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    The Omen

    
    
  
  The world had the taste of copper tonight.

Shane Everhart jammed the ambulance into park, the old engine ticking with heat beneath the hood. Sirens still wailed, echoing off the empty brick carcasses of the warehouse district. His partner, Sonia, was already climbing out, calling for him. He paused, looking at the address again. 923 Halloway. Dispatch said one victim, possible critical, details unclear. Shane’s thumbs hovered over the notepad—he wanted to give it ten seconds. To just… breathe. But Sonia’s voice cut the night again, sharp: “Shane! You coming?”

He grabbed the trauma kit and jogged after her. As soon as he cleared the ambulance’s blinding headlights, the night swallowed all sense of color. Everything was gray and shivering, even the streetlights afraid to shine too far. The warehouse squatted at the end of the alley, windows shattered, a door hanging open like a wound.

Inside, their footsteps echoed. Empty beer cans crunched underfoot, rolling into puddles of oil and stagnant water. Shane coughed, the metallic tang already filling his lungs. Sonia swept her flashlight across the graffiti-scrawled walls, the beam landing on something at the far end. “Here!” she hissed.

The world condensed into a tunnel. As Shane approached, the first thing he saw was red—everywhere. It glistened in pools and constellations, painted symbols on the concrete floor that pulsed under Sonia’s light. Shane’s instincts, honed by too many years in this city, screamed for him to turn around. But he moved closer. The body lay at the center of a spiderweb of blood, arms and legs splayed, chest flayed open with surgical precision.

Shane froze. "Jesus..."

The victim's face was oddly peaceful, eyes open. Deep carmine lines crisscrossed his skin—spirals, glyphs, a language Shane had seen only in nightmare sketches. Half the heart was gone. Shane reached out. His gloved hand hovered, uncertain.

"Sonia, call it in. Get homicide."

He knelt, checking for a pulse out of habit. When his fingers touched the body, something hot screamed through his veins—a jolt like licking a live wire. The world exploded into color, into pain.

He saw fire and teeth, bodies writhing, skin shredding from muscle. He saw a city drowning in shadow, people burning, an iron gate torn open to a roiling crimson sky. He felt someone watching. Someone waiting.

The vision faded and left him gasping in the cold, sticky air. Shane yanked off his glove, shaking his hand as if it were full of ants. Sonia crouched beside him, eyes wide.

"Shane? Jesus, you spaced out. You okay?"

He tried to answer, but all the words stuck together. He caught movement by the ruined windows—just a flicker, a silhouette vanishing behind jagged glass. A cold finger traced his spine.

Cops arrived fast. Blue strobes painted the warehouse with sickly light. Two uniforms started shoving Shane and Sonia back, already cursing at the blood, blocking off the scene while detectives clustered by the body. Shane scrubbed his face, trying to keep his hands steady. Even now, his palm itched where he touched the corpse.

A detective—tough, graying, eyes ringed with sleeplessness—cornered Shane near the ambulance. “You want to tell me what you found in there, Everhart?”

He tried to shake the vision from his memory. “We got the call. Guy was dead when we arrived. Looks like… something ritualistic. I don’t know what the hell it means.”

The detective squinted, sizing him up. “You see anyone? This looks like cult shit.”

Shane hesitated. He remembered the shadow in the window. The sense of being watched hadn’t faded. He shook his head. “No. Just the body. Symbols everywhere.”

“Who was your last call before this?”

He rattled off the details, careful, knowing too well that paramedics always drew suspicion with their blood on their boots. The detective kept writing, unimpressed. Shane wiped the sweat from his brow, nerves thrumming. Sonia shot him a worried look from the curb.

Before they let him go, the detective fixed him with a deadman’s stare. “If I find out you’re holding anything back, Everhart, I’ll make your life hell.”

Shane couldn’t help but laugh—a bitter sound. “Too late.”

When the cops finally released him, he slung the trauma kit over his shoulder and made for the alley. The city felt different out here now, like the air was bending around a secret. He thought about the symbols, the vision, that shape in the shadows. He pressed his hand to his chest. His heart beat steady, but the edges felt wrong, as if something else had slipped inside the rhythm.

Above him, a gull screamed. Or maybe it was something else, something hungry and old. He didn’t look up.

By the time he got back in the ambulance, eyes gritty with fatigue, Shane knew this wasn’t just another fucked-up night on the job. Blood, symbols, visions. The way the darkness seemed to move, curious, aware. He could feel the world tipping below his feet, something ancient slouching toward the city.

Sonia slid into the passenger seat. “You alright, man? You looked… you looked like you saw a ghost.”

He gripped the wheel, knuckles white. Somewhere inside, a voice he hadn’t heard since childhood whispered, You have to run. But something else—darker, heavier—growled, You have to stay.

“I don’t know,” he said. “But I think this is just the beginning.”



  
    The First Seal

    
    
  
  The apartment walls pressed in close, suffocating. Shane shucked his bloodflecked uniform into a pile, tracked mud and old city stink over cracked tile, and collapsed onto his couch—lights off, sirens still replaying through his skull. Sonia had dropped him at his door with a silence he couldn’t read, and left him with a shiver that felt more like a warning than camaraderie.

The ticking of the radiator was the only sound. Shane squeezed his eyes shut. In the darkness behind his lids, the world did not let him go.


	



He stands in the warehouse again. The blood isn’t dry. It surges, crawling up his ankles, slurping warm and living. The body rises, skin unfolding like an obscene flower, and mouths open along its midline, gasping his name. The glyphs on the floor glow like coals. Suddenly, dozens of eyes pierce him from the shadow, blinking, weeping black.

A hulking shape lumbers in the periphery—not human. Shane can’t move. The air grows hot and stinks of iron. Claws scrape against stone, dragging themselves upward. From above, a voice like rusted metal rips through the silence:

The first seal is open. The first to bleed is you.

He wakes flailing, fists knotted in the ratty couch cover. Sweat and something colder, his own breath fogging the air. His heart is a hammer.

It’s 2:11 a.m. Light from the streetlamp outside throws slatted shadows across his ceiling. Shane sits for a long time, trembling. There’s a bitter taste in his mouth—blood and copper. Then, he feels it, an ache on his forearm.

He rolls up his sleeve. Raised ridges of scarlet, angry and raw, spiral across his skin. Some mimic the glyphs from the warehouse, etched as if by invisible nails. His stomach lurches, bile rising. He palms his phone but finds no words. Not for Sonia, not for a doctor, and not for the cops.

He tries to clean the marks with a rag. They burn, deep in the dermis, deeper than skin. When he looks away, his peripheral vision buckles. For an instant, in the gap between stove and wall, he sees a long, segmented tail, rippling away. The fridge hums, and every shadow is a mouth waiting to open.


	



By morning, the city feels starved. He wears a hoodie to hide the marks, pretending to be another shade trudging toward payday. Paramedic station—coffee gone bitter, air thick with nervous laughter. Sonia finds him in the supply closet, back hunched, head in his hands.

“You look worse than shit,” she says with forced levity. “You puke? Or is it drugs now?”

“Just dreams,” he mutters.

She lays a hand on his shoulder. “You’re not okay, Shane. If you need—”

He winces away from her touch. In the flicker of overhead fluorescent, her reflection in his glasses morphs—a vertical slit for a pupil, teeth widening into a rictus. When he blinks, she’s normal, just worried.

“I’m fine. Never better,” he lies. He wants to believe it.


	



The next call is to a tenement off Bishop Road. Old man collapsed in bathroom, no next of kin. Shane kneels beside the corpse, hands steady from habit. But when he looks into the dead eyes, he swears he sees something scurrying behind the pupils, spider-black and slick.

He flinches. Sonia watches, lips pressed pale. “You need a break?”

“No. Let’s finish.”

As they bag the body, Shane’s sleeve slips. Sonia catches a glimpse of the swirling, raised symbols. Her eyes widen. “What is that?”

He yanks his sleeve down. “Nothing. Just… nothing.”

Her silence stings all the way back to the station.


	



The rest of the shift is a parade of emergencies—domestic stabbings, a teenage overdose, a woman going into labor on the corner of Carlton and 5th. Through it all, the city’s color runs like bad paint in the rain. Every other face seems to flicker, warp—eyes glassy, jaws too long, nostrils twitching at the scent of blood. Shane takes extra breaths between calls, blinks too often, tries anchoring himself with the sharp pain in his arm.

On his lunch break, he drinks burnt coffee in the ambulance bay. There’s a priest standing by the curb, pinched in a threadbare black coat, eyes like soot and scars. At first Shane ignores him. But the priest waits, patient as gravity, and the city noise seems to hush around him. Finally, Shane can’t help it—he’s drawn to the priest the way wounds seek salt.

He walks over, crossing the blur of dirty slush and cigarette ends. The old man fixes him with a look that is equal parts grief and recognition.

“Mr. Everhart,” the priest says. His Irish accent is dust and whiskey. “You’ve felt it, haven’t you?”

Shane opens his mouth, but everything he wants to say—the nightmares, the marks, the things in the corners—gets tangled in his throat. “Who are you?”

“Callahan. Father Callahan.” He shuffles closer. “You shouldn’t be here. The air’s already sour with prophecy.”

“Did someone send you?”

Callahan snorts. “No messenger, just a harbinger. I’ve served longer than you’ve lived, and I’ve seen the signs, lad.” His voice softens. “The first seal is broken. Blood called to blood. Has the mark come?”

Shane’s hand shields his forearm. “What do you want from me?”

Callahan frowns, gaze distant. “The world’s thinning, Mr. Everhart. There will be more blood. Your line was the lock, and now you’re the key.”

Shane’s throat aches. “You sound like the madmen I pick up downtown.”

The priest smiles, sad and hollow. “Maybe we’re all mad. But you, Shane—you’re the last of your blood, what little the world has left. I tried to warn your father before he drank himself numb. He carried the mark as you do. Couldn’t bear it.”

Wind rattles the chain-link behind them. Shane clenches his fists. “I just want to save people. Whatever this is—nightmares, visions, cult bullshit—I want it gone.”

But the world seems to shrink, pressing them together in the city’s crumbling heart. Callahan’s eyes are pits. “Some doors can’t be un-opened. Some wounds must be bled dry.” He leans in, breath sour and surprisingly warm. “Watch the shadows. They hunger now. You—

—You’ll be seeing things. Things hungry for your ruin. But you must stand. If you run, they’ll catch you. If you fight, maybe the world sees another dawn.”

He produces a tiny packet, wrapped in wax paper, and pushes it into Shane’s hand. “Blood for blood. When the time comes, burn this. It’s not enough, but it’s what I have.”

A horn blares, a sudden shriek in the cacophony. In the moment Shane’s attention falters, the priest is simply gone, vanished into the city’s veins. Shane stands there, pulse thundering, feeling watched by a thousand malignant eyes.

When he unwraps the packet, something sharp pricks his finger. Inside is a scrap of faded parchment, smeared in old, rusted blood. It bears the same spiral glyph now bruised into his arm. As he stares, a sickly warmth spreads through his palm and the world feels unsteady, as if waiting for another fracture.


	



That night, he sleeps in fits. He wakes at one point to find the window open, city wind rattling through his shabby curtains. In the moment before true wakefulness, he sees—no, he feels—a massive, slouched silhouette crouched at the fire escape, breath laced with ash and centuries-old fury.

When he jerks upright, he’s alone. But outside, the city blinks red, and somewhere—the echo of all those dying eyes—the first seal, once whispered in blood, bleeds quietly open.



  
    Blood on the Threshold

    
    
  
  The city’s edges bled into black as Shane trudged home from another shift, adrenaline burned out into a heavy, chemical exhaustion. He watched for shapes in the gutter, half-expecting long shadows to leap between parked cars, claws rasping, eyes wide with ancient hunger. No luck. Just rain, and the echo of his own too-loud heart, pacing him down cracked sidewalks.

He fumbled with his key, breath fogging in damp, sour air. His phone vibrated—unknown number. Shane's thumb hovered.

He pressed answer. Static, then Sonia’s voice, thin and shaking: “Shane… it’s Eric.”

Something sank inside him. Eric Martinez. Old friend, medic from his early days—used to sneak Shane booze on the city’s bloodiest nights, back when hope wasn’t an exhausted joke. Shane cleared his throat. “What happened?”

She paused, breathing rough. “He’s dead. They found him this morning in his apartment. I—Shane, they said it looked like…the warehouse. Jesus, I saw the pictures.”

The words almost slid past him. “What do you mean, looked?”

Another pause. Then she whispered, “It wasn’t a normal murder—there were symbols. Glyphs—like the ones you drew. Someone skinned his chest, carved spirals in the walls. He wasn’t alone. His dog… Oh god, Shane, it’s not safe.”

A silence thickened between them, wadded with things neither wanted to admit. The street’s sodium haze made halos on rain-slick brick; in his mind, Eric’s laughter flickered and went cold.

“I gotta go,” Shane managed. “Be careful.”


	



The first funeral was small, just a handful of battered medics in borrowed dress clothes, faces pinched with grief and something sourer. Shane stood near the back, hands jamming his pockets, bite marks pressed into his tongue to keep the scream inside. It rained. It always rained now. Beside the gray casket, Eric’s mother mouthed prayers, lips trembling. Someone sobbed. Someone else muttered, "God’s abandoned this city."

No one disagreed.

Afterwards, Shane stared through the wet windshield for what felt like hours. The bloody glyphs itched on his arm, phantom heat pulsing through fabric. He scrolled through news stories; another body had turned up in a burned-out church on the east side, face flensed away. The same crimson spirals etched in melted pews. And another—teenager found in the abandoned subway, skin stripped, chest cavity open. All in three torrid, endless days.

That night, he dreamed Eric was calling from the morgue drawer, voice muffled, pleading. The lid wouldn’t open. The symbols glowed inside his eyelids. Shane woke, sobbing, and ripped off his shirt. The glyphs were darker now—moving, almost—curling toward his heart.


	



The city buzzed with static dread. Cops prowled with twitching trigger fingers. News crews descended, sniffing for spectacle. On the ambulance radio, the CAD screams grew stranger and more frequent: “Male, probable DOA, symbols carved.” “Female, unresponsive, eyes missing.” “Child, alive but catatonic, blood glyphs on face.”

Shane started walking in wide loops after every shift, legs aching, always moving just shy of a run. He avoided Sonia’s calls, dodged the worried texts piling up on his phone. Even the usual haunts shrank away—bars too quiet, side-eye from familiar barkeeps. Marked, he thought. Cursed. Every corner threatened a new darkness.

He almost didn’t notice the woman waiting by the bus stop. Unusual, given her stillness—calm in the swirl of late-night chaos. Black woolen coat; pale face; hair clipped tight, severe as a scalpel. She watched him, did not smile, did not blink.

He tried to slip past, but her voice hooked him: “Mr. Everhart.”

He turned. “Do I know you?”

She, unfazed, extended a business card between two delicate fingers—black with red ink, a clean serif name: Mara Vale, Occult Consultation. On the back, a spiraled glyph. His glyph.

“I have information,” she said quietly. “About the murders. About you.”

Rain thickened, drumming Shane’s hood. “I’m not interested in witchcraft. Not interested in games.”

She smiled—a scalpel smile, quick and precise. “Neither am I. Someone’s opening something that should never open. You saw the glyphs before, yes? You feel them now?”

Shane huffed, backing away. “You got the wrong guy.”

She stepped closer, eyes glittering with a clarity that made him nauseous. “Eric Martinez was not the first. Won’t be the last if we don’t act. You are bleeding prophecy, Mr. Everhart. You need answers. I have them.”

He found himself unable to move, a mouse beneath the gaze of a descending hawk. Twice in his life—his wife’s final hour, the warehouse’s blood—he’d felt this helpless.

“Fine,” he rasped. “Talk.”

She gestured to a battered café, its yellow light a wound in the rain. Inside, only two elderly men arguing chess, and a barista half-asleep behind the espresso machine. Mara ordered black coffee. Shane’s hands shook.

She took a battered folder from her bag—a swelling collage of torn photos, police reports, charcoal sketches. She opened it precisely. The first photo: Eric, chest splayed, glyphs crawling over flensed ribs. Shane’s breath stuttered.

“The circle has started bleeding,” she said. “The murders are increasing in frequency and… artistry. There’s a progression. Each ritual is more elaborate, more cruel.”

She tapped grainy photos—spirals on brick, runes etched in skin, each murder culminating at the site of an ancient gate. “Someone is feeding an old story. Ritual sacrifice to open the Hellgate. The glyphs are invitations—wards corrupted into summons.”

Shane ran a shaking hand through his hair. “You’re not police. Why me?”

She closed the folder. “Because you’re marked. Because the prophecy speaks of a bloodline—the Last Bastion. You, Mr. Everhart. The key to closing what others hope to open.”

He laughed, bitter, voice scraping. “I don’t want it.”

“No one does. But it doesn’t matter.” She leaned forward, conspiratorial, voice hushed: “There’s a text. Pre-Christian. Spoke of a city built on fault lines—between earth and deeper fire. In every iteration of the Gate, there’s always one the demons can’t root out: the Bastion. Last defense. Final meal. If you fail, the city burns and Hell walks.”

She produced a stained, ancient page from her bag:


"When the blood mark appears and the First Seal breaks, the Last Bastion stands at the threshold—a world’s last hope, or first sacrifice.”



Shane stared at his hands. The glyphs itched, an ache crawling beneath the skin.

He poured the rest of his coffee down his throat. “Let’s say I believe you. What then? I can’t fight what I can’t see.”

Mara’s smile thinned. “I can show you. But it comes at a price. Knowledge has teeth. You ready for scars?”

He almost laughed—almost cried. “Already got a few.”


	



The ritual was cramped between rotten alley walls behind the café. Mara drew the first glyph in salt, her fingers moving with surgeon’s skill. Shane’s body betrayed him, legs rigid, blood thrumming electric below the rain. On her command, he pressed his thumb to the wax-wrapped scrap Callahan had given him—fresh blood oozed out, hot and viscous.

The world buckled. Shadows lengthened. Steam coiled from gutter cracks, taking on forms—faces half-remembered from childhood nightmares, crawling with tongues and eyes. Mara whispered words not meant for lungs. Shane felt the glyphs on his arm writhe. Somewhere, Eric’s scream knitted through the city’s bones, a note Shane alone could hear.

He dropped to his knees. Mara’s hand brushed his shoulder, grounding. The alley stank of iron and rot. Time stuttered, then snapped.

He saw—

—a distant chamber, deep below ruined stone, where a gate pulsed, alive and wet. Figures circled it, mouths sewn shut, eyes burning with joy. Demons in priest robes, waiting.

—his own face, cracking, being hollowed out by tongues of flame.

—Mara, split into two: one side caring, one grinning wide as the gate.

—the world ending in red and black, a city torn into ribbons, just before dawn.

The vision faded with a smell like scorched hair. Shane gagged. He fumbled for Mara’s hand. She caught him, pulse steady.

She whispered, “That’s what’s coming. Unless we kill the summoner. Unless we seal the threshold.”

He wiped his mouth, sick and shaking. “Who is it?”

Mara looked away. “A name keeps surfacing. Azazel. An old lord. He manipulates from behind the cults, always seeking the weak links in guardian lines.”

Something clicked. The missing children, the waves of deaths. Everything forming a pattern. Shane squeezed her hand harder than he meant.

“Then we find him.”

She smiled again—this time, a touch of hope beneath the exhaustion. “You’ll need everything I can teach you. Blood magic. Reading the bones. Ritual combat. It will hurt.”

He croaked, “I think the hurt means I’m still in it.”


	



That night, as they parted at the mouth of the alley, Shane saw the city anew. Every shadow twitched with bloody intent; each window flickered with faces not quite human. But through the dread, something cold and sharp had taken hold—purpose, however ragged.

He was marked, hunted, gutted of old life. But he was not alone now. Mara’s number weighed heavy in his pocket, a tiny talisman. The glyphs on his arm pulsed, no longer a wound but a burning sigil. Somewhere, Eric’s soul waited for justice. Somewhere darker, a gate throbbed, hungry—and, for now, closed.

As Shane walked the blood-slick streets, hunted and haunted, he swore he would not let the threshold splinter without a fight.



  
    Voices from Below

    
    
  
  Rain hammered the city, carving rivers of filth and glass along the gutters, drowning sirens and screams alike. It was 2:13 a.m.—the hour when everything broke, when the phones wouldn’t stop and nothing sane dared walk the streets. Shane sat slouched in the window of his crumbling apartment, watching halos shimmer along every wet surface. He didn’t dare sleep. The glyphs crawling on his arm pulsed and ached, warning him of something drawing nearer by the minute.

Outside, the world bellowed.

The first real sign was the shuttle of police radios, hacking through static: shots fired, north end; fire in a public library; woman on the roof screaming in tongues. News blogs exploded—threads loading and crashing, words blurring with typos: “MASS HYSTERIA”—“POSSESSION?!”—“Shadows in lockup eating their own faces.”

Shane tried to block it out and failed. Every sound through the wall, every voice echoing from the street, seemed to vibrate wrong. In the reflection on the window, his own eyes glowed sickly, hellruned. He didn’t remember falling asleep, but dreams found him all the same.


	



He stood on a battlefield of mud and rebar; horses screamed, men dropped grapeshot and spears, but the enemy was not of flesh—something ancient, horned and bladed, poured out from a black wound in earth. At the center of the slaughter, a woman in battered mail—her nose, his nose—carved glyphs into her thigh with a bloodied knife. She howled through the pain. The wound spewed red light. The things from the pit recoiled, their shadows rippling. One word carried up through generations: “Guardian.”


	



He woke, clutching his arm, feeling scars older than his own body stinging under flesh. The phone vibrated—an unknown number. The message cracked his chest open:

[6th & Wainright. Come alone. Child in trouble.]

He should have ignored it. He couldn’t.


	



The streets were carnage-streaked, cars mashed into parking meters, windows shattered by bodies thrown or dashing at random. A man with three faces screamed into a storm grate. Shane almost turned away—except only one face was real, the rest hallucinated by his bleeding, waking mind. But every horror-corner now felt sharper, less like a dream, more like being trapped underwater while the world burned above.

Sixth and Wainright: yellow tape fluttered, meaningless. The old tenement crouched behind rows of ruined vehicles, every window a jagged grin. A woman in a soaked nightrobe sobbed on the curb, bloody handprints littered the entry. Shane steeled himself and ducked inside.

The stink of bile and fresh meat hit him—and a voice from the inner stairwell, low, choked, speaking a child’s name in a language older than stone.

“Junie… Junie, come back. Papa—” and then the voice reared, howled, became something not-human. A sobbing girl shrieked in answer.

Shane crept closer, every sense keening. The glyphs on his skin thrummed, burning cold; vision wavered, and for an instant he could see through the walls: a darkness inside the man’s body, slick and coiling, tendrils in the child’s direction. The little girl cowered behind a splintered door, her father’s form bulked and inhuman, eyes filmed over black.

He charged—no plan, just terror and training. The father flung himself at Shane, jaws snapping wide enough to break bone. Shane braced as teeth clamped into his shoulder; agony tore through muscle—but he didn’t go down. Instead, a new sense rose: the shape behind the wound, the thing that rode the man, shrieking in tongues it wasn’t meant to know.

Shane pressed his palm to the glyph on his forearm. He pictured a wall—red and old, thicker than this world. He spoke—not words he knew, but syllables his dreams had left behind.

“Out!”

The father spasmed. Shadows ripped free, tearing bloody rents in the air; Shane staggered, every bone crackling with horror. The man collapsed, weeping, and the girl screamed, backing away, clutching her own hands. Shane, barely able to breathe, called softly: “It’s okay, kid. He’s back.”

But the glyphs wouldn’t let him leave so easily. His blood ran hot, his mind flickered—he saw for a blur of seconds other places, other times: men and women clutching blades, faces knotted in agony, standing between monstrous, breaking worlds and terrified children. Generation after generation. He saw his father—his mother—bleary and lost. Saw himself, younger, watching someone bleed out in a hospital cot, his inability to help.

He blinked. The world returned, rain hammering his eardrums.

Cops poured in. Shane shielded the girl, barking for medical. They took him for a lunatic at first, yelling about blood and demons; then someone recognized his badge. “Everhart? He saved the kid, get him out.”


	



Hours blurred: hospital—statements—paramedic patching—Shane, beefed up with bandages he didn’t recall needing. No questions about powers, no one noticed his wounds didn’t line up to the violence he’d survived.

As he staggered into the night, the city was wilder—gas stations aflame, people howling at invisible things, sometimes tearing themselves, sometimes each other. The glyphs on his forearm shimmered in the dark like an open wound. He needed Mara. Needed an anchor.

Mara’s apartment was on the fourth floor of a thin, leaning brownstone sagging above an alley full of broken glass. Shane buzzed once; no answer. The door was ajar—wrong, Mara never left it open.

His hand found the hidden blade at his ankle (he’d started carrying it after the third body). He edged inside. The lights flickered. Candles burned, guttering—each flame trembling with a cruel, blue-black tongue. Occult charts covered every available space. Mara lay sprawled on the rug, body arched in seizure, mouth working around broken syllables.

A black, tar-thick shadow clung to her throat. Eyes rolled to whites; lips bled. Books flew from shelves, pages flapping like caged moths. Shane crossed the room, slapping a ward of salt around his skin. As he neared, the glyph on his arm blazed—a true fire this time, licking up to his temple. He felt the same raw strength as before, something punching through the world’s crust.

The thing inside Mara laughed with her voice, then twisted: “You are too late, Bastion. She is ours. You will bleed the city dry.”

Shane dropped to his knees, pressing his good hand to Mara’s brow. “Wrong. She’s not yours to take.”

It was instinct—desperation mixed with heritage. He focused, letting the pain of his own wounds, his failures, and his loves empty out through his palm. The glyphs writhed, burning a hole in the skin, letting vermillion light spill into the world. Images flooded his mind: children sleeping safe behind guardian arms, midnight battles against nameless things, an endless chain of defiant souls refusing the dark. He held Mara together with everything he was—a Bastion made of scars, not hope.

The thing screamed, a noise like buildings collapsing. Candles blew out. Mara’s body bucked, then stilled. The tar slid from her throat and melted into the floor, leaving a pool of charred air. Mara gasped, clawing for the world, pupils wide and staring.

“Shane…”

He caught her, cradling her as she shook. The connection between them—a thread of mutual trauma, shared battle—flared and faded. Together, they crawled to the kitchen. Mara wept dryly and then, after a long silence, found her voice apropos of nothing: “You saw it too, didn’t you?”

He nodded. “It’s not just the gate. It’s everywhere. It’s… in our blood.”

She squeezed his hand, then let go. Neither said what they both felt: another inch lost from sanity, another life against the tide. But they were alive. For the moment, that was enough.

Outside, the city howled. Shane looked down and saw the glyphs had gone pale, spent of power—for now. He pressed the side of his head to the cold tile floor, eyes grit with tears he hadn’t planned to shed. Mara forced a laugh—bitter, exhausted. “Guess you really are the last Bastion. Let’s hope that’s enough.”

Far below, in a coal-black subway tunnel, something new woke to the scent of open blood. The next night would be worse.



  
    Hell’s Envoys

    
    
  
  Rain battered the city, a ceaseless percussion that fused sirens, wails, and thunder into one endless dirge. Shane and Mara sat close in the dark kitchen, steam curling from trembling mugs of tea that neither of them touched. The candlelight carved harsh planes on Mara’s face, shadows lingering in the bruises below her eyes. She wiped dried blood from her mouth with the back of her hand, jaw clenched against whatever trembled just beneath speech.

Shane broke the silence, voice brittle as old bone. “You said we could find the next piece—something to fight back. Where?”

Mara’s hand hovered at her chest, pressing fingertips over her racing heart. “There’s an old temple. Not a church, not as most would know it. Below the city, close to the original riverbed. A sanctuary built over the first breach.”

Shane’s memory flickered with the remnants of last night’s vision: vaulted stone swallowing all light, doors etched in languages the world forgot. Hell squatting beneath everyday pavement, patient and hungry. “Why haven’t we gone already?”

She looked at him, pupils twin pits. “I thought I could hold the line here. I was wrong. Someone—something—is actively attacking the Soulward. If we don’t get there tonight, the cult will finish the rite. The last ward will fail.”

The city bellowed from the street. Distant glass shattered. Shane rose, gathering battered courage and a change of shirt to hide the latest blood. “Lead the way.”



The city had become a gash, veins exposed. They made their way south, taking back alleys that gasped steam, every shadow writhing with predatory intent. At one corner, a trio of men dragged a body through the gutter, heads lolling at impossible angles. Shane stared too long—the men looked back, their faces thick and rubbery, eyes clustered like spider eggs. Mara seized his wrist, dragging him onward.

No words. No time for them.

At City Market Station—a shuddering, half-condemned pit—Mara led Shane through a rusted maintenance door pried loose with a pry bar and a short prayer. The corridor inside ran hot and rank. Graffiti swirled in languages both modern and older, often over scarred patches where symbols etched in blood refused to fade.

They moved fast. Shane fought to keep the blades of vision at bay—sometimes the walls stretched, curled, breathed with slick, stinking mouths; sometimes Mara shimmered at the edge of his vision, a beacon or a snare, he couldn’t tell.

Down four stories of broken stairs, into the maintenance subbasement, through a hatch so old even mold retreated from its iron stink. Their cellphones flickered, screens pulsing with static glyphs; Mara’s compass spun, nudged by some animal memory.

They reached a dead-end wall crowned with a bas relief: two figures, faceless, holding a gate with hands wrapped in barbed cord. Mara inhaled, knelt, and pressed a small copper coin into a groove below the carving. For a moment, nothing—then the wall groaned, bricks parting with the slow, sentient ache of rotten bone.

Beyond was pure darkness. Mara stoked a magnesium flare—its hard blue glare cutting through stone lined with sigils and chains, past shapes that slithered into cracks as they passed. Shane’s glyphs pulsed at his wrist, throbbing like a siren.

“Do you feel that?” Mara asked, voice gone hollow.

He nodded, swearing the air flowed around his skin like hands seeking a wound.

They crept on, into the heart of the earth.



At the end of the tunnel, wider space loomed—the remains of a small, ancient sanctuary, stonework slick with centuries of sweat and sacrifice. Pillars carved with predatory angels reared from the flagstones. In the gloom, a low altar stood upon a dais. Chains hung from the ceiling, their ends caked with centuries of red.

A single figure waited at the altar. Human, at first glance—broad shouldered, trench coat soaked black, hat pulled low. Shane’s nerves rang with dread. Mara inclined her head, pulling him back by his arm.

“Don’t talk unless I say,” she whispered. “It isn’t… human.”

The man’s head rose. His mouth was too wide; his teeth, too long. “Bastion. Witch. I figured you’d crawl here eventually.”

His voice had a drone, two-layered, one slick and mocking, one underneath—rumbling, hollow, older than language. He raised a hand. The skin was gray, goose-fleshed, mottled with whorls of black beneath the surface. Each of his fingers ended not in a nail, but in hooked points like a hangman’s sickle.

Mara stepped between them, voice calm but laced with venom. “The envoy can speak, but not hold. Not while the Sigil is intact.”

The demon-in-disguise grinned, exposing gums that writhed over something maggot-pale. “Ah, but the Sigil weakens. Even now the last ward splinters. You two are late. The others come.”

Shane’s glyphs burned. He stared the thing down, summoning what defiance he could. “If you’re so sure, why are you alone?”

It shrugged, slow, like dragging iron through honey. “Not alone. Just first. My kin follow. Some above, some below.”

A pounding echoed from the tunnel behind them—boots, then voices chanting in tongues Shane’s blood remembered. Cultists, drawn by scent, by prophecy. The demon licked its lips and stepped from behind the altar, approaching Shane and Mara with slow, hungry relish.

“Do you know what it means to be the Bastion?” the envoy crooned, circling. “It means you die first. But you die loud enough to amuse us a little while.”

Mara produced a small dagger, bone hilted and crusted with wax. “Keep him back,” she hissed—and began inscribing a symbol on the altar’s marble, whispering in the old tongue.

Shane faced the thing. Fear pooled in his neck, thick and hot. He forced himself to speak, voice a snarl. “You want me? Come get me.” He slashed at it with the iron blade Father Callahan had pressed into his palm weeks ago. The metal gleamed, hungry for anything unnatural.

The thing laughed—a sound that made the walls drip with grease—and darted at him, preternaturally fast. Shane’s blade nicked its forearm, and black ichor sprayed the stone. It recoiled, hissing, steam rolling off the wound.

“Blood answers blood, Bastion. It always calls back.”

Behind him, cultists poured into the room—half a dozen at first, faces painted with blood and gouges, mouths bristling with broken glass. One rushed Mara; she darted aside, slicing his wrist, hurling salt in his face. He shrieked, voice no longer human.

Another cultist swung a length of chain at Shane. He ducked, planting his blade through the man’s thigh. The cultist howled, spasmed, then stilled—a puppet with its string cut. The demon envoy grinned with every fresh death, feeding on the violence.

At the altar, Mara’s inscription glowed a feverish red. The room shook, a deep vibration worming up Shane’s legs. The demon screamed—not pain, but hunger—a thin, eager sound. “You cannot seal what is already open! Azazel will feast!”

Shane rammed the blade home as the thing lunged. Iron met demonic flesh, sizzling, a stench like burning roses and scorched pork. The envoy buckled, hissing, before collapsing in on itself, mouth distending, new glyphs sprouting along its jaw. It spat a final curse:

“Blood for blood, door for door! Only the Bastion’s marrow can turn the key!”

Then it burst, flesh sluicing into a heap of smoking filth, glyphs writhing in the mess like dying worms. Shane staggered back, heaving, bile stinging his throat.

Mara finished her mark, gasping, hands bloodied from the carving. Bandages and salt charred her palms. The cultists left standing backed away, eyes wild.

Mara croaked, “The key—get it. Now!”

Shane scrambled to the altar. Below a panel inset with ivory, he found a small chest: stone, banded in lead, sealed with a lock slick with centuries of dried gore and proof against ordinary tampering. He hoisted it up, every instinct screaming that within was something eager to be free, or at least, to break the world trying.

Atop the altar, Mara ran her hand along the inscription. A new line of text burned into visibility—a prophecy unfinished, only half revealed:


When the Bastion’s blood stains the Temple’s heart, the watchers at the gate may sleep. But if the marrow goes to rot, devourers will walk at noon and judgment is ash.



Shane stared at the chest, hands trembling. Somewhere, far above, the world howled as new sirens rose—demonic, human, all blurred together now. More cultists, more monsters, more blood yet to spill.

But he still stood. The key was his. The fight wasn’t over. Not yet.



They bolted back through the tunnels with the chest clasped in Shane’s arms, retching at each threshold where demon blood steamed from stone. At every corner, shadows watched, patient. Mara’s chant—an old guardian’s dirge—tangled with Shane’s own blood rhythm. The old world stirred, hungry.

When they emerged aboveground, morning was just twisting out of the sky, sickly and jaundiced. The city was wailing, furious, alive. Shane’s wounds smarted, but the sigils on his skin glowed a hot, dangerous red.

Mara gripped his shoulder. “We bought ourselves a night. No more. They’ll come—worse, and soon. We need to decipher the rest of the prophecy. And you… you’ll need to bleed for this city. Again.”

Shane looked at the battered chest, the half-visible glyphs drifting over its surface, and realized how little hope there was left. Yet it was more than there had been the night before. He wiped blood and sweat from his brow, nodded, and followed Mara up into the burning day.

One battle survived. One secret kept. The threshold awaited them, pulsing beneath their feet: patient, predatory. And somewhere, Azazel, watching, hungry for the Bastion’s marrow.



  
    Sacrifice and Ruin

    
    
  
  The city was burning.

At dawn the sky hung sick and swollen, jaundiced by a thousand fires. Sirens fought for air against distant screams and the frantic staccato of gunfire. Rain came in iron-gray waves, washing blood and gasoline into the gutters but failing to put out the flames that now crawled up the skeletons of apartment blocks and storefront churches. The old world was dying. Every breath tasted of copper and insomnia.

Shane limped through the wreckage, Mara close behind, clutching that ancient stone chest like a fever-dream relic. To walk the streets now was to pick your footing between bodies—some dead, some only halfway there, all marked by new violence. Cultists moved openly, faces daubed in gore, wielding knives and torches and shaped by a fervor that burned brighter than hunger or sex. Whatever thin blue line the city once boasted had dissolved: police cars torched, officers butchered or fleeing or mad themselves.

“We keep moving,” Mara hissed, dragging Shane out of the path of a looter smashed to his knees by a shrieking, glass-eyed mob. “They’re coming apart. A few hours—maybe less—before Azazel’s kin march openly.”

He nodded, unable to tear his gaze from the carnage. Every bruise on his skin throbbed in time to the world’s dying heartbeat.

—

They cut through Chinatown, skirting along rooftops and alleyways while fire ate its way through the sky. Shane’s radio earpiece screamed static: the collapse of structure fires, an entire ER going dark, voices babbling prayers—and more and more, the blood-wet chanting of the cult. One word, repeated in hideous glee:

“Bastion.”

Sonia’s text flashed up as they ducked beneath a torn awning—just her name, no words. Missed call. Shane thumbed it away, sick with guilt and fear. He’d been ignoring her for days. She’d left voicemails, invitations to talk, to grab a drink, even to just sit in their old ambulance as if the world hadn’t changed.

Mara shot him a look. “You need to talk to her. If they know who she is—”

But at that moment, all nearby power cut: streetlights blinked out, emergency backup dying. Silence thundered in. A scream pierced the hush—a woman’s scream, unbearably familiar, echoing from the far end of the block.

Sonia.

Shane broke into a run before he realized it, pain or exhaustion irrelevant now. Mara kept pace, salt and blood in her hands.

The scream stuttered, then ceased. Down a ruined alley—jagged bricks, trash bags, the wet thud of boots on flesh. Shane rounded the final corner and saw her:

Sonia, knees in broken glass, three hooded figures crowding her. Her hair was matted with rain and blood. She made a noise like a kicked dog.

One of the cultists looked up. His face flickered—eyeless, skin tattooed with spiral glyphs, lips parted in a smile that didn’t belong to any human.

Mara hissed words of power, flinging a handful of salt and bone fragments. One cultist shrieked as his flesh blistered and peeled, but the others only cackled, blades slick and red—already used, already eager.

Shane staggered forward, weapon drawn. “Let her go, you fucks. It’s me you want.”

The leader allowed the words to hang in the air—a moment of suspense, of offering. “The Bastion comes. On your knees, martyr. She dies for you.”

Shane tried to charge, but invisible force crushed him to his knees. Mara struggled to speak a hex, but the cult leader flicked a hand and her words choked off, her will bent backwards by an ancient compulsion.

Sonia met Shane’s eyes, and all the years between them—nights together after bad calls, victories shared, secrets kept from the world—came roaring back. Sonia’s lips quivered. “I’m so sorry. I tried to find you.”

He clawed at the asphalt. “Sonia, hold on. Please.”

The cultists laid her head back onto the slick ground, placing their hands on either side. The leader pressed a shark-tooth blade to her throat and whispered, “Blood answers blood. All debts must be paid.”

Sonia’s eyes never left Shane’s, even as the knife jumped and red jetted, arcing, beautiful and obscene, onto the gutter and his hands. The glyphs burned—the ache went marrow-deep. Shane’s own mouth opened in a shriek that shattered every window in earshot. Mara wept, hands bloody, powerless against the magic wielded.

As the last stir of Sonia’s life faded, Shane collapsed, everything inside him turning to sludge. The cultists evaporated into the black rain, the ritual complete. The city howled with fresh hunger, emboldened, closer to the edge.

—

Afterward, Shane didn’t move. Not for minutes, not for hours. Mara pieced Sonia’s body together, covering her with a coat, saying prayers in half-remembered Latin and tears. Shane knelt in the glass and filth, staring at his hands, at the world that had remorselessly snatched away the last memory of happiness he dared keep.

Time slurred. The rain slackened. Distantly, the city fed on itself—howling, burning, dying. Mara forced him upright, dragging his limp arm over her shoulder. “We can’t stay. They’ll come back. Shane—we have to go. I’m sorry.”

He barely heard. The glyphs across his chest flickered between hot agony and cold numbness, every symbol a wound and a reminder. They stumbled to a ruined church, hiding beneath its hollow eaves. The chest thumped beside them in the dark, hungry, patient.

—

That night—

Shane sat alone in blackness, his mind a nest of dead wires. Thoughts chased themselves in circles. Revenge. Despair. Why not let the world burn? What good was his blood? He rehearsed Sonia’s death again and again—different actions, same ending. He saw how the city loved pain, how humans turned against themselves. He wanted out. He wanted to see his wife. Sonia. To be free of the burden, to let Azazel crack the world wide open.

He stood at the ruined altar, knife in hand, glyphs glowing blue-white. The thought came: If you die, the chain breaks. All crucible ends.

But when he pressed the blade to his flesh and closed his eyes, the world did not let him leave.

—

Shane opened his eyes to a freezing wind—inside the church, but not.

A woman stood before him, battered mail glinting in moonlight. Her face was his, older—nose broken, eyes fierce. “Guardian. Stand up.”

He shook, clutching his chest. “I can’t. I failed.”

Behind her, shadows gathered: ghostly forms, ragged and tall, men and women, old and young, each emblazoned with the burning glyphs, silent forms radiating strength and hunger and hope.

She approached, kneeling beside him. “No. You stood your post. You bled for sons and daughters you’ll never know. And now you die, and rise.”

He stared, sobbing. “What’s the point? They die around me. I’m just—”

A thin, bearded guardian with a wound in his heart laid a ghostly palm on Shane’s brow. “We all broke, child. But we were the wall, the last threshold. The world stands for each day we buy with pain. Stand up, Bastion. Save who you can.”

Their voices braiding into a storm, a hymn of hope twisted with grief:

“All that is sacred bleeds. All that is lost burns. Stand up, Bastion. Stand up.”

He woke, weeping. The knife had dropped from his hand. Glyphs burned steady red again. The ghosts were gone.

—

Mara found him there in the morning, face carved by sleeplessness, eyes ringed in salt and ash.

She knelt, hands still shaking. “I thought I lost you too.”

He couldn’t meet her gaze. “I want to kill them. All. Every cultist, every demon. I want the city to drown the way they drowned Sonia.”

Her own voice was hoarse but steady. “That’s what Azazel wants—rage, revenge, selfish sacrifice. They want you to be an avenger, not a guardian. That’s the trap of the gate.”

Shane shook, whole body wracked with mourning, with fury. “What else is left?”

Mara pressed her hand to his heart, her tears drying. “You—us—protecting the living. Bleed, yes. But bleed for something. Not just for vengeance.”

He swallowed hard. The words of the ghosts echoed—save who you can.

For a long moment, Shane let his rage burn, not away, but into a blade he could wield.

Finally, he straightened. “They took my hope. But they don’t get the world.”

He drew in a long, shuddering breath. The city’s cries seemed to shift, just a fraction—less like defeat, more like warning.

Mara handed him the battered chest, its glyphs waking at his touch.

He nodded. They moved together, careful, solemn—a team forged not by hope, but by the refusal to surrender. From the ruin of church and friend, Shane found a new center: not rage, but stubborn, bloody, relentless duty. Guardianship. The only thing left to offer against the dark.

They disappeared into the burning morning, bearing the world’s last hope on bloodstained hands and bones aching with ghosts.



  
    Beneath the Crimson Moon

    
    
  
  

Night fell without warning, sliding its red tongue across the corpse of the city. The moon—a full, swollen wound—climbed out of the storm, dragging a bloody tide up every alley, every broken-pane corridor. Fires raged unchecked, licking the bones of tenements; smoke rolled down from the north like some ancient smothering beast. Shane and Mara moved through the carnage in the lee of collapsed walls, the battered chest bundled in cloth between them—artifact, anchor, curse.

Above, the sky was not dark; it pulsed, crimson and alive. There came no dawn, only this endless bleeding twilight—when the rules had thinned, and hunger moved in the open.

I. The Gathering

They found the last of their kind by the shell of the old cathedral. The doors had buckled under riot and claw; police tape fluttered like prayer flags, useless. Inside: a fellowship of survivors, faces daubed with tears, blood, soot—people who hadn’t run, who still clung to hope or plain stubbornness.

Father Callahan sat hunched in a back pew, head bandaged, fingers slick with something darker than blood. He looked up as Shane and Mara entered, his eyes like hollowed-out coal. “You lived, then.”

“Still breathing,” Shane offered, ragged. “Is it time?”

He reached for the battered chest, hands shaking. One by one, the others drew near—city nurses, a paramedic with broken teeth, a pair of battered firefighters, a librarian wielding a chainsaw. They had been called by rumor or dream, by a sense that something final and monstrous waited tonight. Mara pressed amulets into wet palms; Callahan whispered shriving words, old protection prayers that tasted like rust on the air.

Mara’s hands splayed out blueprints and scrawled escape routes across a cracked marble altar. “The cult’s stronghold is the old subway depot,” she said, pointing. “Beneath the city’s center. Rotted tunnels, wards woven from blood and bone. The last of Azazel’s kin are gathered there—they’ll open the gate when the moon is highest.”

Someone—a woman from the fire brigade—choked back a sob. “How do we survive? Do we?”

Mara’s voice was brittle as salt. “Survival isn’t promised. Closing the gate might buy us a world worth surviving in. That’s all.”

Shane slid his ruined hand over the chest. Inside, something shifted, restless, eager for release.

Callahan drew close, his voice hushed. “Tonight is prophecy’s throat. The cult needs your blood, boy. The Hellgate wants your marrow.” His gaze slid toward Mara, shadowed. “You cannot let them shape the sacrifice. You die clean, the world limps onward another century. You die as they want, and we burn with you.”

Mara steadied the group. “We’ll break through. Shane seals the gate. The rest of us hold the line.”

She didn’t mention what they’d seen—visions of each survivor torn into ribbons by demon claws, their city rotting beneath unblinking stars. Callahan met Shane’s eyes, delivering the only benediction he had left: “All that can be done is faith and blood. Tonight, let both spill as needed.”

They gathered their meager arms—iron and salt and old revolvers. Relics, last rites. The full company numbered fewer than a soccer team. But they stood, all the same. The moon burned red through shattered stained glass, painting every face with warpaint.

II. Through the Burning City

They circled through the city’s carcass—stealth as prayer, violence as their only sacrament. Sirens whimpered in the wreck, sometimes drowned by monstrous bellows. Mara led; Shane followed, chest in tow. The others fanned left and right, faces grim, amulets swinging at their throats.

The night was a carnival of endings:


	In the husk of a playground, small, spidery things feasted on a riot cop’s corpse, leaving only glittering armor and gnawed bone.

	Down Broadway, worshippers painted in their own filth jittered and wept around bonfires—some chanted, some tore themselves, some simply rocked and prayed to gods not listening.

	Where city hall had stood, a demon-thing bigger than a garbage truck paced slow rings, dragging corpses by the hair, building little towers of skulls.



The defenders wove through all of it. Each survivor bore scars—bite marks, flayed knuckles, burns, limbs wrapped in prayer strips. None looked up at the moon, for those who did began murmuring, lips smeared red, soon gone still.

When at last they reached the depot, a vagrant’s skull marked the threshold—jaw shattered, spiral glyph worn like a kiss. Shane’s glyphs echoed, burning bitter-hot, as if answering a distant bell.

“Salt your edges,” Mara commanded, pouring a line across the access stair. “They want us to go mad before we reach the gate. Resist.”

They steeled themselves. Together, they descended below the wounded city.

III. Vaults of Slaughter

The old subway’s innards had been transformed—uprooted, reworked for worship. Sigils daubed in fat and blood curled along the walls. The very air pressed in, humid and wrong, smelling of boiled hair, ozone, and ancient sickness.

The group moved as silent as such a ragged handful could, feet crunching bone and salt. There were echoes: laughter, weeping, a thumping like a giant’s heartbeat that matched the hammer in Shane’s skull.

Past the ticket machines—burned black, some fused to the walls—lay the first of the cult’s sentinels, chained naked by the feet, lips stitched and belly open, glyphs wriggling under her skin. Her eyes, blind, followed them, head jerking in agony or invocation.

Two firefighters hesitated; Mara hissed, “Don’t touch her. She’s already gone.”

They pressed on.

Howls erupted from side halls. From the gloom, cult defenders emerged—robed, eyes gouged, hands sewn in prayer. The librarian revved the chainsaw, slicing the first in half before Shane could blink. The others battered in skulls with pipes, bullets; Mara’s salt and hexes crushed the rest like beetles. Each cultist died giggling, whispering: "Blood for the Gate! Marrow for Azazel!"

As they moved deeper, the tunnels grew surreal—walls throbbing as if alive, floor sticky with gore, the very architecture warping, stairs looping in impossible Escher spirals, doors opening onto rivers of teeth. Vision wavered; Shane’s head filled with static, a chorus chanting from inside his bones.

Several times, survivors faltered, fell to invisible claws, limbs sucked into cracks that spat out nothing but blood. Still, the company pressed on, leaving pieces of themselves with every step. Above them, the world shrieked as the moon’s light tongued open new wounds in the sky.

IV. The Inner Chamber

At the end of the world’s throat, after a corridor crimson with heat, the company breached the sacrificial heart of the depot—a wide, vault-like platform where rails converged into a circular pit. The floor was carved with new glyphs, writhing in wet scarlet light. Fetid torches ringed the chamber, and at its center rose the altar—black basalt gouged by claws, shuddering with a heartbeat not its own.

Dozens of cultists prayed and screamed and wept here. Some tore hair, others fingernails. Atop the altar, five high priests in crimson robes carved spiral wounds into naked torsos—victims bled out and pushed into the pit, vanishing into unknowable dark.

As Shane and Mara stepped forward, the room stilled—cultists turning en masse, jaws stretched wide, chanting in a tongue that rotted Shane’s teeth from inside. The priests intoned, “Welcome, Bastion. Join your line. Become the key.”

Callahan took up a prayer—voice watery but fierce—leading the survivors into the chamber as shields, while Shane, Mara, and the battered chest moved straight toward the gate.

The chanting rose. The altar split. A smell like birthing and rot boiled from the fissure. Hands clawed up from the abyss, mouths opened. Shadows poured out—living, gnashing, eyes made of hate.

The survivors formed a crumbling circle. Firefighters unleashed axes. The librarian—face painted in tears as much as blood—flung Latin curses. Mara carved salt lines before Shane, shielded by blood and defiance. All around, shadows and cultists crashed and howled and died.

But at the heart of it, one voice rose: Azazel, invisible, echoing from the pit: “Only the Bastion. The price is written. All others burn.”

The priestesses sliced their own arms, feeding the fissure. Shane’s glyphs ignited, charring his flesh. The chest shuddered, its glyphs burning as bright as the moon.

In that moment—back pressed to the altar, Mara gripping his hand, siblings of hope dying all round—Shane saw:


	Ghosts of past guardians, urging him on.

	The gate, open just a slit, leaking shadows that chewed reality.

	Mara, bleeding and weeping and still standing.

	The world above, drowning.



And he knew. No one else could close the wound. The gate had always waited for the Bastion.

All Shane had left was his body, his bone, his battered will forged in death after death.

He looked to Mara, who pressed the key—the chest—into his hands. She whispered, “Don’t let them decide how it ends. You choose the sacrifice.”

The altar roared. The moon split overhead, pouring down. Shane stepped forward—knowing what came next, and that there was no way back.





  
    The Last Bastion

    
    
  
  

A soundless detonation rocked the world. The altar cracked along fresh wounds, the chest searing Shane’s palm with pain so pure it trilled every nerve. Blood thundered behind his eyes. Cultists screamed, their chanting now a single shuddering word—Bastion, Bastion, Bastion—swallowed under the pit’s umbral breath.

Azazel appeared, not in one shape but in all at once: a lord sevenfold and veiled in radiance, a star-spitting mouth surging from the rift, a man with a flayed wolf’s face in a tide of wings. Eyes incarnadined the dark. Everywhere Shane looked, a grin split the world—teeth piled upon teeth, patient and ancient and hungry. Shadows writhed, unmoored by reason, scraping at the survivors with claws of memory and hate.

A heatwave of voice, older than language, battered Shane:


"You come to barter bone for ash, little wall? You are the last link in a broke chain—a meal, not a threat. Your city is already mine."



The chamber twisted. Rails became meat, stone sweating with veins; the tunnel’s dead wagons pulsed with larvae. The moon—though buried overhead—bled directly down the altar, staining everything in nightmare red.

Mara crawled forward, lips cracked, bandaged hand streaming blood over her own glyphs. "You wanted a Bastion, bastard? Take me. I bleed in his stead."

Azazel’s laughter was a cyclone. Wings unfurled, blotting out torchlight. Mara carved sigils into her arm, the language of sacrifice. The demon’s gaze, dozenfold, turned—all pupils vertical, spiral-flecked, drinking her agony.

Shane screamed, "Don’t!"

But Mara reached for him, smearing blood down his face. Her voice—shaky, defiant—caught above the horror: "No hope without pain. Buy the world another dawn."

Demons burst from the altar’s shadow: tendon-webbed panthers, faces a tapestry of human suffering. Firefighters fell first; the librarian was torn in half, her body scattering pages already blackened. Callahan stumbled, intoning Latin—hands raised in desperate benediction—even as claws tore his ribs open, showing Shane every wound of every failed guardian before.

Azazel howled, gathering together:


"You bleed so prettily, guardian. Is it love or pride that ruins you? Give me your marrow. Give me your name. End this farce."



Shane dragged himself up, blood burning fresh glyphs over knuckle and jaw. He pressed the chest to the altar. It pulsed in answer, opening not with hinges but with meat and memory. Inside, bone fragments gleamed: a child’s finger, a woman’s tooth, a saint’s vertebra—his ancestors, the last residue of human defiance. The chest hungered for sacrifice.

A bladed tentacle snatched Shane, whipping him from ground to altar apex. The world slipped, gravity sideways, reality flensed away. Shane saw every life he’d failed to save, the faces of Sonia, Eric, his wife; he heard their deaths asked for on repeat.

Azazel’s voice pressed in, venomous:


"You are broken. Let the gate open. Let every city become like this. Let hope die."



The void yawned beneath, cold as the moment after final breath.

But Shane’s bloodline moved in him now, old violence and older love. Visions seethed behind his eyes:


	The woman from his dreams gouging glyphs into her thigh on the battlefield, screaming back dragons.

	Callahan as a younger man, drawing a last ward with his own arteries, praying over a newborn Bastion.

	Mara, terrified as a child, finding her first demon and not running.



Burning, Shane bit his tongue, spitting blood onto the altar. He spoke names—Eric, Sonia, Mara. Father. Mother. City. The words blazed, spiderwebbing out from him, burning through the meat of the world.

Azazel roared, wrapping Shane in darkness so thick it crushed the heart. Teeth grazed his soul, memories flayed to raw nerve as the demon tried to strip him of everything that made him stand. Shane wept, but he clung to pain, weaponized it, brandished it like the last blade.

He howled back—voice torn, animal: "There’s no such thing as a final wall. I don’t die so you can feast—I die so you go hungry."

Mara, below—dangling between worlds—clawed her way to the altar, blood smearing every glyph she could reach, every mark an act of love and refusal. Azazel’s attention fractured, rage spinning ceilings with eyes.

Mara looked up at Shane. Her face was ruined, beautiful, already half-dead. "There’s always another dawn, Shane. My sister taught me that. Now burn for me."

She thrust her fingers into the altar’s wound. Light exploded. Azazel shrieked, thrown back by the violence of her sacrifice. Shane, vision tunneling, used all the pain, shame, failure—the only coin ever honest in this world—and poured it into the altar with his blood. The sigil on his arm boiled, searing straight to the marrow.

He locked eyes with Mara—a moment that felt eternal.

Then he pressed the bone-shard from the chest into his own palm, ground it into open flesh, let blood spill down to the altar. The world tilted, edgewise to oblivion. All possible avenues of hope, rage, love—streamed, tangled, knotted, and broke.

He cried the words Callahan muttered in his sleep, the oldest litany: Let what was made undone be made undone. Blood closes what blood opens. Bastion, sealed.

The pit yawned, dripped black fire. Demons bellowed. Reality screamed, pulling at the seams of Shane’s body and soul. But within the maelstrom, the wound closed: slowly, inexorably. Azazel shattered in a storm of wings and coal, his shrieks devouring the last of the light.

Mara’s body slumped; Shane caught her. The altar cooled beneath them—just stone now, cold, old, silent. Shane’s hands shook so hard he could hardly feel the weight of her beside him. The chest sealed itself, gleaming faintly, ugly as a scar that saved a life.

He looked at Mara. Her pulse was a thready flutter, her gaze somewhere distant. “Did… did we do it?”

Shane squeezed her hand. “We bought a dawn.”

She choked on a laugh, tears and blood mingling. “Tell them… tell them it mattered. Make sure they remember.” Her breath ebbed into silence; her eyes dulled, but the ghost of a smile lingered—a last rebellion against despair.

The chamber stank of silence. It was over. He was alone, surrounded by the dead he could not save, the world stitched just enough to limp onward. Hell’s mouth closed, but the wound remained—a city pocked with death, a Bastion broken, but not erased.

At the altar, Shane covered Mara with the last of his coat. He stood—not strong, not sure, but standing. Somewhere above, in the hemorrhaged sky, the moon began to drain white again. Screams decayed into sobbing, into hush.

Shane gathered the chest, Mara’s empty hand, and what hope he had left.

He walked out into the ruin, the last guardian for a world still balanced on the edge of damnation—but, for now, saved.





  
    Ashes and Dawn

    
    
  
  

The city did not greet the new morning so much as crawl into it. Sunlight—weak, chalk-white—slid through ash a hand’s breadth thick. Where once there had been towers and neon and the rumble of ambition, there were now husks: windowless, half-collapsed, their steel frames picked clean by flame. The city had survived, if such a word meant anything anymore, but it bore the wounds. Carcasses of buses littered intersections, looping in wild grotesques; names and faces of the missing fluttered from rain-soaked fliers on every door.

Shane limped down the main street, the battered chest hanging at his side, Mara’s coat—stiff with old blood—draped over his shoulders. His skin was cobwebbed with fading, cracked glyphs, now as gray as the ash drifting on the wind. He felt hollowed, a bell whose clapper had rusted clean through. Each step was an argument against collapse, but he moved anyway, because that’s what the living did—one foot after another, through whatever ruin the world delivered.

It was not silent. Emergency crews moved through the streets, sirens now a memory, replaced by the low drone of generators, the chopping of helicopters collecting war footage. Media vans formed a blockade at the city’s battered hall; reporters in crisp suits parroted words like "gas leak," "ecoterrorism," "hallucinations brought on by chemicals in the water." None mentioned the rites, the glyphs, the red moon. No one could utter Azazel’s name without their tongues refusing.

A few blocks away, a funeral pyre burned atop the old playground. What bodies couldn’t be identified were heaped in careful layers, marked with flowers or medals or, sometimes, just cheap plastic fireman’s hats. Shane stood at the edge, heat licking at his boots, watching faces blur into smoke: firefighters, paramedics, the stoic librarian who’d swung a chainsaw in Hell. Father Callahan’s cross hung atop the flame, the metal blackening, then crumbling away.

He wanted to weep, but all his tears had burned up long ago.



I. The Rites of the Mourning

Outside what remained of First Avenue Church, survivors held vigil—mute and shivering, some bandaged, some barely repaired by makeshift stitches. A priest with one arm led them in a whisper-voiced hymn for the lost. At his feet lay a row of photos: Sonia, younger, radiant; Eric, at a company BBQ, mouth full of laughter; Mara, caught mid-argument with a glint in her eye. Shane crouched beside the pictures, pressing his palm to the cracked step. It was the same palm that had closed the gate—a hand that shook now, not with rage, but exhaustion and a need for contact in a world gone numb.

He laid a bloodstained sliver of the old altar stone atop Mara’s picture. He didn’t speak; there were no words he hadn’t already screamed into the pit. Instead, he sat, feeling the heat of other mourners radiate through the chill. They watched him—all of them. Some with gratitude, some with terror, some with the blankness of trauma.

After a time, he found his way back to the flattened remains of St. Luke’s cemetery. Most of the graves had split or caved, earth chewed by demon hands, but a handful of names remained legible. Sonia’s, chiseled into a piece of ambulance door. Eric’s, painted in black marker atop a brick. Mara had no stone—just the coat she’d worn, folded and left atop a hill of dirt. Shane knelt, pressing his forehead to the mound. Words came, slow and halting: "I sealed it. You were right: pain is a kind of hope here. I miss you."

He rose when the sun was just past its zenith, the sky cut by a single trail of black smoke. Moving hurt, but staying hurt worse.



II. The City Wounds Itself Clean

Down at City Hall, uniformed National Guard clustered in tight knots, their faces drawn, eyes skipping over what remained of the inhuman. Power-washers blasted streets; work crews scraped at the last of the scorched, spiraling glyphs. Police captains nodded brusquely at clipboarded officials who muttered about "containing panic" and "repairing vital infrastructure." On every crumbling light pole, flyers promised: "We Will Rebuild Stronger." No one asked about the missing hours, the night the city screamed.

Shane watched as a crew daubed over a still-glowing mark on the hospital’s entry. It refused the grisly gray latex, bleeding through again and again until someone simply bolted a metal plate over it. Most people drifted by, heads down. A few older faces made the sign of the cross—wards old as any city, older than the names on the street signs.

From an alley, a young girl watched him. Fox-thin, brown-skinned, hair in wild tangles. She lifted a hand, tracing a spiral in the air. Shane froze—his heart detonating in his chest for one sick instant. But she only smiled and ducked away, her work jacket flapping behind her. He chased after, panicked—a laugh boiling up not entirely his own. But the alley was empty.

It left him, unsettled. How quickly survivors shifted—they averted eyes, memorized fresh cover stories, clung to the myth of safety. The world had just barely avoided obliteration, and yet the city—bless it, curse it—rushed to forget.

He didn’t know if that was cowardice or resilience. Maybe it was both.



III. The Vigil, and a Warning

Night fell, a bruise leaking slow light down the glassless skyscrapers. Shane spent it atop the main bridge, feet dangling over the edge above a river that stank of rot and hope. He smoked, watching ash spiral off into the wind. A battered radio crackled beside him; the only station left played old jazz and Civil Defense warnings. "Boil your water," the DJ intoned. "Stick with your family. Tell your kids the monsters are gone."

He almost laughed.

Beneath, in the water, drifted bobbing shapes that could have been logs, that might have been more. Once, Mara’s voice drifted over his shoulder: You can mourn after the work. Now, mourning and work were the same thing. He wondered, not for the first time, what life could be if the world wasn’t always at the edge.

As the first pale light of morning pulled colors from the fog, Shane crushed his cigarette, preparing to leave. He paused, gaze caught by a shimmer in the sidewalk. There—between cracks in the concrete—ran a new glyph, subtle, thin as veins in marble. Not the old spirals; something else. It pulsed imperceptibly, the shade of burnt bone, as if the world itself wanted to remind him: All walls hold—until they break.

He knelt, touching it. Warm, not from the sun, but from within. It felt like an eye opening. Shane sighed, then climbed to his feet, the battered chest tucked tight to his ribs. Behind him, the city smoldered, but out ahead, a faint gold burned at the far edge of the world.



He walked on, neither hero nor martyr—just man, battered and haunted. In the city’s wound, rebuilt brick by salvaged brick, he would keep watch. He had saved the world. But for how long?

A single, invisible eye blinked open far below the city, where the deepest shadows never receded. The world was not healed. But for this day, it was enough.



END
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