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THE BLOOD MOON
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Unnatural electromagnetic pulses tore through Groom Lake’s underground laboratory, twenty-two floors beneath the Nevada desert. Fluorescent tubes flickered erratically as energy waves rattled equipment against the reinforced concrete.

Between two curved obsidian pillars etched with glowing ancient glyphs, a portal shimmered into existence. Light bent around its edges, energy rippling outward against the containment barriers.

Dr. Jonathan VanderBilt wiped his forehead, the ancient manuscript trembling in his grasp. The red ring on his finger caught the light.. Pre-Babylonian symbols glowed on yellowed pages, their radiance searing his vision as staff scrambled at monitoring stations. He clutched the Iron Cross at his throat, a symbol of remorse, his gaze fixed on energy readings that defied all explanation. Ozone crackled through the air, sharp in his nostrils.

From the churning vortex, a dark entity emerged and hung motionless, awakening after eons of imprisonment, absorbing the light from the lab.

A piercing shriek sliced through the air.

Pressure slammed into Jonathan’s chest as he staggered backward. The manuscript slipped from his fingers, pages scattering across the floor. He crumpled to his knees, face contorted in silent agony, casting one last mournful glance at the photo of his six-year-old granddaughter embracing his son. “What have we released ... God help us.”

* * *
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Behind reinforced observation windows, a young British military officer with Persian blood closed his eyes at the killing spree unfolding below. In his relentless hatred for the serpentine order, he had revealed the manuscript, never realizing that the path to vengeance would lead to this point of no return. But his vengeance would come at an unimaginable price.
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THIRTY YEARS LATER 
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MARCH 3
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Washington, D.C.
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Shrill rings shattered Amanda VanderBilt’s sleep. Her fingers found the cold metal in darkness. The screen revealed nothing. No number, no identity. Just digital emptiness demanding attention.

Her thumb hovered over the answer button. Fifteen years of breaking stories had taught her that midnight calls meant two things: disaster or breakthrough. She’d built her reputation on both.

“Hello?” The word caught slightly, sleep and wariness tangling in her throat.

A voice crawled through layers of digital distortion, more machine than human. Behind it, sirens echoed through empty streets.

“Sibley Memorial. The morgue. Bring his research.” Each word fell like a stone, heavy with urgency. “Brussels is connected. Pick up the pieces Daniel left behind. You have a week before everything falls apart.”

The line went dead.

Pieces. The implication struck like a physical blow. She hadn’t spoken to her father in months, not since his spectacular fall from grace, when four decades of acclaimed journalism crumbled into obsessive delusions. The image surfaced: his shoulders hunched beneath the desk lamp, conspiracy papers scattered across his study. Once the Washington Post’s star investigative historian. Then, more than twenty years ago, her mother was murdered, and something fundamental broke. He retreated into shadows, leaving a fourteen-year-old to raise herself.

The leather-bound notebook he’d pressed into her hands still sat on her nightstand, an accusation made tangible. “Keep it safe, Amanda,” he’d insisted, his gaze feverish in his gaunt face. “You’ll need it someday.” She’d dismissed it as paranoid ramblings, another burden from a man who’d already given her too many.

Her bedside clock glowed 3:17 a.m. Research reflexes kicked in automatically: anonymous call, untraceable number, specific location, urgent timeline. Either someone wanted her dead, or they possessed information worth dying for. Why Sibley Memorial? Why now, with the President hosting world leaders for the emergency NATO summit? And that mechanical voice, speaking of her father as if he were already—

The thought died before taking root.

Outside her window, a crimson moon hung over Four Mile Run Park. Her father’s warnings about celestial omens resonated with uncomfortable clarity. She’d dismissed them as delusions. Now, her certainty in rational explanations cracked beneath her like thin ice.

Her focus went to the notebook. The weathered leather seemed to absorb the red moonlight, its presence both invitation and warning. Inside lay her father’s increasingly erratic notes: ancient symbols and forgotten cults scrawled across yellowed pages. One name leaped from the chaotic script: Jonathan, underlined three times with exclamation marks. No last name, but the notation made the connection clear: Groom Lake, Nevada desert, blood moon. Her grandfather. Goosebumps prickled her skin. She barely remembered him, but his sudden death had changed her father forever.

A single buzz from her phone drew her to her screen. CNN live update: Mysterious disappearances happening globally. It couldn’t be related, could it?
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Washington, D.C., Sibley Memorial

[image: ]




Washington’s streets lay empty as she drove to Sibley Memorial. Parking away from security cameras, she approached the side entrance, the smokers’ door she’d used before. It was locked. Amanda pulled out her press credentials and the universal key she’d secretly copied years ago from her hospital connection. Old habits.

Inside, sharp antiseptic assaulted her senses. Fluorescent bulbs buzzed overhead, illuminating sterile corridors where only machinery’s low hum and distant monitor beeps broke the silence.

Pressing against the wall near the entrance, she strained to hear muffled conversation beyond the doors. Years of coaxing reluctant sources had taught her to listen first, assess the players.

“...the same markings on all three ...” a gruff voice choked.

“...happened at MedStar last week ...” another whispered.

“...FBI locked their morgue down ...” The first speaker dropped lower.

Moving closer, she peered through the small window. Two figures in white coats moved inside. The door opened, and a gurney rolled out carrying a body bag, zipper slightly open. As it passed, she glimpsed a bare foot, skin a disturbing shade of gray, some toes missing, others blackened.

Her throat constricted as they disappeared deeper into the hospital. The image of her mother’s body flashed unbidden, sprawled on a red-stained carpet, a tableau of violence that had never made sense. She drove her nails into her palms, the pain a sharp anchor. Focus. Whatever was happening here carried echoes of something older.

The staff entrance yielded to her touch. Emergency lighting cast the corridor in harsh relief, darkness pooling in doorways where the scent of decay hung thick. Light spilled from the coroner’s office, conversation murmuring within—Nick’s voice was among them. An ally forged in Washington’s worst moments.

The discussion ceased abruptly. Footsteps receded hastily into the distance.

She pushed the door open.

“Late night, Nick.” Despite her casual tone, sweat beaded her temple.

Behind the autopsy table, Nick’s head snapped up—panic flickering across his weathered features before professionalism reasserted itself. He peeked toward the closed door, shoulders tensing. “Amanda? What are you doing here?” The words came out strained. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“I heard about some unusual arrivals.” She moved closer, cataloging the tells: darting glances, defensive posture. Classic pre-confession signals from countless reluctant sources.

His attention shifted to the hallway, one hand finding the table’s edge for support. “Please,” he choked out. “If they find you...” His expression pleaded now, fear replacing surprise. “Just go. Now.”

He turned to resume his work, raising his hands while muttering: “One day, you’ll bring me serious trouble.”

Amanda ignored him, something pulling her toward the covered bodies. Before she could stop herself, she lifted a corner of the sheet. Her body froze. Ozone hit her nostrils, the sharp scent of electrical discharge.

The symbol on the corpse’s chest—three interlocking circles, ringed with forgotten script around a stylized serpent—caught the fluorescent glow. The lines seemed to shift in her vision. Heat flashed across her forehead. It’s not just a symbol... it’s a warning, her father’s voice echoed within.

She raised her phone, the camera clicks echoing through the morgue’s stillness. Evidence first, questions later.

“What are you doing?” Suspicion creased Nick’s face. “They demanded complete silence!” His nervous look down the corridor betrayed genuine fear.

Before he could say more, the corridor doors burst open. Two men in dark suits strode in, followed by others in military uniforms. Their movements spoke of federal authority and classified clearance. The two suits wore similar distinctive red rings.

“Out!” one barked at Nick. His attention turned to Amanda, face hardening. “Who are you?”

Nick shoved her toward the door. “Go!” came his urgent hiss.

The hallway enveloped her, every instinct on high alert. As she turned, one phrase reached her ears: “Secure the perimeter. This is a Phoenix site.”

Phoenix. The word lodged in her memory like a splinter.

Bursting outside, she gasped frigid air. While unlocking her car, she scanned her surroundings. Old habit.. A faint scent of masculine cologne hung in the air, though no one was visible. Someone was watching.

Driving home, fragments scattered across her mind: the morgue, the symbol, her father’s notes, Phoenix. Each piece of a larger puzzle. Mirror checks revealed nothing, but the feeling persisted: constant awareness of being watched.

Her analytical training pieced it together in the darkness between streetlights: the same blood moon that had witnessed her grandfather’s death now heralded a new awakening. Sixteen years in journalism were about to yield their harvest. The pattern was completing itself, generation by generation, death by death.

* * *
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In the parking lot, outside her apartment building, a blue sedan sat shrouded in shadow. Inside, the driver’s attention remained fixed on his camera display. Twenty-two years ago he’d made a crucial mistake. The Order wouldn’t watch in silence anymore. A faint smile tugged at his lips.

Soon, they would meet face-to-face, gloves off.

Blood will tell.
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India, Uttar Pradesh, Jaunpur
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Wind carried gunpowder smoke and celebrants’ cries from Holika Dahan, the night before Holi—India’s festival of colors. A spark landed on Ivani’s shawl, burning a perfect circle. She drew back, fingers tracing the pattern. From atop ancient Jaunpur Fort, a blood moon hung over the Gomti River, its reflection breaking into serpentine patterns across the dark water.

Her steps echoed off old stone as she moved away from the city’s heart. The cotton shawl, handed down through three generations of her family’s seers, did little to ward off the presence that had descended over the festivities. Holika Dahan’s joy had given way to something else, a dread that even the most intoxicated revelers seemed to sense.

Days ago, whispers had started: ‘Kalki has been seen.’ Kalki, the expected Hindu messiah, prophesied to appear at the end of this age to restore righteousness. Her father’s warnings about cosmic alignments echoed in her mind. His quivering hands as he studied religious texts late into the night, his muttering about signs and seals. Above, the blood moon confirmed her fears. The gods Rahu and Ketu, the shadow planets, were aligning as the ancient texts warned, the severed head and tail of the cosmic serpent reuniting to eclipse the moon.

At the festival’s edge, torchlights flickered and died. A figure seemed to materialize from the darkness. Her heart hammered against her ribs. Kalki? The thought vanished as quickly as it came, as did the figure. She reached for the talisman at her throat, the chakra markings smooth beneath her fingers. A silent prayer rose in her heart.

“Keep this with you always.” Her grandmother’s intensity when she’d turned thirteen still echoed. “To protect your Kundalini when the time comes.”

Pushing aside the beaded curtain of the seer’s hut, the festival’s drums and laughter didn’t just fade—they cut off abruptly, as if someone had severed sound itself.

“Ivani.” The voice scraped through darkness like bone against stone. Incense coiled around her ankles as the seer’s stare drew her deeper inside. By a low fire, the seer crouched in shadows that fell in three directions despite the fire being the only light source. When their eyes met, black wells peered back.

“Vritra rises,” came the rasp, the seer’s attention fixed on Ivani’s talisman. Her hands moved through flames that didn’t burn, scattering herbs that burst into strange colors. “He seeks the mark.”

Vritra, the cosmic serpent of drought and darkness, the enemy of Indra himself. According to legend, when Vritra woke, rivers would dry and the sky would burn. Her father had told her these stories as warnings, not fairy tales.

As the seer spoke, she drew a red tilaka mark on Ivani’s forehead with turmeric paste, praying for protection from what was coming.

Stepping outside, an unnatural wind tore through the village, carrying echoes of forgotten myths. From the bonfires, sparks spiraled upward. Sharp ozone cut through the incense, burning her nostrils.

Suddenly, something clamped down on her arm. She spun to find a young man, wild terror in his pupils, clutching a blood-stained cloth. “They’re coming,” he choked out. “The gods hunt for the marked, the sealed.” The stench of decay clung to him.

Through the swirling darkness, ancient presence pressed down on her—patient but hungry. The image of Vritra filled her mind: a mountain of scales and shadow, capable of devouring light itself. Tonight, under this blood moon, the childhood stories were becoming reality.

The young man’s pupils dilated until they nearly swallowed his iris. He fled into the darkness. As she turned, the torchlight dimmed. From the tree line, three figures emerged—impossibly tall, their faces hidden by shadows that moved independently of any light source. But their eyes caught moonlight and reflected it back wrong, like light bouncing off a dead star.

The talisman burned cold against her throat. They had found her.

3



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Iran, Isfahan
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Sunlight gilded the blue tiles of Isfahan’s mosques, but Ebrahim Ishfani’s unease remained. He pressed a hand against his churning stomach. Last night’s blood moon still haunted him despite the lingering aromas of the Eid feast. Under that moon, he’d spent the whole night in prayer to ward off the bad omen and ensure protection of his children.

Reluctantly descending into the day from the rooftop, he noticed the strange angles of falling shadows across the steps. Even familiar sounds—rhythmic kneading, clanging trays, his workers’ conversations, seemed muted and distant.

Then his daughter’s laughter cut through the gloom. Azar ran toward him, beaming, holding up a small clay bird painted with bright, uneven strokes. “Daddy! Look what I made!”

He knelt and examined it closely, the clay cool against his fingers. “It’s beautiful, habibti. Just like a real bird.” A kiss on her forehead brought sweet, floral fragrance, a brief respite from his dark thoughts.

Moments later, Kaveh burst in, clutching a wooden sword. “Baba! I’m a warrior!” It swung, narrowly missing some stacked fresh loaves.

Ebrahim smiled despite himself. His children’s warmth provided temporary shelter from the chill that had settled in his bones since dawn.

By mid-morning, his hands moved routinely through the dough while his mind wandered. Outside, the usually vibrant city seemed to hold its breath. His workers spoke in hushed tones.

Their soft speech reached him: strange occurrences in the old quarter, unrest in Tehran. The conversation reminded him of his grandfather’s tales of ancient djinn, creatures that emerged when the heavens fell out of balance.

Then the radio crackled: President Khosravi would address the nation that night. Ebrahim’s hands stilled on the dough. The secrecy surrounding the Brussels summit, this sudden address, the omen in the sky. It all pointed toward something terrible.

He thought of Azar’s bright laughter, Kaveh’s wooden sword. Whatever darkness was gathering, he had to understand it. For their sake.
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Iran, Isfahan, Salam Mosque
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Seeking answers, he left his workers in charge and walked to the Salam Mosque. But even the courtyard felt still, like the quiet before a storm.

Near the entrance stood Imam Farhad ibn Javadi, back against the wall, his posture rigid with tension. In twenty years, Ebrahim had never seen him this way. Arms crossed tightly, head bowed, shoulders trembling slightly. Despite the cool air, perspiration gleamed on his forehead.

“Imam Javadi,” Ebrahim called, his voice wavering.

Farhad’s gaze met his, filled with bone-deep worry. Without a word, he disappeared through the mosque’s heavy doors.

Something was wrong. Terribly wrong. He had to know what.

Inside, dim light filtered through stained-glass windows, casting shifting patterns across ancient tiles. An underlying hum seemed to emanate from the stones themselves.

“Imam?” His throat was dry.

Silence. Then a subtle pressure against his eardrums, and a strange electrical scent he didn’t recognize. A darkness deeper than shadow descended on Ebrahim, making it nearly impossible to breathe.

Through a cracked office door, he saw the imam. Farhad’s face was ashen, his posture submissive before a figure whose presence seemed to warp the light itself. A dark cloak swallowed the brightness, revealing only imposing height and an unnatural stillness.

“...three days ...” The voice was guttural, like stones grinding in the earth’s depths. “...no excuses ...”

Then two words, spoken with chilling emphasis: “Anqa Mughrib.”

Ebrahim stumbled back. The name stirred half-forgotten memories, his grandfather’s hushed tones about an ancient mythical bird, created to perfect Allah’s creation but turned against Him. A being that dwelt in the spaces between what was and what should never be.

Afternoon light dimmed and shadows lengthened unnaturally. A deeper chill settled over everything, colder than any fading sun.

As he clung to the wall, his thoughts went to his children, the clay bird warm in his palm. Whatever darkness was coming, he would not let it touch them.
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Groom Lake base, Nevada 0500 Hours Local Time
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Another backup generator swung from the crane, the third one this week. As Chief of Security Forces at Groom Lake, Colonel Andrew Briggs had authorized the first two. Someone else had ordered this one. Pre-dawn desert cold sliced through his uniform, even Nevada’s wasteland demanded winter’s respect. He remained motionless, shoulders squared—almost thirty years of military discipline making such discomfort irrelevant.

Almost thirty years. He’d enlisted at eighteen because it was either that or watch his life waste away in a dying Pennsylvania steel town. The military had given him purpose, structure, a reason to be somewhere else—anywhere but home. By the time he’d made colonel, he’d learned that ‘classified’ was just another word for ‘lie,’ and ‘national security’ meant protecting the people who made policy from the consequences of their decisions. He’d lost his faith in the system years ago. He just hadn’t found anything better to believe in.

In the darkness, the base’s external illumination sputtered with increasingly familiar rhythm. Over the past three weeks, the problem had worsened despite the new UPS systems he’d personally authorized. Each failure felt like a personal affront to his security protocols.

“Another VanderBilt surge,” Master Sergeant Chen muttered, his hand instinctively touching the cross beneath his uniform. His gaze drifted upward where the blood moon had hung hours earlier. Catching Briggs’s sharp glance, he straightened. Briggs had heard the phrase before. Old-timers hushed tones after a few drinks, something about a scientist who’d vanished thirty years ago, found dissected in the desert. Base folklore had claimed the incident, a cautionary tale of crossing lines better left uncrossed. The recent brutal death of his friend had refueled the rumor mill.

Gravel crunched beneath his boots as he began his morning perimeter check—standard procedure, especially with the ongoing Brussels NATO summit. His SITREP (situation report) brief at 0900 would need to address the ongoing power fluctuations. The summit had already raised the base’s FPCON (Force Protection Condition) level, and these electrical disturbances weren’t helping. The desert wind carried creosote and dust, but beneath it lurked something else, a metallic trace like old blood, mixed with a faint scent of ozone.

Since the announcement of the President’s emergency summit, high-level visitors had appeared without warning—men with shadowed expressions and clearance levels that made his TS/SCI (Top Secret/Sensitive Compartmented Information) look like a library card. Security protocols, sacred as scripture in his fifteen years at this base, were overridden with dismissive hands that bore red stone rings he didn’t recognize. The Joint Chiefs had gone into continuous session. Something big was coming.

To General Warner, his commanding officer and longtime mentor, he’d expressed his concerns. But Warner’s steady stare had wavered, his assurances hollow. “Maintain the perimeter, Colonel. That’s all you need to know.” From a man who’d trusted him with operations in five countries, the brushoff stung. Warner had been the one constant in thirty years of temporary postings and short-lived everything else. When the marriage failed, Warner had been there. When Thomson died, Warner had stood beside him at the funeral. If Warner, the only person Briggs had ever consistently trusted—was lying to him now, then everything he’d sacrificed his capacity for normal human connection to protect was built on lies. And a man with nothing to lose and no faith left in the system was the most dangerous kind of soldier they could create.

This morning brought the final insult: a new directive delivered by a civilian whose credentials bypassed every security protocol. The man’s attention held no warmth—flat and cold as desert stones, his suit too well-tailored for government work, a red ring on his finger. A high-priority transport arriving at 2300 hours, no manifest, no details, just a curt order granting unrestricted access to Level 22, the base’s most secure underground facility. Level 22, where they stored... things. Unofficial codename: The belly of the beast. Things that made even hardened Special Forces operators lower their voices.

Finishing his inspection, sweat crystallized on his skin in the desert air. Back in his office, he locked the door, the deadbolt’s click echoing in the small space. The building’s backup generators hummed, fighting another power fluctuation. His mind was made up—hands moved toward the safe.

The combination clicked open. Inside lay a sealed envelope, yellowed at the edges, the root password, the ultimate key. A break-glass solution for emergencies no one wanted to contemplate. His finger ran along the sealed edge, remembering his oath of office, hand raised under a desert sky that seemed simpler then. But loyalty to what? To whom? His knife tore the envelope open, revealing access codes on a single sheet. After copying them, he resealed the original and returned it to the safe. A small act of defiance—necessary deception.

At the secure terminal, his fingers flew across the keyboard as he accessed restricted data that shouldn’t exist. Each keystroke felt like another nail in his career’s coffin. The familiar NSANet interface flashed, then granted access to hidden directories that revealed themselves like graves breaking open. Cryptic file names scrolled across the screen: “Sequence 7,” “Subject 42,” “Log Entry 03-17-96.” A surveillance log showed tampering: timestamps skewed, footage severed, entire segments vanishing into digital void.

The power flickered again, longer this time. The UPS beeped, protesting the surge. Deep within the system architecture, a directory caught his attention: “Operation Phoenix.” His COSMIC clearance (NATO’s highest classification level) should have granted access to almost everything. But this was off books, buried so deep it might as well have been invisible. As he opened the files, his jaw tightened, each revealing a more disturbing layer: chemical formulas that defied known science, reports of experiments that made his stomach churn, genetic sequences with impossible twists—helical structures that seemed to writhe on his screen.

Then he saw it—a personnel file, dated thirty years ago. The name caught in his throat: “Dr. Jonathan VanderBilt, Chief Research Scientist.” The photograph showed a sharp-eyed man, mid-fifties, but it was the incident report that made his blood run cold. Words jumped out: “containment breach,” “energy spike,” “unexplained phenomena.” The file ended abruptly, but with a margin note in faded ink: “They’ve returned.”

The realization hit him like a physical blow. The power surges, the summit, the mysterious transport—history wasn’t repeating, it was accelerating. Whoever lurked behind this had the resources, the authority, to bury it all beneath layers of classification and denial.

Another encrypted file yielded to his access, revealing security protocols far beyond anything he’d seen in twenty years of military intelligence. This wasn’t black ops; this was different entirely. A cover-up so deep, with its roots reaching back decades.

Leaning back, the disparate fragments suddenly formed a horrifying picture: unauthorized convoys moving through the desert night like ghosts. Bypassed security protocols. Deleted footage. The markers in those genetic sequences... They didn’t match anything in any database he knew. Human? No. But not anything terrestrial either. Something else entirely.

The data revealed just a glimpse, a shadow of the truth. The real answers lay within the main server, the base’s central nervous system. Accessing it would expose him completely, like stepping into a spotlight during a midnight raid. Perfect timing would be essential. He closed his eyelids, weighing the risks. Through his mind flashed the image of Major Thomson’s dissected body—officially a “training accident,” but he’d seen the marks, the precise cuts, the look of terror frozen on his friend’s face. A stark reminder of the consequences of asking too many questions in a place built on secrets.

The electrical systems fluctuated once more, and in that darkness, he could have sworn something moved in the corner of his office, a shadow deeper than shadow. When the light stabilized, he was alone again, but the air felt electric, charged with more than just voltage.

This was his base, his responsibility. Whatever was happening here, what forces were gathering in the belly of the beast, he had to know. The red moon had faded with the dawn, but the base’s unease remained. Something was coming. He could feel it in the fluctuating power, in the guarded conversations of career security personnel, in the unplanned visits of men whose identities didn’t exist.

​
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USA, Arlington, Amanda’s Apartment


[image: ]




The cursor pulsed on Amanda’s screen with metronomic indifference. Three empty coffee cups stood guard around her keyboard. Under the harsh light, exhaustion was carved into her face as she rubbed her temples. Browser tabs told the story: National Archives, CIA Reading Room, restricted academic journals she still had access to. Each search query had led to another encrypted rabbit hole. Security footage from her investigation played on the second monitor, a digital artifact from past stories. The timestamp showed 03:55, right before the men in suits arrived.

Her hand hesitated as she reached for the notebook. The leather cover, worn to a dull sheen, felt warm beneath her fingers. Paper and leather—scents that stirred memories of his study, heated discussions ending in slammed doors. Inside, his handwriting spiraled across pages in precise shorthand. Then there it was: the same sigil, sketched on a page titled “Ancients and Celestial Beings.” Her pulse quickened.

The mark couldn’t be coincidence. Not after the hospital, the Reuters wire about mass disappearances in India, the AFP bulletin about power surges at military installations worldwide. Her gaze jumped between fragments of text, her father’s methodology showing through even in obsession. Academic citations nestled alongside newspaper clippings, theological references intertwined with heavily redacted documents bearing NSA watermarks. Among this labyrinth of connections, one title seized her attention: The Book of the Watchers—Enoch’s account of eternal beings that corrupted the world, banned by the church due to its controversy. The books only present in the Ethiopian Bible.

A chill traced her spine. The words stirred dormant memories: late-night research sessions, his voice hushed and intense in the dimly lit study: angels who rebelled, knowledge that was forbidden, Watchers who had forgotten their purpose. Building her career in hard-news reporting had meant dismissing such metaphysical theories, choosing verifiable facts over conspiracies. Now, staring at the sigil’s perfect match on yellowed pages, those theories solidified. They weren’t conspiracies. They were leads.

Beneath the mark lay text in cramped handwriting, written in the same precise notation he’d used at the Post: “Bind them fast for seventy generations in the valleys of the earth...” The words blurred slightly. The notebook closed with a soft thud, pressed against her chest like armor.

His number stared at her from the phone’s screen. Four months since their last conversation, an argument when he’d warned about a crucial celestial alignment. Two years since she’d begun avoiding his calls, too painful to watch his reputation crumble under “unfunded research.” His theories had seemed like paranoid ramblings born of grief and isolation. Now doubt corroded her certainties.

Her thumb hovered for a couple of seconds over the call button.

Two rings, then voicemail: “Hi, you’ve reached Daniel VanderBilt. I’m currently unavailable. Leave a message...” The recording cut off with unnatural abruptness.

“Dad,” her voice steady despite mounting anxiety. “I’ve been cross-referencing the Brussels summit coverage with your research on the Fallen Ones. There’s a pattern emerging...” A pause, words chosen like during careful interviews. “The NATO meeting, the global power surges, the strange deaths: they align with your predictions. I need access to your sources. Call me back. Please.”

Silence fell over the apartment. The encrypted police scanner crackled with chatter about another missing person at Georgetown University—too many lately. Switching to CNN, seeking context.

President Stanford stood unnaturally rigid at the podium in Brussels’ Royal Palace. “We stand at a crossroads,” he said, each word measured. “From the crucible of division, we will emerge.” His grip on the podium revealed a large ring with a crimson stone catching light. “Like the Phoenix, we will rise into a new era.”

The word struck like a missed step in darkness. Phoenix. The same term that had echoed through hospital corridors, whispered by men with credentials that shouldn’t exist. No coincidence. The presidential press conference footage filled the screen, frame-by-frame analysis engaging—old analytical habits kicking in. The ring’s detail emerged clearly, its design matching a sketch in the notebook labeled “seal of the faithful.” The NATO summit, the bodies, the sigil, the Watchers—all converging with her father’s research at the center, like evidence in a case only beginning to unfold.

Her phone vibrated. Unknown number: Stop digging. Some truths are best left buried.

The air seemed to vanish, electric tension prickling her skin. Years of dangerous investigations had honed instincts that screamed danger now. This had moved beyond research journalism. She was stumbling into something vast and ancient, its tendrils reaching deep into corridors of power she’d never imagined. Whatever was coming, the blood moon had been only its herald.

Through the window, she saw a blue sedan idling across the street, the same vehicle she’d noticed in the dead of night. Subtlety had been abandoned. Files with evidence began copying to an encrypted drive, her fingers moving efficiently over the keys. Fifteen years of breaking stories had taught one crucial lesson: when sources go dark and subjects stop deflecting, prepare for action.

The game had changed. She needed to figure out the rules before they killed her for learning them.
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Groom Lake base, Nevada 0530 Hours Local Time
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The SCIF’s (Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility) blast door hissed open. Colonel Andrew Briggs moved decisively through the pre-dawn darkness—thirty minutes until shift change. His TS/SCI badge felt heavy against his chest. Outside bulletproof windows, he watched dawn bleeding into the desert sky with the red moon’s afterimage lingering on the western horizon.

Banks of monitors cast blue radiance across the room. The night shift operated quieter, more focused—essential personnel monitoring the base’s perimeter defense network. All stations had been operating at FPCON DELTA since the summit announcement.

At the primary surveillance station, Private First Class Jefferson maintained regulation posture despite eleven hours into his shift. Empty coffee cups formed a neat line beside his keyboard, a small rebellion against the sterile environment.

“Morning, sir.” Jefferson’s hand hovered toward his collar, but a wave dismissed the salute. In the SCIF, formalities took second place to vigilance.

“Status report.” His neutral words masked growing concern.

Yesterday’s SITREP had confirmed his worst fears: six more backup generators for Level 22, electromagnetic shielding upgraded to impossible specifications, and a transport arriving at 2300 hours with clearance that bypassed even SAP (Special Access Program) protocols.

“All sectors nominal, sir. Though...” Hesitation marked Jefferson’s response, his hand unconsciously touching his combat cross. “We had another power surge in Sector 7. Second one since midnight. The new UPS systems are barely keeping up.”

Scanning the displays, his attention focused on the same sector where they’d found Thomson’s body, though that detail wasn’t in any official report. “You’ve been here since 1900. Why don’t you head out early? I’ll cover until Chang’s shift at 0600.”

Exhaustion warred briefly with training in Jefferson’s expression. “Sir, regulations state—” 

“That’s an order, Private.” A slight smile softened the command. “Go see that boy of yours. Five’s a good age.”

Something sparked in Jefferson’s gaze—gratitude mixed with understanding. Briggs had never wanted that: the wife, the kid, the house with toys in the yard. Well, he’d tried it once. Eleven months with Thomson as best man at a wedding he’d approached like a tactical operation. It failed because he’d treated marriage the same way he treated everything else: compartmentalized, classified, temporary. She’d left, Tommy had laughed it off, and Briggs had gone back to what he was good at: being alone. Watching Jefferson’s face light up at the mention of his son, Briggs felt nothing. That was the difference between them. Jefferson had something to lose.

Military efficiency guided his gathering of personal items. “Thank you, sir. I’ll be back for second shift.”

The blast door sealed behind him. Standard SCIF protocol: no lone zone access without proper authorization. Today, solitude was essential. Movement came quickly now, actions rehearsed. The terminal accepted his credentials, displaying the familiar NSANet interface. But standard classified directories held no interest today.

Plugging in the USB device, he accessed the backdoor he’d coded. The base’s encryption yielded to his algorithms. Beneath layers of security, directories that shouldn’t exist revealed themselves. Operation Phoenix surfaced again, its tentacles reaching through multiple security levels.

A disturbing picture emerged from the files: the xenobiology team’s sudden transfer, their records sanitized. Electromagnetic anomalies that defied physics. Deeper still, buried beneath classification that made his COSMIC clearance look trivial: Project Watcher.

The screen flickered, displaying text that seemed to twist: “Subject Azazel containment protocols.” Below it, specifications for energy barriers that seemed more like ancient ritual than military procedure. Terms like “celestial binding” and “dimensional seal” appeared alongside power requirements that would strain the national grid.

An image loaded: technical schematics of Level 22’s containment chamber, overlaid with symbols that hurt to perceive. At its center, a sigil—three interlocking circles with jagged script around a stylized serpent. Old-timers had spoken of a serpentine sigil on the scientist, thirty years ago.

The air pressure changed subtly. His hand moved closer to his M18, though instinct suggested it would be useless.

Goodman appeared in the doorway, his uniform pristine, his tie clip gleaming with unfamiliar insignia. “A bit late for system checks, Colonel.”

With practiced calm, he closed the files. “Following up on the SITREP anomalies.”

Goodman’s smile never reached his stare. “Of course.” His glance lingered too long at the terminal. “The transport arrives at 2300. General Warner requests your presence right after the President’s address.”

“Understood.” His steady response masked screaming combat instincts.

Goodman nodded, that unnatural smile fixed, then melted into the corridor’s shadows. With his departure, the air seemed to normalize.

With controlled urgency, critical files transferred to his encrypted drive. The final step, adding his biometrics to Warner’s Level 22 access profile—meant crossing a point of no return. If caught, court-martial would be the best possible outcome. The worst... Thomson’s fate provided a stark example.

Back in his office, tactical overlays of Level 22 demanded closer examination. The facility had been designed to contain something, its reinforced walls augmented with impossible technology. The morning’s SITREP didn’t just suggest an imminent breach. It read like preparation for an awakening.

Through his window, new security teams deployed, not standard SecFor operators but something else. Their movements were too precise, too synchronized. As if trained for this specific scenario for years.

His secure phone vibrated: a message from Warner. “Protocol 7 initiation immediately after POTUS (President of the United States) address. Prepare for afternoon briefing.”

He’d been in too many war zones. But this was different. The adversary wasn’t across some distant border. It was beneath his feet, waiting. And tonight, something was coming to meet it.

Across the base, the morning sun cast long shadows, each one pointing toward Level 22. Above, the sky held unnatural clarity, as if something vast watched through its depths. Whatever emerged from tonight’s transport would change everything. Out of habit, he checked his sidearm and credentials, knowing neither would matter against what was coming.

Seven hours until the President’s address at 1300, seventeen until Protocol 7 would begin with the 2300 transport, a countdown to something building since the VanderBilt incident three decades ago. For thirty years, it had been waiting for this moment.

Through his mind flashed back to Major Thomson. Tommy had been his best man—stood beside him during the eleven-month disaster of a marriage that Briggs had entered like a classified op and exited like an extraction. 

‘You’re not built for this, brother,’ he’d claimed, laughing it off over beers. ‘Some men are made for the mission, not the picket fence.’ Three weeks ago, Tommy had warned him that Level 22 was ‘wrong somehow,’ that the new security protocols felt like preparation for something. Now Tommy was dissected like a specimen, and Briggs knew exactly what happened to people who asked too many questions. The difference was, Briggs had nothing left they could take.

In the darkened monitor, he studied his reflection. The same face that had stared back at him fifteen years ago when he’d first arrived at Groom Lake—fewer lines then, still believing that classified meant important rather than convenient. He’d come here because it was another posting, another classified mission, another place where being a loner was an asset rather than a defect. No wife to worry about his late nights, no kids to miss his absence, no connections that required explaining where he’d been or what he’d seen. The perfect candidate for a place like this. They’d made him Chief of Security because he had nothing they could leverage and no one he’d leak to. Now that same isolation meant he had nothing they could threaten and no faith left they could exploit. Tommy’s death had been the final proof. If Briggs was going down, he’d damn well know what for.

The man who’d dismissed Chen’s warnings earlier was gone, replaced by someone who understood some legends had teeth.

Sharp ones.
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India, Uttar Pradesh, Jaunpur, Ivani’s House
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Colorful Holi powder fell like ash through the twilight. Joy had fled from the celebrations, leaving only its ghost. Where thousands should have filled Jaunpur’s ancient streets, only scattered groups remained, their forced cheer brittle.

Ivani’s fingers traced the circular burn on her shawl, a jarring memory from last night’s darkness. She’d hidden inside the old dry well until the oppressive feeling was gone. afterward, she’d fled home, covered herself under the bedding. Sleep had not come.

Another family hurried past her window, faces tight with anxiety despite their festival clothing. A house on their street stood empty now, its residents among the growing list of unexplained disappearances that had increased with the blood moon.

Through her blog network, similar reports flooded in from across India—Chennai, Mumbai, even outside India—each bearing the same unsettling patterns. Authorities blamed mass hysteria, festival accidents, and attention-seekers. But those figures by the seer’s hut had been real—shadows without substance, their eyes reflecting moonlight like embers in the dark.

Outside, her father Ravi stood beneath the sprawling banyan tree where he’d taught her the sacred texts, but his usual serenity had shattered. In the fading light, his face seemed carved from stone.

“Three more today,” came his rough voice without turning. “The Sharma’s youngest. Both Gupta sisters. All during the morning celebrations.” He clutched his prayer beads so tightly his knuckles showed white. “They’re taking advantage of the festival, when people are distracted, vulnerable.”

The evening meal left their traditional thali plates nearly untouched. Rohan, her younger brother, stabbed at his food with barely contained anger.

“This Kalki nonsense is driving everyone mad,” he mumbled, but his look kept darting to the windows. “The market’s half-empty. People are barricading themselves inside during Holi.”

Lakshmi offered a strained smile. “Fear is a powerful storyteller, Rohan. These stories will fade with time.” But her hands trembled as she served more dal, and the protective symbols drawn in turmeric paste along the doorframe betrayed her true feelings—ancient wards taught through generations.

“But what if it’s real?” Fear crept into Ivani’s voice.

Her father set down his cup with deliberate care. “Stories have power, beta. They shape belief. And belief shapes reality. The ancient texts speak of cycles, of endings and beginnings. The blood moon was a herald, but these disappearances—they’re a summoning.”

Later that night, she sat before her laptop in the pale moonlight. Her blog had become a record of gathering darkness. Reports poured in: a family of five vanishing during morning prayers in Varanasi, leaving only circular burns in the temple floor. A street vendor in Delhi, gone between customers, leaving only a handprint seared into his cart—five fingers positioned impossibly far apart.

A message notification shattered her concentration: You need to see this. An unfamiliar username, but the subject line—“Kalki is here, follow or die”—made her blood run cold.

The video opened on a crowd gathered around a makeshift stage in a village square. Festival colors stained the air, but they seemed to bend wrong around the figure at the center. Simple, traditional clothes couldn’t diminish his presence—reality itself distorted around him.

“I am Kalki.” The voice resonated with power that spoke directly to her soul. His gaze, fixed on the camera, held deep knowledge. The crowd stood transfixed, their faces reflecting awe and terror. Comments flowed endlessly: Huge gray creatures in other villages... They appear during celebrations... Taking people away...

“Those who follow me,” the figure continued, each word falling like hammer strikes, “will be saved.”

The screen went black. In the darkness beneath the surrounding trees, other shapes seemed to glimmer, the same ember lights she’d seen before. She slammed the laptop shut, gasping.

Through her window, the festival’s remaining lights seemed to show things that shouldn’t be there. She pinched her arms until pain anchored her in reality.

Throughout India, the festival of colors had become a festival of shadows, each burst of powder potentially concealing something that hunted wearing human skin.

Vritra rises, the seer had concluded. The moon bleeds. The time you were warned of... It is upon us.

In the streets below, through the festival shadows, something moved. The hunt had already begun.
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Iran, Isfahan, Salam Mosque
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The cloaked figure’s presence made the mosque’s timeless geometry feel suddenly corrupted.

Only when the presence faded did he dare to move. The sight before him iced his blood: Imam Javadi, a pillar of unwavering faith for decades, slumped in his chair like a man crushed by divine power. Tears carved silent paths down his weathered face, his fingers searching for meaning in the wood’s grain.

“Imam...” The word died in the sanctuary’s oppressive silence. His children’s faces flashed through his mind. Imagining them in this revealed world of twisted shadows made his chest tight. “What is happening? The words I overheard... what approaches?”

With agonizing slowness, Javadi raised his head. His gaze now held the devastated look of a man who had stared into an abyss and found it staring back. “You were not meant to witness this,” he rasped, his voice dry as desert wind. “A storm approaches, Ebrahim.”

The temperature plummeted. Breath became mist in the sudden cold. “What storm, Imam? Please... my children...”

Fear flickered across Javadi’s features, replacing emptiness with something worse—recognition. “Soon,” came each word weighted with terrible knowledge. “Soon you will understand. Now go. Leave this place. This is not your battle...” A pause, then adding with dreadful certainty, “...yet.”

Hesitation gripped him, every paternal instinct screaming for answers to protect his family. But Javadi’s response carried an authority beyond his station, something ancient and final. He retreated with leaden steps, each footfall echoing off stones that had witnessed centuries of prayers. Behind him, the heavy door sealed with a sound like a tomb closing.

* * *
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Inside, silence descended. Javadi remained motionless, counting heartbeats until certain of his solitude. The sanctuary—once his haven of divine connection—now felt like a prison of unbearable knowledge.

The memory surfaced with painful clarity: three weeks ago, the Mahdi had appeared. The Mahdi, the promised redeemer of Islamic prophecy, the guided one who would restore justice before the end times. Javadi had knelt before him, the mosque bathed in his divine light. “Do not bow,” the Mahdi’s voice resonating with power that made reality tremble. “I am but a messenger, sent to prepare the way for Anqa Mughrib. Allah’s perfect creation will return to reshape what is broken. I am unworthy to stand in his shadow. Rise, and let us worship together.”

That memory of divine warmth now haunted him as cruel mockery. His fingers dug into the desk’s edge until splinters drew blood, a small pain to anchor him against larger terrors.

The Mahdi’s commands had been absolute, his purpose clear. Yet with each passing day since then, doubt gnawed at Javadi’s faith like cancer. After the Mahdi presented himself to the religious leaders, his task was to collect the dissidents in Isfahan, bringing them into camps where things happened that he dared not speak of.

Night had fallen completely now, shadows absorbing Isfahan’s spires and minarets. But the true darkness resided within Javadi, a spiritual void where certainty had once lived. The Mahdi’s arrival was now the prelude to something unspeakable.

Anqa Mughrib. The name resonated in his mind with physical weight. A being beyond mortal comprehension, whose return was repeated quietly in equal parts reverence and terror. The Mahdi had named him Master of Shadows, but older texts spoke of Iblis al-Azraq, the Blue Devil, a name that made even the bravest imam’s shiver.

Javadi knelt on his prayer mat, his head bowed, his spirit recoiling from the oppression that seemed to fill every corner of the mosque. In the suffocating stillness, he felt it: a vast, patient intelligence, watching him with awareness that had witnessed the birth of stars.

His final prayer died on his lips as the air behind him shifted. The scent of ancient tombs filled his nostrils. And in the polished marble floor, his reflection showed something standing over him, something wearing darkness like a cloak, its smile too wide to be human.
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Brussels, Royal Palace
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The vast courtyard of the Royal Palace of Brussels lay silent under an oppressive twilight. Beneath the unnatural sky, the ornate facade seemed drained of color.

Inside, the Throne Room held the world. Heads of state, foreign ministers, senior delegates in rows of velvet chairs. The gilded moldings and crystal chandeliers were there, but no one was looking at them.

Stanford gripped the podium. The past week had done visible work on him — hollows beneath the eyes, a pallor that foundation hadn't covered. Those in the front rows could see his hands. They were not entirely still.

“My fellow citizens of Earth.” His tone resonated through the hall, amplified yet strangely intimate. “We stand at a crossroads. What we decide today will define the future, not just ours, but everyone’s.” He paused, his gaze sweeping the assembly. Several attendees shifted in their seats, unable to meet his gaze. “From the crucible of division, we will emerge. Forged anew. Stronger. Unified.”

He let the word sit. 

“Like the Phoenix, we will rise into a new era.”

The room’s atmosphere shifted, as if the walls themselves held their breath.

“For the past days, the world’s leaders have convened, bound by revelation of extraordinary importance. A truth delivered by an emissary whose very existence challenges our understanding of reality, yet whose message has ignited both profound hope and necessary change.” His words carried weight beyond their meaning. “Through this divine intervention, we have been presented with technological advancements that will redefine the human experience. Free, limitless energy is merely the first dawn of an era born from unity.”

The ring on his finger gleamed, its crimson stone catching the light as he gestured. “This gift comes with a condition. Absolute, unwavering solidarity. The Global Unity Plan is not simply a treaty; it is a covenant. A pledge to transcend the divisions of our mortal existence and embrace a higher purpose.”

A cold current swept through the hall. The German diplomat dabbed at his temple with a handkerchief, while deep concern lined the Japanese delegate’s usually impassive features.

“Recent events have revealed that the fabric of reality extends far beyond the confines of our limited perception. This newfound understanding presents both extraordinary opportunities and grave dangers. Beyond this fabric, powers exist we do not yet fully understand. And these powers can only be overcome by unification.” His expression hardened.

Along the walls, elite security personnel maintained their professional stance, but they scanned the room with growing unease. Near the podium, a Secret Service agent shifted his weight, his hand straying closer to his weapon as a power fluctuation dimmed the chandeliers.

“Let me be clear: unity demands sacrifice. Vigilance is paramount. Compliance essential.” Each word fell like stone into still water. “The path ahead is clear. I urge you to choose wisdom over fear. Solidarity is not merely our strength; it will be our salvation.”

In the silence that followed, an aide came to the podium and spoke close to Stanford's ear. His shoulders dropped — a small collapse, just a second, visible from the front rows. Something crossed his face before he pulled it back. His grip on the lectern whitened his knuckles.

The cameras clicked.

Very few understood how profound the world had changed.

* * *
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In the deepening shadows at the back of the hall, a figure in white stood motionless. Those who glanced in his direction found their attention sliding away, something within them recoiling from what waited there. His face serene, but inside, excitement stirred. The plan was working flawlessly, and soon, the whole world would follow one. 
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USA, Groom Lake Base, Nevada 1315 Local Time
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On his TEMPEST-compliant monitor, Briggs watched the President’s televised address, each word a calculated blow to his understanding of reality. The polished pronouncements of unity and divine intervention meant nothing compared to what he’d seen in the classified files. The truth lurking beneath the crafted narrative was far more sinister than any tale of benevolent extraterrestrial contact.

Fragments of his early days at Groom Lake flickered through his mind: white corridors stretching endlessly; the hum of unidentifiable machinery; sleek, black aircraft that defied known laws of physics. He’d always suspected the base harbored secrets beyond mere technological advancement, but this...
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