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That’s when the screaming started, when the rain fell so hard, it took part of the mountain down with it. 

We had been sleeping near the cave’s entrance, while water from the three-day storm rushed across the outside cliffs in a monotonous thrum of sound. The gray skies and dampness in the air had prompted us to burrow under our blankets early that night. Those factors, along with the rhythmic sounds of the storm, had easily lulled us to sleep.

Until this.

I jumped from my sleeping bag, nearly tripping on the tangle of blankets that lay beside me. I couldn’t see a thing; the air in the cavern was thick with night, the stifling darkness pressing against me like a tangible force. Yet I hardly needed my vision to know these extra blankets were empty. Where was he?

“Bram!”

The sounds of multiple screams and shouts continued. Their intertwined voices echoed weakly from the far corridor. The noise was a living thing—reaching and grabbing at me in the dark. Oh no … The encampment…

“Bram!” I called again. He would often come and go as he wished—and I had no right to stop him—but that kid had a talent for disappearing at the most inopportune moments. “Dammit,” I muttered, hoping he was safe. “Dammit, Bram.”

“I’m trying to find the lantern,” he answered. The small voice came from somewhere to my left. “Hang on a second.”

I was already dressed—since The Cleansing, neither our days nor our nights were free from surprises. It was better to be prepared. After slipping on my boots, I crouched down and groped around for my weapons, finding the knives and sheaths in a pile by my pillow. I attached one of them to my thigh, fumbling with the straps in the darkness. One attached. Three to go. “Forget the light. We have to leave.”

“Just wait. We need it.”

I grasped the straps for the other knives in my hand. I would have to put them on later. “Bram,” I pressed. I worked my way toward his voice, trying to feel through the dark, empty air. 

“I think the cave collapsed. I have to see,” he pleaded. “Kali, we need to see.”

I could have sworn that kid could already see in the dark. I was about to protest again when light suddenly flooded the room.

“Got it,” he said, standing with the lantern in his hand. The light shone off his sandy blond hair, which hung like a mop to his shoulders. Months ago, he had decided not to cut it, saying he wanted it to grow long like Makwa’s. The beam cupped the side of his face, making his green eyes twinkle dully—their aspect weighted by all the loss he had suffered in his short life. Too much loss.

I blinked, trying to stop the flood of memories that slammed into me. Yet they came anyway, those images of the tearing, shifting earth, falling trees and yawning chasms. It had been a horrific experience, when the Nephilim had altered the surface of our planet—when they utterly destroyed the world humanity had built. I would never forget those moments of horror… the sounds, the smells… I squeezed my fists and focused on Bram, grounding myself. 

His gaze darted around the cavern as the distant shouts continued. It was clear the commotion came from the people of our encampment. As far as we knew, these people were the last human survivors after The Cleansing. There were 94 of them, if one included Bram in that count, and they generally slept in Halls 1 and 2, down a series of tunnels from where I liked to stay. I tried to keep to myself. I wasn’t exactly like the rest of them. “What’s happening?” Bram asked, placing the lantern on the ground in front of him. “Is it him?”

I knew he meant Izeil—the demon who went by the innocuous name, Richard. It had been months since he last tormented us in earnest, but we still avoided saying his name. Either of his names. One never knew if he could hear—if he would come if we dared utter it. “I don’t think so,” I answered, grabbing his arm with a swift movement and pulling him with me toward the mouth of the cave. “It’s all this water.” I had to raise my voice over the sound of it. “I think it caused a rock slide. Or maybe a collapse.” 

We burst out onto the rocky ledge, safe perhaps, from the risk of the caves collapsing within. Shivering as the dripping water ran over our heads and down our backs, we were soaked through in moments. I looked around me, trying to see if there had been a rock slide, and to take in the state of the cliffs on which we stood. Yet I couldn’t see a thing through the night and the heavy rain.

“Yeah. It sounded like a collapse or something,” Bram answered, peering through the deluge. “Wait. Did you say a rock slide? How do you know there isn’t going to be another one? You know, out here?”

I snapped my head to look at him, just as a deep rumbling rolled toward us from somewhere above. My mouth dropped open as I realized my error in judgment. “Shit,” I muttered. “Back inside!” I grabbed him by the collar and flung him back through the opening, throwing myself in after him.

Bram rolled at the impact, just as I had taught him. Despite the situation, I couldn’t help but feel a surge of pride. He jumped up and wiped his dirty hands down the front of his clothes with an air of indignation. He narrowed his eyes at me. “That was just thunder, dummy.”

I smirked. “Safety first.”

“But… the caves could collapse too, right?” he asked. “Shouldn’t we get out of here?”

As if in response to his question, muffled shouts from within the cavern rose up again. My stomach clenched at the sound. Had the caves collapsed around them? They’re probably trapped in there…

Bram’s gaze darted back and forth like a pursued rabbit, flitting between the open air and the frantic sounds of the encampment. I forced my focus away from him, trying to still my mind. There were three access points to Hall 1, and I certainly would have preferred reaching it from the outside entrance that was further along the cliff. But no… the conditions out there made it clear I couldn’t go that route. If I can’t get to them from the cliffs, I have to try going through the tunnels.  Tunnels that were possibly unstable—that might have already partially collapsed. I took a deep breath, dread coiling in my belly. There’s no other way. 

I began moving before I could change my mind. “Stay here,” I told Bram, scooping up a second lantern as I walked toward the far corridor. I twisted it on, pressing the ignite button and adjusting the brightness as I proceeded deeper into the caverns.

It wasn’t long before I could see him in my peripheral vision, bobbing along beside me. I refused to look at him. “Go back, Bram.”

“Crowbar,” he muttered in answer.

I sighed and stopped marching. “Fine. Ten points for you. I should have remembered a crowbar.” 

“That makes a hundred!” he blurted. “What do I get for a hundred?”

I held my hand out for the crowbar. “Nothing. I told you. They’re arbitrary.” 

He stared at my hand—the one made of swirling Shadow, formed after Richard mutilated my actual hand and I had to amputate it. Bram never seemed the least bit bothered by my new, shadowy appendage. A crease formed between his brows as he looked back up at me. “Oh, c’mon, Kali.”

I waggled the smoky fingers of my outstretched hand at him, waiting for the crowbar. After only a short hesitation, he passed it to me, giving it up with a sigh. Bram looked so small; it was hard to believe he was ten. I chewed the inside of my cheek. “Okay. What do you want?” It was probably better he didn’t know I would give him almost anything. I firmed my grip on the crowbar, the black mists of my hand tightening around the thick, metal bar. I wondered sometimes how my hand could become so solid when the need arose. Even now, the Shadows remained largely a mystery to me.

“Teach me how to throw knives,” he said. His reply was immediate.

I continued to bite my cheek to keep from smiling. He would be good at knife throwing. “Alright. Tomorrow. But only if you go back to the entrance now. Stay there until Tiamat arrives.”

He stopped moving, his body freezing in alarm. “Not if it’s Tiamat. You know I can’t—“

“You have to.” I interrupted. “He needs to know where I am in case there’s another collapse.” …In case I am trapped or killed. The thoughts floated by, taunting me. And it will be safer for you back there.

“Kali…”

“Just keep your distance from him, okay? Look, I need you to do this. Please.”

“Can’t you leave him a note or something?”

“Bram.”

“You know he can’t go near me,” Bram tried again. “Or you. He can’t go near you, either. This is bad…” He threw up his hands and paced a few feet away before turning back again. “Besides, you haven’t seen him in ages. What makes you think he’ll even come?”

I sighed, trying to ignore the hollowness in my chest. “There was a collapse in the caves. And now there are screams. You know he’ll come.” I shifted the crowbar in my hand. “But maybe if I can take care of things... if I can free them... maybe you can convince him to leave.”

He stared at me a moment longer, his stern expression belied by his mop of shaggy hair. Despite the look on his face, he resembled nothing more than a lost puppy. I stared back at him, working to keep my expression neutral.

“Fine,” he said through his teeth. Spinning on his worn boot heel, he tromped back the way we had come. The light from his lantern spread along the rough cavern walls and glinted off moist patches that had seeped along the stone. I watched until his ring of light disappeared from view. 
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Icontinued along the tunnel, moving through ever-increasing dust that swirled in the light of my lamp. Yet once the dust became as thick as fog, the path suddenly ended. A newly fallen barricade of rubble filled the corridor, blocking all access to the people on the other side. Are they completely trapped—are all three entrances to Hall 1 sealed off? I hardly stopped to think of the consequences as I got to work on an upper portion of the rocky blockage. 

The crowbar flashed in the light of my lantern, cutting through the dust like a beacon. I had this. I worked quickly, the crowbar almost acting like an extension of myself. I’ll clear it before Tiamat gets here. The idea repeated through my head as I shifted the fallen rocks, spurring me on. My efforts to create a path through the rubble was going better than expected. Bit by bit, I managed to move quite a number of stones and rock fragments from an upper section in the middle of the debris. It seemed I would punch my way through in no time. I felt a slow smile spread when I set my sights on the perfect rock to move next. It was right there in the middle of my path, wedged in a few feet deep and right at the top of the rubble. Without hesitation, I jammed my crowbar beneath it and with a quick wrench to the side, I threw my weight behind the lever. 

It was already too late when I saw the ceiling begin to shift in a blur of gray, too late when I heard the dreadful rumble of the tunnel, the sound like a beast awakening. Rock and dust fell everywhere. I shrieked, covering my head with my arms as debris crushed out my lantern and chaos reigned around me. 

Yet when the rocks finally stilled and the deafening noise was through, I was remarkably whole—I had no injuries but a few smashed fingers on my right hand. I was incredibly lucky—in that regard, at least. But otherwise? I had certainly made a mess of things.

Through walls of rubble, I heard the screams of my friends pick up again, thanks to my apparent effort to further collapse the tunnels. Yet their frantic calls seemed farther now. Unknown thicknesses of rock had trapped and muffled their voices, making it sound like those people were an impossible distance away. 

Everything was darkness and dust. I reached around myself, crashing into walls of rock and mounds of rubble. It was the same, every direction I turned. Rock. Blockages. Walls. I needed to check again, more thoroughly, more carefully. Yet my second and even my third survey of the choking space revealed the same thing. I was completely trapped. As I searched, their faraway voices continued. They reached through the dark spaces and rattled around in my head, fraying my nerves. Yet how was I supposed to help them, now that the mountain had entombed me too? 

I am such a screw up. I pressed my forehead against the chalky stone barrier, keeping my breath as shallow as possible. Clouds of dust thickened the air and stung my eyes, but I could hardly complain after the mess I had made of the situation. Nice rescue effort, Michaels. My very veins, which were once flooded with intent, were now sluggish with apathy. My head felt heavy against the rock. I closed my eyes, shutting out the stinging dust. There was no point having them open anyway—there was nothing to see in the darkness. 

Besides, what could I do?

No matter what, I can’t use my Shadow, I reminded myself for the thousandth time. I can’t. I can’t. I can’t.

I hadn’t called on it once since the battle—since that moment I had lost control and Richard … Izeil … stepped in, wielding my Shadow as if it was his own. And he had used my Shadow—my own entity, my own extension of self—to slaughter every Nephilim who had opposed us. Every single one. 

Granted, we were free from them now. That was good, I supposed—despite how I felt about their end. Those were the half-angels who had refused to stray from their one, defining goal: obliterate humankind and strike down any who opposed them. Tiamat had been the Nephilim’s original commander. Yet he had a change of heart, he joined me, and he refused to continue hunting humans. As a result, the Nephilim army split into two, opposing factions—one to hunt humans and one to defend them. The hunters had been relentless in their goal, seeking to destroy Tiamat and any half-angel who followed him. The battle between them had been fierce. Our side—Tiamat’s side—had been close to losing everything. And that’s when I had made that fateful decision to use my damn Shadow. I had stretched that smoky entity out across the battlefield, and with innumerable tentacles of inky, black mist, I had seized the opposing Nephilim, turning the tides in our favor. I could have ended things peacefully. Maybe … but then Richard had taken control of my Shadow from me, forcing me to— 

I shuddered, trying to push the images from my memory. But it was no use. I could still remember the feel of it—the jittering pressure as my Shadow crushed the Nephilim’s bones and splintered their rib cages. Despite being powerless to stop it, I had felt it all, as if it were my hands that had enclosed their bodies… like it had been my squeezing fists and not my Shadow that had crushed the life out of those half-angels.

That had been six months ago, and I still had nightmares from it.

So I ignored the entity that pulsed within me. I refused to wield it, out of fear Richard would wrest control of it from me again. And he didn’t use my Shadow out of need. As a demon, he had his own Shadows, all of which were far more powerful than mine. No, he would do it simply to torment me. He would do it to wreck me.

So I let my Shadow lie dormant. I let the power fester within me. It was better that way. At least, I had told myself that before. But now that I was trapped … Now that people needed help…

I can’t. I gritted my teeth. Can’t, can’t, can’t.

Yet… Richard was nowhere around. I hadn’t seen him in weeks.

He can appear at any time. 

I recalled my last, ill-advised folly—the time I had asked Richard for information...

It was five months ago, give or take. And I was done with death. With doom. For a seemingly endless time, we had all been surrounded by it. We were drowning in it. Since The Cleansing, humans and Nephilim alike were stuck in a continuous spiral of death, and as our numbers dwindled, it seemed like the end was coming ever closer and closer. Not knowing how to avoid divine fate, I had naively decided to consult the only full-blooded celestial being I knew. Richard. The demon. I had surmised that Richard needed the humans, that he wanted them to survive. Because after all, humans were tied in to his nature—his entire purpose was linked to tormenting them. And what was the point of a demon if the creature had no humans to manipulate? Following that train of thought, I had believed that, perhaps, he could give me some insight on our mutual ‘death problem.’ How foolish I was. 

Five months before…

Finding that damn demon wasn’t easy. That should have been my first clue to abandon this mission. And why couldn’t I find him? Up to this moment, tracking him down was dead easy. If anything, I endeavored to avoid the guy, not actually meet up with him. Perhaps that was the problem. Richard never played by the rules, and he would certainly never do anything that I would want him to do.

I was riding my horse, Hero, by the river, watching the sunlight flutter off the rapids as my mount traversed the rocky bank. I half-smiled as he held his head high, the sunlight making his palomino coat shine. He looked stately, but it was all an act. The big coward. Turning my thoughts from the horse, I let my focus shift back to the ragged land around us. The empty, Richard-free land. Over and over in my mind, I dissected my fruitless search for the demon. I had gone everywhere I could think of—all the nearby places I had seen him before. I had called his name, cursed him, and I had even dared to yell out his true name, Izeil. As dangerous as that was, it still proved to be futile. Despite my days of trying, there had been no sign of him.

This is pointless, I realized. And I was done with it. Besides, consulting a demon—on any matter—had probably been an idiotic idea anyway. Giving up on the whole enterprise, I released my frustration. “Screw you, you piece-of-shit bastard,” I said to the empty river banks. “You’re the worst father, ever!” Childish, perhaps. But it felt good. I guided Hero’s reins to turn him, heading back toward the caves. “Dickhead!” I yelled over my shoulder. 

I coaxed Hero into a trot, but then the damn horse tossed his head and began a sideways dance toward the the rapids. Something had, yet again, spooked him. It was a daily occurrence, and as such, I thought nothing of it. “Easy, boy,” I said, patting his neck as I tried to get him under control. I shook my head as I stroked my hand down his neck. That horse was probably one of the biggest cowards I had even seen. “Easy, Hero.”

A silky-smooth voice threaded through the air around me. “Well now, that hardly seems a way to address a parent.” 

Hero whinnied at the sound and reared back, kicking his front legs into the air. The sudden movement threw me from the beast’s back, and I landed like a flipped turtle on the rocky shoreline. Leaving me in the dust, Hero made a dash for home. Of course he did. Damn horse.

As I lay on the ground, gasping to get the air back into my lungs, Richard strolled into my line of sight. His light-brown hair was as perfect as always—cut short and parted to the side. He leaned toward me, and not a hair moved out of place. His button-down hiking shirt was clean, unwrinkled, and the same color of gray as his steely eyes. Those cold eyes fastened on me as his lips twisted.  “How undignified,” he purred. “If I cared about such things, I would consider you an embarrassment.” 

Pulling in a choking lungful of air, I rolled to the side and used the momentum to get quickly to my feet. I dusted myself off as I backed up a few paces. There was no safe distance as far as Richard was concerned, but I couldn’t help the retreat. Every part of my being recoiled in his presence. Stopping myself from looking like a coward, I squared my shoulders, forcing some composure upon myself. “We need to talk,” I said, keeping my voice steady.

He smirked, damn him, his aristocratic lips twisting in mockery. “Oh, I think you are mistaken,” he drawled. “I don’t need to do anything.” He took a step closer. I had to force myself to keep my feet planted. “Not for you.”

“No,” I answered, not missing a beat. “For you.”

He leaned in, narrowing his eyes at me, and I froze. “Feeling a familial bond, are you?”

“Not exactly.” My response had come out quickly, my voice dry. 

He leaned back, his expression again taking on that look of boredom—as if he was above such mundane conversations. “Speak. This grows tiresome.”

I squeezed my hands into fists, feeling my nails bite into my right palm. I realized that there was no backing out. “It looks like we’re all destined to die, and soon, too—humans, Nephilim... every last one of us. Tell me, please, if I am wrong.”

He paused, waiting. “And?”

I didn’t expect that response. I blinked. “Didn’t you tell me once that you had no choice but to torment us? ‘An ineffectual demon,’ you said, ‘has no right to occupy this plane.’” I searched his face, looking for some kind of acknowledgement. Yet he only stared back at me, his demeanor as bored and haughty as ever. “So I thought... I thought you might want to ensure we survive. You know, so you can continue to have the right to stay here.” I watched him, but he continued to stare back at me, giving away nothing. “So... maybe we could work together,” I ploughed on, feeling more and more uncertain. “Maybe we could talk about how to stop what’s coming.”

“And what, exactly, is coming?”

I was not going to tell him about the Nephilim’s latest compulsion to kill him—a suicidal drive that would, without a doubt, mean the end of every last half-angel. “Anything. Everything!” I blurted, frustrated. “The end.” I blew out a breath, then threw my hands up in the air. “This is a mutual problem, isn’t it? According to what you told me, you can’t afford to lose your playthings.” 

He smoothed out his already perfect hiking shirt, as though considering what I had said. Then he raised his cold eyes to me. “Look at you, daughter,” he cooed. “What nerve you have, speaking to me as though I were an equal.” He took a step toward me. The movements were languid, disdainful. “How pathetic you are, standing before me with your nature tamped down, so you are nearly as weak as a fragile human.” Richard’s Shadow began to rise from the ground as a wispy, black mist. It thickened into a inky river of smoke, blanketing the ground and flowing over our feet. My heartbeat kicked up as he tilted his head, considering me. “Did you think I would work together with you? Partner with the likes of you?” He stepped closer still. “Is this some joke? An insult?”

“I mean only the greatest respect,” I said, my words tumbling out. “You are the only being who could solve this. You are the only one who might know—“ 

Before I could finish, his Shadow flung my feet out from under me. The mists parted like crashing waves as I slammed down upon my back. They roared up on either side of me, the uppermost edges transforming from a watery cusp into lengthening spikes. Riding the top of the wave, the spikes rolled inward and crashed toward my body from both sides. I tensed, waiting for them to impale me. Yet just as they made contact, puncturing into my skin in a hundred places from my forehead to my toes, they stopped. Itching pain fired throughout my body, and my muscles spasmed from the assault. Yet I couldn’t move. Blood trickled down my cheeks and tickled my hands, and a seeping wetness coated my skin nearly everywhere. And still, Richard’s shadowy spikes held me.

The demon crouched down so he was again in my line of sight. “Not only are you weak, you are also a coward. Afraid of your potential. Afraid of who you are.” His eyes narrowed on me. Then, he whispered in a voice like dry ice. “Once you become the demon you are meant to be, then we can talk. Then, together, we can help darkness take the world.”

I couldn’t move under his impaling spikes, but I felt my eyes widen. Yet before I could take another breath, he and his Shadow both disappeared. Freed and sticky with blood, I rolled to my side and vomited. Shaking. Foolish. Bloodied. That’s all I was as I pressed my forehead into the dirt. Done with the demon, done with my hairbrained ideas, I closed my eyes in defeat.

That day, thankfully, was the last time Richard had hurt me. And it had been months since then. Aside from one other, taunting visit, he had mostly left me alone.

The cave in which I had trapped myself was close and dark, a perfect conduit for such black memories. Yet as bothersome as they were, remembering that last incident had helped me to firm my resolve.

Shaking my head at the memory, I forced those recalled images away. And I knew it—I would not call my Shadow! Regardless of the situation, regardless of this... mess. Richard bested me at every turn, and I would not give him another opportunity to use me …or to hurt me.

I slammed the heel of my hand into the rock beside my head, causing a soft cascade of grit to slide over my shoulder. My breath came out in a slow hiss. I wasn’t going to die in here. Not like this. Moving these rocks—trying to clear a path out—was the only option I had.

I felt around for the crowbar, hoping it wasn’t buried beneath the surrounding rubble. My fingers brushed over a lip of metal and my heart jumped. But the metal was too thin to be the item I sought, and the once rounded shape was twisted and broken. Smoothing my hand over the lantern, I could tell it would be useless to me now. A large rock partially covered its crushed form, its fuel reaching out in a ring of wetness. I continued feeling my way along the base of the rubble, but aside from the lantern, I found no sign of the crowbar on my first pass. Nor did I find it on my second. Or my third. 

I moved yet another pace away from the wall of rock and methodically continued my sweep. Then, five paces into the pass, my foot hit the crowbar, the metal clattering over the rock and filling my small space with the music of its passing. I followed the sound, and when my hand wrapped around that solid piece of metal, it felt as though I had grasped the most substantial of lifelines.

I stood with the crowbar, moving with purpose to the rocks of the second collapse—the rocks that now sealed me within the tunnel. Due to my failure, I had to go back to where I had started. A retreat. There was no point continuing in my efforts to clear a way to the people trapped beyond me. Not yet. Not until I could first provide them with an exit we could all use. Yet my reluctance to continue was based on more than that. I couldn’t imagine breaking through that wall and dashing their hopes when they saw that all I had to offer them was a tiny, dark alcove … and me. No, I realized now how naïve I was to try to free them on my own. I should have brought help—even if that help was Tiamat.

Yet I wasn’t giving up on the people trapped inside. There was no need. It wouldn’t be long now. Soon he would be here. He would free them. 

I sighed, placing my hands on the mountain of broken stone before me. I had acted irrationally, motivated by emotion rather than sense. Rather than avoiding an encounter with Tiamat, my actions had now guaranteed it. My hands dug into the stone as I tried to ignore the thumping in my chest—as I unsuccessfully tried to banish my thoughts of him. Yet the darkness was like a conduit for memories, and the images that burst in front of me flowed like a river. I could picture him clearly, the memories burning a raw hole in my chest. His bright, blue eyes flashed in my mind. No! Focus. I slammed the door shut on those thoughts. 

I took a deep breath, then let it slip out slowly through my lips, hearing the sound echo softly around me. I loosed a second breath. Then another, waiting as my heart rate slowed.

It was pitch-black, the darkness so absolute, it was nearly suffocating. Yet I wouldn’t focus on that either. I could do this. I climbed carefully up the rubble, working my way to what felt like the top. Once there, I moved my hands around the edges of a large, wobbly rock, noting a wedge of space on the bottom-right of it. I will be okay, I reminded myself, ignoring the tenderness of my smashed fingers. My hand of Shadow could take any beating, but the other one… Focus, Michaels! I hefted the crowbar, its metal was solid and unyielding. I can do this. I wasn’t blind if I had my sense of touch, and it wasn’t hopeless if I still had options. And over time, I had found that even in the worst of situations, there were always options. So without wasting another moment, I wedged my crowbar under the rock and set to work. 

Despite my lack of light, I progressed relatively well. I managed to move a few large rocks and a great deal of rubble from the top of the collapse, and all the while, the ceiling of rock above me showed no further signs of movement. 

How long I had been trapped was a complete mystery to me. I could have counted the time in minutes, perhaps, yet it seemed I had worked for hours by the time I finally saw hope. There, glowing along the left edge of a behemoth stone, were faint traces of light. I used the bar to pry the rock to the right, wiggling it toward me bit by bit until I could force it down the pile of rubble behind me. The crashing rock made a tremendous racket in my small space, making my ears ring from the clatter—but I hardly had the attention for it. There, in front of me, tiny beams of light pricked into my pocket of darkness. I rushed at the illuminated rubble, pulling it toward my body and wrenching it into the abyss behind me. Until… there it was—the way out. I had cleared a small tunnel, just wide enough for me to snake my body to the other side.

Before I had even formed the thought, I was on my stomach, heaving myself through the tight opening. My crowbar clinked into everything, but I had it in a death grip and absolutely refused to let go. I grasped shifting rocks, ignoring the danger as I used them to push myself forward. I was lucky. I reached the other side without incident. My body half-tumbled out the high opening and I felt nearly boneless as I rolled onto the tunnel floor beside a lone, unmanned lantern. Its light cast a welcome glow against the tunnel walls, the roof, and the rubble. It made the space look warm, harmless.

For a moment, I simply lay there, blinking and gasping, absently wondering who had left the lantern there—Bram, I realized, because Tiamat would have simply blasted through. I stared at the ceiling of rock above me, tracing the lines of crack and crevice with my eyes as my heart rate slowed. It appeared so substantial. Solid. It was strange how looks could be so deceiving.

I was sitting up, my movements slow and deliberate, when I felt it. It was the same as always. First, there was a prickling sensation up my arms. They rippled with gooseflesh as unseen energy brushed past me like a phantom wind. I shuddered, the familiarity of it making my heart rate spike.

Oh no.

The crackle and pull of energy from the empty spaces around me was unmistakable. I could feel it gather like the charge of an electric storm, then rush by my body in sudden, pushing gust. The energy swept through the pile of rubble behind me, rushing toward the one who had called it. 

Tiamat.

It would be only moments before he discharged it. I leapt to my feet when I both heard and felt the resulting sound wave exploding back past me. He had released the gathered energy, and had likely reduced that deeper pile of rubble into nothing more than heaps of sand. In just a few heartbeats, he would be through it. Then this pile of rocks would be next. What was once a nearly impossible barrier had been turned into something wholly insubstantial. Inadequate. He is coming.

It wasn’t the blast I couldn’t face. It was him. 

Like a coward, I scooped up the lantern and ran.
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“Kali.” 

His voice … that voice. It sounded through me like a drum. I could hear the strain in it, yet the echo within my chest nearly drowned out all else. 

My steps faltered, and once I lost momentum, I stopped dead. Yet I didn’t turn. He couldn’t be here, and I couldn’t be here with him.

I heard him step toward me and before I could stop myself, I spun to face him. Yet at the last moment, with nearly everything I had, I averted my gaze. I can’t do this, I thought, staring hard at the rock behind him. I knew in my heart I didn’t have the strength to face him.

I could feel him watching me. “Tiamat,” I replied, trying to turn his name into a one-word greeting. My attempt at nonchalance fell grievously flat. My voice had been a plea. 

The air between us was charged, but weighty—like breathing in the heaviness of ozone only moments before a thunderstorm hits. The charges breathed along the back of my neck, and brushed over the fine hair on my arms. I tried to ignore the sensation of it, of the raw energy crackling between us.  

Walk away, Michaels, I chided myself. Walk away while you still can.

From the corner of my eye, I watched him. He looked as he had before. His jet-black hair was a little too long, and the ends fell forward to tickle his cheekbones. Like all Nephilim, the skin on his jaw was smooth—hairless—giving him an elegant, elven look. It was a jaw that was clenched—typical, I thought—but I couldn’t look at that … or his cheekbones … or his mouth. My eyes sunk to his neck and his throat, which he had unfairly exposed by leaving his top few shirt buttons open. Nope. Don’t look. 

He was wearing his green army shirt again. After he had found it in a stockpile of clothing within the caves, it had quickly become his favorite. He had said it was because it was comfortable and seemed built to last, but I had suspected a different reason. The shirt had a single chevron on the arm, identifying the rank as a Private Second Class, which was just about the lowest rank possible. I always thought it gave Tiamat a sense of respite to wear it—to imagine he was but a cog in a great machine, rather than its terrible operator. The other Nephilim had said nothing about it, and neither had I.

I swallowed. I shouldn’t remember. I shouldn’t think about him. A leather strap for a canteen crossed his chest and he had sheathed a knife at his waist. I tried to keep my eyes trained on the unremarkable, brown hilt.

I became keenly aware of how I must look, battered and covered in rock dust. Yet what bothered me the most was the clear evidence of my failure. It seemed to cling to me as tangibly as the rock dust, and I imagined my shortcomings manifesting as an aura that radiated around me. He knows you tried to help them, my mind whispered. And he knows you botched it. 

I lifted my chin. I would not regret my decision. My friends had needed help. He knew I had to do it without him. I had to… because of this. Because even now, as we each waited for the other to speak, we were too close to each other.

Yet he held himself in check. Therefore, I waited. In the heavy silence, I could hear the distant sounds of the camp: people talking in hushed voices, and a soft crying. I knew I should ask how they were, but my voice was stuck. Like my limbs. Like my good sense. 

“Did you not think I’d come?” he finally said. 

I backed up another half step, bumping into the tunnel wall. I pressed my shoulders against it in a feeble attempt to ground myself. “I knew you would,” I admitted, my stomach twisting. “I thought I’d deal with things before you arrived. I had hoped…” I paused, unsure. “You can’t be here. If I took care of things, I hoped it would keep you from coming.” I stared, forcing myself to focus on the open space just above his shoulder. To try to look composed. Yet it took everything I had to keep from looking into his face. I swallowed, keeping my gaze up. “And what about Bram? Did you see him? Is he alright?”

“He’s fine.” Tiamat shifted his weight, adjusting the leather strap that crossed his chest. It had creased the fabric of the Private’s shirt beneath it, and despite the rock dust and the dreary tunnel, he seemed preoccupied with smoothing it out. He took a deep breath. “Kali, can we—“

“No,” I blurted, turning to walk back to the area of the collapse. “We can’t … anything.“ I scooped up the lantern and started my way down the tunnel, not turning back. “Thanks for your help. I’ll take it from here.”

Keeping my distance was the only thing I could think of doing. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t bear to look at him… at those damn eyes. All the Nephilim had vibrant, blue eyes—eyes that spoke of the raw energy that surged through their bodies. It was a vibrancy that had briefly faded along with their power, back when the Nephilim had battled with each other. Perhaps the dampening of their supernatural powers had forced them to employ more brutal means to finish each other off… or perhaps it was to prolong the fighting. Regardless, the battle was both brutal and bloody. A few weeks after the conflict ended, the surviving half-angels began to see the return of their power. With it, their eyes again took on that brilliant hue. 

I had been particularly transfixed when I had turned to Tiamat one day. He had pushed his hair out of his face and looked at me, and I froze like stalked prey. Tiamat’s eyes had always been particularly striking. With or without his hum of energy, I would always turn to mush when our gazes locked.  And now, with their returned brilliance, I knew I wouldn’t be able to look away. I wouldn’t be able to turn from him at all. And that could become deadly—for him. So I pushed myself into a brisk walk, needing to get away.

Yet I could feel him following me, his footsteps quiet on the mounded sand that now choked the tunnel path. My feet sunk into it, and I felt mired in my attempts to distance myself from him. 

“No one has been killed,” he said. “There are injuries, but Omar is attending to them. You needn’t worry.”

“Thank you, but I need to see for myself.”

“Did you think I would keep you from them if they needed you?”

I didn’t answer.

“I only want to talk. Please,” he said.

His words caused a stab of guilt and I stopped again. It isn’t his fault, I reminded myself. I brushed my hands down my dark clothing, watching little puffs of rock dust swirl into the air. The particles slowly dissipated while I stood there. I was torn over what to do. I knew I was punishing him, simply because I wasn’t strong enough to face him—and that wasn’t fair. But the weight in my chest would only grow worse around him, and I didn’t know how much more I could handle. I took a deep breath, but did not turn around. “I have to see them first.”

“Of course,” he replied quickly. “I understand.”

“But … after. We can talk after.”

I heard him exhale, and without waiting for a further response, I continued walking. His soft footfalls trailed my movements in a phantom echo of sound. 

Auburn fingers of light spread along the tunnel walls ahead of me, highlighting a heaping mound of sand that choked the narrow path. But the rock was gray, so the sand was gray, and the steel wispiness of the mound reminded me of the blowing, ashy landscape after The Cleansing—of the burning, the destruction. The thought made my throat instantly dry. 

“It’s only sand,” Tiamat said.

“I can see that,” I replied, quickening my pace as I worked my way up the rise. I wasn’t sure what had betrayed my hesitation, or why it hurt my pride that Tiamat had noticed it. “It just … looks a bit like ash.”

“I know. I thought that, too.” He sounded sad.

I could have responded, could have asked him about his thoughts, but I knew of the weight he carried. So instead, I simply nodded. Small streams of sand cascaded away from my feet as I pushed my way to the top of the pile. I crested it, and the group’s lantern and fire light illuminated a small scene of chaos below me. 

The wet weather had caused silty, gray streams to flow from the mouth of the cave into the large cavern, which we uncreatively called Hall 1. It served as one of the encampment’s two main living and sleeping spaces, and had three exits. One was through the tunnel where I currently stood, one was an opening directly outside, and the third exit led to a series of other tunnels, which snaked throughout the ridge—remnants of an old mining operation. Some of those passages led nowhere, while others led to hidden exits, storage, an underground stream, sleeping nooks, and to our group’s other main living space, Hall 2. 

Looking around, it was apparent the collapse began at the outside mouth of Hall 1 and ran in a rough semi-circle along the top edge of the cavern wall. It passed the tunnel I now exited, and ran just beyond the tunnel leading to Hall 2, as evidenced by the ominous heaps of sand that nearly encircled us. The fallen rocks had blocked all three exits, closing the room in completely. 

Yet despite the massive collapse along Hall 1‘s periphery, the main cavern had remained intact. They were lucky—so incredibly lucky.

Shuddering, I turned from the innocuous, gray silt and scanned the room.

People were scattered in small clusters throughout the large space, and at the center of each cluster was one—sometimes two—injured individuals. Yet the clusters were not static. From each group, one of them would break away, to go check on a different knot of people. It was happening so fluidly, so organically, it was like watching a dance—or like seeing the world at a molecular level. Each nucleus would stay in place, yet the orbiting electrons would keep breaking off, cycling in a constant movement of energy. What I had first viewed as chaos was, upon closer inspection, something beautiful.

They were a rag tag group, these people—a mixed bag of survivors representing so many facets of human life. Not only did they hail from a myriad of places and backgrounds, but their professions had ranged from a doctor to an engineer to a grocery store clerk. Originally, I had thought that Nathaniel, the Nephilim who had saved them, had specifically selected each of these survivors—that each one might have represented a particular skill set. I had even believed that perhaps their survival had been a part of a greater plan. I had been grossly wrong. Meeting Harriet, who had cannibalized one of their own, and Jeanette, their psychopathic leader, had quickly dispelled that notion. Those two were now dead, but it would take some time yet to forget their depravity. 

Nathaniel, it turned out, hadn’t cared at all for humanity. He had simply saved a random selection of people in order to fulfil a bargain with Richard.

Richard. It always came back to that cursed demon. I shook my head, watching the encampment. I wondered sometimes if it bothered him, to see how well everyone worked together. Yet perhaps that was the point. The better everything looked, the more delectable the buffet…

I shook my head again, refusing to dwell on that demon any longer. These survivors had been through enough, and now they were suffering again. I wanted to help them—that was why I had rushed over to Hall 1… yet, looking around, it didn’t appear there was much I could help them with. 

Omar was bent over a man whose face I couldn’t see. He had his medical kit with him and as he worked, he appeared as calm and professional as ever. Omar wasn’t a tall man, but his lean stature was a calming force. I always thought he had seemed forever tethered to the earth—his dark eyes were always pointing downward, from having his head tipped to observe a patient, to looking down to mix some medicine or to wind a bandage. I smiled as I saw him hunched over once again, focused on his work as he always was.

Beyond Omar, three heads of sandy hair, in varying shades of blond and at various levels of sleep-interrupted disarray, moved between the clusters of people. Brandee, Jacob and Sarah were in the thick of it as usual, with Sarah and Jacob bringing around blankets and water, and Brandee seeing if anyone needed food or bandages. Others were buzzing around like worker bees, moving cushions from the wet floor, or scooping up rocks and sand to dump outside.

I shifted my focus back to myself, checking to be sure I wasn’t bleeding. Because the Nephilim’s entire purpose on this planet was to eradicate humans, even their blood was lethal to them. It would stand to reason that mine was as well. So I always needed to be careful. I raised my hand, taking in my smashed fingers. They were already blooming with bruises, yet I was relieved to see that I had no open cuts on my arms or my hand. I could help them without worry. Letting out a breath, I looked to see where I could help.

There was some soft crying—from Kathleen, I noticed. As she was only seven, it was understandable. I let out a breath. The girl didn’t appear to be hurt. Her tears were likely flowing from fear and uncertainty. I bit my lip, seeing it; I understood that pain, that darkness. She was huddled near the far wall, as far from the collapse as was possible, with her knees drawn up to her chest and her arms wrapped tightly around them. 

I made a move to go down to her. Yet then … a flash of movement beside her brought a small smile to my lips. Bram. It was no surprise he had somehow made it in here. I knew he would help her far better than I could. He had a casual way of talking to people I could never quite master. Not only that, Kathleen had always seemed to dislike him. I was sure she would rather argue with Bram than have him comfort her. That should work out nicely, I realized.

I looked around again, trying to determine where I could help. I wasn’t a doctor like Omar was—I wasn’t even close—but before The Cleansing, I had been a wilderness guide. As such, I had learned first aid, and had done more than my fair share of dressing wounds and assessing injuries. Making up my mind, I pushed through the gray sand toward the group of people closest to me.

José sat on the ground, looking almost green. Sweat plastered his black hair to his forehead and pain had creased the skin edging his brown eyes. He was propped up against a rock with his arm cradled against his chest—and based on the bulge under his skin, the bone was undeniably broken. I crouched down beside him, nodding to Laura and Sherry, who usually spent most of their time heckling José for his absentmindedness. Now they looked nothing but concerned.

José raised his eyes to me, his look expectant and even relieved, but I hesitated. Sure, I had set bones and splinted people’s limbs before—but that was when I was the only one around and we had no choice. With Omar here, maybe he would be the better one to do it. He was a doctor, after all. And maybe Omar wouldn’t want me to apply field medicine when he, an expert, could make sure it was done properly.

“You’re lucky, José.” Tiamat’s voice was soft behind me. “When I broke my arm, Kali was the one who set it for me. It healed perfectly. She would always be my first choice for care when something is broken.” His footsteps sounded away from me then, heading toward the people on our right. Toshiro was there, along with a few others with their backs to me. I couldn’t tell who in that group had been hurt.

I thought about what Tiamat had said. Something about his words sliced into me. I knew he meant them to be complimentary, but all I felt was a sense of loss. I pushed the feeling away. Now isn’t the time.

I let out a breath and smiled at José, trying to put him at ease. “Would you like me to set it for you?” I offered. His eyes darted down to my Shadow hand, but I couldn’t discern his expression. “I don’t mind if you’d rather wait for Omar,” I added.

His eyes raised to mine and he mirrored my smile, though it was a bit shaky. “If it will make you feel better, get Omar to double check your work after. But I want you to do it.” He winked at me in a poor attempt at bravado. “I think you’ll be gentler.”

From the corner of my eye, I saw Tiamat step away from Toshiro. He coughed explosively—though it sounded more like laughter than anything else. I turned to glare at him. He pointedly ignored me. 

I turned back to José. “Yes, of course,” I told him in my sweetest voice. “I’m always gentle with people I like.” 

He rolled his eyes. “Liar,” he said. He shifted his position against the rock. “But I know you’ll be careful with me. You know why? Because I can see you second-guessing yourself.” He half-smiled. “You don’t need to worry. Just get on with it.”

Laura and Sherry exchanged a quick glance, and I hoped they were in agreement with José about my competence. I didn’t normally feel so diffident. I cleared my throat. My hesitance wasn’t helping him.

I scanned the area around us, looking to see if they already had the materials I’d need for a splint. Yet there was nothing nearby but a cloth, tied into the shape of a sling. It sat on the ground by José‘s thigh. I turned to Laura and Sherry, and without any hesitation, told them I needed sturdy sticks or bits of wood to serve as a splint, soft material to pack it and strips of fabric or rope to bind it. It seemed all they needed was a purpose as well, as they set off at once. 

I turned to watch them go, and my eyes met Tiamat’s. He was sitting once again with Toshiro, but his eyes were on me, rather than the man across from him. The connection between us stabbed through me like a hot lance, straight through the chest. Tiamat smiled. I was so relieved to be doing something, to have finally reached these people, that without thinking, I smiled back at him. His entire face lit up, the image of it burning into my mind as I hastily turned away. 

José raised his eyebrows at me, but he kept silent. 

I waited for my heart to slow before responding. “I know what you’re thinking,” I muttered. “And you can stop it.” I took his arm, keeping my touch light, to examine it more closely. I needed the distraction.

The small movements were causing him discomfort and he closed his eyes against the pain. But he didn’t relent. “I will stop it when you do something about it,” he ground out. 

I was careful to pass his arm back to his chest with a deliberate movement, allowing him to take over without any jarring of his limb. He seemed relieved to have his arm back under his control, if only for the time being.

He raised his eyes to me and I stared back, unapologetic. “I can’t do anything about it, you know,“ I told him in a lowered voice, my tones clipped with annoyance. “And it isn’t anyone’s business, besides.”

José‘s eyes flicked between me and Tiamat, who I knew was still with Toshiko behind me. “Fine,” he said. “But just remember this. Everyone can always do something.”

“That’s a pretty broad statement.”

“You know what I mean,” he countered.

I didn’t answer him. Instead, I looked toward where Laura and Sherry had disappeared, watching the movement of the camp without actually seeing them. I can do something, he had said. But he’s wrong. For us, doing something means pain. It means death. I can’t…

“And you’re right,” he admitted, breaking me from my thoughts. “It isn’t our business. But we can’t help it.” He looked up at me. I could see the pain in his eyes, but they were clear. He shrugged his one good shoulder. “No social media. No TV. No movies or celebrities… well … except for you. And the Nephilim.”

I knew he was right. We had all come from a world of distractions, of constant bombardment from social media, the news, the movies and the glossy gossip magazines, vying for our attention in every lit up corner of our lives. Now, all of that was gone. Now it was different. We only had each other to watch here. And watch, we did. It was starting to become a bit of a problem, and one the camp would likely need to address soon.

“I know. No one means anything by it.” I shifted into a more comfortable position, sighing as I stretched out my legs. “But José, we need our privacy all the same.”

“Sure, sure,” he agreed. “But you know, if you insist on privacy, we’ll still speculate. We just may not ask you about it as much.”

I smiled at him. I could never begrudge José his honesty. “I have no doubt.”

Laura and Sherry returned with the materials shortly after. I was quiet the rest of the time I was there, lost in my own thoughts as I sifted through the doubts José had put into my head. I had been sure there was nothing Tiamat and I could do about our situation—not unless I wanted to kill him. But those words—everyone can do something—seemed to have a ring of truth to them. Why was that?

I tried to put the thoughts from my mind as I worked, but in every moment of idleness, they returned, taunting me. All I can do is keep away, I told my misguided heart. We can’t do anything. We can’t do anything. 

It had been a long night. Every able bodied person had worked for hours, tirelessly cleaning up the broken mess of Hall 1. Now that the first light of morning gilded the rocky entrance, a sense of subdued, grinding exhaustion permeated the cavernous space. Most of the people sat in quiet clusters around their fire, or they slept in motionless heaps.

I was packing up some loose bandages, careful to keep them clean as I returned them to their packaging, when I overheard them. A heated discussion was verging on an outright argument, the voices of three or four people rising from the far corner of the cave. It was the same topic that occupied most serious conversations nowadays—our crops. I sighed, winding the bandages more tightly than necessary. I couldn’t hear every word that was uttered, yet I knew what they said. Blame was being thrown around, and as usual, someone was pointing the finger at anyone supernatural. They thought we should leave, the Nephilim and me, that we were somehow tainting the place. I couldn’t quite disagree with them. I had often wondered the same thing myself. 

I had finished packing my bandages and was rising to go to them, when I felt his presence lingering behind me. I didn’t need to turn, I simply knew he was there. Facing him could wait no longer.
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