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Henry throttles the bike through Beast City’s arteries, chrome and steel cutting between delivery trucks that lumber like sleeping giants. His cargo—worth more than most drivers see in a year—rides secure against his spine while neon bleeds color across wet streets. The warehouse district sprawls ahead, a maze of corrugated steel and broken promises where questions die.

Steam hisses from manholes, mixing exhaust fumes with the ozone scent of overloaded electrical grids. The bike’s engine growls beneath him, vibrating through his bones as he navigates passages between loading docks. Delivery runs like this pay well when you don’t ask what needs moving or why someone wants it bad enough to kill for.

Henry banks around a convoy of freight haulers, their drivers hunched over wheels, oblivious to the supernatural cargo weaving past their bumpers. The encrypted package shifts against his spine with each turn—a weight that has nothing to do with size and everything to do with the kind of people who pay in untraceable credits.

The electronics store emerges from the urban maze, windows boarded with steel plates, its dead neon sign hanging like broken teeth. Anonymous drop point—forgettable, invisible to anyone who matters. Henry downshifts, tires hissing against asphalt slick with chemical runoff from the industrial plants upstream. Rainbow patterns swirl in the puddles.

He cuts the engine. One boot touches pavement, the other maintaining balance as he scans the deserted intersection. The streetlight above flickers once, twice, then dies.

Darkness swallows the corner for three heartbeats. The illumination stutters back to life.

Five figures step from the shadows between buildings—not hiding, but waiting. Drake “Fangs” Kozlov moves first, his crew flanking him. Their faces reflect the streetlight wrong, bouncing it back like glass instead of absorbing it like human skin. Leather jackets gleam with moisture that never touches them.

“Well, well…” Drake’s voice carries above the distant hum of highway traffic. Each syllable drags like claws across concrete. Two gold fangs flash as he grins. “Antonio Santoro’s boy.”

Henry keeps the bike between them, engine ticking as it cools. His palm finds the throttle.

Drake studies him through the space where shadows meet brightness. “Twelve years, and you still got Antonio’s gaze. Course, his were open when Voss put the gun to his head.”

The bike lurches forward an inch. Henry’s grip goes white-knuckle tight.

“That’s a nice package you’re carrying.” Drake’s stare flicks to the satchel, then back to Henry’s visor. “Mind if we take a look?”

Two vampires edge closer, boots silent against wet pavement. Their expressions remain stone-still, but their stare never blinks, never shifts from the target. Predator focus—the kind that tracks wounded prey.

Henry kicks the stand up and guns the engine. The rear tire spins, throwing spray in a wide arc. He abandons the bike as it topples, rolling behind a dumpster that reeks of industrial chemicals and rotting meat.

Drake’s crew flows forward like liquid mercury.

Heat builds along Henry’s forearms, Scorchblood markings flaring beneath his jacket. Fire wants to come—he senses it pressing against barriers in his mind, fighting to break free. Then Drake’s words hit him: Voss put the gun to his head. The flames collapse inward, snuffed by the weight of twelve years’ worth of lies.

“Fire boy wants to play,” Drake laughs, gold canines gleaming.

Ember-red radiance flickers at Henry’s fingertips, casting his features in bloody shadows. The markings throb once more, then fade to cold lines beneath his sleeves.

“Half-breed magic,” Drake spits. “Pathetic.”

Two vampires vault the fallen motorcycle. Their grips seize Henry’s jacket, nails tearing leather like paper. He twists, drives an elbow into ribs hard as stone. The vampire doesn’t grunt.

They slam him against brick. His helmet cracks against the wall, stars exploding behind his visor. The satchel strap cuts into his shoulder as Drake steps close, breath like winter morgues.

“Your father had better control. Could’ve melted steel if he wanted.” Drake tears the satchel free. “But he didn’t. Know why?”

Henry drives his boot into Drake’s knee. The vampire shifts like a tree bending in wind.

“Because he was weak.” Drake tucks the satchel under his arm and steps back. “Just like his son.”

The vampires release Henry, shoving him down into a puddle that reflects nothing but disappointment. Chemical-tainted water soaks through his jeans. Blood seeps from beneath his helmet where skull met stone.

Drake signals his crew. They withdraw to the street where motorcycles wait—machines that purr with more than mechanical power.

“Ask Voss about that night twelve years ago.” Drake’s tone drops to a whisper that carries over the distant traffic. “Ask him what happened to Antonio. Ask him why Scorchbloods hunt their own.”

Engines roar to life. Drake mounts his bike, securing the satchel in a hardened case designed for things that shouldn’t exist. Chemical runoff parts around his tires rather than splash.

“Voss will come for you now, courier. He doesn’t leave witnesses to his dirty work.” Drake’s stare captures the streetlight. “You’ve got maybe six hours before his cleanup crew finds you. Ask your father about that timeline… oh wait, you can’t.”

The convoy pulls away, taillights bleeding red through the haze. Their engines fade to whispers, then silence.

Henry remains in the puddle, surrounded by the wreckage of his bike and his assumptions. The fallen motorcycle’s exhaust pipe steams against wet concrete. Above, the streetlight wavers again, casting his figure in alternating truth and shadow.

The encrypted package is gone. The job is blown. And Drake’s revelation lingers in the air like ozone after lightning—impossible to ignore, impossible to forget.

Six hours. Voss. A cleanup crew that would make his father’s death look like an accident.

Henry pushes to his feet, chemical-tainted water streaming from his jacket. Drake’s words echo: Ask Voss what happened. Time to collect some answers before the questions get him killed.

Concrete presses cold against Henry’s back as he sits beside his smoking motorcycle, one knee drawn up, watching steam rise from the bent exhaust pipe. The bike groans when he shifts its weight, metal scraping against pavement in discord with the distant highway hum. His helmet sits beside him, cracked where skull met brick, visor reflecting fragments of neon from signs that never sleep.

Three minutes pass before he moves. Then his hand reaches across the fallen seat to the hidden compartment beneath scorched leather.

The compartment opens with a soft click, revealing gear that costs more than couriers earn in years. Henry extracts an encrypted comm device, unmarked by manufacturer logos or model numbers. The screen awakens at his touch, displaying contacts coded in numbers and symbols. His thumb hovers over one name that isn’t disguised: Voss.

The name pulses on the screen, waiting. One tap and the man who hired him—the man Drake claims murdered his father—would answer. One word and this conversation becomes real.

His thumb withdraws. The device slides back into its housing.

From another compartment, Henry pulls a military-grade data slate. It flares to life, displaying encrypted files organized with surgical precision. He navigates through job records and payment schedules, past surveillance data and contingency plans.

He stops at a folder marked with a simple “V.” The files expand across the screen: surveillance photos, financial records, known associates. Drake “Fangs” Kozlov stares from one image, caught mid-conversation with a hooded figure beside a black sedan. Henry swipes to another file labeled “Night Twelve Years Ago.”

Police reports fill the screen, sanitized to remove supernatural elements but detailed enough for someone who knows what to look for. Crime scene photos flash past: a burned-out apartment, walls scorched black in patterns that suggest accelerant use. Blood spatter analysis. A body bag being carried out, the shape inside too small for an adult.

Below these, a financial record that makes Henry’s jaw clench. Money transferred from accounts linked to Voss Grimfang to Drake Kozlov. Date stamp: twelve years ago, three days after the fire that killed Antonio Santoro.

Henry swipes again. The encrypted files reveal more than Drake’s payment. They show a timeline. Project specifications for a three-component weapon system. Estimated completion time: three weeks if all pieces were acquired. And a target list that includes every registered supernatural creature in Beast City, starting with the ones who thought cooperation meant safety.

A younger Drake appears in the next file, standing over a kneeling man with olive skin and ember-red highlights in dark hair. The man’s arms bear markings identical to those now hidden beneath Henry’s jacket sleeves. Antonio Santoro’s face is bloodied but defiant, eyes blazing with the kind of fire Henry has never summoned.

The data slate snaps shut. Henry slides it back into its holster, fingers lingering on the device that holds more truth than he’s ready to process.

Three weeks. Three components. Thousands of supernatural citizens who trusted the system enough to register their abilities with the city. All of them marked for elimination if Voss completed his weapon.

And Henry had just delivered the first piece.

He pushes back his sleeve, exposing the Scorchblood markings that trace geometric patterns along his forearm. The lines resemble circuit boards designed by someone who understood both technology and magic. Nodes connected by threads that should blaze with internal fire. Henry presses his thumb against the largest node. The marking pulses once, weak, then fades.

The markings shouldn’t sputter like a dying engine. Full-blooded Scorchbloods command flame with thought alone, shape infernos with simple gestures. His father could melt steel beams and glass windows. Henry struggles to light cigarettes, and even that requires matches.

He pulls his sleeve down and stands, water cascading from leather that’s taken more abuse than any courier should endure. Nothing broken. Nothing that won’t heal by morning. Physical damage is temporary, the kind of wound that fades with time and care.

The psychological damage runs deeper.

Henry activates his helmet’s scanner, watching particle traces paint Drake’s escape route in amber. The trail leads north toward the transit hub, fading fast but trackable for someone with the right equipment. He checks his gear: loaded pistol with silver-tipped rounds, ceramic knife with an edge that never dulls, and a head full of questions that won’t wait for morning.

The vampire signatures grow fainter with each passing second, dispersing into the city’s electromagnetic background noise. Soon the trail will disappear, leaving only memory and the bitter taste of failure.

Henry leaves the motorcycle where it fell. Insurance covers equipment loss, and machines are replaceable. Trust, on the other hand, becomes precious when you discover your employer might be your father’s killer.

He steps into the street, boots splashing through puddles that reflect industrial lighting in fractured patterns. The scanner tracks his vital signs alongside the vampire trail: elevated heart rate, increased adrenaline production, combat readiness.

This has become personal.

The streetlight flickers once more and goes dark, leaving only the helmet’s tracking display to guide him through the chemical-soaked night toward answers that might destroy everything he thought he knew about his father, his employer, and himself.

Six hours until Voss’s cleanup crew. Three weeks until genocide. And somewhere in this city, two more components waiting to complete humanity’s solution to the supernatural problem.

Henry rolls his shoulders back and begins walking north, each step carrying him from the safety of ignorance toward truths that will demand payment in blood.

Steel walls absorb more than sound; they swallow secrets, hopes, and the screams of the condemned. Drake “Fangs” Kozlov appreciates this quality as he stands inside the converted armored truck, listening to highway traffic rumble overhead like distant thunder. Military surplus lighting casts harsh white circles on the floor, revealing rust stains that spread like dried blood in corners where moisture has breached the armor. The truck sits beneath an overpass, shielded from satellite surveillance and supernatural tracking alike.

Drake’s pale fingers grip the edge of a canvas tarp. Water beads on his knuckles but never penetrates his skin. The vampiric condition repels certain elements: running water, sunlight, the passage of time itself. His nails extend beyond human norm, tapering to points that could pierce flesh.

He lifts the tarp in one fluid motion.

The component pulses on the workbench like a crystalline heart torn from some silicon god. Violet radiance crackles along its jagged edges in patterns that repeat and evolve. The artifact devours illumination, creating pockets of deeper shadow while its center blazes with internal fire.

“What’s Voss planning?” Raze asks from his position near the rear doors. The scarred vampire steps closer, keeping measured distance from the component. His ritual markings—reminders of his human life—seem to writhe in the violet brilliance.

Drake’s fingers trace the component’s edge without making contact. The crystalline structure hums at a frequency that makes the other vampires shift. “Antonio called it the Harbinger Device. Anti-magic field generator. Radius starts at three blocks.”

The crystal’s pulse quickens as if responding to its name. Force arcs higher, licking at the air above the workbench. Temperature drops three degrees in seconds.

“Suppression field?” Raze’s voice carries decades of caution.

“Disintegration field.” Drake draws a data slate from inside his coat. The device connects to the crystal’s emanations, displaying schematics that make the truck’s lights flicker. “Amplified, it could cover the entire metropolitan area. Turns our own essence against us. Every vampire, werewolf, fae, and half-breed just… unmakes.”

The technical drawings show a circular device with the crystal at its center, surrounded by components not yet acquired. Power requirements. Field parameters. Fail-safes that seem designed more to contain than to protect.

“Mass execution,” Raze observes, studying the schematics.

“Genocide with a smile.” Drake flicks through displays: targeting algorithms, population density maps, estimated casualty projections. “Elegant. Efficient. Invisible to baseline humans. The perfect solution to the ‘supernatural problem’ that men like Voss have contemplated for generations.”

Four vampires maintain their positions along the walls, faces stone-still but posture alert. They understand the implications.

“Antonio discovered the plan twelve years ago,” Drake continues, his accent thickening as old memories emerge. “Tried to warn the Scorchblood leadership. They dismissed him; thought he exaggerated the threat level. Clan politics prevented them from seeing the truth until too late.”

The crystal flares brighter, responding to emotional resonance in Drake’s voice. Its power field expands another inch, pushing against containment materials that strain to hold otherworldly forces.

“Antonio stole this component the night he died,” Drake says, placing his palm near the crystal. His skin takes on violet luminescence, veins beneath illuminated in purple tracery. “Hid it before Voss’s hunters found him. Before I found him.”

Raze’s expression doesn’t change, but his stance shifts. “You followed orders.”

“I extracted the location under interrogation.” Drake’s voice drops to whisper. “Voss wanted to know where Antonio had hidden the pieces. I provided that information through methods I won’t describe.”

The truck falls silent except for the crystal’s harmonic humming and distant highway noise.

“The son delivers what the father died protecting,” Raze states.

“Henry doesn’t know what he carried. Thinks he’s running standard contraband for premium rates.” Drake withdraws his hand from the crystal’s proximity. The violet radiance lingers on his skin for several heartbeats before fading to normal pallor. “Voss keeps him ignorant. Uses him like a marionette dancing to strings made of half-truths and misdirection.”

Drake crosses his arms, gaze fixed on the crystalline heart of humanity’s potential extinction. “Antonio had the courage to die for this principle. The question becomes whether his son possesses the courage to live for it.”

“What happens to the component now?” Raze asks, studying the device that could unmake every supernatural creature in the metropolitan area.

“We wait for Henry to come looking for it. When he does, we give him the choice his father never got: help us destroy this thing, or watch Voss turn it into genocide.” Drake’s fangs catch the crystal’s illumination, turning gold caps purple. “The truth has a way of burning through lies, given ignition.”

“Voss will send him after us,” Raze observes.

“Yes. But first, Voss will try to clean up loose ends. Henry has maybe six hours before the cleanup crew finds him. That should provide motivation for rapid decision-making.”

The violet field expands another increment, pushing against containment barriers that were never designed to hold forces this ancient and hungry. The component recognizes its role in the unfolding game: a key piece in a puzzle that will reshape the balance between species that have coexisted in careful tension for generations.

Rain continues falling on the truck’s roof, each drop marking time until revelation and retribution meet in the neon-soaked streets of Beast City.
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The door to Voss Grimfang’s office looms at the end of the marble hallway—sixteen feet of polished oak carved with symbols that predate written history. Henry stands before it, water dripping from his leather jacket, forming a puddle that reflects the electric sconces lining the walls. Blood crusts at his temple where the helmet couldn’t protect him. He raises his fist to knock, then pauses, Drake’s words pressing against his chest like a blade.

“Enter.” The command comes before his knuckles touch wood.

Henry pushes through the threshold into a room that once housed a bank president’s ambitions. Now it serves as Voss Grimfang’s seat of power—a converted Prohibition-era fortress with walls three feet thick and windows of bulletproof glass. Antique rugs cover marble floors, their patterns telling stories of conquests long forgotten. A desk hewn from a single redwood trunk dominates the center, its surface bare except for a crystal decanter and two glasses.

Voss Grimfang stands by the window, his back to the door. Six-foot-four of coiled muscle beneath a tailored charcoal suit. His silver hair catches light from street lamps twenty stories below, creating a halo effect that does nothing to soften his profile. He doesn’t turn when Henry enters.

“You’re late.” Voss’s voice carries the weight of centuries, though his human appearance suggests mid-fifties at most. “And you’re dripping on my floor.”

Henry remains near the door, calculating the distance between himself and his employer. “The package was intercepted.”

Now Voss turns. His face bears scars that no plastic surgeon could explain—three parallel lines that run from left temple to jaw, white against tanned skin. His eyes shift color with his mood, now a steel gray that borders on silver. Those eyes sweep over Henry, cataloging injuries, assessing damage.

“Drake Kozlov.” Not a question. A statement delivered with clinical precision.

Henry nods once. “Five of them. They knew the route. Knew my name.” He pauses, watching Voss’s reaction. “Knew my father.”

Voss’s right hand twitches—a movement so small Henry almost misses it. The crime lord crosses to his desk, pours amber liquid into one glass. He doesn’t offer it to Henry.

“Details. Now.” Voss knocks back the drink in one swallow.

Henry recounts the ambush—the vampires materializing from shadows, Drake’s words, the failed fire magic, the theft. He mentions the fallen motorcycle, the tracking through rain-soaked streets that led nowhere. He omits the data slate, the encrypted files, the photos of his father kneeling before Drake twelve years ago.

Voss’s face remains stone throughout, but his eyes narrow when Henry mentions Drake’s parting words. His fingers drum once against the desk’s surface—a tell Henry never noticed before.

“What did Drake say about your father?” Voss refills his glass, the decanter clicking against crystal.

“That I should ask you what happened twelve years ago.” Henry steps closer to the desk. “That I should ask why the Scorchbloods hunt their own.”

The liquid in Voss’s glass ripples. His hand isn’t steady.

“Drake always talked too much.” Voss’s smile doesn’t reach his eyes. “Did he say anything about the package itself? What it contained? Its purpose?”

Henry notes the shift in questioning—not focused on recovery but on information control. “No. Just that it wasn’t what I thought it was.”

Voss sets the glass down with care. “He’s right about that much.”

The crime lord walks to a painting on the east wall—a landscape depicting mountains that don’t exist on any map. He swings it aside, revealing a safe embedded in concrete. His body blocks the combination as he works the dial.

“What you were carrying,” Voss says without turning, “is called a Soulfire Catalyst.”

The safe opens with a pneumatic hiss. Voss reaches inside and removes a metal case identical to the one Drake secured to his motorcycle. He places it on the desk between them, thumbs the latch, and lifts the lid.

Inside rests a crystal formation that mirrors the one Drake unveiled in the armored truck—same size, same jagged structure, but this one pulses with amber light instead of violet. The energy patterns flowing across its surface follow identical geometric rules.

“One of three components,” Voss explains, “needed to forge a weapon called the Harbinger. When assembled, it generates a field that can destroy supernatural creatures.” His finger hovers above the crystal without touching it. “No reconstitution. No rebirth. Final death.”

Henry stares at the amber crystal, his throat tight. The markings beneath his sleeves pulse in response to its proximity. “And Drake stole the second component.”

“Yes.” Voss closes the case with a snap. “The third remains secure. For now.”

The crime lord returns to the window, hands clasped behind his back. “Your old man died protecting these from falling into the wrong hands. He understood what was at stake. The balance between worlds.”

The lie slides from his tongue like oil on water. Henry’s jaw clenches, heat building in his chest—not fire, but rage.

“Vampires aren’t the only ones who want these components,” Voss continues. “Every faction sees potential—weapons, defenses, leverage. Drake serves whoever pays him.”

He turns to face Henry. “You have seventy-two hours to recover the stolen component. After that, Drake will have moved it beyond our reach.”

Henry meets his gaze, fighting to keep his voice level. “You have people better equipped for retrieval ops.”

“I have people who don’t have personal stakes in this matter.” Voss returns to his desk, sets both palms flat against the wood. “Drake made this about your father. About you. He’ll expect you to come.”

The space between them fills with calculation—Voss measuring Henry’s reliability against his potential for betrayal, Henry weighing truth against manipulation.

“Garruk will accompany you.” Voss straightens his tie. “Protection, not supervision.”

The distinction rings false. Garruk has shadowed Henry before—always watching, rarely speaking, reporting everything back to Voss.

“I work better alone.” Henry keeps his voice neutral.

“Not this time.” Voss’s tone permits no argument. “This is bigger than a missing package. Every supernatural faction will come hunting once word spreads. The Harbinger could shift the balance of power.”

Henry nods once, accepting the mission while his mind catalogs every inconsistency in Voss’s account. The hand tremor when Antonio’s name came up. The specific questions about Drake’s words rather than the stolen component. The narrative casting his father as protector rather than victim.

“Seventy-two hours,” Henry repeats. “I’ll find Drake.”

“Good.” Voss dismisses him with a glance. “Don’t disappoint me, Blaze. Your father never did.”

The final words cut deeper than intended. Henry turns to leave, his back straight, steps measured. He can feel Voss’s eyes tracking him to the door.

The lies coat the air between them, thick as expensive liquor and old blood.

The marble corridor stretches beyond Voss’s office like a throat waiting to swallow secrets. Late evening shadows pool between polished columns, deepening as the electric sconces flicker. Henry’s boots echo against stone, each step marking distance gained from Voss’s lies. He flexes his hands, fighting the urge to summon fire that won’t come, when a mountain of green-gray flesh materializes from an alcove ten paces ahead.

Garruk fills the hallway—six-foot-eight of orc muscle that blocks light from the next sconce. His chest expands beneath a tactical vest that barely contains it, ritual scars visible above the neckline. Tusks jut from his lower jaw, polished to a dull gleam. Hands that could crush a man’s skull hang at his sides, relaxed yet ready.

Henry stops, calculating escape routes. The orc has always been Voss’s shadow, his enforcer, his silent witness. Words between them have been few and functional. Now Garruk stands between Henry and the elevator banks, between questions and answers.

“Out of my way.” Henry keeps his voice level. “Voss said seventy-two hours. Clock’s ticking.”

Garruk doesn’t move. His yellow eyes reflect the flickering sconce light, pupils contracting to pinpoints. “This one knew your father, young Santoro.”

The words land like a physical blow. Henry rocks back on his heels, hand reaching for the weapon beneath his jacket.

“Weapons unnecessary.” Garruk raises one massive palm. “This one swore blood-oath to protect his bloodline.”

The orc’s voice rumbles through the corridor, gentler than expected for a creature his size. He speaks with formal precision, each word chosen with care.

“My father didn’t know any orcs.” Henry keeps his distance, tension radiating through his shoulders.

Garruk’s expression doesn’t change, but he extends his right arm, turning it to expose the underside of his forearm. He pushes the sleeve up with his opposite hand, revealing a tattoo etched in black ink against green-gray skin—a phoenix rising from flames, surrounded by a shield emblem. Below it, numbers and letters in military format.

“Supernatural Crimes Division. Special Forces.” Garruk taps the insignia with one blunt finger. “Antonio Santoro, captain. This one, sergeant.”

Henry stares at the tattoo, recognition flooding his system. The same mark adorned his father’s arm—he’d seen it during summer swims, during training sessions when Antonio taught him to defend himself. He’d assumed it was gang affiliation, another piece of his father’s mysterious past.

“You’re lying.” Henry steps closer despite himself. “My father was a courier. Like me.”

“Cover story.” Garruk pulls his sleeve down, fabric rasping against skin. “Antonio Santoro hunted rogue supernatural threats. Protected both worlds. This one fought beside him for seven years.”

The orc moves to a bench set between columns, lowers his massive frame onto it. The marble creaks beneath his weight. He gestures for Henry to join him, a request rather than command.

Henry remains standing. “If you were his friend, where were you when he died?”

“Undercover. Infiltrating Voss’s operation.” Garruk’s eyes dim with what might be regret. “Too deep to extract. Too late to save him.”

A sconce sputters overhead, casting their shadows in broken patterns across the floor. Henry’s markings itch beneath his jacket sleeves—the Scorchblood heritage that fails him when he needs it most.

“Your fire fails during stress.” Garruk observes the movement of Henry’s hand to his forearm. “Not weakness. Protection.”

Henry’s head snaps up. “What?”

“Your father bound your abilities.” Garruk makes a circular gesture around his own chest. “Ritual magic. Protection spell. Hides your true potential from supernatural detection.”

The orc leans forward, elbows on knees. “Young Scorchbloods burn hot. Draw attention. Your father dampened your flame to keep you safe.”

Henry’s fingers press against his forearm where the markings pulse beneath skin and fabric. “That’s not possible. He would have told me.”

“You were twelve.” Garruk’s voice softens. “Too young for the burden of knowledge. Too valuable to leave unprotected.”

The corridor feels colder. Henry sinks onto the bench several feet from the orc, legs no longer steady beneath him.

“The markings respond when you’re calm. Fail when threatened.” Garruk nods as if confirming a theory. “Your power sleeps until you choose to wake it.”

The orc reaches into a pocket, withdraws a metal cylinder no larger than his thumb. He places it on the bench between them. The object gleams in the flickering light.

“Blood key. Your father’s creation. Unlocks the binding when you’re ready.”

Henry stares at the small cylinder. “Ready for what?”

“Truth.” Garruk’s eyes meet his. “The dead-walker Drake speaks truth—Voss murdered your father when Antonio discovered his plan to weaponize the Soulfire components.”

The words hang between them, impossible to unhear. Henry’s pulse pounds in his temples, in his wrists, in the markings that trace his arms like dormant circuits.

“Antonio found Voss’s research.” Garruk continues, voice low enough that no surveillance could catch it. “Learned the Harbinger’s true purpose. Not defense—genocide. Elimination of all supernatural beings, including half-bloods like you.”

Henry’s fingers hover over the blood key without touching it. “If what you’re saying is true, why work for Voss all these years? Why stay silent?”

“Blood oath doesn’t expire with death.” Garruk’s massive shoulders straighten. “This one protected you from within. Diverted assignments. Misdirected suspicion. Waited for the right moment.”

The orc stands, towering once more. “Voss believes this one loyal to him alone. Useful deception.”

Understanding passes between them—an alliance formed in the shadow of shared history, shared loyalty to a dead man both knew differently.

“Take the key.” Garruk gestures to the cylinder. “Choose when to unlock what sleeps within. But know this—awakening brings danger. Makes you visible to those who hunt Scorchblood heritage.”

Henry closes his fingers around the metal cylinder. It feels warm against his palm, as if recognizing his touch.

“My father wouldn’t bind my power without leaving instructions.” Henry slides the key into his jacket pocket. “Where do I find them?”

“In the place where fire meets water.” Garruk steps back, creating space between them. “Where Antonio taught you to swim.”

The memory surfaces—a lake house outside the city. Summers spent diving from docks, winters watching ice form across the water’s surface. His father’s rare smile when Henry swam farther, faster each year.

Garruk nods once, seeing recognition in Henry’s eyes. “This one will accompany you as ordered. Will help recover the component.” A pause, heavy with implication. “But not for Voss.”

The alliance solidifies in that moment—two men connected by loyalty to Antonio Santoro, united against the lies that have shaped both their lives.

The sconces flicker once more, shadows shifting across marble and secrets alike.

Rain washes away evidence with each drop. Detective Maria Reyes crouches beside the bent front wheel, her tactical flashlight cutting through the darkness of the alley. Water beads on her department-issue raincoat, rolling off the hood pulled tight around her face. She touches the scorched pavement with a gloved finger, rubbing the residue between thumb and forefinger. Not oil. Not gasoline. Something that leaves a faint metallic scent and a fainter glow.

“Bag this.” She hands a sample vial to the tech huddled under a portable canopy. The young man—first week on the job, nervous energy radiating from him like heat—accepts it without comment.

Reyes stands, knees protesting after twenty minutes in a crouch. Her flashlight beam travels up the brick wall, catching impact patterns. Not bullet strikes. More like claw marks gouged into solid brick. Five parallel lines repeated at regular intervals.

“Got anything on the bike registration?” She directs the question to her partner, Detective Alvarez, who scrolls through a department tablet beneath the shelter of a doorway.

“Registered to one Henry Santoro.” Alvarez peers at the screen through rain-speckled glasses. “Multiple citations for excessive speed, but no major violations. Works as an independent courier. No fixed employer.”

Reyes circles the fallen motorcycle, cataloging details—custom engine modifications, reinforced carrying cases, hidden compartments visible now that the seat lies twisted. Not standard courier equipment.

“This wasn’t a random robbery.” She gestures to the alley’s entrance. “No escape route. No visible cameras. Perfect spot for an ambush. They knew he’d be here.”

She kneels again, flashlight illuminating tire tracks that lead from the main street into the alley. Multiple sets, heavy tread patterns consistent with larger motorcycles. They appear midway down the alley, as if the vehicles materialized from thin air.

“Pull the traffic cam footage from the intersections three blocks in each direction.” Reyes points toward the street. “I want to see who else came through here tonight.”

Alvarez nods, fingers tapping commands into the tablet. He’s competent enough, but he’s not Keller. Nobody could replace Keller.

Reyes reaches inside her coat, touches the worn leather notebook that once belonged to her partner. Thomas Keller—twenty years on the force, seventeen specialized in what the department called “unexplained phenomena.” Found in an alley not unlike this one three weeks ago, throat torn out, body drained of blood. Official cause: animal attack. Convenient explanation for inconvenient truths.

She pulls the notebook out, flips to pages marked with a red tab. Keller’s handwriting fills the margins—observations about a pattern of thefts targeting specialized technology and rare artifacts. His final notes mentioned a confidential informant with information about something called “the Harbinger.”

The last entry, dated the night he died: “Meeting C.I. re: Santoro connection.”

Lightning flashes overhead, thunder following three seconds later. The storm intensifies, rain hammering the pavement. Reyes tucks the notebook away, shielding it from the downpour.

“Detective.” A uniformed officer approaches, tablet extended. “Found something on the traffic cams.”

The screen shows grainy footage of five motorcycles moving in formation, their riders obscured by leather and helmets. The timestamp matches the estimated time of the incident. What catches Reyes’s attention isn’t the riders but the visual distortion surrounding them—a faint blur that follows their movements, as if reality itself bends around their presence.

“Send this to the lab. Full enhancement.” She hands the tablet back. “And pull all footage of similar distortion patterns from the past month.”

Back at the precinct, fluorescent lights hum overhead as Reyes pins photos to her corkboard. The motorcycle from the alley. Traffic cam stills of the five riders. Surveillance footage from three other crime scenes—a break-in at BioTech Industries, an explosion at the harbor, a robbery at the Museum of Antiquities. Different locations, different crimes, but one common element: the same visual distortion in the footage.

And something else.

Reyes taps a marker against a figure that appears in the periphery of each scene—a man in a leather jacket, helmet in hand, watching from just outside the police perimeter. His face is visible in two of the shots, enough for facial recognition to confirm a match: Henry Santoro.

Not a perpetrator. A witness. Present at four separate crime scenes involving the same visual anomaly.

She sits at her desk, keyboard clicking as she runs his name through databases. Employment records show sporadic courier jobs. Financial records indicate a higher income than those jobs would provide. Criminal record clean except for traffic violations. Current address in a renovated warehouse in the industrial district.

Reyes opens a new search window, types: “Antonio Santoro.”

The results populate her screen—newspaper clippings, service records, obituary. Antonio Santoro, decorated officer with the Supernatural Crimes Division before its dissolution twelve years ago. Recipient of the Medal of Valor for actions during the Midnight Siege incident. Killed in a house fire, survived by son Henry, age twelve.

The SCD—disbanded after budget cuts, continued under classified jurisdiction. Keller had been angling for a transfer there before departmental politics ended his chances. He kept tabs on former members, maintained contacts.

Reyes clicks through Antonio’s service photo. The resemblance to the young man from the surveillance footage is unmistakable—same jaw structure, same intense eyes. The father’s photo shows him in tactical gear, a phoenix emblem visible on his sleeve.

She opens Keller’s case files, cross-references dates and incidents. Antonio Santoro’s final case involved the theft of specialized technology from a government research facility. The stolen items were never recovered. The last person to see him alive was his supervisor, a liaison between the SCD and private security contractors.

The name jumps from the screen: Vincent “Voss” Grimfang.

Current CEO of Grimfang Securities. Rumored connections to organized crime. Person of interest in twelve unsolved homicides, including Thomas Keller’s.

Reyes leans back in her chair, connecting threads between points on her mental map. Antonio Santoro investigates technology theft. Meets with Voss Grimfang. Dies in a house fire the same night. Twelve years later, his son Henry appears at crime scenes involving similar technology thefts. The same visual distortion appears in surveillance footage of both cases.

She pulls up Henry Santoro’s driver’s license photo, places it beside the surveillance images. He doesn’t match the profile of a criminal mastermind. More likely a pawn—someone being used for his connections or skills, perhaps without full knowledge of the game being played.

Either way, he’s in danger. If he’s involved in whatever got his father killed, he’s painting a target on his back. If he’s being manipulated, he’s cannon fodder for forces beyond his understanding.

Reyes reaches for her phone, dials her lieutenant’s number. It rings three times before he answers, voice thick with interrupted sleep.

“We need to bring in Henry Santoro.” She cuts through pleasantries. “Now. Tonight.”

“It’s two in the morning, Reyes.” Irritation crackles through the connection. “What’s the charge?”

“Material witness in the Keller homicide.” Not technically a lie. “And possible connection to his father’s death twelve years ago.”

“Antonio Santoro?” The lieutenant’s voice sharpens. “That case is closed. Accidental fire.”

“New evidence suggests otherwise.” Reyes glances at the corkboard, at the pattern only she can see. “I think Henry Santoro is either a key player in something massive or someone’s pawn. Either way, we need to get to him before someone else does.”

A long pause, then: “You have twenty-four hours. Bring him in for questioning only. No arrests without evidence.”

Reyes hangs up, already pulling her coat back on. Rain continues to fall outside the precinct windows, washing the city clean of everything except its secrets.
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The subway tunnel stretches into darkness, carved from stone and forgotten by the city above. Henry leads, flashlight beam cutting through stale air thick with decades of abandonment. Garruk follows three paces behind, the orc’s footsteps silent despite his towering bulk. Water drips from rusted pipes overhead, each drop striking concrete with mechanical precision.

“How much farther?” Henry’s words echo against tile walls stripped of color by time and neglect.

Garruk grunts, yellow gaze reflecting the flashlight’s glow. “Two more junctions. Left at the maintenance shaft.”

They pass remnants of the city’s forgotten infrastructure—electrical panels with wires spilling out, worker graffiti dating back three decades, rat skeletons bleached white by darkness. Henry checks the blood key in his pocket every hundred steps, the metal cylinder growing warmer against his digits as they progress deeper.

“My father never mentioned this place.” Henry steps over a fallen section of ceiling. “Never mentioned you either.”

“Compartmentalization.” Garruk ducks beneath a low-hanging pipe. “This one knew your location. Others knew other pieces. No one held the complete picture except Antonio.”

The tunnel widens into a maintenance hub, five passages branching outward. Ancient maps on the wall mark emergency exits, power substations, water lines—all abandoned when the eastern subway expansion failed in the economic collapse of ‘95.

Garruk points to the leftmost tunnel. “There.”

The passage narrows, ceiling dropping until Henry has to hunch forward. Garruk’s shoulders nearly scrape both walls. Their lights illuminate a dead end—blank concrete wall marked with a faded triangle inside a circle, the paint almost invisible beneath years of grime.

“Blood key.” Garruk extends his palm.

Henry hesitates, then places the metal cylinder in the orc’s massive hand. Garruk presses the device against the center of the symbol. Nothing happens.

“Blood activates it.” Garruk returns the cylinder. “Scorchblood heritage. Genetic lock.”

Henry examines the key. One end contains a small needle, now visible as he rotates it. He presses this end against his thumb. The needle extends, pierces skin with surgical precision. Blood wells up, red with flecks of orange—hotter than human blood, a trait of his mixed heritage.

He presses the bloody end against the symbol on the wall. The blood sizzles, steam rising as the metal grows hot in his hand. The concrete before them shifts, not crumbling but rearranging, molecules flowing before reforming as an archway where solid wall stood seconds before.

Beyond the opening lies a chamber twenty feet square. Emergency lights flicker to life as they enter, powered by a self-contained system that has waited for the correct genetic key.

“Security precaution.” Garruk nods. “No electronic signature. No magical trace. Undetectable.”

The room contains four metal cabinets along the far wall, a workbench with equipment still arranged as if Antonio stepped away moments ago, and a cot in the corner suggesting long shifts spent underground. Maps cover one wall—the city divided into sectors, each marked with symbols in a code Henry doesn’t recognize.

“Supernatural territory boundaries.” Garruk gestures toward the maps. “Intelligence collected over seven years.”

Henry approaches the cabinets, finding the first unlocked. Inside hang tactical gear bearing the phoenix emblem from Garruk’s tattoo. Body armor, communications equipment, weapons modified for specific supernatural threats—silver-edged blades, UV-enhanced flashbangs, ammunition with carved symbols.

“Supernatural Crimes Division.” Henry runs his fingers over the emblem. “He told me he was a courier.”

“He was both.” Garruk opens the second cabinet, revealing surveillance equipment and files labeled with case numbers and code names. “Courier identity provided access to restricted areas. Perfect cover.”

The third cabinet refuses to open. Henry examines the lock—another blood reader, more sophisticated than the entrance mechanism. He presses his thumb against it, leaving a smear of still-fresh blood. The cabinet clicks open.

Inside rests a metal case identical to the one Voss showed him in the office. Henry lifts it, feeling weight disproportionate to its size, and places it on the workbench. The case opens at his touch, revealing an amber crystal that pulses with internal light—the first Soulfire Catalyst.

“My father stole this from Voss.” Not a question.

Garruk nods. “Removed it the night he died. This one helped create diversion.”

Henry stares at the pulsing crystal. “Then what Voss showed me…”

“Counterfeit.” Garruk’s expression hardens. “Voss doesn’t know you possess true component.”

The fourth cabinet contains journals—dozens of leather-bound books filled with Antonio’s handwriting. Henry selects the most recent, dated twelve years ago. The pages fall open to entries from the weeks before his death.

“Project Deathblow assets secured,” Henry reads aloud. “Three Soulfire Catalysts recovered from dimensional breach beneath Harbor Point. Initial testing confirms potential for stable barrier creation between human and supernatural realms.”

He flips forward several pages.

“Weapon configuration is critical. Primary purpose: dimensional stability. Not weapon of mass destruction as Voss suggests to backers. Catalysts create resonance field that strengthens natural barriers, prevents incursion by Class-5 interdimensional predators. Current barrier degradation accelerating—estimate fifteen years before first major breach occurs.”

Henry looks up. “Interdimensional predators?”

“Entities that consume life force.” Garruk’s voice drops lower. “Prey on supernatural and human alike. Ancient legends of world-eaters derive from brief incursions.”

Henry returns to the journal, scanning entries until a passage catches his eye.

“Fourth key remains theoretical. Research suggests conscious interface required for safe activation—a mind capable of processing both human and supernatural energy signatures. Half-blood potential candidates under observation. My son shows highest compatibility readings in SCD history.”

His fingers tighten on the journal’s edges. “He was studying me.”

“Protecting you.” Garruk corrects. “Fourth key refers to consciousness component. Without it, Harbinger device unstable. Catastrophic failure likely.”

The final entries grow increasingly urgent, the handwriting less controlled.

“Voss compromised. Evidence confirms he’s selling Project intel to Malachar’s syndicate. Plans to eliminate supernatural faction leaders, create power vacuum. Harbinger would be repurposed from barrier maintenance to genocide. Must secure Catalysts before handover.”

The last entry, dated the night of the fire:

“Drake suspects betrayal, warned me too late. Catalyst One secured in fallback location. No time to reach others. Voss’s team en route. M must survive—key to future operation of device if recovered. Blood binding spell completed to suppress his signature. Garruk will recognize when time comes. If I fail tonight, everything depends on my son understanding what’s truly at stake.”

Henry closes the journal. The chamber falls silent except for the hum of emergency lights and the faint pulse of the crystal in its case.

“My father wasn’t protecting these components from supernatural factions.” His voice comes out steady despite the revelation. “He was protecting everyone from Voss.”

Garruk nods once. “Antonio died preserving balance. Voss seeks to destroy it.”

Henry slides the journal into his jacket. His fingers brush against his forearm where the Scorchblood markings lie dormant beneath his skin. The fourth key. His father’s final project.

“We need to find Drake.” Henry closes the crystal’s case with care. “He has the second component.”

“And knowledge of your father’s final hours.” Garruk adds. “Dead-walker may be enemy or ally. Must determine which.”

Henry lifts the case, feeling its weight settle against his side. The crystal inside pulses in rhythm with his heartbeat, as if recognizing the blood that flows through its new guardian.

The safehouse bathroom mirror reflects a stranger. Henry splashes cold water on his face, then braces his hands against chipped porcelain. The journal lies open on the toilet tank, its pages dense with his father’s handwriting. Three hours since they left the subway cache, and the revelations keep coming. He wipes his face with a threadbare towel and returns to the journal, flipping back to entries from thirteen years ago when Antonio Santoro first partnered with a human named Drake Kozlov.

“March 12th—New partner assigned today. Drake Kozlov, ex-military, specialized in infiltration. Cold eyes, precise movements. Trust will take time.”

He turns pages, scanning entries that track the evolution from professional distance to something deeper.

“June 29th—Drake took a blade meant for me during the Westside raid. Nineteen stitches across his chest. He didn’t flinch, didn’t complain. Said it was ‘in the job description.’ Beginning to understand why Keller paired us.”

The safehouse creaks around him—an abandoned caretaker’s apartment above a defunct water treatment plant. Garruk stands guard outside, massive frame blocking the only entrance. The orc hasn’t spoken since they arrived, giving Henry space to process what they found.

Henry turns more pages, watching a partnership transform.

“November 8th—Drake’s sister died last night. Cancer. He showed up for the stakeout anyway. I told him to go home. He said, ‘You’re the only family I’ve got now.’ First time I’ve seen him vulnerable. Shared a bottle of whiskey after shift. He asked about M, wanted to see pictures.”

A water pipe rattles somewhere in the ceiling. The building breathes around him, old systems maintaining minimum function. Henry sits on the closed toilet lid, journal balanced on his knees.

“April 22nd—Blood smuggling operation penetrated. Drake has infiltrated the Kozarov clan, gained their trust. Regular reports indicate major shipment arriving next month. Operation Nightfall authorized. Drake insists on maintaining deep cover despite risks. Worry about his exposure level.”

The entries grow darker, more urgent.

“May 16th—Operation Nightfall compromised. Drake missing for three days. Tracking signal lost in warehouse district. SCD refuses to authorize rescue mission without concrete evidence of location. Taking personal leave. Going in alone.”

“May 17th—Found Drake. Too late. Warehouse contained Kozarov’s turning chamber. Already in transition. Begged me to end it before completion. Couldn’t do it. Failed my partner when he needed me most.”

Henry pauses, the weight of the words settling in his chest. He remembers the gold canines in Drake’s smile, the fluid way he moved through the rain. Not born vampire. Made vampire. Against his will.

“May 30th—Drake escaped containment at SCD facility. Three guards injured, one critical. Bloodlust overriding conscious control. Supernatural Affairs wants termination order. I’ve requested intervention option. Forty-eight-hour window granted.”

“June 3rd—Tracking led to abandoned slaughterhouse. Drake surrounded by bodies. Not SCD targets—rival blood dealers. He recognized me, spoke my name. Coherent for thirty seconds before bloodlust returned. Progress. Containment team extracted him. New treatment protocol initiated.”

The bathroom light flickers overhead. Henry straightens, feeling his spine pop after hours hunched over the journal. He checks his watch—2:17 AM. Thirty-six hours remaining on Voss’s deadline.

“September 8th—Drake’s condition stabilizing. Bloodlust managed through regulated feeding and cognitive anchoring techniques. Memory retention improving. He asked about M again today. Good sign. Requested field duty. Denied by command.”

“October 14th—Drake escaped again. No casualties this time. Left note: ‘Can’t be caged. Won’t be weapon. Sorry, brother.’ Malachar’s syndicate reported vampire matching description operating in their territory. Feeding on their blood suppliers. Command refuses to acknowledge possible double-agent status. Case closed.”

The entries skip forward, references to Drake appearing sporadically until the final year.

“January 2nd—Spotted Drake during Harbor Point surveillance. He saw me too. No approach, but he left sign at dead drop. Information on Malachar’s operation. Accurate. Useful. Testing loyalty or genuine help? Can’t determine yet.”

“February 18th—Second drop received. Details on Soulfire components transported through port. Drake’s handwriting but erratic, disjointed. Fighting his condition. SCD doesn’t know I’m in contact. Can’t tell them. Don’t know who’s compromised.”

Henry flips to entries from the final month.

“April 3rd—Drake made contact. Risky. Claims Voss selling information on Project Deathblow to highest bidders. No evidence provided. Says he’s infiltrated Malachar’s inner circle, feeding information to both sides. Playing dangerous game. If caught, final death certain.”

“April 15th—Surveillance confirmed Drake’s claims. Voss met with Malachar’s representatives. Exchanged data drives. Contents unknown. Drake maintaining cover within vampire faction. Blood addiction evident but controlled. The man I knew exists beneath the hunger.”

The final entries return to the days before Antonio died.

“May 4th—Drake risked everything to warn me. Voss has ordered elimination of all Project Deathblow personnel. Cleanup operation to bury evidence before final sale of Harbinger technology. Drake compromised his position to deliver warning. Command doesn’t believe he can be trusted. I disagree.”

“May 5th—No time left. Drake exposed as informant. Hunted by Malachar’s people. Provided location of all three Soulfire components. Can only secure one before Voss’s team arrives. Completed blood binding spell on M. If I fail, Drake must find him. My son might be the key to bringing Drake back from the edge. The humanity in him responds to family connections. He called M his nephew once. That man exists somewhere inside the vampire.”

The journal’s final entry, already read in the cache:

“Drake suspects betrayal, warned me too late. Catalyst One secured in fallback location. No time to reach others. Voss’s team en route. M must survive—key to future operation of device if recovered. Blood binding spell completed to suppress his signature. Garruk will recognize when time comes. If I fail tonight, everything depends on my son understanding what’s truly at stake.”

Henry closes the journal. The bathroom light casts his shadow against the peeling wallpaper, stretching it into something larger than the man.

The door creaks open. Garruk fills the frame, yellow eyes reflecting the meager light.

“Drake Kozlov was my father’s best friend.” Henry’s voice comes out steady despite the turmoil beneath.

Garruk nods once. “This one suspected. Antonio trusted few.”

“He turned vampire. Started working for Malachar.” Henry taps the journal’s cover. “But he never betrayed my father. Tried to warn him about Voss.”

“Complicated loyalties.” Garruk shifts his weight, floorboards protesting beneath him. “Blood addiction competes with human connections.”

Henry stands, tucking the journal into his jacket. “Drake stole the catalyst to keep it from Voss, not to give it to Malachar.”

“Possible.” Garruk’s expression remains neutral. “Also possible dead-walker serves only himself now.”

“My father believed Drake could be saved.” Henry moves past Garruk into the safehouse’s main room. “That I might be the key to bringing him back.”

“Blood binds deeper than loyalty.” Garruk follows, his massive frame making the small apartment seem cramped. “Family connection creates anchor for vampire’s humanity.”

Henry looks at the case containing the first catalyst, now secured in a backpack reinforced with steel mesh. “We find Drake, we find the second component. And maybe answers about what really happened that night.”

“And if dead-walker has truly turned?” Garruk’s question hangs in the stale air.

Henry touches the dormant markings on his forearm. “Then I finish what my father couldn’t.”

The Underground Market thrives in the remnants of collapsed subway platforms, a maze of jury-rigged stalls and repurposed train cars. Electric cables snake across the ceiling, powering strip lights that cast everything in harsh white or deep shadow. Henry navigates through crowds that part for Garruk without comment, supernatural creatures and humans alike giving the massive orc a wide berth. The air hangs thick with competing scents—incense masking mildew, street food battling industrial chemicals, sweat mingling with substances best left unidentified.

“Diggs still operates out of the east terminal?” Henry checks the backpack containing the first catalyst, its weight a constant reminder against his spine.

Garruk grunts affirmation. “Red car. Third rail. More security now.”

They pass stalls selling everything from black-market tech to organs harvested from creatures that shouldn’t exist. Vendors call out in multiple languages, prices fluctuating based on species and perceived wealth of potential customers. A hag selling memory vials recoils as they pass, her fingers forming warding gestures at the sight of Henry’s half-Scorchblood features.

The east terminal opens into a cavern formed by a partial collapse decades ago. Train cars lie at odd angles, repurposed into homes and businesses. The third car from the tunnel entrance sits on intact rails, its red paint faded to rust except for fresh graffiti depicting eyes that seem to follow passersby.

A security camera disguised as a broken light fixture swivels as they approach. Henry steps forward while Garruk hangs back, one hand resting near his concealed blade.

“Diggs.” Henry looks into the camera. “Need your help.”

The train car’s door slides open with a pneumatic hiss. No one appears in the opening, but a mechanical voice emanates from hidden speakers.

“Password protocol initiated. Speak authentication phrase.”

Henry sighs. “Barking spiders make lousy pets.”

“Voice pattern confirmed. Santoro, Henry. Security rating: amber.” The door opens wider. “Enter. Orc remains outside.”

Henry glances at Garruk, who nods once and positions himself beside the entrance, arms crossed, face stone-still. The orc becomes a statue—immovable, vigilant.

The interior of the train car bears no resemblance to its original function. Workbenches line both walls, covered with half-assembled devices, circuit boards, and tools ranging from precision micro-manipulators to crude hammers. Screens of various sizes display camera feeds, data streams, and what appears to be the city’s electrical grid in real-time.

Diggs hunches over a central workstation, three feet of concentrated focus and motion. The gnome’s hands move with blurring speed across holographic interfaces, six monitors reflecting blue light off the goggles strapped to his face. His gray-green skin crinkles around a mouth full of teeth filed to points—fashion statement rather than natural feature.

“Blaze.” Diggs doesn’t look up from his work. “Three months, no visits, then urgent needs. Typical courier behavior.”

“Not here as a courier.” Henry sets his backpack on the floor, keeping it close. “Need information on Drake Kozlov’s current operation. Mobile base, probably changes location daily.”

This gets the gnome’s attention. His head swivels, goggles magnifying eyes that narrow to suspicious slits. “Vampire Drake? Gold teeth Drake? The one who wants most of my clients dead Drake?”

“That’s the one.”

Diggs pushes back from his workstation, chair rolling across the metal floor with a squeal. “Expensive information. Dangerous acquisition.”

“I’ll cover your usual rate. Plus hazard bonus.” Henry pulls a data card from his jacket, tosses it onto the cluttered desk. “Need location within twelve hours.”

The gnome snatches the card, slots it into a reader. Numbers flash across his nearest screen, followed by a satisfied grunt. “Sufficient motivation. Initial data sweep commencing.”

His fingers dance across interfaces, text scrolling too fast for human eyes to track. “Vampire movements difficult to monitor. No thermal signature. Limited electronic footprint.” Diggs flicks between camera feeds showing various parts of the city. “However, pattern recognition software identifies transport methods. Heavy motorcycles. Custom engines. Fuel consumption metrics.”

Henry leans against a workbench, careful not to disturb the organized chaos of components. “He’s running a mobile operation. Armored truck, maybe.”

“Correct assumption.” Diggs types commands, and a map of the city materializes as a hologram above his central console. Red dots appear at various locations. “Fuel purchases through shell companies. Power grid taps for charging stations. Water usage spikes in abandoned sectors.”

The dots begin connecting, forming a pattern of movement across the city over the past week. “Consistent route variations. Never same location twice. Currently projecting—” The gnome’s words cut off as an alert flashes across all screens.

“Perimeter breach. Security protocols activated.” Diggs’s voice shifts from annoyed to alarmed. “Network intrusion detected. Counter-measures deployed.”

Henry straightens. “Someone tracking us?”

“Not us. Them.” Diggs gestures at the screens, which now display news feeds, police scanners, and surveillance footage from across the city. “Pattern emerged twenty minutes ago. Targeted kills. Professional execution.”

The screens fill with images of crime scenes—a laboratory with bodies sprawled across blood-spattered floors, an apartment with windows shattered inward, a parking garage where a car burns with unnatural intensity.

“Recognition software identifies victims.” Diggs brings up personnel files, ID photos appearing beside crime scene images. “Dr. Sarah Chen, theoretical physicist. Specialized in dimensional barrier research. Robert Keller, detective, supernatural affairs liaison. Henry Webb, biochemist focusing on genetic markers in hybrid species.”

Henry’s breath catches. “Project Deathblow.”

“Correct.” Diggs’s fingers never stop moving. “All connected to classified program terminated twelve years ago. All dead within last six hours.”

A new map appears, red dots showing murder locations spreading across the city.

“They’re eliminating everyone who might know how to use the Soulfire components.” Henry connects the pattern instantly. “Removing all obstacles to controlling the Harbinger.”

“Malachar’s signature methods.” Diggs enlarges surveillance footage showing pale figures moving with inhuman speed through a university research building. “His elite kill teams. Vampires augmented with chemical enhancements. Faster, stronger than natural turned.”

The gnome swivels in his chair, facing Henry. “You’re on the list. Antonio Santoro’s son. Genetic inheritor of access protocols.”

Before Henry can respond, another alarm blares from the console. Diggs turns back, hands flying across controls. The holographic map shifts, overlaying the city with spectral patterns that pulse in unnatural colors.

“Energy signatures detected at dimensional fault lines.” Diggs’s voice tightens. “Three distinct resonance patterns. Converging frequencies.”

The map shows three pulsing sources—one in Voss’s headquarters, one moving through the industrial district, and one in Henry’s backpack. Lines of force connect them, creating a triangular pattern that spreads across the city.

“Soulfire Catalysts.” Henry watches the pattern expand with each pulse. “They’re responding to each other.”

“Worse.” Diggs magnifies sections of the map where the energy lines intersect. “Creating dimensional instabilities. Weakening barriers between worlds.”

The images shift to security footage from around the city—strange atmospheric distortions appearing in alleyways, parks, subway stations. The air itself seems to fold inward at these points, reality bending like fabric under stress.

“Readings match theoretical models for dimensional breaches.” Diggs pulls up scientific papers authored by several of the murdered researchers. “Catalysts designed to strengthen barriers when properly configured. Improperly aligned, they create resonance cascade. Exponential degradation.”

Henry remembers his father’s journal: “Current barrier degradation accelerating—estimate fifteen years before first major breach occurs.”

“The timeline’s accelerated.” He watches new distortion points appear on the map. “Catalysts activating prematurely because they’re separated.”

“Correct assessment.” Diggs overlays predictive models on the map. Red zones spread across neighborhoods, commercial districts, the financial center. “Forty-eight hours until first significant breach if current pattern continues.”

Henry stares at the simulation, watching digital versions of tears in reality expanding across the city he’s called home his entire life.

“What comes through these breaches?” he asks, though he already knows the answer from his father’s notes.

Diggs pulls up classified files with Antonio Santoro’s authentication codes still attached. Images appear—creatures that defy description, entities composed of geometries that shouldn’t function in three-dimensional space.

“Interdimensional predators.” Diggs’s voice drops to a whisper. “Entities that consume life force. No distinction between human or supernatural prey. Ancient cultures called them world-eaters, soul-devourers, gods of hunger.”

The gnome looks up from his screens, goggles magnifying the fear in his eyes. “If significant breach occurs, Beast City becomes feeding ground. First supernatural creatures, then humans. Nothing left but empty husks.”

Henry grabs the backpack containing the first catalyst. “We need to find Drake now. Get the components together before these breaches widen.”

“Already calculating most probable location based on pattern analysis.” Diggs returns to his console, fear channeled into frantic work. “Sending coordinates to your secure channel. Eighty-seven percent probability accurate.”

The train car door slides open. Garruk fills the frame, eyes scanning the screens, understanding the threat without explanation.

“Voss lied about everything.” Henry slings the backpack over his shoulder, feeling the catalyst pulse against his spine in rhythm with the growing breaches. “This isn’t about supernatural genocide. It’s about something worse.”

“End of all worlds.” Garruk’s face remains stone-still, but his voice carries the weight of ancient orc prophecies. “The hunger that devours stars.”

Diggs’s console pings with a final alert. “Coordinates confirmed. Drake’s armored truck stationary at abandoned steel mill. Eastern industrial zone.”

Henry checks his weapons, feeling the weight of his father’s journal in his pocket. “Let’s move. We’ve got less than two days before this city becomes an all-you-can-eat buffet for things that shouldn’t exist.”

The screens behind him continue to track the spreading instabilities, each pulse of the separated catalysts widening the cracks between worlds.
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The Crimson Market thrives beneath Beast City’s skin, hidden in the bowels of an abandoned hotel. Henry adjusts his collar as he passes beneath crystal chandeliers draped with decades of cobwebs. His tailored suit—borrowed from a dead man’s closet—fits well enough to pass inspection at the entrance, where a minotaur in a tuxedo checks invitation cards with precision. The backpack containing the first catalyst remains in Garruk’s possession outside; too dangerous to bring both pieces so close together before they’re ready.

Supernatural patrons fill the converted ballroom, their forms ranging from nearly human to contained chaos. A group of djinn hover near the bar, their translucent bodies distorting the illumination from antique wall sconces. Werewolves in human form cluster around gambling tables, their gaze reflecting gold when they encounter the brightness. Vampires occupy the VIP booths along the perimeter, pale features stone-still as they watch the proceedings with predator focus.

“Champagne, sir?” A waitress with scaled skin offers a tray of flutes filled with liquid that shimmers like mercury.

Henry declines with a shake of his head. His vision scans the crowd, identifying exit points, security positions, possible allies or threats. Two ogre bouncers flank the main entrance. Fae security specialists patrol the upper balconies, their gossamer wings reflecting radiance as they move. A camera disguised as a decorative gargoyle swivels to track his movement.

A bell chimes three times, the sound cutting through the ambient noise of deal-making and gossip. The crowd shifts toward the raised platform at the room’s far end. An auctioneer steps onto the stage—an elderly man with eyes that reflect no light, black pools that seem to absorb rather than reflect the surrounding illumination.

“Distinguished guests,” the auctioneer’s voice carries without amplification, “welcome to the 103rd Crimson Market. Tonight’s offerings include artifacts, information, and specimens of exceptional rarity.”

Attendees move toward numbered seats arranged in concentric semicircles. Henry remains standing at the periphery, one shoulder against a marble column that bears claw marks from some ancient conflict. His gaze shifts between the stage and the security detail, calculating odds and angles.

The auction begins with mundane items by supernatural standards—dragon scales, sphinx riddles transcribed on papyrus, bottled memories from extinct species. Bidding remains polite but competitive, prices climbing with each lot. Henry notes who bids on what, building a mental map of interests and alliances.

“Lot seventeen,” the auctioneer announces, “a theoretical schematic for dimensional stabilization. Origin: Project Deathblow, twelve years ago.”

Henry’s posture stiffens. On the projection screen behind the auctioneer, technical drawings appear—identical to those from his father’s journal but with annotations in a different hand. The bidding opens at five million, doubles.

Before the price climbs further, the auctioneer raises his hand. “Before we continue, the management has arranged entertainment to enhance your bidding experience.”

The lights dim. A single spotlight illuminates the center of the stage as the auctioneer steps aside. A woman walks into the circle of light—tall, curves accentuated by a dress that shifts between blue and silver with each movement. Her dark hair falls in waves that seem to move independently of air currents, like water responding to lunar pull.

Henry’s breath catches. The woman turns, and her face becomes visible—high cheekbones, full lips, eyes that glow faintly green in the spotlight. Her fingers remain hidden by elbow-length gloves, but the fabric can’t disguise the webbing between her digits.

Selene. The Siren.

She steps to the vintage microphone at center stage. No introduction necessary—her reputation precedes her. The room falls silent in anticipation. When she begins to sing, the notes emerge pure and precise, floating above the crowd.

Her voice contains no words, only melody, but emotions ride the soundwaves—longing, desire, trust. The supernatural audience responds visibly. Tension drains from shoulders. Faces soften. Guards lower weapons fractionally. Even the vampires lean forward, momentarily forgetting their practiced disaffection.

Henry resists the pull, focusing on the mission. The Siren’s performance serves a purpose beyond entertainment. Her gaze drifts across the audience, lingering on specific individuals. When someone meets her eyes during these moments, their expression changes—a flicker of surprise, a wince of discomfort. She’s reading them, extracting emotional imprints, memories, secrets.

Intelligence gathering through supernatural means. The perfect security system for an auction dealing in dangerous knowledge.

Selene’s gaze continues its sweep of the room, methodical and practiced. When her eyes reach Henry’s position, they move past—then snap back. Recognition flashes across her features, too quick for most to notice but unmistakable to Henry. She recognizes what he is. Half-Scorchblood. Fire-blooded in a room full of predators.

Her song continues without faltering, but her focus narrows. The green of her eyes intensifies as she maintains eye contact with Henry. Her head tilts, posture shifting as if adjusting to receive a clearer signal.

The Siren’s empathic abilities probe outward. Not invasive like telepathy—subtler, reading emotional patterns, psychic scars, the unique fingerprints of trauma and experience that define a person’s inner landscape. Her expression changes again—first confusion, then shock contained beneath professional composure.

She sees something in him. Something familiar.

Across the ballroom, their gazes remain locked as her song reaches its crescendo. In the moment between notes, her lips form a single word, unspoken but clear: “Santoro.”

The melody shifts to a minor key. Images flash across Henry’s mind—not his memories but impressions, fragments transmitted through the Siren’s song. A safehouse by the water. A ritual circle drawn in salt and blood. A child sleeping while adults speak in hushed voices. Antonio Santoro’s face, younger but bearing the same determination that appears in every photo Henry has seen of his father.

And the Siren—Selene—younger as well, helping to draw the protective wards, her webbed fingers precise as they complete symbols that would hide a child from those who hunted his father.

The vision breaks as Selene ends her performance. The audience erupts in applause, supernatural beings stamping feet and rattling glasses in appreciation. She bows once, professionally, but her eyes return to Henry. A slight tilt of her head toward a service door at the side of the stage. An invitation. Or a warning.

The auctioneer returns to center stage. “We resume with lot seventeen. Current bid stands at ten million.”

Attendees refocus on the auction, the brief spell of the Siren’s song fading. Security guards reset their positions, though their movements seem less crisp, affected by the emotional residue of Selene’s performance.

Henry remains against his column, calculating risks against necessity. The siren knows who he is. Knows his connection to Antonio. Has seen the psychic scars left by the blood-binding ritual that suppressed his Scorchblood heritage. Most importantly, she recognized these patterns because she’d seen them before—when she helped hide him twelve years ago.

On stage, bidding for his father’s work accelerates. Behind the auctioneer, men in tailored suits with earpieces appear, scanning the crowd. One speaks into his wrist communicator, eyes fixing on Henry’s position.

Security has been alerted. The clock ticks down to movement, to decision, to conflict.

Selene slips behind the velvet curtain, her webbed fingers flexing inside the confines of her gloves. The backstage area buzzes with the efficiency of predators preparing for a kill—Malachar’s security detail checking weapons disguised as formal accessories, communication devices hidden in cufflinks and earrings. A tall man with glacial blue eyes and a facial scar that resembles a lightning strike detaches from the group and approaches. Darius, Malachar’s chief enforcer, trusted to oversee high-value acquisitions and eliminate complications.

“You sensed something.” Not a question. His voice carries the flat affect of someone who has killed too often to remember what emotion feels like.

Selene nods, keeping her posture submissive. The enchanted collar around her throat—invisible to most observers but burning cold against her skin—tightens. Malachar’s binding, the physical manifestation of her debt.

“Half-breed. Scorchblood heritage.” She keeps her answers precise, her accent carrying hints of oceanic depths. “Unregistered.”

Darius checks a small device that resembles an antique pocket watch. The face displays not time but a map of the auction room, with heat signatures marking each attendee. “Location?”

“West wall. Gray suit. Dark hair.” The words scrape against her throat. Each revelation of Henry Santoro feels like betrayal, though to whom, she cannot decide.

The enforcer signals to his team. Four operatives peel away from the group, moving toward the service entrances that will position them behind Henry’s location. Their weapons remain concealed but ready—modified firearms loaded with spellcraft bullets designed to incapacitate without killing. Malachar prefers his acquisitions alive for questioning.

Selene’s webbed fingers brush against her throat where the binding collar chills her skin. The contact triggers a memory—sudden and visceral. Water filling her lungs as vampire slavers held her beneath the surface of her natural element, perverting it into a torture device. The ownership runes being carved into her scales while her voice was suppressed. Then Antonio Santoro, leading the raid that freed her and seven other supernatural captives. His hands gentle as he broke the slave runes, his voice kind as he promised protection.

Antonio, who refused to use her siren abilities for interrogation when his superiors demanded it. Who helped her establish a new identity when the slave traders put a bounty on her head. Who asked for nothing in return except that she someday help “someone who carries my blood” if they ever needed it.

That debt preceded Malachar’s by three years. A debt given freely, not coerced by magical bindings.

Through the gap in the curtain, Selene watches the security team advance on Henry’s position. He remains outwardly calm, but his posture shifts—a predator recognizing encroachment on his territory. The Scorchblood markings on his forearms pulse faintly beneath his suit jacket, visible only to those with supernatural sight.

On stage, bidding for lot seventeen reaches fifteen million. The dimensional stabilization schematics—incomplete without the Soulfire components—will sell within minutes. Behind the main auction display, a metal case sits on a pedestal, guarded by two security specialists with lightless eyes. The second Soulfire catalyst, scheduled for auction as lot twenty-three.

Selene’s gills flutter beneath the high collar of her dress, a physiological reaction to stress. The binding around her neck constricts further, sensing her conflicted loyalties. Her breathing accelerates. Sweat forms along her hairline, trickling down her neck in rivulets that resemble scales when they catch the light.

Darius checks his device again. “Approach in thirty seconds. Be ready for second performance. We’ll need crowd control when we take him.”

Her fingers curl around the microphone she still holds, knuckles whitening. The instrument trembles, betraying the war being waged beneath her composed exterior.

Antonio saved her life. His son now stands in the crosshairs of those who would harvest his genetic inheritance, extract his knowledge, then discard his empty shell.

The collar burns colder, detecting the direction of her thoughts. Ice crystals form along its invisible edge, piercing her skin. Blood—slightly blue-tinted—runs in a thin line down her neck, disappearing beneath her dress collar.

Selene makes her choice.

She steps forward, parting the curtain before Darius can stop her. The spotlight finds her as she walks to center stage. The auctioneer falters mid-sentence, surprised by her unscheduled return.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” she addresses the crowd, her voice carrying the melodic undercurrent that marks her species, “a special encore, with the compliments of management.”

She raises the microphone to her lips and sings.

This is not the controlled performance from before. This is siren-song in its most potent form—the voice that lured sailors to rocky shores, that called to the deepest parts of consciousness where logic drowns in emotion. The notes weave complex patterns in the air, visible as faint blue distortions that spread across the room.

Security personnel freeze in their advance. Their eyes glaze, weapons forgotten in suddenly slack hands. Throughout the ballroom, supernatural beings respond to the psychic assault—some swaying in place, others closing their eyes as memories of safety and trust override immediate concerns.

The song carries specific emotional imprints—security, protection, the certainty that nothing requires immediate action. That all threats are distant. That vigilance can wait.

Only those with specific mental training or natural resistance remain unaffected. Darius staggers from backstage, hands pressed against his ears where blood trickles between his fingers. The vampires in their VIP booths hiss in discomfort but remain lucid, their undead condition providing partial immunity.

The auctioneer collapses to his knees, the black pools of his eyes reflecting blue light for the first time.

Selene maintains the song, each note costing her physically. Blood vessels burst in her eyes, turning the whites crimson. The binding collar constricts with killing force, its magic recognizing direct betrayal of Malachar’s interests. Ice spreads down her throat, across her chest, the magical backlash threatening to freeze her from within.

Still, she sings.

Across the room, Henry seizes the opportunity. He moves toward the stage with the fluid grace of a predator, navigating between entranced attendees. The security team meant to capture him remains frozen in place, weapons half-drawn, expressions vacant.

Darius recovers enough to draw his sidearm, aiming not at Henry but at Selene. “Traitor,” he mouths, the word lost beneath the overwhelming song.

Selene sees the weapon rise. Knows the bullet will find her heart. Accepts it as the price of honoring her first debt.

Her eyes lock with Henry’s across the descending chaos of the auction room. In that connection, she conveys everything words cannot—recognition, determination, the weight of a promise kept. Then she closes her eyes and pours everything into the song that may be her last.

The binding collar shatters, shards of magical ice cascading down her body as her true power, unrestrained by Malachar’s magic, fills the room.

Henry weaves through the entranced crowd, stepping over a fallen djinn whose translucent form flickers like a faulty light bulb. The siren’s song fills the ballroom, notes hanging visible in the air as blue distortions that bend around his moving figure. Guards attempt to track his progress, their movements sluggish as they fight against Selene’s psychic suggestions of safety and patience. Their training provides resistance but not immunity. He reaches the auction platform in twelve seconds—a window that narrows with each passing heartbeat as the more resilient supernatural beings begin to shake off the song’s effect.

The Soulfire catalyst sits in its reinforced case on a pedestal behind the auctioneer’s podium. Two guards flank it, their pupils dilated from Selene’s song but fingers still curled around ceremonial spears tipped with enchanted silver. They track Henry’s approach with delayed recognition, weapons rising several beats too late.

Henry drops to a slide across the polished stage, boot connecting with the first guard’s knee. Bone cracks. The guard topples, spear clattering across the wooden platform. The second guard thrusts downward, but the movement comes too slow, too telegraphed. Henry catches the shaft, redirects the momentum, and drives his elbow into the guard’s solar plexus. The impact lifts the larger man off his feet.

The case sits undefended now. Henry flips the latches, raises the lid. Inside, the violet crystal pulses with internal light, geometric patterns flowing across its jagged surface. The twin to the component stored in Garruk’s backpack outside. When he reaches for it, the crystal reacts—energy arcing from its surface to his fingertips, creating a connection that makes the dormant Scorchblood markings on his forearms flare red beneath his jacket sleeves.

Behind him, the ballroom descends into chaos. Vampires rise from their VIP booths, faces twisting into snarls as they shake off the siren’s influence. Werewolves drop to all fours, bones cracking as partial transformations overtake them. Darius fires his weapon at Selene, the bullet striking the microphone in her hand, shattering it in a spray of metal and plastic.

Her song falters. Security forces snap back to alertness.

At the main entrance, a new disruption—the doors slam open with mechanical precision. Police officers in tactical gear pour through the opening, led by a woman whose raincoat bears no insignia but whose posture screams “authority.” Detective Reyes sweeps the room with a practiced eye, her sidearm aimed at the ceiling but ready to drop.

“BCPD! Nobody move!” Her voice cuts through the fading remnants of Selene’s song.

The auction attendees respond with typical supernatural disdain for human law enforcement—some teleport from their seats in flashes of displaced air, others transform into mist or shadow, flowing toward exits and ventilation ducts. The remaining guests split between those who freeze in compliance and those who draw weapons of their own.

Three-way standoff. Police at the main doors. Malachar’s security regrouping along the east wall. Supernatural clientele caught between, calculating odds and allegiances.

Henry secures the catalyst in his jacket’s inner pocket. The weight of it settles against his chest, pulsing in rhythm with his heartbeat. He turns to find Selene crossing the stage toward him, blood trickling from her nose and eyes, her dress torn at the collar where frost damage spreads across the fabric.

“We have seconds,” she says, her accent thicker under stress. “Darius has called for extraction team.”

As if summoned by her words, the security chief appears at the edge of the stage, flanked by two operatives with features too symmetrical to be natural—cloned enforcers, grown for combat. Their weapons train on Henry and Selene with mechanical precision.

“The catalyst and the half-breed,” Darius commands, blood leaking from his ears. “The siren is mine.”

From the entrance, Detective Reyes advances with her tactical team forming a wedge behind her. Her eyes lock onto Henry, recognition flashing across her features. “Henry Santoro! On the ground, hands where I can see them!”

Henry assesses options, calculating angles and probabilities. Three steps to the backstage curtain. Seven seconds before Darius’s team has clear shots. Twelve before the police establish a perimeter.

“This way.” Selene grabs his wrist, her webbed fingers strong as she pulls him toward a service door hidden by stage drapery.

They crash through into a narrow corridor lined with pipes and electrical conduits. Behind them, gunfire erupts in the ballroom—Malachar’s forces engaging the police to prevent their quarry’s escape. Selene leads, navigating the backstage area with practiced familiarity. Her movements flow like water finding the easiest path.

“Your father,” she says between breaths as they run, “he saved me from vampire slavers. Protected me when the Supernatural Crimes Division wanted to weaponize my abilities.”

They round a corner. A steel door blocks their path. Selene punches a code into the keypad. Nothing happens.

“They’ve locked us in.” Her fingers press against the metal surface, searching for weaknesses.

Footsteps echo from the corridor behind them—the rhythmic precision of Darius’s clone enforcers. At the same time, police radio chatter approaches from a connecting hallway.

“Stand back.” Henry places his palm against the door lock. The suppressed Scorchblood markings on his arm pulse faintly, struggling against his father’s binding ritual. Heat builds beneath his skin, but no flame manifests—just a warm glow that fades.

“The binding prevents full access to your heritage.” Selene places her hand over his. “But not mine.”

She presses her forehead against the door, lips moving in words too ancient for translation. The metal around the lock crystallizes, frost patterns spreading outward in concentric circles. She steps back, delivers a precise kick. The frozen metal shatters.

They push through into a loading dock where empty crates and auction paraphernalia gather dust. Three vehicles occupy the concrete expanse—a delivery truck, an armored car with Malachar’s insignia on the door, and a black motorcycle that seems to absorb rather than reflect the overhead lights.

A figure leans against the motorcycle, arms crossed over a leather jacket that bears scorch marks from a recent encounter. Gold canines catch the light as Drake Kozlov straightens to his full height.

“Took you long enough.” The vampire’s voice carries the same cold precision Henry remembers from their first meeting in the rain. But something else colors it now—something like concern.

Henry positions himself between Selene and Drake, calculating reach and angles should he need to defend against vampiric speed.

“The police have the building surrounded,” Drake continues, tossing a helmet toward Henry. “Malachar’s extraction team is two minutes out. The dimensional instabilities are expanding faster than projected.” He nods toward Henry’s jacket where the catalyst creates a visible bulge. “Two components in proximity without proper containment. Not ideal.”

The loading dock door rattles as someone attempts to breach it from inside the auction house.

“Why help us?” Henry catches the helmet but doesn’t lower his guard.

Drake’s expression remains stone-still, but his eyes—normally predator-cold—reflect something more complex. “Your father saved my humanity once. Let me return the favor.”

He tosses a set of keys toward a panel truck parked against the far wall—not previously visible from their position. “That vehicle has supernatural shielding. Will mask the catalyst’s energy signature and your Scorchblood heritage from tracking spells.”

Selene steps forward, her posture tense. “Malachar will hunt me now. The binding is broken, but his reach extends beyond magic.”

“Then it’s fortunate you have friends in inconvenient places.” Drake mounts his motorcycle. “I’ll create a diversion. Head east. The orc waits at the rendezvous point with the first component.”

The loading dock door splinters inward. Detective Reyes emerges first, weapon trained on the three figures by the vehicles. Behind her, the heavy footfalls of Darius’s approaching security team echo from the corridor.

“No one move!” Reyes shouts, but her eyes track the dimensional distortions now visible in the air above the loading dock—reality folding inward at stress points, creating pockets of wrong-angled space.

Drake revs his motorcycle. “Detective, you’re pursuing the wrong target. These dimensional breaches will consume your city within twenty-four hours unless the components are aligned.” He nods toward Henry. “He’s trying to prevent catastrophe, not cause it.”

Reyes hesitates, her weapon steady but her eyes registering the unnatural distortions spreading across the ceiling. “Santoro! What is this?”

“The end of everything if we don’t fix it.” Henry backs toward the panel truck, keeping Selene behind him. “My father died trying to prevent this. I’m finishing his work.”

A beat of silence as calculations run behind the detective’s eyes. She lowers her weapon fractionally. “Go. Before my backup arrives. But this isn’t over.”

Drake guns the motorcycle’s engine, the sound echoing off concrete walls. “When this is done, Detective, I’ll tell you what happened to your partner Keller.” The vampire tears toward the exit ramp, a blur of motion that draws the attention of emerging security forces.

Henry pulls Selene toward the panel truck. They climb in as gunfire erupts behind them—Malachar’s forces engaging the police. The truck’s engine turns over with a growl as Henry navigates around the firefight, accelerating up the exit ramp onto rain-slicked streets.

In the side mirror, Drake’s motorcycle leads three security vehicles on a chase in the opposite direction. The vampire raises one hand in salute before disappearing around a corner, diversion complete.

The panel truck’s interior feels cramped after the chaos of their escape. Henry and Selene sit close together as they catch their breath, her injured neck bleeding where the binding collar shattered, creating an intimate moment of vulnerability and growing attraction.

Selene checks the wound on her neck where the binding collar shattered. “Malachar doesn’t permit betrayal. He’ll send everything he has.”

The Soulfire catalyst pulses against Henry’s chest, its rhythm synchronizing with his heartbeat. “Then we’d better make this count.” He accelerates eastward, toward Garruk and the first component. Toward completion or catastrophe.

Behind them, the dimensional breach above the auction house expands another foot, reality tearing along invisible seams.
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The Soulfire catalysts radiate on Diggs’s reinforced workbench, their amber and violet energies casting competing silhouettes across the gnome’s basement laboratory. Henry watches the geometric designs flow across the jagged crystals’ surfaces, matching each other in perfect synchronization despite their separate containment fields. The pieces recognize each other—twin sections of a weapon designed to save worlds or destroy them.

“Containment holding at ninety-seven percent efficiency.” Diggs’s digits dance across holographic displays that monitor the energy emissions. “Proximity amplifies resonance designs, but specialized shielding compensates for most feedback loop effects.”

The basement sits twenty feet beneath an abandoned water reclamation plant, walls reinforced with concrete, iron, and sigils that repel both technological surveillance and magical detection. Their journey here—Henry and Selene meeting Garruk at the rendezvous point, transferring both pieces to this safehouse—unfolded with military precision that speaks to years of preparation by those who came before them.

Garruk stands at Henry’s shoulder, the orc’s imposing bulk casting its own silhouette across the workbench. “Pieces recognize blood-kin,” he observes as the designs accelerate when Henry leans closer. “They sense Scorchblood heritage.”

“Genetic recognition protocols integrated into molecular structure.” Diggs adjusts a containment parameter, his goggles magnifying vision that never blinks when focused on a problem. “Your father’s work. Brilliant design. Multiple authentication layers.”

Henry places his palm against the transparent shield separating him from the amber catalyst. The crystal radiates brighter in response, geometric designs flowing toward his touch like iron filings drawn to a magnet. The Scorchblood markings on his forearm flare beneath his jacket sleeve—still dampened by his father’s binding ritual but responding to the proximity of the artifacts he was designed to control.ifies resonance patterns, but specialized shielding compensates for most feedback loop effects.”

The basement sits twenty feet beneath an abandoned water reclamation plant, walls reinforced with concrete, steel, and sigils that repel both technological surveillance and magical detection. Their journey here—Henry and Selene meeting Garruk at the rendezvous point, transferring both components to this safehouse—unfolded with military precision that speaks to years of preparation by those who came before them.

Garruk stands at Henry’s shoulder, the orc’s massive frame casting its own shadow across the workbench. “Components recognize blood-kin,” he observes as the patterns accelerate when Henry leans closer. “They sense Scorchblood heritage.”

“Genetic recognition protocols integrated into molecular structure.” Diggs adjusts a containment parameter, his goggles magnifying eyes that never blink when focused on a problem. “Your father’s work. Brilliant design. Multiple authentication layers.”

Henry places his palm against the transparent shield separating him from the amber catalyst. The crystal pulses brighter in response, geometric patterns flowing toward his touch like iron filings drawn to a magnet. The Scorchblood markings on his forearm flare beneath his jacket sleeve—still dampened by his father’s binding ritual but responding to the proximity of the artifacts he was designed to control.

“Two components secured.” Selene paces the perimeter of the basement laboratory, her movements fluid despite the injuries sustained during their escape. Blood has dried in rivulets down her neck where the binding collar shattered, leaving frost-burn patterns across her skin. “Now we need the third.”

Her webbed fingers brush against a wall-mounted display where Diggs tracks the spreading reality breaches. Red zones pulse across the city map—points where the barrier thins to translucent membrane between worlds. The largest concentration centers on the financial district, where Malachar’s tower rises above lesser structures.

“Breaches expanding at predictable rate.” Diggs points to a timeline projection beneath the map. “Sixteen hours until first major incursion based on current degradation patterns.”

Garruk grunts, arms crossed over his massive chest. “Time enough to locate final component and complete device.”

The relief in the room—tenuous but present—evaporates as Selene turns from the map, her sea-green eyes reflecting dimensional distortions in their depths.

“Malachar doesn’t want to complete the device.” Her accent thickens with urgency. “He wants to corrupt it.”

Henry straightens from the workbench, attention shifting to the siren.

“Explain.”

Selene’s webbed hands spread in a gesture that encompasses both catalysts. “I heard Malachar speak of it when he thought I was bound by his collar. He possesses the third component—has for years.” Her gaze shifts to the journal visible in Henry’s jacket pocket. “Your father hid one component. Drake stole another. But the third remained in play.”

Diggs’s fingers pause above his console. “If Malachar has possessed the third catalyst for years, why hasn’t he activated the Harbinger device?”

“Because activation requires all three components aligned.” Selene moves closer to the workbench, her dress still bearing scorch marks from the auction house escape. “But corruption requires only one component understood and the others… compromised.”

She reaches toward the violet catalyst, fingers stopping inches from the containment field. “Malachar’s necromancers have spent years analyzing the third component, learning how to reverse its polarity. He doesn’t want to create a barrier between worlds—he wants to create a gateway.”

Diggs whispers something in his native tongue that sounds like a prayer. Garruk’s yellow eyes narrow to predatory slits.

“A gateway for what?” Henry asks, though the answer forms in his mind before Selene speaks.

“For them.” She points to the reality distortions on the map. “The interdimensional predators your father discovered. Entities that consume life force from any world they touch.” Her voice drops lower. “Malachar believes chaos serves his power. If the barriers fall, only the strongest supernatural creatures will survive—with him as their undisputed lord.”

Henry’s fingers find his father’s journal, thumb brushing across the worn leather cover. “My father wrote that these entities consume supernatural and human alike. Nothing would survive their incursion.”

“Malachar believes his necromancy provides immunity.” Selene’s expression darkens. “He thinks he can control what comes through by offering lesser beings as initial sacrifice.”

Diggs returns to his console, fingers moving with renewed urgency. “Corrupted catalyst would transform entire resonance pattern. Instead of reinforcing dimensional walls, it would dismantle them.” His goggles reflect cascading data as he models the outcome. “Total barrier collapse within hours of activation.”

The gnome’s projection materializes above the workbench—a holographic representation of Beast City overlaid with spreading zones of dimensional instability. The model accelerates, showing how barrier collapse would progress: first in isolated pockets, then in widening circles that engulf the entire metropolitan area.

“How long?” Henry asks, eyes fixed on the simulation.

“From activation of corrupted device?” Diggs recalculates parameters. “Six hours until first major gateway opens. Twelve until the barriers fail across eastern seaboard.”

Garruk moves to a weapons rack mounted along the basement’s eastern wall. “We find third component. Take it from necromancer. Complete device as Antonio intended.”

“It’s not that simple.” Selene shakes her head, droplets of water separating from her hair to float momentarily before rejoining the dark mass. “Malachar has prepared for this moment for years. His tower contains defenses designed against Scorchblood intrusion. He knows what Henry is—what he represents.”

Henry looks between the two pulsing catalysts, their synchronization now carrying ominous implications. The mission has transformed—from recovering components to prevent supernatural genocide to saving both worlds from extinction.

“My father died trying to keep these components from being weaponized.” His voice remains steady despite the pressure across his shoulders. “He understood what was at stake—not just supernatural politics, but existence itself.”

Diggs’s hologram shows the first simulated gateway opening above Malachar’s tower, reality folding outward like the petals of some impossible flower. Beyond the opening, shapes move that resist definition—geometries that shouldn’t function in three-dimensional space.

“We’re not just fighting to complete a weapon anymore,” Henry says, gaze moving from the simulation to his companions. “We’re fighting to save both our worlds.”

The Soulfire catalysts flash in unison as the basement door explodes inward. Metal hinges tear free from concrete, the reinforced panel flying across Diggs’s laboratory to crash against a bank of monitors. Drake Kozlov stumbles through the smoking frame, his leather jacket shredded across the back, flesh beneath torn to expose vertebrae that knit together as he falls to one knee. Behind him, three wraiths materialize—spectral forms composed of churning smoke and hate, their faces masks of agony frozen in the moment of their violent deaths.

“Seal the components!” Drake shouts, blood spraying from his lips as he rolls to avoid the leading wraith’s touch.

The spectral entity’s fingers elongate into razor-edged tendrils that slice through air where Drake’s head occupied milliseconds before. The vampire kicks backward, boots connecting with nothing but leaving faint distortions in the wraith’s smoky form.

Garruk moves first—seven feet of orc muscle intercepting the second wraith before it materializes. His fist passes through the entity’s chest, but the iron rings on his fingers carry runes that disrupt spectral cohesion. The wraith shrieks, its form destabilizing.

“Iron and salt!” Diggs yells, diving beneath his workbench. He emerges with a modified shotgun, barrel etched with sigils that glow faintly blue. “Physical barriers useless against necrotic manifestations!”

Henry lunges for the catalysts, slamming his palm against the emergency containment protocol on Diggs’s console. Reinforced shields drop over both components, locking them in place as alarms blare throughout the basement. His hand moves to the weapon holstered beneath his jacket—standard bullets won’t affect wraiths, but the silver-edged knife might disrupt their energy fields.

The third wraith flows across the ceiling like liquid shadow, avoiding Garruk’s reach. It descends toward Selene, tendrils extending from its core. The siren’s hands rise in a fluid gesture, her lips forming words in a language older than human civilization. Water condenses from the air around her fingers, forming crystalline needles that she launches toward the wraith with a sharp exhalation. The needles carry her voice—microscopic sonic weapons that pierce the wraith’s spectral form. It recoils, smoke billowing from puncture points in its ectoplasmic body.

Diggs fires his modified shotgun. Instead of pellets, the weapon discharges magnetized iron filings suspended in salt solution. The first wraith takes the full blast, its smoky form dispersing like fog under hot wind. The particles hang suspended in air, tracing the wraith’s invisible energy signature as it struggles to reconstitute.

Drake pushes to his feet, gold canines flashing as he snarls at the wraith Garruk engaged. The vampire moves with unnatural speed, circling the entity faster than human eyes can track. His hands blur as he unclips a series of small metal spheres from his belt, tossing them through the wraith’s form. The spheres emit high-frequency pulses that further disrupt the specter’s cohesion.

“Containment field!” Drake calls to Diggs. “Before they reform!”

The gnome slams his palm against a red button on his console. Electromagnetic coils embedded in the ceiling activate, generating a field that forces the dispersed wraiths into a tight corner of the laboratory. Garruk hurls an iron-infused net over the trapped entities. Their shrieks fade to whispers, then silence as their energy signatures collapse into inert smoke.

For thirty seconds, no one speaks. The only sounds are Diggs’s equipment humming and Drake’s flesh knitting itself back together.

“You led them here.” Henry’s voice breaks the silence, knife still held ready at his side.

Drake wipes blood from his mouth with the back of his hand. “They were tracking the catalyst energy signatures. I intercepted them three blocks out, tried to lead them away.” He gestures to his healing wounds. “Malachar’s wraiths are stronger than standard spectral entities. Necromantic enhancement.”

Diggs returns to his monitoring station, fingers flying across holographic controls. “Safehouse security compromised. Defense grid recalibrating. Estimating seventeen minutes before location becomes detectable again.”

Drake straightens, his posture normalizing as supernatural healing completes its work. “We don’t have seventeen minutes. Malachar has accelerated his timeline.”

The vampire moves toward the workbench where the catalysts pulse behind their reinforced shields. His movements remain predatory but lack the fluid mercury quality from their first encounter in the rain. He seems more solid now, more present in his own body.

“He knows you betrayed him.” Drake’s eyes find Selene. “The broken binding set off alarms throughout his network. His necromancers are preparing the corruption ritual for tomorrow night.”

“Tomorrow?” Diggs looks up from his console. “Previous projections indicated seventy-two hour window.”

“Previous projections didn’t account for a siren breaking a master-level binding collar.” Drake’s expression shifts to something like respect when he glances at Selene. “The energy released created a feedback loop in the third catalyst. Malachar can’t wait any longer without risking destabilization.”

“Where?” Henry asks, lowering his knife but not sheathing it.

“Old steel foundry in the industrial district.” Drake approaches the map display, indicating a location near the river. “The foundry’s original purpose was melting enchanted metals. The foundations are built on ley line intersections. Perfect for a ritual that manipulates reality itself.”

Garruk moves to stand beside Henry, yellow eyes fixed on Drake. “Dead-walker brings valuable intelligence. Also brings pursuers.”

“I tried to warn my people about Malachar’s real plan.” Drake’s voice carries an edge of bitterness. “The vampire clans think they’re helping establish dominance in a new supernatural hierarchy. They don’t understand they’re just food for what comes through the gateway.” His fist clenches at his side. “Fear makes slaves of us all.”

The basement falls silent as implications settle. Henry studies Drake’s face, searching for deception, for the predatory calculation he’d seen that first night. Instead, he finds something unexpected—the echo of the man his father once trusted with his life.

“You’re proposing an alliance.” Henry makes it a statement rather than a question.

Drake nods once. “I have insider knowledge of Malachar’s operation. Security protocols, facility layouts, guard rotations. And I still have loyalists among the vampire clans—those who remember what we used to stand for before Malachar’s influence spread.”

“Why help us?” Selene asks, water still beading on her fingertips from her defensive spell.

“Antonio Santoro saved me once.” Drake’s gaze shifts to Henry. “Pulled me back from the edge when bloodlust threatened to consume everything human in me. I failed him the night he died. I won’t fail his son.”

Henry feels the weight of his father’s journal in his pocket. The entries describing Drake before his turning, during his struggle to maintain humanity, and in his final role as reluctant informant. A man caught between worlds, just as Henry himself has always been.

“If we fail,” Henry says, “your people die alongside everyone else.”

“Yes.” Drake doesn’t flinch from the truth. “But they’re already dead if Malachar succeeds. At least this way, they die fighting for something real instead of serving a lie.”

Henry looks to Garruk, who offers a slight nod—acceptance of the alliance if not trust in its architect. Selene’s expression remains guarded, but she doesn’t object. Diggs returns to his calculations, pragmatism overriding personal feelings.

“We move on the foundry tomorrow night.” Henry steps toward Drake, close enough to strike if necessary. “But understand this—the first sign of betrayal, and I’ll finish what my father couldn’t.”

The vampire’s gold canines catch light as he responds. “I would expect nothing less from Antonio’s son.”

Maps cover Diggs’s central workbench—satellite imagery of the steel foundry, architectural blueprints salvaged from city records, and thermal scans showing active power signatures despite the facility’s abandoned status. Drake’s finger traces potential entry points while Garruk marks defensive positions with red grease pencil. The Soulfire catalysts pulse in their containment units, geometric patterns accelerating as if sensing the approaching confrontation.

“Three access points with minimal supernatural detection wards.” Drake indicates sewer conduits that run beneath the foundry’s east wing. “Malachar’s security focuses on aerial approaches and main entrances. Underground access receives less attention.”

Henry leans over the blueprints, memorizing the layout. “How many guards?”

“Forty vampires from my former clan.” Drake’s expression hardens. “Plus Malachar’s personal guard—five necromancers, each controlling three to five revenant enforcers.”

Selene studies the thermal scans, webbed finger tracing cool blue areas amidst the foundry’s heat signatures. “Water tanks here and here. Industrial-sized. I can use them if we reach the main chamber.”

Garruk grunts approval. “Orc provides direct confrontation. Creates distraction while fire-blood and dead-walker secure the component.”

The plan takes shape—infiltration routes, timing coordinated to the phases of Malachar’s ritual, extraction procedures once they secure the third catalyst. Diggs calculates power requirements for portable containment fields to transport all three components safely once reunited.

A sharp alarm cuts through their planning. Red lights pulse along the basement’s perimeter as Diggs’s security system activates emergency protocols. The gnome abandons the workbench, rushing to a bank of surveillance monitors that display the water reclamation plant’s exterior from multiple angles.

“Motion sensors triggered on all perimeter zones.” His fingers fly across control panels, switching between camera feeds. “Thermal signatures indicate multiple hostiles establishing containment positions.”

The screens fill with figures moving with military precision through the abandoned plant’s decaying infrastructure. They wear tactical gear devoid of identifying marks, but their weapons bear the distinctive modifications of Voss Grimfang’s security forces—enchanted ammunition magazines, targeting systems calibrated for supernatural confrontation.

“Voss.” Henry moves to Diggs’s side, counting hostile forces on the monitors. “Twenty operatives visible. Probably more we can’t see.”

Drake joins them, gold canines flashing as he snarls at the screen. “They’re setting up for siege tactics. Blocking all exit points.”

“Sealing basement defenses.” Diggs activates reinforced barricades that slide over the already damaged doorway. Secondary shields drop across the room’s ventilation ducts and maintenance access points. “Full lockdown protocols engaged.”

The gnome turns to another monitor array, this one displaying communication intercepts and data streams harvested from multiple intelligence networks. “This isn’t coincidence. Pattern recognition software has been tracking communication fragments between Voss’s organization and Malachar’s lieutenants for weeks.”

He pulls up encrypted messages, financial transfers, movement logs of key personnel. “Cross-referencing with police communications and supernatural faction chatter reveals consistent pattern. Voss hasn’t been working against Malachar. He’s been using him.”

The data streams coalesce into a timeline that scrolls across the screens. Diggs highlights key points with quick gestures. “Voss orchestrated the component theft twelve years ago, but kept one for himself. Leaked information about the Harbinger project to Malachar, knowing the necromancer would pursue it.”

The timeline continues, showing recent events—the courier job that put Henry in Drake’s path, the auction where Selene recognized him, the police investigation that led Detective Reyes to their trail.

“He’s been manipulating events from the beginning.” Diggs’s voice rises with uncharacteristic emotion. “Using us to locate the components. Using Malachar to complete research he couldn’t conduct himself. Using the police to add pressure that forces us to move quickly, make mistakes.”

The surveillance monitors show Voss’s operatives establishing firing positions around the plant’s main entrances. One team sets up what appears to be a portable scanner—technology designed to track the catalysts’ energy signatures through multiple layers of shielding.

“Voss plans to let Malachar begin the ritual,” Henry realizes, the pattern becoming clear. “Wait until the third component is prepared for corruption, then strike and take all three pieces.”

“Leaving Malachar to take blame for dimensional breaches.” Drake moves back to the workbench, eyes fixed on the foundry blueprints. “While Voss escapes with components needed to control or close the gateways.”

“Leverage.” Garruk nods, understanding the strategy. “City faces destruction. Voss offers salvation. Price of his choosing.”

Selene joins them at the workbench, her expression grim. “He’s been playing everyone—Malachar, the police, even us. We’re all just pieces in his game.”

In the tense moment as they plan their desperate mission, Henry and Selene find themselves alone briefly when the others move to check equipment. The stress and danger create an intimate moment where their growing attraction surfaces despite the circumstances.

On the monitors, Voss’s operatives complete their encirclement of the plant. Diggs’s fingers dance across control panels, calculating odds and scenarios. “Basement shielding will hold for twelve hours maximum. After that, their scanner will penetrate our defenses.”

“By then it won’t matter.” Drake points to the timeline. “Malachar’s ritual begins at midnight tomorrow. If we’re still here, the world ends regardless of who holds the components.”

They’re trapped between Voss’s forces outside and the countdown to Malachar’s ritual. The reality breaches continue to expand across the city, accelerating toward catastrophic failure.

“We need a new plan.” Henry turns from the monitors. “One that accounts for Voss’s presence at the foundry.”

Diggs returns to his calculations, adjusting variables to incorporate the new threat. “Three-phase operation required. Phase one: infiltrate Malachar’s ritual despite Voss’s surveillance. Phase two: secure third component before corruption process completes. Phase three: escape before Voss’s forces close trap.”

“We’d need perfect timing.” Selene studies the foundry blueprints again. “And a way to transport all three components safely once united.”

“And trust between people who have every reason to mistrust each other.” Drake’s gaze moves from Henry to Garruk to Selene.

The unspoken histories hover between them—Drake’s role in Antonio’s death, Selene’s years serving Malachar, Garruk’s time as Voss’s enforcer, Henry’s own journey from courier to potential savior. Each carrying secrets, each harboring doubts about the others.

“Trust isn’t required.” Garruk’s voice cuts through the tension. “Common purpose sufficient. All die if we fail. Simple math.”

A new alarm sounds from Diggs’s console. The gnome checks a different monitor bank, this one displaying police communications. “BCPD tactical response incoming. Detective Reyes leading operation.” He pulls up a satellite feed showing police vehicles converging on the plant from multiple directions. “Estimated arrival: seven minutes.”

“Three-front battle now.” Drake shakes his head. “Voss, Malachar, and the police.”

Henry places his hands on the workbench, palm flat against the foundry blueprints. The Scorchblood markings on his forearms pulse faintly beneath his jacket sleeves, responding to his focused determination. The timing must be perfect. The execution flawless. Any mistake means failure on a scale that transcends personal survival.

“We move now.” He looks up at his unlikely allies. “Diggs, prepare the catalysts for transport. Drake, get your loyalists in position at the foundry. Garruk, we need weapons calibrated for necromancers.”

He turns to Selene. “Can you create a diversion that will draw the police away from Voss’s position?”

The siren nods, webbed fingers flexing at her sides. “Water mains beneath the street. I can rupture them, create flooding that requires emergency response.”

“Do it.” Henry straightens, decision made. “We’ll use Diggs’s maintenance tunnels to bypass Voss’s perimeter. Split up, approach the foundry from different directions to divide their attention.”

Outside, police sirens wail in the distance, growing louder with each second. On the monitors, Voss’s operatives shift positions, receiving new intelligence about the approaching law enforcement. The Soulfire catalysts pulse faster in their containment units, resonating with the increasing tension.

Henry looks at each member of their small crew—a vampire seeking redemption, an orc bound by blood oath, a siren fighting for freedom, a gnome whose technology might save worlds. Unlikely allies united against forces that would unravel reality itself.

“Whatever happens at that foundry,” he says, “we’re all that stands between Beast City and extinction.”

The catalysts flash in unison, as if recognizing the declaration—not a rallying cry, but acknowledgment of the burden they’ve chosen to bear.

Diggs’s fingers fly across his console, initiating emergency extraction protocols. “Tunnel access opens in thirty seconds. Transport cases ready for catalyst transfer.”

Henry checks his weapons one final time, feeling his father’s journal press against his chest in his inner pocket. Antonio Santoro died protecting these components, understanding what they represented. Now his son prepares to finish what he started—not for glory or power, but because no one else can.

Police sirens reach their peak volume outside. Time has run out. The real battle is about to begin.
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Heat and stench hit Henry first as they breach the foundry’s rear entrance. The metal door gives way under Garruk’s shoulder, and they slip inside like shadows—five figures moving in practiced formation. Blood and sulfur coat Henry’s tongue, the air thick with something worse than industrial pollution. His digits curl into fists, small flames licking between his knuckles before he forces them down. Control. The job demands control. But the rising wail from deeper inside the foundry makes that promise harder to keep with each step.

“We’re in the right place,” Drake whispers, his pale features tighter than usual. Even the vampire looks unsettled. “That sound—it’s not machinery.”

Henry nods. His crew plus Drake’s remaining gang members form a wedge as they advance through narrow service corridors. The walls radiate unnatural heat, pipes overhead sweating condensation that hisses when it hits the floor.

“Three minutes until the ritual peaks,” Diggs mutters, checking the enchanted pocket watch that tracks magical resonance. His ratlike features twitch nervously in the red emergency lighting. “Whatever Malachar’s doing, it’s big.”

They round the final corner, and the foundry floor opens before them. Henry freezes. The briefing hadn’t prepared them for this.

The cavernous chamber stretches football-field long, industrial furnaces transformed into something from hell itself. Blue-green flames roar from massive openings, but these aren’t melting metal. Human and supernatural captives hang from conveyor systems, suspended by hooks and chains. Some still move, twisting in silent agony as they’re fed into the otherworldly fire. Their bodies burn, their essence pulled from flesh and channeled through glowing conduits embedded in the floor.

At the center stands a ritual array the size of a swimming pool, inscribed with symbols that hurt to look at directly. Hooded figures chant in formation while Malachar himself works at a central altar. The third piece—a crystalline sphere—floats inches above his palms, absorbing the harvested life force.

“By the sea mother,” Selene breathes beside Henry. Her webbed digits clench at her throat, green vision wide. “They’re not just killing them—they’re consuming their souls.”

Henry counts at least fifty prisoners still alive, waiting their turn. Children. Elders. Orcs. Sirens. Humans. Demons. No discrimination in Malachar’s slaughterhouse.

“This changes nothing,” Henry says, but his tone breaks. “We get the piece and get out.”

“It changes everything,” Drake snaps, fangs extending in rage. The vampire’s aristocratic demeanor cracks, revealing something ancient and predatory beneath. “This is obscenity. Even we have standards.”

Garruk grips his battle-axe tight enough to whiten his knuckles. “Brother, we cannot leave these innocents. My clan would spit on my bones.”

Henry looks at the expressions of his crew—features he’s responsible for—and makes his decision. “New plan. We hit them from all sides.” He points to the northern wall where prisoners hang waiting. “Drake, take your people and start evacuation. Cut down everyone you can reach.”

The vampire nods once, sharp. “Consider it done.” He gestures to his three remaining enforcers, who follow him into the darkness.

Henry turns to Selene. “Those chanters are maintaining the ritual structure. Can you disrupt them?”

She smiles, cold and dangerous. “Darling, disruption is what sirens do best.” She removes her gloves, revealing the full webbing between her digits. “Just keep the guards off me while I work.”

“Garruk, Diggs—security detail. Anyone tries to stop Selene, they die.” Henry checks his weapons: silver knife, enchanted pistol, flash grenades. Not enough for what they face, but it never is. “I’m going for Malachar and the piece.”

Garruk claps a massive palm on Henry’s shoulder. “Fight well, brother.”

They split into formation. Diggs activates the enchantments on their boots—silence charms that muffle every footstep. It won’t last long in this much magical interference, but it gives them the element of surprise.

Selene takes position on a catwalk overlooking the ritual circle. She closes her vision, inhales deep, and when her mouth opens, power flows outward. The siren’s song starts as a counterpoint to the ritual chanting—subtle at first, then growing. Her tone carries no words, just pure emotional manipulation that seeps into the minds of the chanters. One by one, they falter, confused expressions crossing their features as they lose their place in the complex ritual.

Malachar’s head snaps up, rage contorting his expression. “Find that siren!” he roars, but his words are drowned out by screams from the northern side where Drake’s team cuts down the first prisoners, freeing them from their hooks.

Chaos erupts. Security forces pour from side doors—humans with enchanted weapons and demon mercenaries with natural magic. Garruk meets the first wave with a bellowing war cry, his axe cleaving through an armored guard. Diggs darts between attackers, his small stature and speed making him nearly impossible to hit as he slashes hamstrings and tendons.

Henry uses the distraction to advance. He vaults over a railing, rolls behind a furnace, and comes up ten yards from Malachar’s altar. Two guards block his path, raising weapons. Henry doesn’t slow. His grip snaps forward, fire erupting from his palm—not the full power of his heritage, but enough. The guards scream, batting at flames that stick like napalm.

Malachar sees him now. The necromancer’s stare narrows, one palm still cradling the corrupting piece while the other reaches into his robes. The ritual circle throbs, its illumination fading as Selene’s song disrupts the chanters’ concentration.

“You’re too late, half-blood,” Malachar calls. “The inversion is already beginning. Soulfire will no longer protect—it will destroy.”

Henry advances steadily, ignoring the taunt. “Guess you shouldn’t have left your security deposit at the nightclub,” he says, tone tight with controlled fury. “Business one-oh-one: always get insurance.”

Malachar pulls a bone dagger from his robes. “Your father had the same problem—too much mouth, too little sense. Did Voss tell you how he begged at the end?”

Fire erupts involuntarily from Henry’s shoulders, his control slipping. The necromancer smiles, knowing he’s struck a nerve. Henry forces himself to breathe. Control. The mission demands control.

Across the foundry, screams mix with battle cries. Selene’s song rises to a crescendo that shatters glass throughout the chamber. The furnaces sputter as their magical connections falter. Freed prisoners stampede toward exits while Drake and his vampires tear through guards with supernatural speed.

Only twenty feet separate Henry from the altar now. Malachar’s smile fades as he realizes his ritual is collapsing around him. The necromancer makes his choice—he stabs the bone dagger into his own palm, blood spattering onto the floating piece. The crystal radiates sickly green.

“Come then, courier,” Malachar hisses, raising his bleeding palm. “Let’s see if you’re worthy of what you seek.”

Henry draws his silver knife and closes the gap.

Blood sprays across Henry’s features as his silver knife finds Malachar’s throat. The necromancer’s stare widens in genuine surprise—he’d expected negotiation, not execution. Henry doesn’t waste breath explaining that some lines can’t be uncrossed. The third piece drops from Malachar’s dying grasp, and Henry snatches it mid-air. Victory lasts exactly three seconds before the necromancer’s lips curl into a final smile. “Contingency,” Malachar gurgles through the crimson flow. His body convulses, and black energy erupts from his corpse like oil from a punctured line.

The piece burns in Henry’s grip—not with heat but with something worse. It throbs, sending ripples through reality itself. In his jacket pocket, the other two pieces respond, vibrating with increasing intensity.

“What did you do?” Henry demands, but Malachar only laughs as death claims him, black fluid leaking from his vision.

The ritual circle beneath them cracks. Not stone breaking, but something more fundamental—reality itself splitting along artificial seams. The floor remains solid under Henry’s boots even as it appears to shatter into fragments that hang suspended in air.

“Henry!” Garruk’s tone cuts through the building chaos. The orc battles toward him, axe coated in viscera. “We must leave now!”

The furnaces throughout the foundry belch blue-green flames that spiral upward in defiance of gravity. Where they touch the ceiling, the metal doesn’t melt—it transforms, becoming glass, then water, then something that resembles neither.

Henry shoves the third piece into his jacket with the others. The pocket grows impossibly heavy, then weightless, then heavy again. The pieces are reacting to each other, their magic combining and corrupting simultaneously.

“Everybody out!” Henry shouts, but his words reverse halfway through, the sound pulling back into his throat before exploding outward again.

Across the foundry floor, reality fractures further. Selene slides down from her catwalk position as the metal beneath her feet turns to sand. She lands in a graceful crouch, but her movements stutter like a skipping record—she takes three steps forward, then appears back where she started, then completes the movement in fast-forward.

“The pieces,” she calls, reaching Henry’s side. “They’re destabilizing the barriers between worlds!”

From the cracks in reality, things emerge—creatures with too many limbs, bodies that twist in ways no earthly anatomy allows. They crawl, slither, or float into the foundry, disoriented and hostile. One resembles a mantis crossed with a wolf, its chitinous legs clicking against the floor as it lunges at a fleeing prisoner. Another appears as nothing but a sphere of vision, floating six feet off the ground, weeping tears that burn holes through concrete.

Diggs skids to a stop beside them, bleeding from a gash across his forehead. “Boss, I can’t find Drake! The northern section’s gone sideways—literally. The whole room’s rotated ninety degrees!”

The ground beneath them shudders. Not an earthquake—the building itself is attempting to rearrange its architectural rules. Walls become floors. Ceilings become doorways that lead to impossible spaces.

Henry reaches into his pocket, sensing the pieces throb against each other. Knowledge hits him with sickening clarity—they’re carrying a weapon that’s building toward detonation.

“The pieces are linked,” he says, tone tight. “Malachar’s corruption triggered some kind of chain reaction. They’re feeding off each other, building power whether we want them to or not.”

Garruk cleaves a creature in half as it materializes beside them. Its body splits into twin copies that continue attacking. “How long?” the orc asks.

Henry shakes his head. “No idea. But when these things go critical—” He doesn’t finish the thought. He doesn’t need to.

“Drake!” Selene spots the vampire emerging from a corridor that’s stretched to impossible length. He carries a child in his arms, the last of the prisoners they could save. Behind him, his three enforcers guard his back against pursuing security forces.

“The exits are sealing themselves,” Drake shouts, passing the trembling child to Diggs. “Reality’s reshaping faster by the second.”

A section of the foundry ceiling tears away, revealing not the night sky but a vista of some alien world—purple lightning arcs across a horizon of twisted spires. The air pressure changes, nearly rupturing their eardrums before normalizing with a pop.

“This way!” Henry points toward their original entry point. The path looks clear for the moment, though distance appears distorted—twenty yards stretching and compressing like an accordion with each throb from the pieces.

They move as a group, fighting through pockets of guards still attempting to maintain order amid the chaos. Selene’s tone cuts through the madness, her siren song disorienting their opponents long enough for Garruk’s axe and Drake’s claws to finish them.

Time flows strangely as they run. Henry passes a security guard who moves in reverse, his bullets flying back into his gun as he unknowingly unshoots targets. In another section, they wade through molasses-thick air where each step requires double effort.

“The pieces are affecting each of us differently,” Selene gasps, after witnessing Henry vanish and reappear three feet ahead. “Our own natures are interacting with the breakdown.”

A wall ahead of them ripples like water. Through its transparent surface, they glimpse another world—a red desert where massive serpents burrow through dunes. The barrier between worlds grows thinner with each step.

“We’re the epicenter,” Henry realizes, the weight of the pieces dragging at his pocket. “The longer we stay in one place, the worse the breakdown gets.” He picks up speed, ignoring the burning pain in his legs.

They reach the service corridor, now twisted into a spiral that defies Euclidean geometry. The metal of the walls flows like quicksilver in places, solidifies into crystal in others. Halfway down, Diggs stumbles into a patch where gravity reverses. He floats upward, cursing, until Garruk snags his ankle and pulls him back to normal space.

“Almost there,” Drake calls from the rear, where he guards their backs against both security forces and otherworldly horrors.

The exit door appears ahead—or something like it. The rectangular frame remains, but the door itself has transformed into a vertical pool of black liquid that ripples with unseen currents.

“That doesn’t look like outside,” Diggs says, ears flattening against his skull.

Henry reaches into his pocket, touching the pieces. They throb in unison now, a single heartbeat of destruction building toward critical mass. “It’s our only shot,” he says.

Selene steps to his side, webbed digits finding his free grip. “Together then.”

Garruk grunts agreement. “The crew stays together.”

Drake joins them, “After you, courier.”

Henry takes a breath and steps through the liquid doorway. For one terrifying moment, pressure crushes him from all sides, reality itself trying to decide what rules apply. Then they burst through into night air—real air, real ground beneath their feet.

The Beast City skyline spreads before them, normal and solid. For one heartbeat, relief floods through Henry. Then he senses the pieces throb again, stronger, and he knows the respite is temporary. They’ve escaped the foundry, but they’re carrying something worse than death in his pocket—a bomb that threatens to tear holes between worlds throughout the entire city.

“We need to move,” Henry says, jaw tight. “This thing isn’t finished with us yet.”

Freedom lasts two breaths. As they clear the foundry’s outer wall, floodlights snap on, bathing the courtyard in harsh white. Henry throws up an arm to shield his vision, the pieces in his pocket humming with increased urgency. Through squinted sight, he counts at least thirty armed figures forming a perimeter—not Malachar’s security, but professionals in tactical gear bearing the familiar wolf skull insignia of Voss Grimfang’s organization. Sniper lasers dance across their chests. The trap closes with mechanical precision.

“Shit,” Diggs mutters, crouching low. “How’d they find us so fast?”

Garruk scans for openings, imposing bulk tensed for action. “They didn’t find us, brother. They were waiting.”

Armed vehicles block every escape route. On the rooftops, Henry spots the telltale shimmer of magical dampening fields being activated—specialized tech designed to suppress supernatural abilities. The air grows heavy, like breathing through wet cotton. Selene gasps beside him, her siren powers visibly dimming as the green glow fades from her vision.

“I can’t access my song,” she whispers, digits clutching at her throat.

The pieces in Henry’s pocket grow heavier, but continue their ominous throbbing despite the dampening field. Whatever’s happening to them transcends normal magical constraints.

A sleek black SUV rolls forward, stopping at the center of the perimeter. The back door opens, and Voss Grimfang steps out with the unhurried confidence of a man who orchestrates rather than participates. His silver hair reflects the floodlights, expression a mask of corporate professionalism betrayed only by the predatory gleam in his stare. He wears an immaculate charcoal suit with a wolf’s head pin on the lapel.

“Henry,” Voss calls, tone carrying across the courtyard. “I’d say this is a surprise, but we both know that would be a lie.”

Drake tenses beside Henry. “We’re outgunned and boxed in,” the vampire mutters. “If we’re making a move, it needs to be now.”

Henry shakes his head. The pieces throb faster, reality wavering around them in subtle distortions visible only from the corner of the vision. “Something’s wrong. This is too perfect.” His stare locks with Voss’s across the distance. “He knew exactly when and where.”

Voss approaches alone, palms open at his sides in a show of harmlessness that fools no one. His guards maintain their positions, weapons trained on Henry’s crew.

“I’ll give you credit,” Voss says, stopping ten paces away. “You’ve exceeded expectations at every turn. The nightclub heist was particularly impressive.” He glances at Selene with cold appraisal. “Freeing the siren was an unexpected complication, but adaptability is the hallmark of a good operative.”

“We were never working for you,” Henry spits.

Voss’s smile doesn’t reach his vision. “Of course you were, son. You just didn’t know it.” He gestures to the foundry behind them, where otherworldly energy still leaks from cracks in reality. “Malachar, Lilith, all the supernatural power players in Beast City—you’ve systematically dismantled them while collecting the pieces. Exactly as I needed.”

The truth hits Henry like a physical blow. Every job, every lead they’d followed—trails of breadcrumbs leading them exactly where Voss wanted.

“The informant at the docks,” Henry says, pieces clicking into place. “Your plant.”

“As was the fence who pointed you to Lilith’s nightclub.” Voss nods. “I’ve been cultivating you for years, Henry. Ever since your father’s… unfortunate demise.”

The pieces in Henry’s pocket grow painfully hot. He senses sweat beading on his forehead, but the dampening field keeps his fire magic suppressed beneath his skin—a pressure cooker with no release valve.

“What do you want?” Henry demands, buying time as he scans for weaknesses in the perimeter.

“The same thing I’ve always wanted. Protection for humanity.” Voss takes another step forward. “These pieces—properly assembled and controlled—will create a barrier that purges supernatural influence from Beast City permanently.”

Garruk growls low. “Genocide.”

“Preservation,” Voss corrects. “Humans are being bred out, fed upon, treated as cattle by things like you.” His stare flicks dismissively to Drake, then Selene. “Your father understood the threat, at first. Before he lost his nerve.”

Henry’s palms clench into fists. “My father died protecting innocent people—humans and supernaturals both.”

“Your father died because he was weak,” Voss’s tone hardens. “He could have ruled this city at my side, but he chose to protect monsters instead of humanity. His Scorchblood heritage gave him power, but he lacked the will to use it properly.”

The dampening field wavers as reality buckles near Henry. The pieces react to his rising emotion, otherworldly energy leaking from his pocket in thin wisps of green-blue radiance.

“You’re lying,” Henry says, but doubt creeps in. How much of his life has been manipulation?

Voss checks his watch—a casual gesture in the midst of apocalyptic stakes. “When I found out Antonio had a half-breed son, I saw opportunity. Someone with access to both worlds but loyalty to neither. Perfect for gathering the pieces no pure human could touch.” His smile turns cruel. “It wasn’t hard to arrange your father’s murder. The undead enforcers were on my payroll—a test to see what you were made of.”

Something cracks inside Henry. Not physically, but deeper—walls built over years of controlled emotion. The dampening field sparks and sizzles around him as his temperature spikes. The pieces in his pocket glow visibly now, their throbbing synchronized with his heartbeat.

“You killed my father.” Not a question. The final piece of a lifelong puzzle.

“I removed an obstacle,” Voss corrects. “Just as I’m doing now.”

He raises a palm, and his forces tense to fire. But the otherworldly energy surrounding Henry intensifies, reality bending around him as the pieces feed on his unleashed emotional state. The dampening field can’t contain the combination of his awakening fire magic and the pieces’ instability.

“Boss!” Diggs shouts in warning as reality fractures between Henry and Voss, a hair-thin crack in the world itself that widens with each throb.

“The pieces,” Selene calls out, her tone strained. “They’re accelerating toward critical mass!”

Voss’s vision widens as he realizes his miscalculation. He backs away, signaling his forces. “Take them down! Now!”

Gunfire erupts from all sides. Henry’s fire magic explodes outward in a protective corona, but he can’t shield everyone. The otherworldly energy from the pieces warps the bullets’ trajectories unpredictably—some slow to a crawl mid-air, others accelerate to impossible speeds.

Drake moves with vampire speed despite the dampening field. He launches himself toward Henry, intercepting three rounds that would have struck true. The vampire’s body jerks with the impacts, dark crimson spraying from his back as the bullets punch through.

“Drake!” Henry catches him as he falls, the vampire’s weight driving them both to the ground.

Drake coughs, blood staining his aristocratic features. His grip clutches Henry’s jacket. “This one is for Antonio, brother,” he whispers, fangs gleaming in a final grim smile. “Don’t waste it.”

The vampire’s stare dims as the life leaves them. Something fundamental shifts in the air—not just grief, but power. As if Drake’s sacrifice completes a circuit long left open.

Fire erupts from Henry’s entire body, no longer the stunted flames of partial heritage but the full inferno of Scorchblood lineage awakened. The pieces in his pocket absorb this new energy hungrily, accelerating their countdown to catastrophe.

“Run!” Henry roars to his crew, the command scorching the air. His skin cracks with molten lines, vision burning orange-white. “I’ll hold them back!”

Garruk hesitates, torn between loyalty and survival. “Brother—”

“GO!” The word carries physical force, pushing them back.

The orc makes his choice, grabbing Selene and Diggs. They retreat toward the only gap in the perimeter—a section where reality has thinned enough to slip through.

Voss’s forces pour fire into Henry, but the bullets melt before impact. The dampening field collapses entirely as otherworldly energy floods the courtyard. Creatures from other realities begin materializing at random, adding to the chaos.

Voss screams orders that go unheard as Henry rises, Drake’s body gently laid aside. The final barrier to Henry’s magic falls away—not just his emotional walls, but his fear of becoming what his father was in those final moments. Fire magic erupts from him in waves, feeding energy into the unstable pieces and accelerating their countdown to catastrophe.

As his crew escapes into the night, Henry turns to face Voss with newfound power blazing in his vision. The man who orchestrated his father’s death, who manipulated his entire life, now backs away in genuine fear. The hunter becoming prey.

“You wanted a weapon,” Henry says, tone layered with otherworldly resonance as fire consumes him. “You got one.”
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Blood pools across the foundry floor, dark and viscous under the harsh industrial lighting. Drake Kozlov staggers backward, three smoking holes punched through his chest where Voss’s bullets found their mark. His gold canines gleam as he grimaces, supernatural healing already failing against ammunition specifically designed to kill creatures like him. Across the room, Voss levels the gun at Henry, his silver stare cold with calculation.

“Disappointing,” Voss says, ejecting the spent magazine and slapping a fresh one into place with practiced efficiency. “I expected better from Antonio’s boy.”

The foundry echoes with the mechanical click of the slide chambering another round. Behind Voss, six armed men form a semicircle, weapons trained on Henry, Garruk, and the fallen vampire. Their tactical gear bears no insignia, but their movements carry military precision.

“The catalysts.” Voss extends his free palm. “Now.”

Henry senses the weight of the pieces in the backpack pressed against his spine. Two Soulfire catalysts, throbbing in dangerous proximity without proper containment. The third sits in the metal case at Voss’s feet, retrieved during the ambush.

Drake coughs, crimson bubbling between his lips. “Run,” he manages, tone thick with fluid. His pale grip clutches at the wounds where specialized silver-nitrate rounds burrow deeper into undead flesh, preventing regeneration.

“Nobody’s running.” Voss steps closer, gun unwavering. “This game ends now.”

Drake lunges from the floor with supernatural speed—not toward safety but directly into Voss’s line of fire. His body shields Henry as three more shots crack through the cavernous space. The vampire jerks with each impact, fresh holes appearing in his back. The bullets meant for Henry bury themselves in already dying flesh.

“No!” Henry catches Drake as he collapses, lowering him to the concrete. Crimson soaks through both their clothes, hot and slick between them.

Garruk roars, the sound reverberating off metal walls. The imposing orc charges Voss’s security team, drawing their fire away from Henry and the fallen vampire. Bullets punch into green-gray flesh but fail to stop his momentum. He crashes into two guards, substantial fists connecting with precision despite his wounds.

The distraction provides seconds, nothing more.

“Get out,” Drake gasps, digits clutching Henry’s jacket. Crimson darkens his lips, turning them almost black in the harsh radiance. “The catalyst case… has a fail-safe. Electromagnetic pulse.”

Understanding flashes across Henry’s features. He reaches into Drake’s coat, extracting a small remote detonator. The vampire nods once.

Henry flips the safety cover and presses the button. The case at Voss’s feet emits a high-pitched whine, then discharges a blast of energy that knocks out every electronic device within fifty feet. Emergency lighting cuts to darkness. Gun-mounted lasers die. Radio communications dissolve into static.

In the momentary confusion, Selene appears from the shadows behind the smelting equipment, moving with fluid grace. She grabs Henry’s arm, pulling him toward an emergency exit while Garruk provides covering fire with a weapon liberated from a fallen guard.

“The vampire,” Henry protests, unwilling to leave Drake behind.

“Bring him,” Selene hisses, webbed digits digging into Henry’s bicep. “Quickly!”

Henry hoists Drake over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry, the vampire’s life force soaking his back. The weight feels wrong—too light for a man Drake’s size, as if something essential already leaks away. They stumble toward the exit, Garruk backing after them, roaring challenges at Voss’s men.

Darkness swallows them as they escape into a maintenance tunnel beneath the foundry. The passage narrows, forcing them to slow. Fifty yards in, where the tunnel widens into a junction, Henry lowers Drake to the ground. The vampire’s skin has gone gray, veins visible beneath the surface like black rivers on a faded map.

“Not far enough,” Drake whispers, each word a struggle. “Voss will follow.”

“Shut up and save your strength.” Henry tears his jacket sleeve, pressing the fabric against the worst of the chest wounds. The material soaks through instantly.

Drake’s grip catches his wrist, still strong despite his fading life. “Listen to me. The fourth piece… isn’t an object. It’s a living Scorchblood… willingly given to bind the weapon safely.”

Henry freezes, the implications settling like lead in his stomach. “What?”

“Your father discovered it… during his final investigation.” Drake’s chest heaves with the effort of speaking. “The Soulfire weapon requires… a conscious sacrifice… someone with the right magical heritage… to prevent it from destabilizing reality.”

Selene kneels beside them, her expression grave in the dim emergency lighting from Garruk’s pack. The orc stands guard at the tunnel junction, towering silhouette blocking the path they just traveled.

“A sacrifice,” Henry repeats, the word hollow in the confined space.

Drake nods, pain twisting his features. “Your father… was prepared to be that sacrifice.” His digits tighten on Henry’s wrist, anchoring himself to consciousness through sheer will. “But Voss killed him… before he could complete the binding.”

Understanding dawns on Henry’s expression. “So when these breaches started—”

“Without the binding sacrifice… the pieces create instability.” Drake coughs, more crimson spattering his chin. “Voss doesn’t care… wants to weaponize the chaos.”

In the distance, shouts echo through the tunnels. Voss’s men, regrouping, hunting.

“We need to move,” Selene urges, her webbed palm on Henry’s shoulder.

“No time.” Drake’s tone grows fainter. “Now… that choice falls to you.”

Henry shakes his head. “There has to be another way.”

“There isn’t.” Drake’s gaze finds his, more human in this moment than they’ve been since his turning. “Your father knew it. I’ve known it… since I found his research.”

The vampire’s body convulses, supernatural anatomy fighting a losing battle against specialized ammunition designed to destroy it cell by cell. His skin grows tighter against his skull, undeath giving way to true death.

“Don’t let my failure… define your choice.” Drake’s grip tightens on Henry’s wrist with desperate strength. “Be the man… your father raised you to be.”

Selene touches Drake’s forehead, a gesture of respect between ancient enemies. “Rest, blood-hunter. Your debt is paid.”

Drake’s stare fixes on a point beyond them all. “Antonio,” he whispers, recognition flooding his features. “I kept my promise.”

His chest rises once more, then falls still. The last breath escapes his lips in a sigh that sounds almost like relief, the burden of twelve years lifting from shoulders that no longer bear weight.

Henry remains motionless, Drake’s crimson cooling on his palms. Behind them, Garruk signals urgently—movement in the tunnels, closing fast.

“We must go,” the orc rumbles.

Henry nods once. He places Drake’s palms across his chest, straightening limbs already stiffening with final death. Then he rises, facing the tunnel ahead where darkness offers temporary sanctuary.

The revelation weighs heavier than the body left behind—not just the nature of the fourth piece, but the choice it represents. A choice his father made twelve years ago. A choice Drake protected with his final act.

The footsteps behind them grow louder. Voss’s hunters, closing in.

The crew disappears deeper into the tunnels, leaving only crimson and silence in their wake.

Water rushes through concrete arteries beneath Beast City, carrying filth and secrets in equal measure. Henry splashes through ankle-deep runoff, the backpack containing two Soulfire catalysts growing heavier with each step. Behind him, Garruk supports his towering bulk against the tunnel wall, green-gray skin slick with crimson from bullet wounds that refuse to close. Selene moves ahead, webbed digits tracing moss patterns on the curved ceiling, finding direction where human vision sees only darkness. Above them, through feet of concrete and asphalt, the city convulses as reality begins to tear at the seams.

“Junction ahead,” Selene calls back, her tone carrying unnaturally well through the damp air. “East branch leads to the harbor outflows.”

The drainage tunnel widens into a circular chamber where five passages converge like spokes on a wheel. The walls weep moisture, decades of mineral deposits creating formations that resemble frozen tears. The crew pauses, listening for pursuers. Water drips. Distant machinery hums. Nothing human follows—yet.

Garruk sinks to one knee, palm pressed against his side where a bullet tore through muscle. “This one requires… brief rest.”

Selene kneels beside the orc, prying his substantial digits away from the wound. Crimson flows between them, darker than human blood.

“Silver nitrate in the rounds,” she says, examining the injury with clinical detachment. “Designed to prevent supernatural healing.” From a waterproof pouch at her hip, she extracts bandages and a small vial of blue liquid. “Hold still, mountain-born.”

As she works on Garruk’s wounds, Henry sets the backpack down with careful precision. The catalysts inside throb with increasing intensity, their energy signatures bleeding through the reinforced fabric. He unzips the main compartment just enough to check their condition. The amber and violet crystals emit radiance that casts his features in sickly hues. Geometric patterns flow across their surfaces at accelerated rates, no longer synchronized but competing for dominance.

“They’re getting worse,” he says, tone tight. “The energy patterns are destabilizing.”

From his position near a smaller drainage pipe, Diggs activates a series of tablet screens. The gnome’s digits dance across interfaces, pulling data from surveillance networks still functioning across the city.

“Breaches expanding exponentially,” he reports, screens reflecting in his oversized goggles. “Primary instabilities in five districts. Secondary ruptures forming throughout metropolitan grid.”

The tablets display street-level chaos: traffic signals cycling through impossible colors, vehicles hovering inches above asphalt, pedestrians walking up vertical surfaces without awareness of gravitational shifts. In one feed, recently deceased humans pull themselves from hospital gurneys, confusion written across gray features as they discover newfound animation without purpose or hunger. Another screen shows a werewolf stuck in mid-transformation, his body frozen between states as the moon appears and disappears in a sky where day and night alternate every thirty seconds.

“The laws of physics are unraveling,” Diggs explains, zooming in on a building whose architecture shifts between brutalist concrete and gothic spires with each passing moment. “Supernatural abilities either amplified beyond control or suppressed completely.”

Henry zips the backpack closed, but the glow persists through the material. “We need somewhere secure to contain them until we figure out our next move.”

“What next move?” Selene asks, finishing Garruk’s bandage with a tight knot. “Drake made it clear. These pieces require a living sacrifice to stabilize.”

Her words hang in the damp air, heavy with implication. No one speaks for several heartbeats. Water continues its relentless journey through the tunnels, unconcerned with the moral calculus of those huddled in its path.

Garruk rises to his full height, towering over them despite his injuries. “Your father accepted this burden. Prepared himself for it.”

“My father didn’t get to make that choice,” Henry counters, anger flaring briefly. “Voss took it from him.”

“And now that choice falls to you.” Selene’s stare reflects green in the crystal-radiance filtering through the backpack. “As Drake said.”

A tremor shakes the tunnel, concrete dust raining from the ceiling. The catalysts glow brighter in response, their energy signatures briefly visible as overlapping geometric patterns in the air around the backpack. The chamber fills with the scent of ozone and burning metal.

Diggs checks his readings, digits moving frantically across screens. “Energy spikes correlating with seismic events. The pieces are reacting to the instabilities they’re creating—feedback loop.”

“How long?” Henry asks.

“At current acceleration…” The gnome swallows hard. “Eight hours until catastrophic breach. Perhaps six until beyond containment.”

Another tremor, stronger than the first. A crack zigzags across the chamber ceiling, concrete spalling onto the wet floor. In the aftermath, silence stretches between them—the weight of Drake’s revelation settling into their collective understanding.

“There has to be another way,” Selene says, though her tone lacks conviction. She turns to Diggs. “The original research—could there be alternatives?”

The gnome shakes his head. “Project Deathblow specifications were explicit. The barrier stabilization requires consciousness piece. A mind bridging human and supernatural realities, willingly surrendered.” He glances at Henry. “Scorchblood heritage provides optimal interface.”

Henry touches his forearm where the dormant markings throb beneath his sleeve, responding to the catalysts’ proximity. “And if we do nothing?”

“Reality collapses.” Diggs projects a simulation on the chamber wall—Beast City dissolving into fragmentary realities where natural laws cease to function. “Total urban extinction event, spreading outward at approximately two miles per hour.”

Garruk places a substantial palm on Henry’s shoulder. “This one stands with you regardless of choice.”

The weight of the orc’s grip grounds Henry momentarily. He looks at each of them—Garruk’s stoic determination, Selene’s conflicted fear, Diggs’s analytical pragmatism. A crew bound by circumstance and loyalty to a man they barely knew days ago.

“My father died trying to prevent this.” Henry shoulders the backpack again, its weight now symbolic as much as physical. “Drake died making sure I understood what’s at stake.”

The crystals throb through the fabric, their rhythm accelerating as if responding to his words. Another tremor shakes the tunnel, stronger than previous ones. Water levels rise as drainage systems fail throughout the network.

“We need to keep moving,” Selene urges, pointing toward the eastern passage. “Harbor maintenance hub has emergency equipment, medical supplies.”

They navigate through the tunnel, wading now as water reaches mid-calf. The liquid reflects distortions from above—ripples of color and geometry that shouldn’t exist in natural radiance. Henry leads, each step heavier than the last. The backpack no longer merely contains two crystal pieces—it carries the weight of a decision with no acceptable outcome.

“Drake said the sacrifice must be willing,” he says finally, breaking minutes of silence. “That’s the difference between weapon and barrier. Between destruction and protection.”

Garruk nods once. “Choice freely made holds power no coercion can match.”

They turn a corner into a wider channel where maintenance platforms line the walls above the waterline. Ahead, emergency lighting still functions, casting red glow across flowing water. Henry climbs onto the nearest platform, extending a grip to help Selene up from the current.

“First, we secure these pieces,” he says, determination replacing uncertainty in his tone. “Then we find Voss and the third catalyst. After that…” He pauses, the words difficult to form. “After that, I make my choice.”

The tunnel lights waver as another energy pulse warps electrical systems throughout the network. For a moment, their shadows stretch into impossible shapes against the curved walls—human silhouettes bending into forms that suggest other realities pressing against the membrane of their world.

Then darkness returns, broken only by the sickly glow of the catalysts and the distant red emergency lighting beckoning them forward.

The maintenance hub transforms into a makeshift command center, emergency floodlights casting harsh shadows across walls slick with condensation. Henry lays the backpack containing the Soulfire catalysts on a metal workbench, their throbbing energy casting sick radiance through reinforced fabric. Garruk stands guard at the tunnel entrance, towering bulk blocking most of the passage while Selene tends to his wounds with supplies scavenged from wall-mounted first aid kits. Diggs hunches over salvaged electronics, cobbling together a monitoring system from parts never meant to work together. None of them notice the figure who slips through a service shaft until the distinctive click of a pistol’s safety echoes through the chamber.

“Nobody move.” Detective Reyes steps into the radiance, service weapon held in a two-handed grip that speaks of academy training and field experience. Water drips from her department-issue raincoat, forming a puddle at her feet. Her stare never leaves Henry as she advances. “Hands where I can see them, Santoro.”

Garruk turns, a growl building in his substantial chest. Selene freezes, webbed digits splayed against the orc’s bandaged torso in warning.

“How did you find us?” Henry keeps his palms visible, positioned halfway between surrender and readiness.

“Followed the disruptions.” Reyes nods toward the backpack. “Those things leave a signature my partner taught me to track.” Her gaze sweeps the room, assessing each occupant with professional detachment. “Where’s the vampire? Kozlov.”

“Dead.” The word falls hard from Henry’s lips. “Voss put three bullets in him.”

Something shifts in Reyes’s expression—not surprise but confirmation. “Silver nitrate rounds. Same signature as the bullets that killed my partner.”

The detective lowers her weapon a fraction, though it remains pointed in Henry’s general direction. She pulls a worn leather notebook from inside her coat, keeping it closed but visible.

“Thomas Keller.” She holds the notebook up. “Found in an alley three weeks ago, throat torn out. Official report says animal attack.” Bitterness edges her tone. “His notes mentioned the Harbinger. Mentioned Santoro—your father, not you.”

Henry takes a careful step forward, palms still raised. “You think Voss killed your partner.”

“I know he did.” Reyes tucks the notebook away but doesn’t holster her weapon. “Keller was building a case against Voss for years. Supernatural arms dealing. Illegal technology transfers. The systematic elimination of everyone connected to something called Project Deathblow.”

At the workbench, Diggs perks up. “Detective knows more than expected.”

Reyes acknowledges the gnome with a tight nod. “Keller wasn’t just investigating Voss’s criminal activities. He found evidence linking him to twelve murders over the past decade—all former Project Deathblow personnel.”

Henry frowns. “Your partner discovered all this?”

“Thomas Keller worked supernatural crimes under a department alias. Protection protocol.” Reyes’s grip on her weapon relaxes slightly.

The backpack on the workbench radiates brighter, energy patterns briefly visible in the air around it. Reyes studies it warily.

“Those are getting worse, aren’t they?” She gestures toward the catalysts with her chin. “The disturbances are spreading across the city. Seventeen confirmed reality breaches in the financial district alone. Hospital emergency rooms filled with people experiencing spontaneous supernatural transformations.”

Henry glances at the backpack. “We’re trying to stabilize them.”

“By carrying around unstable interdimensional tech in a backpack?” Skepticism drips from Reyes’s words.

“By finding the third piece and completing the stabilization protocol,” Selene interjects, stepping away from Garruk. Her webbed digits remain visible, no longer hidden by gloves. “Before the breaches become permanent.”

Reyes studies the siren, then returns her attention to Henry. “Voss has the third piece, doesn’t he?”

Henry nods.

The detective holsters her weapon with a decisive movement. “Then I’m offering an alliance. Help me bring down Voss legally while I provide official cover for whatever you need to do with those things.”

Diggs snorts. “Police protection? Against reality collapse?”

“Against SWAT teams and military response.” Reyes pulls a badge from her pocket—not standard BCPD issue but something more specialized, bearing insignia that matches the emblem on Antonio Santoro’s tactical gear. “Keller wasn’t the only one with connections to the Supernatural Crimes Division. I can get you access, transportation, and most importantly, time.”

Henry exchanges glances with his crew. Garruk nods once, solemn approval. Selene’s expression remains guarded but not dismissive. Diggs shrugs, returning to his improvised monitoring equipment.

“Why trust us?” Henry asks.

“Keller trusted your father.” Reyes tucks the badge away. “His last entry mentioned meeting a confidential informant about ‘the Santoro connection.’ He died that night.”

Before Henry can respond, Diggs’s equipment emits a shrill alarm. The gnome jumps up, digits flying across makeshift controls.

“Movement in the tunnels,” he announces. “Multiple signatures. Non-human.”

Garruk sniffs the air, nostrils flaring. “Death-feeders. Drawn by piece energy.”

The lighting wavers throughout the maintenance hub. From the tunnel beyond comes a sound—not footsteps but something sliding against concrete, punctuated by clicks and hisses that echo off the curved walls.

“Ghouls,” Reyes confirms, drawing her weapon again. “Tunnel dwellers. They feed on death energy. Your catalysts must read like an all-you-can-eat buffet.”

The first ghoul appears at the far end of the tunnel—emaciated body covered in grave mold, digits elongated into bony claws, vision milky white but tracking movement with predatory precision. Behind it, more shapes materialize from the darkness, moving with the jerky coordination of insects.

“Cover the catalysts!” Reyes barks, dropping into a firing stance. “They’ll go straight for the energy source.”

Henry grabs the backpack, pulling it away from the tunnel entrance as Garruk moves to intercept the first wave of ghouls. The orc’s substantial fists connect with desiccated flesh, breaking bone that immediately begins to reform. The creatures swarm around him, seeking gaps in his defense.

Reyes fires three times in rapid succession, each shot finding a ghoul’s head with surgical precision. The creatures drop but continue to twitch on the floor, death-magic animating them beyond normal kill parameters.

“Silver doesn’t work!” she shouts, ejecting her magazine and slapping in another with practiced efficiency. “We need fire!”

Henry drops the backpack behind a concrete pillar and races to Garruk’s aid. The orc bleeds from a dozen new cuts where ghoul claws found purchase. Henry grabs a length of broken pipe from the floor, swinging it in an arc that catches a ghoul across its sunken chest. The creature hisses but doesn’t retreat.

“The catalysts.” Selene appears at Henry’s side, her tone urgent. “Your Scorchblood markings—the binding is weakening near the energy source.”

Understanding flashes across Henry’s features. He drops the pipe and thrusts his palms forward. The skin along his forearms burns, faint markings there throbbing red beneath his torn sleeves. Heat ripples the air above his digits.

For a moment, nothing happens. Then sparks dance across his palms—small at first, then growing. Ember-red radiance flickers at his fingertips, casting his features in a bloody glow. The flames leap higher, responding to the proximity of the catalysts, to the adrenaline coursing through his system, to the desperate need that overrides his father’s binding spell.

Fire erupts from his palms in a controlled blast that catches the nearest ghouls, setting grave-clothes and desiccated flesh alight. The creatures shriek, an inhuman sound that vibrates the metal fixtures throughout the hub. They retreat from the flames, circling toward the less defended approaches to the catalysts.

Reyes repositions, back to the pillar where Henry stashed the backpack. “Whatever you’re doing, keep it up!” She fires again, the shots slowing the ghouls but not stopping them.

Selene darts to a wall panel, webbed digits working the emergency controls. Water pipes overhead burst on command, but what sprays from them isn’t water—it’s a fire-suppressant chemical, standard in maintenance tunnels where electrical fires pose constant threats. The siren directs the spray toward the advancing ghouls, soaking them in the flammable solution.

“Now!” she calls to Henry.

He channels the fire through his palms in a wider arc, igniting the chemical-soaked ghouls. They burn like torches, their shrieks cutting off as death-magic fails against purifying flame. Garruk takes advantage of their distraction, substantial grips grabbing burning creatures and hurling them back into the tunnel where their thrashing bodies block the advance of others.

Diggs contributes from his position near the monitoring equipment, throwing improvised flash grenades that disorient the light-sensitive tunnel dwellers. The gnome’s features split in a fanged grin as the devices detonate with precision timing.

Reyes moves with tactical efficiency, positioning herself where she can support Garruk’s defensive line. She no longer aims for heads but for joints—knees, elbows, shoulders—immobilizing the ghouls for Garruk to dispatch or Henry to burn.

The battle lasts six minutes by the hub’s still-functioning wall clock. When the last ghoul falls, the tunnel entrance lies littered with smoldering remains that twitch with decreasing frequency. The acrid smell of burnt chemicals and something older, more putrid, fills the chamber.

Henry leans against a wall, breathing hard, the fire in his palms extinguished but the markings on his arms still glowing faintly beneath torn sleeves. Garruk bleeds from new wounds, but his posture remains defiant, substantial chest heaving with exertion. Selene checks the water systems, shutting off valves to prevent flooding. Diggs returns to his equipment, confirming no new threats approach.

Reyes reloads her weapon before holstering it. She surveys the aftermath with professional assessment. “You people work well together.”

“Necessity,” Henry responds, pushing himself upright. He retrieves the backpack from behind the pillar, its contents still throbbing with unnatural energy. “We don’t have the luxury of distrust.”

The detective nods, understanding the implication. “Neither do I.” She extends her grip. “Partners, then. Against Voss and whatever those things are doing to my city.”

Henry takes her grip, the Scorchblood markings on his arm throbbing once as their palms connect. “Partners.”

Diggs interrupts from his workstation. “Breaches accelerating. Five hours until critical mass.”

Reyes releases Henry’s grip, turning toward the gnome. “What happens at critical mass?”

“Reality collapses,” Henry answers before Diggs can. “Unless we assemble the catalysts properly. With the fourth piece.”

“Which is?” Reyes asks.

Henry meets her stare without flinching. “Me.”

Outside the maintenance hub, water continues to flow through the city’s underground arteries. Above, Beast City tears itself apart as reality unravels strand by strand. Between those worlds, in a concrete chamber smelling of smoke and chemical fire, three unlikely factions form an alliance against the coming storm.

The clock on the wall ticks forward, marking time in a world that may soon have none left.
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Wind skims down the ruined boulevards and into the bone-choked underbelly of Beast City, pushing debris through splintered rebar teeth. The entrance to the old municipal tunnels is a wound—concrete peeled back by something with patience and claws. Ghouls cluster in the half-light, their hunched bodies layered with sewer moss and flayed uniforms, grips tearing at a chunk of pavement crusted with crimson and road salt.

A fissure the width of a child’s coffin runs through the slab beneath them. The breach radiates with a radiance so blue it bleaches the ghouls’ skin to paper and makes them hiss, vision watering and teeth bared. The illumination throbs faster, convulsing with every shudder of the ground. Out of the seam ooze larvae, pale and semi-translucent, their bodies webbed with crawling veins and sharp, gnashing mouths. The ghouls work the breach like miners, plucking the larvae and swallowing them down in wriggling mouthfuls. Some writhe away, burrowing into the mud. The rest feed the tunnel’s appetite for nightmare.

Henry Santoro stands on a crumbled abutment above the pit, boots level with the topmost ghoul’s head. The city’s gutter-stench and scorched ozone bleed together in the wind. His leather jacket clings to his frame, flecked with dried crimson and the afterbirth of the city’s latest horror. He stares down at the scene, but his gaze is focused past the carnage—on the blue fissure, on the implication of the crawling things, on the reason they’re here.

Selene is already moving. She slides down the broken face of the concrete and lands in a half-crouch, sidestepping a ghoul that hisses as her shadow crosses its shoulder. Her bare palms are slicked with ichor from the last engagement, but she cleans them with a rag and tucks her hair behind her ear. “It’s worse here,” she says, tone steady, accent crisp and seawater-cool. “The boundary’s thinner than before.”

From the rim, Detective Reyes follows, raincoat flapping. She holsters her sidearm, but the motion is automatic—she knows it’s useless here, but old habits are how humans outlive the odds. In her other grip she carries a battered police-issue lantern, its beam reduced to a jaundiced flicker in the blue hell-light. She studies the ghouls, the larvae, the fissure, cataloging threat vectors in silence.

Selene kneels next to the brightest section of fissure. She doesn’t flinch as a larva writhes free and attaches to her forearm, its circular mouth ringed with barbed hooks. She pries it loose with two digits, holds it up to the lantern. “See this?” She holds it so the others get a good look: the larva’s body is nearly transparent, and inside, suspended in what passes for a gut, is a shimmering fragment of orange-red crystal.

Reyes scowls. “Same as the catalyst.” She pulls her holo-slate from a jacket pocket, the device’s surface cracked but functional. Her thumb swipes through folders of Project Deathblow data, stare darting as she cross-references in real time. “The bio readings match. They’re using the byproducts of the catalyst’s resonance to replicate. Every new breach produces more.”

Selene drops the larva, which lands with a wet splat and scrabbles toward the dark. “If we don’t close the rift, there won’t be a city left to save.”

The blue fissure widens with a low, groaning sound. The ghouls scatter as concrete splits, several dropping into the pit with a sound like gravel hitting water. Henry plants his boots, gripping the steel railing above for balance, and signals Selene with a sharp gesture. She responds, palms on the next writhing parasite, her webbed digits moving with a surgeon’s confidence.

Reyes looks up from her slate, stare reflecting the blue like cat’s vision at night. “The files specify a binding sacrifice at a nexus point.” She speaks with the clipped cadence of a homicide report, already prepping evidence for a case no judge would ever see. “If we want a shot at this, it has to be at the heart of the breach. Not close, not adjacent. In the teeth.”

Henry grunts, unslings his backpack, and unrolls a battered city schematic across the lowest rung of the guard rail. He runs a digit along the web of color-coded tunnels. “This junction matches the ley-line coordinates,” he says, tone low. “Next level down. We’ll have to get past these.” He nods at the ghouls, who are reforming ranks at the edge of the new breach, their mouths working in a twitchy, synchronized rhythm.

Selene stands, dirt and parasite slime streaking her calves. She scoops a handful of rubble, sifting it between her digits. “There are runes here,” she says, half to herself. “Old ones. Like the safehouse, but burned in with malice.”

She plucks a broken steel pipe from the debris and draws a circle in the dirt, outlining it with a quick, deft palm. She adds triangles at four points, then links them with lines. “Binding like this needs three things. One—voluntary offering.” She points to Henry without looking. “Two—exact coordinates. Not a foot off, or the resonance unravels and takes the city with it. Three—complete severance of afterlife ties. You have to break the connection between what’s here and whatever’s waiting beyond.”

Reyes pockets her slate, snapping it shut. The sound is sharp, final. “Then we do it right the first time,” she says, tone hard as a nightstick. She tugs her jacket tight, the cold and the growing sense of doom gnawing at her edges.

The ghouls surge again, sensing that the trio is more threat than prey. Henry gives the map a final glance, commits the route to memory, then slings the pack and drops into the chaos. The blue radiance makes every shadow knife-sharp; the only sound is the ghouls’ chittering and the squelch of larvae beneath boots.

Selene moves with inhuman grace, her body weaving through the mass as she jabs, twists, and disables with surgical precision. She avoids killing where possible—every dead body is a battery for the breach, and every drop of spilled crimson is food for the larvae. Reyes, for her part, advances with methodical brutality, snapping limbs and dropping ghouls with bone-crunching efficiency. The scent of ozone intensifies, and the rift screams, shedding blue radiance that feels cold even as it scorches.

They reach the far side of the fissure, skin stinging and vision swimming from the energy in the air. Henry turns back, chest heaving. “We clear?” he asks.

Reyes sweeps the breach with her lantern. “Clear.” She wipes crimson from her cheek with the sleeve of her jacket.

They press deeper into the tunnels, blue radiance fading as the breach’s influence weakens. The darkness feels almost comforting by comparison. They walk in silence for a minute, each lost in their own calculus of what comes next.

The warehouse sits five blocks from the bleeding edge of the city’s collapse, its windows shattered, its steel ribs exposed. Inside, the world is red—floodlights hooked to cracked batteries stain everything the color of arterial spray. Rust, old fire, and the chemical sting of burning catalysts fill the air.

Henry stands at the epicenter, boots planted in a circle chalked onto the dusty concrete. The circle is precise: Scorchblood runes every six inches, lines perfect except where the ground shifts under the city’s tremors. He’s stripped to the waist, leather jacket slung on a pile of scavenged tarps. Across his chest and arms, the family markings glow faintly through sweat and grit, throbbing in rhythm with the resonance of the city’s failing ley-lines.

Selene stalks the perimeter, bare feet padding over broken glass and rat-droppings. Her hair is slicked back, neck and shoulders sheened with sweat. She holds a tin cup of brackish water in one palm, a chunk of orange catalyst in the other. Every few seconds, she hums under her breath, tuning herself to the ritual’s frequency.

At the edge of the warehouse, Reyes stands guard with the dogged paranoia of a woman who’s been ambushed too many times. She scans the dark windows and the alley outside, shotgun ready, radio in her other grip. Each time she glances at Henry, her jaw tightens. She doesn’t pretend to understand the mechanics of the ritual, but she gets the stakes.

Selene pours the water in a line across the chalk, then crushes the catalyst and dusts it over Henry’s shoulders. The heat from the particles makes his skin itch, then burn. “Ready?” she asks, stare fixed on his features.

He nods. The words feel caught in his throat.

Selene begins the chant—a low, rolling cadence that vibrates the air. It’s more felt than heard, a suggestion at the base of the skull. With her free palm, she touches the first rune on Henry’s right forearm. The symbol flares from red to white, and heat knifes up the limb, freezing him in place. He tries to breathe, but his lungs seize.

A silhouette flickers in his peripheral vision—Antonio’s features, younger than Henry remembers from the photos. A smile, then a gloved palm closing on Henry’s shoulder, the weight and warmth almost real. The vision lasts a heartbeat, then shatters as Selene moves to the next rune, her chant rising half a step.

She circles him, repeating the touch-and-unlock, each time a new vision: Antonio hauling Henry from a burning car wreck, Antonio arguing with a younger Garruk in a city park, Antonio hunched over a workbench late at night, tracing runes into a strip of leather and murmuring an apology to no one. Each memory is a needle, and Henry senses them all. Sweat pours down his features, knees shaking.

The warehouse trembles. Outside, sirens wail—real ones this time, police and fire converging on the city’s heart. The floodlights waver, shadows leaping across the walls. At the sixth rune, Selene’s song shifts, a new layer weaving in—a harmony that tastes of the ocean and of promises kept.

She touches the rune at the center of his chest. Pain arcs through his sternum, down his spine. Henry’s body convulses, vision whiting out. In the blank, a memory: Antonio standing in a warehouse like this one, fire dancing along his forearms, stare bright with determination. Then the gunshot, Antonio’s body slumping, the echo of Voss’s betrayal ringing louder than the bullet. The pain becomes anger, and the anger becomes heat, and the heat becomes a roar.

Selene doesn’t flinch. She presses her palm to his chest and shouts, “Accept your bloodline! Let each seal shatter!” The final rune splits, a black crack running through the glowing sigil, and heat floods the room. A rusted barrel near the wall ignites, sparks leaping across the floor.

Henry’s vision snaps open. The world is edged in orange and red, every detail hyperreal. He senses the runes on his skin unravel, the suppression spell tearing itself apart strand by strand. Fire licks up his arms, but the pain is gone—replaced by a focused, ferocious clarity.

He staggers upright, shoulders squared. Selene steps back, watching with the wary pride of a trainer studying a newly broken stallion. The air around Henry ripples, and his palms flame with Scorchblood power—controlled, contained.

He raises a palm, and with a flick of his wrist, releases a jet of flame. It scorches a line down the center of the warehouse floor, the heat pushing the stench of rot and ozone into the corners. The fire dies as quickly as it appeared, leaving behind a line of blackened, smoking concrete.

He stands, chest heaving, the world returning to normal as the energy stabilizes. In the silence, Reyes lowers her shotgun, relief flickering across her expression.

Selene approaches him, palm lingering on his shoulder. “You did it,” she says, not quite a question.

He nods. “It’s done.” His tone is rough, but steady. “We finish this.”

The door to Voss Grimfang’s tower explodes inward as Henry strikes it with concentrated fire. The reinforced steel buckles, melts, then separates like water. Alarms scream through the corridors as he steps through the molten opening, Selene and Reyes flanking him, their weapons ready. The building’s interior is all black marble and chrome, designed to intimidate—but intimidation requires fear, and Henry has burned that emotion out of himself completely.

Security forces pour from side passages, but they move too slowly. Henry sweeps his palm in an arc, and a wall of flame rolls across the lobby, setting expensive furniture ablaze and driving the guards back. Selene’s song rises above the crackling fire, disorienting the survivors. Reyes advances with tactical precision, her shotgun barking methodically as she clears their path to the elevators.

“Top floor,” Henry says, stepping over the smoldering remains of a security desk. “Voss is waiting.”

The elevator ride feels eternal. Henry stares at his reflection in the polished doors—the Scorchblood markings now visible even through his jacket, pulsing with controlled fire. The boy who delivered packages is gone. In his place stands something harder, more focused. Something his father would recognize.

The doors open onto Voss’s penthouse office. The crime lord stands behind his massive desk, the third catalyst floating in a containment field beside him. His silver hair is disheveled, his usually perfect suit wrinkled. But his stare remains cold, calculating.

“Henry.” Voss doesn’t sound surprised. “I wondered when you’d come.”

Behind Voss, floor-to-ceiling windows show the city burning below. Reality fractures spread like spider webs across the skyline, blue radiance bleeding from dimensional tears. In the distance, creatures that shouldn’t exist crawl through the streets.

“It’s over,” Henry says, stepping into the room. Fire dances around his digits, but he keeps it controlled. “Give me the catalyst.”

Voss laughs, a sound like breaking glass. “You still don’t understand, do you? This was never about the catalysts.” He gestures to the chaos outside. “This is about evolution. The strong consuming the weak. Natural selection accelerated.”

“You’re insane.” Reyes aims her shotgun at Voss’s chest. “Look what you’ve done to the city.”

“I’ve freed it from stagnation.” Voss moves to the window, his back to them. “Humanity was dying, bred weak by cooperation with monsters. Now only the strong survive.”

Henry advances, flame building in his palms. “My father tried to stop you. Now I will.”

“Your father was a fool.” Voss spins, a pistol appearing in his grip. “Just like his son.”

The gunshot echoes through the office. Henry staggers, crimson blooming across his shirt. But the bullet wound seals almost instantly, Scorchblood magic knitting flesh back together. He looks up at Voss with burning vision.

“My turn.”

Fire erupts from Henry’s entire body, a controlled inferno that fills the office with searing heat. Voss screams, trying to shield himself, but the flames find him anyway. His expensive suit ignites, his perfectly styled hair crispens. He falls to his knees, begging.

Henry extinguishes the flames with a thought. Voss collapses, badly burned but alive. The containment field around the catalyst flickers and dies.

“The ritual,” Selene says urgently. “We need to complete it. Now.”

Henry nods, approaching the floating crystal. As his digits close around it, the three catalysts resonate, their combined energy threatening to tear holes in reality itself. Through the broken windows, the city’s screams grow louder.

“The binding requires willing sacrifice,” Henry says, holding the catalyst. “I understand that now.”

He looks at Selene and Reyes, memorizing their features. Then he closes his vision and lets the fire consume him completely. Not to destroy, but to transform. To become the bridge between worlds that the ritual demands.

The catalysts merge with his essence, their power flowing through Scorchblood heritage that spans generations. Pain beyond description tears through him, but he holds on, channeling the energy outward. The dimensional fractures throughout the city begin to seal, reality reasserting itself strand by strand.

In the silence that follows, Henry opens his vision. He still stands, still breathes. But something fundamental has changed. The markings on his skin have become permanent, no longer just symbols but actual conduits between the human and supernatural worlds.

“It’s done,” he says quietly. “The barriers are stable.”

Outside, the city begins to heal. The blue radiance fades from the sky. In the distance, emergency sirens wail—but these are sounds of rescue, not destruction.

Voss lies unconscious on the floor, his breathing shallow but steady. Justice will come for him, but through proper channels. The age of shadows and manipulation is ending.

Henry walks to the shattered window, looking out over Beast City. Somewhere below, Garruk and Diggs are helping with the evacuation. Somewhere, Drake’s memory rests in peace. And somewhere, Antonio Santoro’s spirit finally finds the resolution it sought for twelve long years.

The Scorchblood legacy continues, but on Henry’s terms now. Protector of both worlds, guardian of the balance his father died to preserve.

The courier’s final delivery is complete.
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