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	The Road So Far…

	 

	After I broke the pact, the magical binding that forced Shadow Walkers to stay in the shadows, an invisible change took place. Old rules, forced upon them by humans, were suddenly irrelevant. As good as that sounded on paper, it unfortunately opened the door for violence to occur as well. 

	When Yellowstone erupted, Death and I took shelter inside a mountain, where his kind had hollowed out a living space. Outside, the United States went dark. A dead zone surrounded the immediate vicinity of the volcano. Even though we were on the east coast, we weren’t unscathed. The sky turned grey as the very air became polluted. Flights were grounded, and satellites went dark, their signals unable to reach. Forced to shelter in place, to avoid the poisonous air, industry ground to a halt. 

	With no one manning the power plants, or servers, the country systematically shut down. Through bits and pieces of radio information, we were able to put together a shaky global picture—the smoke clouds had reached every corner of the earth. 

	Inside the mountain, though safe, I was suddenly surrounded by Shadow Walkers. Being around just one had been trying enough, let alone hundreds of them. Since I’m human, they had me join the children in their school, where I learned everything from Shadow Walker customs and etiquette to sword fighting. I made friends with the oldest child there, named Praed. Surprisingly, I made another friend in a beautiful swordswoman named Anym. Meanwhile, Death kept on me about the other training materials. The ones documenting how dangerous humans were. Although their plan was to help rebuild the nation with the humans, proving their trustworthiness, they feared that things wouldn’t go that smoothly. 

	A month after the eruption, me and Praed were assigned our first mission. Leaving the safety of the mountain, I got to see the new, quieter world for the first time. It was eerie seeing dry trees, void of animal life. It was even more disturbing to see entire towns empty of anyone and anything. We wanted to set up trade with the humans, and show how helpful magic could be. Humans had a different plan. 

	Captured first by mercenaries, and then by soldiers, I quickly learned that the lessons about humans being deadly had not been something to scoff at. And to my surprise, the government knew who I was. I was no longer a human woman who went by the nickname of Kitten. To them, I was the Oath Breaker. They weren’t pleased. My prize for freeing the Shadow Walkers was torture at the hands of my own kind, who wanted to televise my death for the world. 

	Unknown to them, Death had been teaching me magic, or at least attempting to. On the day of my planned demise, it all finally clicked into place. I could feel the energy in the air, feel the hate radiating off of my captors, and sense it all around me. Once I felt it, I took it. And from my hands burst forth lightning, like I had seen Death do a dozen times. The power was incredible. 

	I escaped my captivity, and ran into Seraphine, Death’s sister. She informed me he had been captured by Shadow Walkers and was undergoing ‘questioning.’ Knowing he was being tortured like I had just been, we wasted no time in freeing him. But my new-found magic came at a heavy price. I hadn’t been doing the controlled magic that he had been trying to teach me. Instead, I had been using chaos magic, which was taboo. It left me and Seraphine close to death after having too much power run through our bodies. 

	After spending some time recovering, we decided to set back out. Shadow Walkers weren’t happy with Death. They had been fine letting my government have me. Letting the Oath Breaker take the fall would ease some of the burden off of them, even if I had saved them and lived with them for a month. They also weren’t pleased I had learned magic. Death had been forbidden to teach it to me. And anyone who had access to the aired programming would have seen me, a human, unleashing lightning. They didn’t know that what I had actually learned was chaos magic.

	On the human end, I had a bounty on my head, which meant that none of my own kind would take kindly to me. Turning me over to the government would get them rewards that could be the difference between life and death in the wasteland that our country had become. 

	We set off in any case, enemies all around us. Seraphine was able to stop using chaos magic, but I couldn’t help but continue to take in outside energy. It felt so good. Having power at my very fingertips was more intoxicating that anything I had ever experienced. Chaos magic had saved both my life, and Death’s. It would be stupid to give it up. But using it just made me sick again — this time, with pneumonia. 

	To our great fortune, a human village took us in. It was made up of people who had escaped the roundups from the soldiers. We were a dangerous group to offer shelter to, but the older woman in charge took pity on me. There, I was able to recover, and we received an envoy from none other than Praed. I was overjoyed the younger Shadow Walker was still alive. He came bearing news of a truce offered to us by the Elders. 

	Humans had been killing Shadow Walkers on sight, and they didn’t have time to be in a disagreement with us. Every Shadow Walker life, for the moment, mattered. We agreed with the truce and were sent to our next mission once I was recovered. 

	This time we headed out to fight. Shadow Walkers and humans were fighting over a city in West Virginia. We met up with Colt, a gruff, older male who had lost his entire team, including my friend, Anym. Without time to grieve, we set out to fight the soldiers in charge and save the human civilians who were being kept at a shelter with rapidly depleting resources. With the help of a defected soldier named Steve, we were able to pull it off. 

	With the mission a success, we only had brief respite before reinforcements arrived. Colt and Josiah wanted us to escape. But Steve had gone back to help the rest of the humans, including his brothers. I couldn’t let him do it alone. We rushed back in, and ran into the anarchist woman, Rhys, trying to evacuate everyone alone. We assisted until every civilian was out, and then went to find Steve, who was searching for his brothers. He had been injured, and we used up all of our magic reserves stopping the bleeding. 

	Before we could carry him out, troops arrived. We were surrounded. Even though we surrendered, one of them decided to open fire. I watched Seraphine get shot right before my eyes. Her bleeding body collapsed on the ground before me and I…

	Fire. Red, hot fire everywhere. Absorbing energy from the atmosphere itself, I unleashed hell. 
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	Chapter 1 
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	I shifted from one foot to another, the headache that had been a soft presence behind my eyes growing more persistent the longer I stood around. Apparently, without electricity, gas stations didn’t work. Yet another thing I had never thought about before the eruption. I let out a breath, the hot air hitting my filter mask and bouncing back to leak out the top and tickle my eyes. Lovely.

	Steve was by a pump, directing Eremiel and Josiah to move a manhole cover. He had more color in his face, but his hand was covering his stomach, protecting his wound. I frowned at the memory of him bleeding out on the ground. He had been closer to death than I had liked. 

	As my memories surfaced, they grew fuzzy, everything ending in a blur that made my head pound. I winced and gripped my temple with my fingers, feeling my vein pumping blood with heavy throbs. That couldn’t be good. Wouldn’t do to get an aneurism with no hospitals around; at least, none that were working. 

	“Good; now can you grab the hose from the trunk?” Steve was asking. 

	Josiah did as instructed. We had parted ways when the prick hadn’t wanted to go back to save the humans, but ironically, they had called for help. Apparently, their getaway jeep hadn’t had a full tank of gas. 

	I watched, bemused, as the Shadow Walker struggled to follow Steve’s instructions. He was hooking a hose up to a pump while Eremiel was doing something with the hole in the ground.

	“That’s where the gas comes from?” Praed’s voice reached me. 

	Looking in the direction of his voice, I saw him leaning against a gas pump with Rhys. Her spiky hair was poking out from under her cap in every direction possible, making her look young and impish. 

	“You betcha! You’ve never seen an oil tanker refill a station before?” she asked. 

	“No. I haven’t been out much, and we don’t really do a whole lot with technology. It’s taboo,” Praed replied. 

	“Taboo? It hasn’t seemed to bother you guys as long as I’ve been around ya,” Rhys said. 

	“We are in crisis times right now. T-there’s different rules,” Praed said stiffly. 

	“Wait. Hold up. Do you even know how to drive?” Rhys asked, her eyebrows shooting up. 

	I could almost see the wheels turning as she considered the implications of a technology taboo. 

	“Well…no. I don’t. I never learned. But people like Eremiel learned because he had missions around humans and had to fit in.”

	Hearing that, I tried to remember a time when Eremiel had ever driven. My memory came up blank. We had been passengers on a bus together, but that had been about it. It was difficult to picture him behind the wheel of a car. Would he have a lead foot? Or would he be a cautious driver? Steve pushing away on a foot pump caught the corner of my eye, distracting me from my daydream. The other end of the hose was securely in Josiah’s tank. 

	“Hey, could you do a magic call to the civilians?” Steve was asking. Josiah gave him a blank look, but Eremiel jumped in.

	“It only works with two pieces of the same glass, unfortunately. I cannot call them out of thin air.”

	“Ah, dang. I wanted to see where they were meeting up.”

	“If we keep heading down the road we should find them eventually,” Rhys chimed in.

	That sounded simple enough, but there was more than one road. Who knew which they had taken to get away from the warzone we had just escaped from. I let out a big breath, looking up at the overcast sky. At least it appeared we weren’t being followed. And the governor’s announcement we had heard on the way in was promising. West Virginia accepting Shadow Walkers was a big step for the entire country. 

	Movement caught my eye again and I looked down to see Colt returning from the bathroom. He ran a hand through his short, greying hair and came to a stop near Eremiel.

	“Thanks for stopping when we called,” he said, his deep voice holding a hint of awkwardness. 

	“No need to thank me,” Eremiel replied. 

	Was he trying to act cool? My head twinged again and I rubbed at my temples harder. 

	“We were stranded. You didn’t have to stop. Thanks is needed,” Josiah said. 

	I looked between the men. We hadn’t exactly separated on good terms. But that had been my fault, not Eremiel’s. 

	“Did you report in to the Elders yet?” Eremiel asked. The tank was apparently full, and Steve was coiling up the hose.

	“We hadn’t gotten around to it yet, nope,” Colt replied. 

	That was surprising. I would have bet money that they would have called in immediately and ratted us out for disobeying a direct order. Why hadn’t they? Had they been waiting to hear from us? Eremiel also seemed at a loss for words. 

	A hand clapped my shoulder from behind, startling me out of my thoughts. Turning, my eyes trailed up the arm to the face of his sister. She was watching the scene unfold as well, and as her fingers squeezed my shoulder, I took the hint to keep my mouth shut. 

	“Since we are all together again, and unharmed, I think we should be able to decide what to report in?” Colt continued. 

	“That sounds agreeable to me,” Eremiel said slowly. 

	Josiah took a large step forward, putting the two men face-to-face. Even from a distance, I could see the energy shift. 

	“I’m the elected party leader. It apparently bears reminding. I’ll handle the call, and receive the next mission. Will your team cooperate?” Josiah asked. His curt tone was what I was used to, but hearing it pissed me off anyway.

	“That depends,” Eremiel said cooly. “If our interests happen to align.” 

	My breath caught in surprise. I looked over my shoulder at Seraphine and saw her own eyebrows raised. 

	“What are your current interests?” Colt cut in quickly. 

	“We are making sure the humans have safely evacuated. We want to meet back up with them to see if anyone needs treatment or help. We can determine viable next steps after that,” Eremiel said. His eyes swept the area, apparently searching for me because they stopped when they met mine. “That’s correct, isn’t it, Aleah?” he called over to me. 

	I opened my mouth, then closed it again. Feeling dumb, I managed to nod. But why was he asking me?

	“I think they’re probably at the water filtration plant,” Rhys piped up. She strode over, fast for a woman with short legs. “Let’s grab whatever snacks we can here, and head over there to see. But I imagine since that was the last place our combined group went, that they’d head there first for safety. Especially since you guys were trying to get it up and running.”

	“Good point,” Steve said. He was finished stowing the tools in the trunk and leaned against the side of the car, sweat beading at his forehead. 

	No matter what we decided to do, we had to get back in the car. Steve wasn’t the only one that needed to sit. Nausea was creeping up my throat from my pounding head and I tried to swallow it down. 

	“We will follow you there,” Colt said before Josiah could speak. 

	If I hadn’t been in so much pain, I would have laughed at the look on the Shadow Walker’s face. But even if he was party leader, Colt was older, and had a level of seniority that couldn’t be argued with lightly.

	I stumbled over to the car and slid back into my seat. The sound of another door opening made me look up to see Rhys popping back into the driver’s seat. 

	“You wanna learn to drive, kid?” she asked as Praed climbed in next to me. He let out a laugh at that, but she turned around to face him, her eyes serious.

	“Oh! Um, maybe later?” he replied.

	“No time like the present!”

	“I’d prefer if we got there in one piece,” Eremiel said dryly from behind me. 

	I felt his presence as he got situated in his seat, and winced as the clicks of seatbelts and slamming of doors reverberated through the small space. 

	“Aye, aye,” Rhys said. 

	The key turned in the ignition and the engine roared to life. As the car hummed beneath me, I realized I couldn’t feel the energy. My head pounded harder and I closed my eyes on the wave of nausea that overtook me as the car lurched into motion. 

	Cool fingers rested on the back of my neck, and the pain was momentarily lifted. I exhaled, my eyes opening again cautiously. 

	“I am partially opening your pathways back up. Do. Not. Do. Magic,” Eremiel whispered, his tone bordering on cold. 

	I shivered at the subtle threat in his words, even as I sucked in air that tasted alive again. As my eyes blinked, readjusting to my surroundings, I began to hear crackling noises. 

	An almost inaudible rushing sound was at the corner of my consciousness. I clenched my hands into fists as a feeling of dread started. I didn’t want to think about anything. Glancing over at Praed, I saw him staring out the window. His back was practically to me with how far he was turned in his seat.

	He spread his arms, wide, in a protective stance before me. His narrow back barely covered the view of the approaching soldiers. A word was screaming its way out of my mouth. NO!

	Shuddering in alarm, I quickly looked away. At the edge of my consciousness, the memory lingered. Forcefully, I turned my head further away and looked out of my own window. Dark clouds covered the sky. Maybe it was going to storm.   
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	The car rumbled to a halt beneath us. As soon as she killed the engine, I yanked the door open, all but ready to be standing on still ground again. I had never had an issue with carsickness before, but Rhys drove a bit wild. In her defense, it had been somewhat necessary. There had been plenty of broken-down cars on the road that we had needed to bypass. She just hadn’t felt the need to slow down to do so. 

	Before us, a grey building loomed, with a light-blue roof. We stood on a semicircle of asphalt, but to the left was a pond. Murky water was present, though quite low. It was probably a manmade pond. Briefly, I wondered if the water that filled it was from wells or from rain. 

	“Aleah, you coming?” came Steve’s voice. 

	I turned around, seeing them all entering the first building with a blue roof. What an unusual color choice. Was it to signify this was a water plant? I took quick strides to close the gap. Death stood beside him. Both men were apparently waiting for me. How chivalrous. I gave them a brief smile that they couldn’t see, and slipped through the door.

	Inside, I had to pause for my eyes to adjust. It was dim without electricity, and I took a moment to get my bearings. I went to turn my wrist to create some lights, but nothing came out. Oh yeah. Eremiel had told me not to do magic. But not doing it, and not being able to do it, were two different things. I stared down at my hand as a feeling of helplessness overtook me. Not even a mage-light? 

	A soft whack connected with the back of my skull that sent my head forward an inch. I steadied my feet, and turned to meet dark eyes. 

	“I was very clear,” he whispered, his face close to mine.

	I touched the back of my head, though the blow had been more shocking than painful.

	“It was reflex,” I replied. 

	“It should not be a reflex to you. You have barely had time to make it a habit, let alone a reflex.”

	“I don’t know what to tell you, then,” I said as my eyes narrowed. 

	For a moment we glared each other down, but the growing noise pulled at my attention until I finally turned away. 

	Milling about the large, open space were all of the people from the shelter. Some were standing around, grouped loosely together and talking to each other in low tones. Others were sitting against the far walls, apparently too exhausted to do much else. Then there was the back corner. A couple people were laying down on a pile of coats. Wounded? 

	A familiar man came striding across the space, his ginger hair recognizable among a sea of browns and blondes. Rhys’ number one. 

	“You’re okay,” he said, his voice almost holding a hint of emotion. 

	“Frances!” Rhys squealed before jumping into his arms. His eyes widened as he caught and held her briefly, before pulling away. 

	“I’m glad you’re safe, but Charlie got scraped. You wouldn’t happen to have a med kit, would you?”

	My eyes moved back to the corner, and this time I noticed the blood. Shit. 

	“Isn’t there one here?” Steve asked. 

	“Someone is looking now. There are a few back rooms, and then a couple other smaller buildings,” Frances replied. 

	“My sister and I might be able to assist,” Eremiel said from behind me. 

	I shivered at his proximity before moving out of his way. I should be able to help, too. Digging my nails into my palms, I watched as Praed followed them. Even him? I turned away. It’s not like I was keeling over, or sick with pneumonia. Those had been two hefty prices I had paid for using chaos magic before. But this time. . . my memory seemed full of holes. That alone was concerning. 

	“You good?” Steve asked.

	“Yeah,” I mumbled.

	“You can take the mask off by the way. Last time we were here, Josiah magicked the air filters.”

	“Seriously?” I asked, even as I readily pulled the filter mask off. 

	I let out a huff of air before drawing in a full breath. Fresh air filled my nose, and then raced out of my mouth in a large exhale. Rubbing at my face, I could feel the lines where the mask had been, and willed my skin to fix itself. 

	“Yeah, it’s pretty amazing,” Steve replied as he scanned the room.

	“Kevin!” he called out, lifting a hand. 

	Behind him, the room stretched on, the size of a small warehouse. Other than some structural beams, the space was open save for the equipment. Next to one of the water-filtration pumps was Kevin, his brother. The man looked up at the sound of his name. Now, without his mask, I could see his grin as he locked eyes with Steve. The shorter man headed towards us, his smile growing with each step. When he reached us, the brothers clasped their hands together, doing a brief shoulder hug. 

	“Oh yeah, I don’t think you’ve met before. Kev, this is Aleah. Aleah, this is one of my brothers, Kevin.”

	“Nice to meet you,” I said at the same time as Kevin and we both let out an awkward laugh. 

	“Guess I owe you a coke,” Kevin said as he extended his hand to mine. 

	I shook it, feeling the warmth in his firm fingers. I hadn’t shaken a hand in what felt like ages, and the whole process felt almost foreign.

	“Coke sounds amazing, not gonna lie,” I replied. Just the mention of it brought to mind the feeling of fizzy bubbles, and a bite of sugar on the tongue. 

	“There might be a vending machine somewhere. I’ll keep my eyes out,” he said. 

	I smiled in return, knowing it was just a polite joke. If there really was a vending machine, it was probably empty. Or would have to be shared equally. 

	“Are Chris and Sam okay?” Steve asked. 

	Beginning to feel like I was intruding, I took a small step back. Looking around, I noticed the gruff figure of Colt not too far away, and made my way towards him. It probably would have been polite to say as much to Steve before walking off, but oh well. He had bigger things to worry about than me. Like his family. 

	Colt was leaned back against a wall, arms crossed, with one leg bent, his foot even with the wall. His gun was hanging loosely at his side, easily reachable. As was the knife on his thigh with the sheath unbuttoned, allowing for easy access. At least someone was at battle ready. Though I doubted we’d been followed. Everyone back at the city had been a bit preoccupied with killing each other. 

	“Sir,” I said in greeting. He tilted his head to me in acknowledgment. 

	“How are you holding up?” Colt asked as his eyes gave me a once over. 

	“I’m not sure,” I replied honestly. I copied his position, leaning against the bare spot of wall next to him. As soon as some of the pressure was off, my body relaxed, and I let out another breath. 

	“I’m glad none of you got hurt. That battle looked intense even from a distance,” Colt commented. 

	“It was. But we were mainly just evacuating the civilians,” I replied. Which was the truth. We had only been helping get everyone out. Until we had been spotted. 

	“Someone did some huge magic. Do you know anything about that? Was it a joint spell? I know Josiah was confused, and he’s the mage. He said he’d have to ask you all about it, but right now it’s not being reported.”

	I swallowed as my muscles suddenly tensed in fear. 

	“What kind of magic?” I asked, as my brain tried to find my memories.

	“Let’s see…” Colt said, his hand going to his chin as his eyes closed. 

	“First, there was a tornado of fire that appeared out of nowhere. Then, the weather changed into a freakish storm. And lightning connected right where you all went. Did you see any of that? Was it Eremiel?” Colt asked. 

	His eyes had opened again, and he had turned to face me. His demeanor was calm, but I felt a prying intent in his words, and something was screaming in my brain to lie to him. Though the other part of my brain was screaming, what lightning? And, a fire tornado?!

	“I don’t remember seeing that so maybe it wasn’t near us,” I replied, looking away from his eyes. It was too hard to lie to someone straight to their face. My stomach squirmed and I suddenly wished my mask was still on so I could hide my expressions better. 

	“Huh. If we saw it from far away, I woulda sworn you would have been able to see it since you went into the city. What did you see?”

	“Aleah!” came Death’s voice. I looked up.

	His long legs were striding across the room, his dark hair swaying behind him. Somehow it had come undone, and I watched the black strands move. Without his mask on, I could see his mouth set in a hard line. His dark eyes moved from me to Colt, and his left eyebrow raised in question.

	“Am I interrupting something?” he asked. 

	“Not at all. Actually, been meaning to speak with you, too. I was just asking Aleah about the tornado of fire we saw but she doesn’t seem to know what I’m talking about.” 

	Death’s eye twitched, almost imperceptibly. He remained quiet for a long moment, and I held my breath. 

	“I guess it’s going to come out eventually,” he all but whispered. 

	My heart sank. He looked around the room, then motioned for us to move further away from everyone else. I followed him and leaned against the wall again, feeling sick to my stomach and not knowing why. What was he about to say? And why was I so scared of it?

	“Colt, how much do you and Josiah know about my situation?” Eremiel asked.

	I glanced up to see a serious expression on Eremiel’s face.

	“I can only speak for myself. All I know is what you told me when we met. I hadn’t heard your name before then. But if there’s something going on between you and the Elders, you’re right that it’ll come out eventually. Our kind has no secrets,” Colt replied evenly. 

	Eremiel’s eyes closed briefly as he exhaled, and then he looked at me. For a moment, concern washed over his face. But then it was deadly serious again, and I wondered if I had imagined the brief show of emotion.

	“You might as well hear it from me first, then. The Elders were under the belief that I taught Aleah magic, due to her using it to escape her human captors. They were…questioning…me about it not too long ago,” he said slowly. 

	Questioning? My ass. They had flat out tortured him. 

	“And did you?” Colt asked. 

	“I am now. Because what she taught herself was chaos magic. And I need her to do the type of magic we do instead. The controlled kind.”

	As soon as the word ‘chaos’ came out of Eremiel’s mouth, Colt’s face drained of color. His eyes widened in panic as he looked at me. He took a step closer, his mouth opening and then closing, as if he couldn’t think of the words to say. His hand reached out, as if he wanted to grab me, but he pulled back.

	“No. No; tell me you didn’t. Tell me it wasn’t just you making that fire tornado,” he whispered. 

	I hadn’t known Colt long, but I had never seen him scared. And had never even heard him whisper. And the mention of the fire was nagging at the back of my memory, pulling to mind images and feelings that were broken and distorted in place of a full picture. In one flash, I could see Seraphine lying on the ground. In another flash, I could see a human disintegrating into ash. I closed my eyes and clenched my fists, trying to calm my breathing.

	“She did,” Eremiel whispered back. “I closed off her pathways. It was giving her pain so I’ve partially opened them again, but I’m not sure what to do about it.”

	“You do not realize how serious this is. No one can find out about this. No one!” Colt hissed. I opened my eyes back up to see Eremiel looking shocked. 

	“Listen to me. You all did a joint spell to cause the storm. The fire was an explosion out of control. That’s what you’ll tell Josiah; understand?” Colt whispered rapidly. 

	What? He wanted us to lie? 

	“Josiah is in direct communication with the Elders so he cannot know,” Colt continued. “Nod if you understand, boy! Or respond. Are you deaf and dumb?” 

	Eremiel’s mouth opened, then closed. He nodded. I looked between the two of them. Colt was staring Eremiel down, and I didn’t understand why. I was the one who had done the chaos magic; shouldn’t I be getting yelled at? Furthermore, how was it something bad enough to make Colt react like this?

	“And you,” Colt said, rounding on me. Oh God. “Now I know damn well he already told you not to do it because he ain’t that dumb. And yet you still did it. I don’t want to hear your reasons or excuses. Forget any reason and forget any excuse,” he said. 

	“But—” I started.

	“You can never, ever, ever do it again. Do you hear the words coming out of my mouth? Nod if you understand!”

	His eyes were wild with fear and anger, and I flinched away from him. I did not understand, but I understood enough to know that if I didn’t nod all hell would break loose. So, I nodded. 

	His mouth opened to say more, but he suddenly closed it. I watched as the anger faded from his face to be replaced with a perfectly neutral expression. He straightened his back and turned away from us. I looked in confusion at Eremiel, only to see him doing the same. Taking the hint, I calmed my own features and relaxed against the wall.

	Within moments, Josiah walked out of a back room. He looked around before spotting us, and began making his way over. Shadow Walker hearing really was impressive. Colt must have been focused in on Josiah the entire time. 

	“Eremiel, may I have a word?” Josiah called out when he neared us. 

	Eremiel turned to give me a pleasant smile in goodbye, before closing the distance to where Josiah stood. Josiah motioned to the back room and they moved towards it together. 

	“Aleah,” Colt whispered again.

	My shoulders slumped and I cautiously looked over. 

	“Who else saw? Who else was there? I need to tell them, too, so we can keep the story straight.”

	“Uh…” I said, trying to remember. 

	My choppy memories surfaced again and I put a hand to my head as the fragments flooded in. Steve on the floor, bleeding out. Praed, bound by zip ties, twisted in pain. Seraphine, kicking soldiers. Seraphine, shot. Seraphine…shot?

	Shots rang out. Seraphine was walking towards me, and was struck. Once. Twice. Again. Her body lurched with each bullet. She crumpled before me, her expression twisting in pain. The bullet holes in her back seeped red blood. And then…

	“Aleah?”

	I blinked, the images I had been focusing on fading away again. 

	“Steve, Praed, and Seraphine,” I muttered. “I think…I think she would have died,” I said quietly. 

	Colt grabbed both of my arms before I could do more than blink and yanked me until we were face-to-face. He leaned down, so his eyes were level with mine, and stared so deeply at me that I felt it in my soul.

	“Listen to me,” he said, his voice low. 

	There was nowhere else to look, and no way to pull away. His grip tightened as I tried. 

	“If the choice is between someone dying, and chaos magic, you let them die.”

	“What? But, w-why?” I asked, as tears crept up my throat. Their presence surprised me but I could hardly fight the rising emotion. 

	“Aleah, I’m serious. Let them die. Let me die. Let anyone die. You cannot do it. The cost is too high. It will never be worth it. Believe me,” he said. He was speaking quickly again, and his eyes were bright with intent. I shuddered in fear.
      “Okay,” I whispered, just wanting him away from me. I swallowed the tears back down, willing them not to spill over, and willing him to let me go.

	With one last, long look he finally released me. And then he strode off towards Seraphine and Praed. Presumably to get the story straight. What the actual fuck. 

	But I had saved her? I must have. If she was dying, then that’s the time to break out the chaos magic. As a last resort. 

	Letting out a huff of air, I sank to the floor on the spot. My legs felt too weak to hold my body up any longer. What a freaking day. 
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	Chapter 2
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	With a bit of good old-fashioned magic and electricity, fresh water had been secured. I hadn’t been allowed to help with any of it, but couldn’t bring myself to care anymore. A heavy feeling of dread was ever present, and I was having trouble caring about much at all. 

	Seraphine and Praed had helped patch up the civilians. They had only been nicked by stray debris anyway. Nothing serious. With the help of magic speeding up the healing process, there was a significantly reduced risk of infection. Yay. 

	Everyone had picked out camp spots, or had taken over rooms. The Shadow Walker group was still milling about separately from the human group, but at least everyone was civil.

	Josiah had announced we had to wait to hear back from the Elders again, who were supposedly in contact with different sources across West Virginia and nearby. I had no clue what the human’s plan was. 

	The older man who had wanted the radio on all the time back at the shelter was insistent that they wait for direction from the governor. A lot of people seemed in agreement with him. Steve was floating between both groups, seemingly torn. And Rhys was just a wild card. There was no telling what would come out of her mouth. I almost smiled at the thought of that. Almost. 

	“Aleah,” came Eremiel’s gentle voice from the right. 

	I looked up, turning my head to see him. It was growing rapidly darker outside, but he had a mage-light floating behind him. It illuminated his dark hair and pale skin. Shadows deepened around his pronounced bone structure, reminding me why I had nicknamed him Death in the first place.

	“Yeah?” I asked. 

	“It’s our turn to use the water. Seraphine wants you to have a turn with her. I’ll go after you.”

	“Oh, okay,” I said. 

	I passed him my pack as I rose to my feet and stretched. My legs had started to go numb, so I stomped some life into them. How long had I been sitting, spacing out?

	Eremiel motioned to the back room and I walked where he directed. Another mage-light was blinking cheerfully at the door. A mage-light I couldn’t even make. I looked down at my hand and sighed, feeling defeated. I couldn’t even do the smallest, tiniest spell. 

	Colt’s frantic message filled my head again, and I let my hand fall back to my side. Was it really that dangerous? With a shudder, I passed through the doorway. 

	Seraphine was already inside, and shut the door behind me. With a click, it was locked. The blinds were drawn, darkening the already dim room. A candle sat on a wood desk against the wall, casting flickering light in uneven intervals. 

	“Hey,” she said, as I looked around. This had apparently been an office of sorts pre-apocalypse. “We are allowing some of the water to be used for washing. It was the human’s idea and there was no talking them out of it. Plus, it’s not a terrible idea. It’s been a long time since any of us have had a bath.”

	“No kidding,” I replied softly, not even wanting to think about how dirty I was. 

	“We will scrub off dry first, then use as minimal water as we can to rinse off. Does that make sense?” 

	“Yeah,” I replied, as my eyes finally settled on her. She was holding out a bar of soap to me, so I took it. 

	As if that was the cue, she began slipping out of her clothes. My eyes widened in surprise as each layer fell off. Within seconds, she stood completely naked. Her long hair hung down to her waist, partially covering her breasts. Realizing what I was staring at, I quickly looked away. 

	Apparently completely undisturbed by my presence, she began scrubbing away. Was this something Shadow Walkers were used to? Was this just yet another cultural difference we had?

	Following her lead, I slowly untied my boots and pulled them off. Even though she was already naked, I couldn’t help but feel hesitant. Setting my heavy coat on the free chair in the room, I looked back over at her. She was using the same bar of soap to lather her hair. Well, when in Rome. Apparently, no one had packed shampoo in their bags. 

	Tentatively, I slipped my jeans off, feeling awkward. Next came the shirt, until I was left in my dirty underwear. 

	“Do you think we can spare a little bit of water for our panties?” I asked.

	“That’s a great idea. We don’t even have to tell anyone. Let’s just do it anyway,” Seraphine said, grinning over at me. 

	I felt a fake smile cross my face in return as I took them off, and stood awkwardly near her. She was still lathering her hair, but seemed to notice my mood.

	“Are you alright? What did Colt say to you, anyway?” 

	I flinched at the memory, and dipped my bar of soap in the bucket of water between us. Taking it to my arm, I began to furiously scrub. 

	“He said I should have let you die,” I said, unable to keep the bitterness from creeping into my tone. 

	Silence fell between us, and I didn’t dare chance a look up. I focused on my dirty chest, then my dirty stomach, scrubbing my body from head to toe with the soap and saving my hair for last. 

	“Wow,” she finally replied, when the silence between us had gone on for too long. “I wonder what he’s seen or learned in his time. He is older than us. Not as old as the Elders, obviously, but old enough to have much more knowledge.”

	“He seemed terrified. I’ve never seen him scared,” I commented as I chanced a look at her.

	She was wearing a thoughtful expression. A damp cloth was in her hand and she was wiping the soap off. My eyes followed her hand as it moved down her arm, and then across her chest. Quickly, I looked away again. 

	“Something must have happened. I know chaos magic is taboo for a reason, but I don’t know the details. I never made it to mage status. But I will say, I’m glad you saved me. And you’re still alive, and still seem like yourself. It doesn’t seem as bad as last time you used it when you went all psycho and got sick. So, I don’t think you need to beat yourself up too hard.”

	I stood rooted to the spot as her words sunk in. Tears were choking my throat again. To hear her say out loud the same things I had thought filled me with relief.

	“Thanks,” I whispered. 

	Blinking away the tears, I stared at the plain, white bar of soap until my breathing evened back out. I stood carefully, now that my feet were slick with soap, and began to lather my hair. I did still feel like myself. For the most part. Maybe she was right. Maybe it would be okay. 

	“My brother will figure this out anyway. He is very smart. I know he doesn’t always act like it, but he will help you. That much is very clear,” Seraphine said.

	“I don’t know,” I replied bitterly. 

	I felt her eyes on me, but she remained silent. His angry face filled my mind, and his insistence that I couldn’t do any magic. Who had made him the boss? Colt had said the same thing, though. And Colt was older, and scarier. 

	Unable to meet her gaze, I watched the soap suds slide down my skin. I wasn’t about to whine about her brother to her for being worried about me. Focusing my attention back on scrubbing my scalp, I tried to get into all the grease that had built up over weeks. Silence stretched between us as I continued stiffly cleaning my body. When she passed me a damp cloth, I nodded, unable to even mutter the word thanks. She sighed. 

	“Aleah. Take it from me; we could die any day. I almost died today. These are war times unfortunately. I wasn’t expecting to get shot this morning, yet here we are. Whatever you’re thinking, just consider that.”

	The memory of her bleeding made me frown. As the suds on my body kept sliding down my skin, they left a cold trail in their wake. The water wasn’t warm either, and I was fighting not to shiver. I didn’t want to think about how she had almost died this morning. And I didn’t want to think about me, or Eremiel, dying either. 

	“It’s just hard to be told not to do magic, you know?” I muttered. Still not looking at her, I continued systematically washing the suds off from top to bottom.

	“I do know. But I know that anything my brother has said, he has said for your own wellbeing. You can trust him.”

	Of course she’d take his side. Why had I even bothered?

	 “Look, it’s been a long day. Don’t worry about my brother for now, and forget about Colt. Relax. We are safe for tonight.”

	She had finished wiping the soap off, but her hair was still a sudsy mess. Bubbles sparkled in the candlelight as they slid down her black locks, eventually dripping onto the floor. She dipped a cup into the bucket of water, and tilted her head back. I watched as she carefully poured it, the water washing some of the suds away. She worked her hands through more, trying to get the rest of the soap out. This was going to be a process. And now the floor was wet. The puddle reached my toes and I curled them in as the cool water touched my feet

	I wiped my own soapy limbs clean with the damp cloth while she finished with her hair. To my surprise, she walked over to me when finished, still naked and dripping wet. Her presence pulled at my peripheral as she went behind me and I tensed.

	“Tilt your head back,” she said softly. 

	Annoyance flashed through me immediately, but I exhaled and did as instructed. Water spilled down my back, making me shiver as goosebumps broke out over my skin. 

	“Your hair has gotten quite a bit longer,” she commented as she worked her fingers through it. 

	Even though it was clean now, it was a tangled mess. Having somewhat thick hair, it had always been a struggle growing up. And now, without brushing it regularly, it was a rat’s nest. 

	“How long?” I asked as my body trembled from the chill. 

	She pulled on the lowest end of my hair and pressed it into my back. I could feel it, lower than my shoulders. That was surprising. Pulling away from her, I leaned over the half-empty bucket, looking down into the water. 

	My gaunt face stared back from the depths, with unruly, long hair hanging over the ends.

	“Wow,” I whispered. 

	“You didn’t wear it long before, right?”

	“It’s just more of a chore when it’s long,” I replied. 

	She made a sound of agreement and pulled my head back. I let her. Cold water tickled the edges of my ears and the nape of my neck and I shuddered. 

	“Just one more and then we can dry off,” she said gently. 

	Her kindness was as foreign as it was nice. Did she feel grateful I saved her life? Was that why she was being nicer than usual? I bit my lip. Flashes of memories were waiting for me to give them the time of day, but I kept pushing them aside. They’d be there later to deal with.

	With the floor now completely soaked, she tossed a towel over my head and grabbed one for herself. For a moment we copied each other, rubbing it against our wet hair. It felt sisterly. 

	My thoughts turned to my actual sister, and I wondered briefly if England was doing alright. I’d have to ask Eremiel or Steve if they had heard any global news. Surely the sky looked like this everywhere. But what about Shadow Walkers? Were they everywhere?

	“Hey, Seraphine?” I asked, as I wiped my body dry. She looked up from drying herself. “Are you guys in England?” 

	She let out a chuckle at that. “Of course. We are everywhere.” 

	Thought so. My thoughts spun with all the implications of those few words, and I shook my head. One thing at a time. 
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	“Aleah,” came Eremiel’s melodic voice. I looked up from my seat on the floor. He was standing before me, his long hair damp and glistening in the various mage-lights. “I heard you need a haircut.”

OEBPS/cover_image.jpg
Shadows Reach

Shana Stephens





OEBPS/images/image2.jpeg





OEBPS/images/image1.jpeg





OEBPS/images/image3.jpeg





