’s the least I can do.”

Z pauses, surprised. “You’re serious? Me, Mr. Creep-Eyed Ugly Man?” He points to himself, forming a half-smile. “Your house?”

“Yes,” Mia insists, a teasing edge to her tone. “Like you, I’m not taking no for an answer.”

Z chuckles, a rare sound that feels strange to him. “That’s fair. Alright... then—”

Time stretches out, the hum of the city dimming as he hears his own heartbeat drumming in his ears.

From a distance, an undercover vehicle slows and eases to a stop. The agents inside sit in tense silence, their eyes locked on the street ahead.

Z’s vision sharpens, his body froze in place. Mia’s voice seems to echo, distant and distorted.
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