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Sometimes we don’t realize how much of an impact our words have on others. 

Readers and reviewers, this book is, and always was, for you. 

Your words were my inspiration, and your enthusiasm, my fuel.
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Iforced myself to keep walking, my mind returning to the subject yet again, but never coming up with a solution. I was about to become a murderer. A monster. The very thought of it was acid in my veins. Yet I continued, one foot in front of the other, each step taking me closer to the encampment. 

The eerie quiet permeated everything, like I was walking through a vast tomb. Moonlight splashed over the torn landscape in broken, washed out chunks, while shards of deep, black shadow gouged into the spread of ghostly white. The pocking of light and dark made it difficult to see whether I was simply stepping into shadow or about to plunge down a bottomless pit. I assumed it was the latter. Even if I did not physically fall, I was going down all the same. One way or the other.

My breath caught as my feet hit a patch of rocky ground, and the resulting crunch of small rocks echoed through the silence. I was still too far away for anyone to hear me, but I glanced around, just in case. As expected, there was no one in sight. No people. No Richard.  

My stomach dropped with dread at the thought of him and I stopped. All my momentum was lost. Richard. For some time, I stood motionless, nearly blending into the landscape, another cold rock left battered by the apocalypse. There wasn’t a puff of breeze to stir my long hair, or a single sound in the dead air around me. It was as if my body resisted moving through the stillness of the place. Nevertheless, I knew that was not the reason I hesitated. I needed to find a way out of this. 

Standing motionless, I sifted through the words that had passed between us, searching yet again for a loophole. But I came up with nothing. Nothing! It was a rotten deal, really; one life for many, the one I loved spared while unnamed strangers perished. The details of the agreement were basic. If I spread my virus to the people of the encampment, Richard wouldn’t kill Tiamat. Simple. And morally impossible.

I can’t do it, I thought, the notion seeping out as a hiss through my clenched teeth. At that moment, it was true; I couldn’t. Like the slipping of bonds, that realization seemed to free me. Spinning on my heel, I turned and started back the way I had come, mingled feelings of relief and dread swarming like insects within my chest. I ignored the sensation and walked on. Whether he was a demon or not, Richard could not make me do it. I was free to choose. Yet that thought stopped me short. Choose ...   If I don’t do it, then I’m choosing Tiamat’s death, aren’t I?  

Dammit!  I stopped and planted my hands on the rough stone of a large boulder, the smell of deep soil still clinging to it. Tiamat. He was Nephilim, one of the legion of half-angels who were here to wipe out humanity. He had done unspeakable things to protect me, and had given me this virus as a way to mask me from his Nephilim brothers. Yet he never intended for me to use it against anyone. The virus was simply to make me invisible, allowing me to pass undetected as the half-angels hunted down the last of the human survivors. 

Pressing my forehead onto the rock’s cold surface, I thought of him, of his warm smile, his dark hair that fell into his face when he leaned forward in thought, his startling blue eyes fixed on mine, and his fingers brushing my lips. My chest ached, deep and spreading, when I replayed what had happened to him. The painful flurry of images were of Tiamat commanding his troops, powerful and charismatic; of him surrendering his command in exchange for my life; and finally of Daniel sawing at his enormous white wings, while Tiamat’s blood splattered onto the rocks below.  

That last image firmed my resolution. I could not let Richard kill him, now that Tiamat was whole and safe at last. I owed him everything. I loved him—I loved him so much it was overwhelming—and the thought of Richard targeting him because I was too weak to do this made my back stiffen. I took a few deep breaths and stole myself for what I had to do, ignoring the choking feeling inside my chest. Pushing myself away from the solidity of the rock, I squared my shoulders, spun back around and stalked toward the encampment. There was no way out of this. I had to pass my virus on to those people.

I walked through a drift of volcanic ash, the sand-like grains cascading away from the onslaught of my boots, and I bit my lip. The landscape was horrific. All around me, the moonlight revealed a terrain much like a churned war zone. I picked my way over mounded hunks of dirt and clay, and then wove around elephant-sized rocks that had been thrust up from deep within the ground. Repressing a shudder, I moved through it, remembering the incredible force the Nephilim had used to rip deep into the land, twisting and churning it like the entire surface of the Earth was little more than a farmer’s field being sown for a spring planting. I walked on, squeezing my hands into fists as I tried to remain focused. Moving carefully, I avoided seemingly bottomless fissures, and slipped past the occasional twist of exposed roots from trees that either lay like fallen soldiers or, worse, were buried under the heaved soil that had swallowed them up. The sight still broke my heart.

I had no idea what this particular area might have looked like before The Cleansing—that horrible day when the Nephilim destroyed the surface of the Earth. Could there have been a park here? I wondered in passing, more to distract myself than out of curiosity. Or was this someone’s backyard? I looked down at my dusty boots, causing my brown hair to fall in front of my face. Shaking my head, I pushed my hair away, tucking it behind my ear as I threw my eyes back to the hazard-strewn ground around me. It didn’t really matter what was here before, I reminded myself. Nothing in this world would ever be the same again. Everything is gone… and nearly everyone with it. Nearly everyone… Swallowing the thoughts down, I moved on.

I let a blanket of darkness settle across my mind, and felt the leaden pull upon my limbs. My feet continued forward, their rhythmic crunch on another stony section echoing like the ticking of a time bomb. 

After a time, worn cliffs of rock began to rise up on either side of me, forming a wide canyon that marked the general northern boundary of the Mokarabi region, and I stopped again.

This was it. This was the place. “Crap,” I muttered, kicking a pebble with enough force that it shattered on a nearby rock. I shouldn’t be here. Everyone will die if I’m here. I picked up a large rock and threw it, the sharp edge cutting my palm as it spun out of my grasp. Yet I barely noticed.

My hands trembled even more as I thought of where I was. Aggravated, I wiped them, spreading sweat and blood across the front of my pant legs. Not allowing another thought about it, I balled my hands back into tight fists, nails digging into my fresh cut, and continued walking. I tried to clear my mind of what I had to do and threw my eyes to the surrounding rocks ... to the ground ... to my fists, noting the droplets of blood quivering on the ends of my knuckles. The blood looked black in the moonlight. I ignored it and walked on.

Everything around was still and quiet. I slipped through the canyon like a reluctant spectre, looking with dread for my prey. So far, there was no sign of anyone. Not yet. I knew better than to hope that no one would be around. That bloody demon would never let me off the hook that easily, not when I was this close to fulfilling my end of the bargain. Richard. Damn him. Dammit, dammit, dammit.

I seethed as I continued, keeping my tread light and my footfalls silent, while my blood silently boiled through my veins. Despite hating myself, despite wishing with my entire being that there was some way out of this, I kept slipping forward. Passing a large mound of earth, I scanned the area and suddenly stopped dead. There, between some bushes almost directly in front of me, was a patch of reddish fabric, an unfortunate beacon in the moonlight. Someone was sleeping on the ground. The man’s shirt—and it was a man, judging by the shape of his back—was just bright enough to have caught my attention the moment I was within range. I could imagine the slight movement underneath, caused by the rise and fall of his chest, still imperceptible from this distance, but there all the same. It was happening. The encampment was here. And I was going to do it.

Nevertheless, I stood there, frozen and staring. I could not move. Instead, I merely opened and closed my hands, absently noting the slickness between my fingers. “Get a grip, Michaels,” I hissed, forcing myself to focus on what I had to do. “You don’t have a choice.” I took a deep breath and shuffled my right leg forward into a single, silent step. Then I moved my left the same way. I was closer. Inch by inch, as the moon gradually sunk toward the horizon, I bullied my body toward its mark.  

I could see the man clearly now. He was sleeping peacefully on his side, his back to me, his hair mussed in sleep-tussled brown curls. It was just as well that his back was turned; there were already enough faces haunting me in my sleep. I hardly needed another. A quick glance around confirmed he was the only one in sight. Good. Then I wouldn’t know how many people my actions would kill. I would not see any faces.

Yet that small mercy didn’t make this any easier. I took another deep breath, nearly choking on it, and leaned toward the man. My hands shook and my vision blurred. But I had to do it. I had to. I reached out my bloodied hand and hesitated. What did Richard say? I thought wildly, my heart hammering. Did I have to touch this person’s flesh, or would a tap on his shoulder be enough?  I panicked, not remembering, and my hand slowly lowered to my side. I knew I couldn’t mess this up, or Richard would tell me I didn’t fulfill my end of the deal. I could never risk that. Too much was at stake. It’ll have to be flesh, just to be sure I pass on the virus. I felt sick, my whole body rebelling against this action. I gritted my teeth and did my best to push my emotions away, reaching my hand out once more.

I focused on his skin, pale in the waning moonlight, and suddenly my shaking stopped. Without knowing what caused the change, I strangely felt like I was detached from this sinister version of myself, as if I was watching the scene from somewhere outside my body. While I looked on in horror, this other me brushed gentle fingertips across his cheek, leaving faint smears of blood in their wake. Patchy shadows from a nearby bush mottled and nearly obscured his features from my sight, though I doubted I could have looked at his whole face even if I wanted to, my eyes riveted as they were on those two parallel streaks of red. It was just as well. Viewing my victim’s face would be a gross mistake. Yet I struggled. I felt compelled to do it.  

This other part of me knew that I should look at him, that I owed this man my nightmares. But I had already begun backing away, and he seemed to be coming to, shifting in his sleep. So I turned and ran, unable to face what I had done, unable to look upon the person to whom I had passed a deadly disease. Thanks to me, this poor soul would unknowingly spread the virus to the rest of the members of his camp, killing them all.  

It wasn’t until much later, when I finally returned to the safety of our cave and collapsed in misery upon the thin cushioning of the blanket, that I realized what Richard had gained from our deal. It wasn’t those deaths he was after, or even the thrill of forcing me into a deed I had sworn I would never do. He had hungered for the loss of my humanity. And now, like the slow lowering of a cup over a flame, I was sure my actions had extinguished the last of it. I lamented its loss, and as a dark emptiness spread throughout my chest, I closed my eyes to the world.
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Iawoke to the sound of lowered voices amid the smell of wood smoke, both coming from the wide platform just outside the mouth of the cave. I listened for a moment, identifying them. As I heard the sound of Tiamat’s voice, a slow smile spread across my lips. For one who could be so powerful, his authoritative tones easily melted into a relaxed kindness when speaking with his friends—and with me. By listening to him, it was clear a friend was with him now. 

Upon hearing the second voice, however, I could feel the blood drain from my face. I instantly recognized Nathaniel’s light tones. He was, as far as I knew, the only half-angel besides Tiamat who wanted to keep me alive. The rest of the Nephilim were not nearly as benevolent, and most would gladly kill me with more relish than I dared think about.  

I was extremely lucky to have Nathaniel as a friend, so as I remembered what I had done the previous night and how I had betrayed his trust in me, regret filled my chest like cold, liquid lead. I promised him, I moaned to myself. I promised him I would keep my virus away from his camp.  Those Nathaniel protected would soon be dead, and it would be clear who had done it. I felt sick again and wished I could simply burrow back down to sleep, knowing even as the thought crossed my mind that hiding simply was not an option. Before I lost my nerve, I gritted my teeth and sat up, noticing as I did so that I had slept in my clothes, boots and all. At least I didn’t have to waste any time dressing.

Scrubbing my hands over my face, I took a deep breath and stood. Dread slowed my limbs, but I knew I had to keep moving. I had to admit what I had done. Just the previous night, Tiamat had theorized that my actions alone defined who I was. Not my lineage. He insisted I was good. It seemed a shame I had to prove him wrong so quickly.  

With a hunter’s stealth, I moved forward until I was at the mouth of the cave, my movements pathetically slow as I tried to think of what to say. Yet nothing came to me. I would have to hope for last minute inspiration. Either way, I owed the truth to Nathaniel. I looked down at my blood-crusted hand, rubbing the newly healed skin on my palm. It didn’t hurt at all anymore. It hardly seemed fair. By all rights, my hand should be bleeding; infected. Squeezing them back into fists, I stepped out to face them.

I squinted my eyes to adjust to the bright morning light, and the moment I saw Nathaniel, my mouth dropped open in shock. The two Nephilim looked so normal. So deceptively harmless. They both sat by the morning fire dressed in casual hiking clothes, and aside from being extraordinarily handsome, they looked completely human. Yet that wasn’t what stopped my heart. I felt the two of them fixing their vivid blue eyes on me, but I was speechless, my focus riveted on Nathaniel’s face. There, smudged along his right cheekbone, were the distinctive red streaks from my bloody fingertips. 

“She looks rather surprised to see you, Brother,” I could hear Tiamat say, the smile apparent in his voice.

“No more surprised than I was to see you here—to see you alive, Commander,” Nathaniel responded, still addressing Tiamat by his old title. “I have not yet decided if I’m speaking to a ghost.” He leaned forward and started to reach his fingers out toward Tiamat, a huge grin on his boyish face. “There is only one way to find out.”

“If you pinch me, you will learn soon enough that I am real,” Tiamat warned, raising his fist in a mock threat.

Nathaniel stood his ground. “The only thing I will learn is that your ghost is capable of taking a sound beating.”

Tiamat snorted and lowered his fist. “If I ever come back as a ghost, Brother, the last thing I would do is fight with you. I would prefer to pass my time with someone prettier.” At this, he flicked his eyes to me, then he smiled at Nathaniel. Nathaniel laughed in response and sat down.  “For the moment, I assure you that I am quite alive.”

Of course, I thought. Nathaniel hadn’t learned until this morning that Tiamat lived. He hadn’t been there when we were reunited yesterday. Based on that, I wasn’t overly surprised by the topic of their discussion. But what threw me off-balance was their mood; they were both acting like there was nothing wrong at all. Despite Tiamat’s presence, Nathaniel must be furious about what I did last night. He had trusted me, and I repaid him by trying to kill the people he was protecting. The blood on his cheek spoke volumes. He must have left it on there for me to see. Was Nathaniel just playing with me? Would he kill me for what I had done? My brain worked furiously as I continued to gape at them.  

“Catching flies for breakfast, Kali?” Nathaniel teased.  

I snapped my mouth shut, but continued to stare. There was no doubt the streaks of blood on Nathaniel’s cheek came from me. The memory of what I had done lashed through me, and I finally dropped my eyes in shame.  

They both stood up, but it was Nathaniel who reached me first. He closed the distance with two long strides, his arms scooping me into a brotherly hug.

“We outsmarted him, Kali,” he breathed into my ear. “Richard forced you into touching a member of the camp, and that is exactly what you did. Not only am I a member, they consider me to be their wayward leader, if you can believe it,” he laughed in quiet tones. “So you are not to worry. Your lovely caress on my cheek fulfilled your end of the bargain. It is finished.”

I took a step back and stared at him in wonder. “How did you know?” I could feel Tiamat’s eyes on me, watching our exchange closely, and I wondered how much he knew about that vile deal I had made in exchange for his life. 

Nathaniel moved away and crouched down by the fire. He held still for a beat, staring at the embers. When he spoke, his voice was tentative. “Commander,” he said, raising his eyes to Tiamat. “I humbly request permission to speak to Kali alone.” 

Tiamat stared back at him, his expression unreadable. A breeze twisted the flames and made the fire crackle, but neither Nephilim moved. I could see that Nathaniel held his breath as he waited for a response, but I did not fully understand why. Although Nathaniel was accustomed to being under Tiamat’s command, I also knew he was Tiamat’s closest friend. 

“I hope you know you can trust me,” Nathaniel added.

In an instant, the tension evaporated so fully, I questioned whether I had seen it at all. Tiamat grinned back at Nathaniel and leaned forward to clap him heartily on the shoulder. “I trusted you with her life, did I not? To me, there is no greater show of confidence.” He smiled warmly and shook his head, his shock of unruly dark hair flicking over his eyes as he did so, and headed into the cave. “I will get some more water then.” He strode casually into the darkness within, disappearing from sight. It wasn’t long before we heard him banging around from deep within the cave.

Nathaniel relaxed visibly, but I shifted my eyes back to the velvet dark of the cave, to the sound of Tiamat’s echoes from deep inside, and wondered. He said he had trusted Nathaniel with my life. Nevertheless, did Tiamat know that only yesterday, Nathaniel had left me to Merodach’s mercy? I shuddered, trying to push the images of Merodach’s vicious attack from my mind—of our bloody fight and the Nephilim commander’s subsequent death. It was not Nathaniel’s fault; in fact, I had lied in order to get him to leave me, but still, did Tiamat somehow know of it? It would certainly explain that moment of tension I saw between the two of them.

Nathaniel jammed a stick into the embers and watched as flames slowly licked at the flaking bark. “That cursed demon, Izeil, visited me last night—“

“You mean, Richard,” I interrupted quickly. “He’ll be pissed if he hears us using his real name. And I … I can’t risk him coming here now.”

He nodded his head. “That was careless of me,” he acknowledged. “I was angry—I wasn’t thinking.” He poked the fire again, more forcefully this time. “The demon was gloating about what he had coerced you into doing, and saying what a shame it was that you were about to wipe out my whole encampment.” 

He shifted his eyes away from the burning stick and reached to grab some metal tongs that were sitting on a rock beside him. He used them to shimmy the tin of coffee off the coals. Wrapping a cloth over the hot handle, he poured me a cup. “I’m certain Richard was banking on a confrontation between you and me, just to make things interesting. You know how he is. It would have made his night to see the two of us fight it out.”

I could feel myself relaxing, and managed a weak smile of thanks when Nathaniel passed me the cup. It was brilliant, actually. Nathaniel was immune to the virus, being one of the hosts himself. Although the strain he and Tiamat carried was more potent overall, it wasn’t airborne like my variation; they could only pass it through direct contact with their blood. This allowed them to mingle with people without killing them, which I found ironic, actually, because as Nephilim, their sole purpose was to wipe the rest of humanity from the planet.  

“Does Tiamat know?” I took the cup from him and he stood there, watching me.

“He knows I posed as one of the people of the camp, though he believes it was to protect you from having to kill anyone. We understand you are not a killer, Kali. You’re far too soft.” He gave me a gentle, mock punch on the chin. His eyes sparkled with humour. “You would never forgive yourself, so Tiamat was most thankful I intervened. However... he doesn’t know that I was also protecting the people. I ... I haven’t told him yet ... about them. He doesn’t know I want them to live.”

“He won’t hear it from me,” I promised him, trying to keep my tone light.

With a wink of thanks, Nathaniel turned back to the fire, apparently much less bothered by last night’s events than I was. 

“But … if Tiamat doesn’t know you’re a part of the camp,” I began, thinking it over, “he would never believe your intervention could trick Richard. How did you convince him this would work?”

Nathaniel shook his head. “You are correct. I could not convince him. Not fully. But he was content to believe my actions would protect you—and perhaps keep the demon at bay for some time. My commander doesn’t know that the two of us actually fulfilled the bargain.” He stared at me for a moment, his face serious. “We can keep that between us, can we not?”

“Of course,” I told him quickly. “Thank you.” I looked down at my hands, still caked with blood, and I thought about what had transpired. My stomach clenched as my mind drifted back to Richard. I was sure the demon wouldn’t be pleased about being tricked so easily, and my stomach lurched again. “I guess Richard wasn’t expecting you to pose as one of the survivors.” 

“No,” Nathaniel chuckled, jamming the burning stick further into the coals. 

“I bet he thought you’d be desperate to keep my virus away from them—he was probably hoping you’d kill me.” My hands were chilled from the morning air, and even though the heat of the cup warmed them nicely, I couldn’t help the shiver down my back. I would have hoped for that last night, I admitted to myself. I would have preferred my own death over agreeing to kill others.

I felt Tiamat’s eyes on me and froze. I couldn’t remember when I had last heard him clanking around within the cavern. How long had he been there? I turned to the mouth of the cave and my breath caught the moment I saw him. He was watching me casually, but his eyes drove into my soul. I was sure he knew what I was thinking. He had laughed when I mentioned my mind reading theory to him a few weeks before, and stressed that reading minds was not one of his abilities. Now, I wasn’t so sure. I wanted to look away, but his gaze held me. He knew. He knew I would have preferred to die last night. 

“Richard will always choose to cause suffering over death,” Tiamat said, his eyes still on me. “But he would forgive your passing. I, however, would not.”

I raised my chin. “Neither would I. I have no intention of dying, Tiamat.”

At this, Nathaniel clapped his hands together and rubbed them over the heat of the fire. He broke into a huge grin. “Well, we are so pleased to hear it, Kali.” Nathaniel’s relaxed manner eased the tension well, though I still felt awful over what I had done. 

“Even though your trick worked, Nathaniel, I did something terrible last night. I chose to kill them … Richard told me … he said he wouldn’t kill Tiamat if I did it. And I made my choice.” My voice had been getting quieter and quieter until it was barely above a whisper. “I wish I had known of your plan.”

“If you had known, then it wouldn’t have worked. You had to believe you were passing your virus onto the camp. You did everything that was required. You walked into their midst and you touched a member of the camp—well, you touched me—with the intention of killing everyone. It was the action and the intent that were necessary in Richard’s eyes.” 

I lowered my eyes and dug the toe of my boot into the sandy soil. “And it’s my intent that’s the problem,” I muttered, flicking my eyes briefly to Nathaniel. Not only did I betray my own morals, I betrayed him too. 

Tiamat answered; his voice quiet and pensive. “It worked out this time. We understand the pressure you were under, and we both know how difficult it would have been for you. If it were easy, Richard would not have made you do it.” He leaned forward and threw a towel to Nathaniel. “Isn’t that right, Brother?” The question sounded pointed.

Nathaniel caught the towel and stared back at Tiamat. “Of course.”

“So you can wipe her blood off your face now. Your theatrics have had their desired effect.”

“Perhaps I like it,” he replied with a smile, winking at me. “It could be a new look for me.”

“Hmmm...” Tiamat replied, as if considering Nathaniel’s new face paint. “There is a slight improvement to your looks.” He leaned back against the rock of the cliff, still scrutinizing his friend’s face. “Perhaps some of your own blood on the other cheek would round things out. I could help with that.”

Nathaniel rolled his eyes in mock annoyance as he dragged the damp towel across his cheek. It wasn’t long before his face was completely clear of my blood.  

I quietly sighed in relief and sat on the opposite side of the fire. Taking a long sip of my coffee, I watched as Tiamat circled the fire and sat down beside me, gently brushing his hand across my back as he did so.

Nathaniel smiled and raised his eyebrows.

“What?” Tiamat demanded with another laugh. “I gave up my command and my life for Kali, and what surprises you is that I decide to sit beside her?”

“This is the first time I have seen you two together. Openly. I guess my tender mind wasn’t quite ready for it.”

“If by tender, you mean soft in the head,” Tiamat retorted while Nathaniel leapt up, “then I would have to agree with—”

“Boys!” I scolded, and Tiamat stopped speaking, looking mildly affronted. “I’m sorry,” I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose between my fingers. I should have been happy to see Tiamat so relaxed, but I was still so wound up myself, I wasn’t sure if I was about to start screaming or crying. I didn’t want to do either. “I’m sorry. Look, I’ll … I’ll be back in a minute.”  

Cradling my coffee, I stood and walked deliberately to the head of the path that wound down from the cave’s platform, trying to mask the desperation I felt to flee … or break down … or scream. But before I could escape, I saw that Nathaniel had moved to face me, directly blocking my path. He gently released my right hand from the coffee cup and then pressed the cup into my left hand, wrapping my fingers around it. Then unexpectedly, he grabbed my forearm with his right hand—the way I had seen the other Nephilim grasp arms in greeting—and I squeezed his forearm in return. Completing the greeting, he placed his left hand on my shoulder and clapped it heartily. I had never seen the Nephilim do this with anyone not of their blood—and even with each other, it was only when they were expressing their deepest friendship or utmost respect.  

I exhaled, not realizing I was holding my breath. My vision blurred as I fought back the threatening tears. Slightly sloshing my coffee, I nodded my thanks to him. He released me with a quick muss of my hair, letting me continue the rest of the way on my own.

Fifteen paces down the trail and completely out of sight, I stopped, gulping back air as I tried to wrap my mind around everything that had just happened. I should be happy. I should be relieved. But I … I ...  I crouched down and pressed my head onto my knees, forcing myself to calm down. It’s okay, I didn’t kill those people, I told myself, slowing my breath. I didn’t kill them … I didn’t… 

“I will drink that if you won’t.”

I stood and looked behind me, noticing as I did so that I still held the mug of coffee in my left hand. Tiamat, I saw, leaned against the rock cut that edged the path, not quite masking the concern in his eyes. “Now that it’s finally the perfect temperature?” I asked, taking a huge swig of the barely warm drink. “No way.”  

“You’re a terrible liar,” he said, stepping up to me and enclosing me in his arms. “You can’t hide your feelings at all.” He tucked an errant strand of hair behind my ear, letting his fingers trail down the side of my neck. “But I love that about you.”

“I’ve always been that way,” I admitted, pressing my cheek against his chest, the cool feel of his light, khaki shirt warming quickly under my skin, while static-like energy tickled along my flesh. I wondered if I would ever get used to the sensation. “My dad used to tease me about it. He said I had the worst poker face he’d ever seen.”  

He lightly touched his lips to the top of my head, and I closed my eyes as a rush of emotion threatened to sweep me away. Fighting it, I leaned away from him to take another long drink of the tepid coffee, draining the cup.

“I can only assume you mean Stewart Michaels.” It sounded like he was teasing me, but I didn’t appreciate the reminder about my lineage.

“Of course!”  I flared. “My father is—will always be—the man who raised me. No one else.” Anger flashed through my veins as thoughts of Richard emerged, unbidden and unwanted. That demon was not my father. He wasn’t!

Tiamat’s face fell at my reaction, and I instantly regretted snapping at him.  

“I am so sorry,” he whispered. “I hope you know… I didn’t mean to upset you.” He reached out to hold my face in his hands. Then he leaned in and kissed my forehead, softly, sweetly.

I closed my eyes, allowing a little more of my tension to ebb away. I had no reason to tear into Tiamat like that, and I should have known he was simply trying to lighten the mood. When he leaned away, I gazed back up at him, taking in the creases of concern on his face. I felt like such a jerk. “I’m sorry too. I really am. I’m just so on edge today,” I admitted, biting my lip. Without a moment’s hesitation, Tiamat bent toward me and kissed that too, his dark hair falling forward to tickle the top of my cheekbone.

“I know,” he said quietly. “And you have every right to be.” It wasn’t necessary to bring up what I had done; to relive the deal I had made to keep Richard from taking Tiamat’s life. There was no need. He knew exactly what the previous night’s venture had cost me, as he intimately knew the rending pain of being forced to take another’s life. No one knew that darkness better than Tiamat did, and no one had ever experienced it on so great a scale.

He straightened and gazed down at me, running his hands along my arms. His touch always felt wonderful, and I closed my eyes as his fingers lightly brushed across my flesh. They traced my skin to my elbows, but then stopped suddenly, his fingers not lingering, but frozen in place. I glanced up at him. His entire body was completely still, while his intense blue eyes darted around the surrounding area.

Tiamat didn’t need to tell me. Now, I could feel it too. The knowledge of his presence tingled like a corrosive energy down the back of my neck and along my spine. A shudder went through me.

“He’s here,” I whispered.
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Tiamat staggered a few paces backward and I snapped my head up to look at him. I could see nothing unusual around him—no one stood nearby to cause him to react the way he did. Yet… I knew. I knew Tiamat was in trouble, and the cause of it could kill him at a whim. His hands flew up to claw at an unseen restriction around his throat, and I ran to him just as he fell to his knees in the stony dirt.

“Richard!” I shrieked, uselessly reaching for Tiamat while my eyes tore around the area—skeletal branches from a fallen tree moved in a mocking dance, boulders obscured my line of sight—but I couldn’t see the demon anywhere. “Richard, you bastard!”  Tiamat was gasping for breath, his skin turning a deep shade of red. “Richard!”

“Yes?” The calm voice was rich, dark silk. Its familiarity disgusted me, and I started in a reflex of annoyance.

I spun to see him standing in the shade of a tilted, young oak, that infuriating look of amusement on his smooth, elegant face. He had his hands clasped casually behind his back, as if he was simply out on a pleasant stroll—as if he wasn’t the one responsible for Tiamat’s sudden lack of breath. My anger spiked. Did he think he was fooling me?

Actually, I thought. Maybe he did. Richard fooled others easily. I remembered when I had first met the demon. He was posing as a human survivor and was living with a small encampment of people. Richard had used their ignorance and blindness to his advantage, and made me look a fool. But they followed me in the end. They chose to believe my words over his. Yet they never had a clue who Richard truly was. And in the end, I was the one who lead them to their deaths. At the time, I hadn’t known about the disease I carried. They were dying from the virus I had given them, and when I begged for Richard’s help, he killed them in a fountain of blood and gore. 

Memories of that moment tore through me, winding me where I stood. I remembered Randy’s face, the boy’s eyes wide with terror while tendrils of Richard’s inky black mist snaked up his nose and into his ears. Richard had killed them and caused countless other deaths besides—Tiamat’s included. The very thought of it burned through me. My limbs quivered with anger. It would not happen this time. It would not.

Rage flashed behind my eyes like an electric current, nearly blinding me. In an instant, I had my knife in my hand. The next second, I was throwing it at him, hate and desperation infusing every movement. But I wasn’t fast enough. An unseen force hit me before the blade even cleared my fingers. It spun the knife up into my shoulder, skewering me as it threw me violently onto my back. 

The sharp pain of the blade stopped my breath and turned my stomach, but I rolled to my feet to face him, cradling my right arm to prevent too much movement. I threw a quick glance back at Tiamat, my nerves frayed with worry. He had staggered onto his feet, his face almost violet. With a look of cold determination, he was lurching forward, making it clear he was intending to push me out of the way so he could fight Richard himself. Yet I knew he did not have the strength—to fight the demon right now would likely kill him. Thankfully, he was still several paces away. I would have just enough time for … for something… My mind raced. What could I do?

“Richard, stop it!” burst from my lips. I was completely helpless. I was powerless to stop him. Powerless, I thought bitterly, and something shifted deep inside me. Something hot and lashing. Without another thought, I grabbed at the sheath strapped to my thigh and wrenched out the second knife. In a fluid movement, I had the long, thin blade poised at the base of my ribcage, pointed up toward my heart. “Stop or I die.”

I didn’t know what possessed me to threaten my own life, or why the demon would even care if I followed through. It truly was a ridiculous threat. Tiamat froze, the focus shrinking out of his blue eyes. A flash of confusion crossed Richard’s face as he regarded me.

Moments crawled by like an eternity. Tiamat dropped down to his knees again, barely able to stand. His face tightened with fury, beads of sweat slipped along his cheekbones, yet he kept his blue eyes trained on me. They were glazed and unfocused. It was obvious his time was running out. I pressed the tip of the knife in harder, puncturing my shirt and piercing the tender skin underneath. The tip of the blade burned; my chest felt like it was on fire. Sliding drops of blood soaked into the front of my shirt, leaving a thin streak of red down the front of it. Adrenalin surged through my body, spurring me on. “I’m not bluffing,” I warned, tensing my muscles as I prepared to plunge the knife home. 

Richard watched me a moment longer. The sweat was building in my hands, making the hilt of the knife slick under my fingers. I wanted to wipe them. I wondered if my grip would hold when my moment came. Just to be sure, I placed the flat palm of my right hand against the butt of the hilt. That should keep my hands firmly in place. My heart pounded in my ears. The sharp tip of metal burned and stung in my wound. Richard was not budging and Tiamat looked just about strangled. Fear spread like frost in my belly, but I would not let myself be a coward. It was now or never. I took a deep breath and braced myself.

Then, amazingly, Richard huffed. He flicked his fingers toward Tiamat, releasing him, and Tiamat immediately fell forward onto his hands, gulping back air and choking as he did so. Gagging and coughing, he expelled eddies of viscous black smoke from his lungs. The stuff hovered just over the ground, gathering. Then it rose like a thick, greasy mist as it swarmed, spun, and encircled him like a hungry snake.  

Tiamat ignored it. As soon as he had drawn a few clean breaths, he fixed his eyes on the demon, his look murderous. Although I was not the target of his gaze, I felt a cold shiver slide down my neck all the same. A fathomless darkness flashed in the blue depths of his eyes, and I could see a flicker of the immense power hidden there, gathering like a storm cloud. It surged through the air around me, crackling through my bones, and I held my breath in near terror, expecting the world to come crashing down around us. I waited, my body shaking under the stillness and the tension, but nothing happened. Nothing! I looked around, confused, my heart in my throat. Perhaps Richard’s thick, black smoke, circling like a predator, held Tiamat’s wrath at bay, and was somehow preventing his power from exploding out with terrible force. Maybe.  

Tiamat’s gaze shifted to me. Crackling like a surging undercurrent, his rage was still there, though it faded quickly when his eyes locked with mine. Like opaque ink diluted under the rush of water, the darkness leached away. Underneath, his look was raw, helpless. He seemed exposed to his very core, and his expression pulled at my heart.  

“Kali—”

“I can’t,” I blurted. I knew what Tiamat wanted me to do, but as much as I wished to drop that blade, how could I give up the only leverage we seemed to have? “We can’t trust him.”

“I know, but ...” he paused, swallowed heavily, and refocused. “The knife. Put the knife down.”

I couldn’t answer. Those eyes held me where I was, stopping my breath. Then they broke away and flicked restlessly between my face and the long, thin blade that punctured my skin. His face was white, his body very still.  

“Please.”

I tore my gaze away from him and glanced at the knife protruding from my shoulder. The cloth below it was soaked with blood, leaving it plastered against the right side of my body. All at once, I could feel my system reacting to the wound, my head going cottony and light. Oh god, not now, I thought, gritting my teeth while my vision began to grow fuzzy. Breathe, dammit.  

Now, thanks to the knife in my hand, a splotch of crimson was also blooming from the center of my chest, and I realized I needed to lower the weapon or risk passing out. I had taken my bluff as far as I could. Slowly, I eased the point of the knife away and lowered it, trying to keep my breathing steady. It was difficult to hide the shaking of my hands and the blade wobbled in them, but I had no desire to grip it any harder. In fact, I wished I could fling it aside—far away from me—but I kept my movements controlled. Once the blade was away from my body, I eased open my stiff fingers. The weapon fell into the dirt by my feet.

My head began to clear as I took another deep breath. I flicked my eyes back to Tiamat, but he had his head lowered now, hiding his expression from view. Richard’s black smoke swirled around his kneeling, hunched form. He looked like a man beaten.

My mind was reeling. I gawked at Richard in astonishment. I could not believe what had just happened, and I had no idea where I even got the notion my absurd stunt might work.  

He cocked his head slightly, considering me. “Interesting,” he mused. He walked toward me, backing me up against the rock cut. Then, without warning, he grabbed the hilt of the knife in my shoulder and leaned against it, his expression unchanged.

I could not help crying out at the intense pain that shot through me, ricocheting against my shoulder blade as it fired down my arm. I pushed back at him with my left arm, punched, pulled and clawed.  His shirt tore beneath my fingers, but his form was as solid and immobile as a leaden statue. “Get off!” My vision swam alarmingly. I couldn’t focus on what was happening. “Get off me...” Like a broken Jack-in-the-box, a twisted spring for my neck, I lightly smacked my head against the rock behind me, over and over, the dull ache the only way to distract me from the unbearable pain in my shoulder.  

“I began to have my suspicions a few days ago,” he said, scrutinizing me as though I was a lab rat. He grabbed my hair to still my head, and turned a cold gaze onto my face. “…when it finally occurred to me how much you resemble her. Big, brown eyes … smooth skin … brown hair streaked with gold … you really are quite alluring. Just as she was…” He trailed off, lost in a memory. Yet it only lasted the briefest of moments. Like the flipping of a switch, his gaze turned icy again.

“But even if you are Elise’s daughter, why should I care if you kill yourself? She is long dead, a part of my life that is closed forever. And if she chose to leave you behind so she could run off with me, you mustn’t have meant that much to her either.”  

His eyes were cold and hard, and I could scarcely believe my mother had actually wanted to be with this creature. I tried to look away, but my gaze was riveted to the regular angles of his face. I pushed through my pain, wondering what she had seen in him. Despite his dark eyes and elegant features, his whole being repulsed me. She must have been fooled. Misled.  

He had never been this close to me for this amount of time, touching me, and an intense chill clawed its way along my limbs. His body seemed to suck the energy and heat right out of the air, as if he was the epicenter of a voracious, dark void. I shuddered. “What’s the deal with you, Richard?”

He raised an eyebrow. “No. I believe you are the one who needs to do some explaining. I find this whole thing very odd. You gambled with your life because you mistakenly believed I would care if you died. Before I kill you, you really must quell my curiosity. After all, this is the only reason you and the half-breed are still alive.” His speech was almost lazy, as if none of this really mattered to him. I felt my anger pulse through my veins, hoping my hatred for him would show on my face.  

Yet if it did, he did not acknowledge it in any way. He simply continued speaking. “Why did you foolishly think it would matter to me if a nit like you left this world?” He smiled then, looking me over as he relished the moments of my obvious pain and discomfort. “Did you actually believe I would be sentimental toward Elise’s abandoned brat of a daughter? I do love toying with people like you.” He leaned in and lowered his voice. “I simply can’t help it. You are such a soft-hearted romantic. How ... sweet.”

“You know nothing about me!” I spat. My voice shook with rage. If he didn’t know who I was, then there was no way I would tell him. I simply couldn’t do it. So I clenched my jaw tight and said no more. 

Richard shifted his pressure on the knife, twisting it ever so slightly as a fresh wash of blood spread warmly down my arm. My knees buckled from the pain, and black spots obscured my vision. He held me up by the knife and my hair, so I had to force my body to keep my feet beneath me, or else pass out from the pain of the blade. I pressed my back hard against the rock behind me, keeping myself upright. Its rough surface felt warm against my spine, a welcome contrast to the sudden cold of the surrounding air. No, I told myself, trying to choke down the terror I felt, as a soft moan escaped my lips against my will. I will not tell him. I slid my eyes away from him. With the last of the energy I could muster, I spit on the ground at his feet.

His face twisted as if he had just tasted something sour. He leaned harder on the knife, his eyes boring into me. Darkness roared in from the edges of my vision as I pushed uselessly against his immovable form.  

“Elise did not leave any children behind when she ran off with you.” Tiamat’s clear proclamation seemed to cleave the air between us. This is it, I thought. Dammit. Don’t say it, Tiamat. Please don’t tell him he’s my father. I closed my eyes in resignation, my energy suddenly drained. He can’t know…

“She was not yet a mother,” Tiamat continued, his voice laced with venom. “And as you know, she died in childbirth, less than a year after she became involved with you. Your baby survived. If you had bothered to stick around, you would have met your daughter then.”  

Feeling exhausted, I opened heavy lids to gage Richard’s reaction.

The revelation had hit him like a blow to the stomach. He fell back a step, his hands—now empty—were still raised as though they held the ghost of the blade and a phantom hunk of my hair. “I assumed the child died with her…  My spawn always die…” 

Taking him off guard, a flash of blue energy exploded against his side. The light was almost blinding, and a powerful bubble of pressure and sound burst out from it, slamming me back against the rock and flattening the small bushes and trees that flanked the narrow pathway. Richard, receiving the full force of it, spun like a dervish through the air as he tumbled several feet down the steep path and just out of sight.

Tiamat launched himself down the hill after him. My heart pounded, urging me on behind them. Holding my arm, I staggered down the trail in pursuit, moving as quickly as I could. Nevertheless, as I should have suspected, there was no one on the lower path but a furious looking Tiamat. The sunlight fell starkly on the bare rocks and crumbling dirt of the empty, narrow trail as it snaked its way down the deserted cliff face. Once again, the demon had disappeared without a trace.

Tiamat scrubbed his hands through his hair before letting them drop uselessly to his sides. His hair, mussed and wild, reached in black chunks down to his cheeks, a few strands mingling with his eyelashes, black spreading toward the blue. His eyes darted over me.  

I turned to face him fully, feeling completely weary. When I opened my mouth to speak, Tiamat beat me to it.

“Sit down, Kali,” he said softly, grabbing my good arm and guiding me to a large rock. My knees nearly gave out as I started to sit, but Tiamat had a firm hold on me, and lowered me onto the rock. His arms were strong, keeping me steady, and his hands were gentle.

“Are you alright?” I asked him. I reached up and ran my fingers along his neck. It appeared completely unharmed. The damage, I assumed, was inside.

“I’m fine. The Shadow blocked my throat and filled my lungs, but I don’t think it did any permanent damage.”  

“The Shadow?”

“His mists. We refer to them as Shadows, but they are actually sentient mists that demons can command.” 

“Oh.” So that’s what they were called. I wondered if Tiamat knew I had summoned these Shadows once myself. “Sentient? So… they’re alive? And demons command them?”

“They are lesser beings from the circles of Hell, but yes, they are very much alive. Only powerful demons can summon them and control them—demons like Richard. Otherwise, they remain in Hell. They cannot cross over into our plane.”

“And they’re not… you know… around?” I swallowed. How was I able to call and control one before? Was it because Richard was my father? I didn’t even want to think about it.

He looked at me strangely. “No. They are not from this plane, Kali. You should never see one … unless Richard is nearby.” 

Yet I had seen one. I had summoned it, just as Richard had. Richard. I shuddered. Izeil. He knew I was his daughter now. No good could come of this.

Tiamat leveled a look at me and waited. He knew what I wanted to say.

I glanced away, my eyes following the tracks of blood that streaked down my hand. “You told him.”

“I had to. You know that.”

I kept my eyes on my hand. A thickening drop of crimson quivered at the end of one finger. It fell.

Tiamat put his fingers under my chin and gently turned my face back toward him. “Unlike you, I am unwilling to gamble with your life. It was the only way.”

I knew he was right, but I did not reply. I couldn’t.  

“He certainly was surprised,” he said. His short bark of a laugh was humorless. “Even his mists dissipated. I could not have hit him, otherwise.” Tiamat stroked my hair as he knelt in front of me. His touch was light, but I could still feel the tremble in his fingers.  

“Is that why you couldn’t do anything to him before? Because of his—what did you call it—Shadow?”

“Yes.” His blue eyes flickered with something—surprise? Pain?—and he lowered them. His black hair fell forward into his face and a flush rose up on his smooth cheeks. “I swore that I would protect you, and since that time, I have been forced to wait … and wait helplessly … while you put your morals and then your life on the line to protect me. It has happened twice in less than 24 hours!”

I put my hand on his cheek and felt him lean slightly into it. My heart skipped. “I can take care of myself, Tiamat,” I said softly, attempting to comfort him.

His skin went cold under my fingers. A part of me wondered how that was even possible. How could someone’s skin cool so quickly? His head lifted slowly, his blue eyes piercing. “Against Izeil? Are you crazy?”

I pulled my hand back, stung, as the foolishness of my statement sunk in.

“Kali,” he said gently, but there was a fierce earnestness in his voice. He grabbed my hands and squeezed them, prickles of his energy tingling like electricity up my arms. “There is no doubt you are brave, and you’re stronger than you know. But … neither of us is a match for that demon. He knows it … and you know it.”

I swallowed my pride and nodded. It had been a stupid thing to say. If he wanted to, Izeil could probably kill me with nothing more than a look. We wouldn’t even say his true name out of fear of repercussions. He was Richard. Always Richard. “He will never leave us alone.” I said it quietly, but could not prevent my voice from wavering.

I could see the concern in the depths of his eyes. “He knows you are his daughter now. Perhaps that will help you.”  

“Or maybe it will make him more curious about me.” My heart fell at the thought of it.  

Tiamat leaned forward and kissed my head. “I’m sorry I told him, Kali,” he whispered. “I had no other choice.” His mouth tightened as he looked me over. “Shall we take this out?”

I glanced over at the knife in my shoulder and grimaced. “If you do it quickly.” I gingerly tilted my bruised head against the sheer rock behind me and waited, casting my eyes skyward.

It was over in a heartbeat. After a quick shot of pain, the blade was out. Tiamat pressed the heal of his hand against the wound, staunching the flow of blood. The firm pressure on my shoulder was oddly comforting. He leaned forward to touch his forehead against mine, and he took a deep, shuddering breath. The sound of it seared right through me.

“Please don’t risk your life like that,” he said in a desperate undertone. “Please.”

I did not answer him. The lump in my throat was too large. I knew what he had given up for me, what he had sacrificed so I could live. I was careless, impulsive.

“I know you only did it to protect me,” he continued, “but was that all you could come up with?” He moved back from me, as if he wanted to pace away, but could not because he was still pressing his hand onto my shoulder.  

“Yes.”

He sighed and gazed down at me, his mouth tight. “This is Richard we’re talking about. Izeil. You should never put yourself in his power like that. It wouldn’t matter to him at all if you’re his daughter or not. He doesn’t care about such things.”

“But—”

“I know what you are going to say. But his reaction means nothing, Kali!”  

“I saw the look on his face. It wasn’t ‘nothing.’”

Tiamat’s eyes softened. He looked away for a moment, gathering his thoughts. “It appears he had some erroneous beliefs about his ability to have children. And it is likely he’s had these notions for a long, long time. Having deep-rooted ideas ripped away like that—with living proof—would be shocking to anyone. But… it would be a mistake for you to confuse surprise with compassion.” He shifted to kneel closer to me. His startling blue eyes traced my face, lingering on every feature—my eyes, my jaw, my lips, cheeks, brows. His next words came out as a half whisper. “I cannot believe you’re still alive.”

I closed my eyes and leaned toward him, resting my forehead on his shoulder. “I did it because I was afraid I would lose you to him. You know what that feels like. You’ve been there before.”

Without saying it, we both knew all too well what the problem was. Our love for each other made us too vulnerable. Richard would never stop; he would never leave us alone. Not until we were either dead or insane. Perhaps he wouldn’t stop even then. With the demon involved, we had become mortal threats to ourselves and to each other. There was only one option. It was the only option there ever was.

“About Richard,” I began, feeling my voice waver again as I said his name. I cleared it and tried to straighten my spine, which was tough because Tiamat was still putting pressure on my shoulder.  

He gave me a crooked smile when he saw me sinking down under the weight of his hand. He gently pulled it away and peeked at my wound. “The bleeding has stopped,” he announced, relief in his voice. “And I think it has already begun to heal.”  

Of course it had. I had inherited the ability to heal quickly from my cursed birth father. Richard. My stomach twisted, and I tried to ignore it. “Don’t change the subject.” I eyed Tiamat suspiciously. He gazed back at me for a long while, lines of worry reappearing on his forehead. His eyes—eyes of the deepest, brightest blue—seemed to penetrate right through me. They screamed of depth, power and danger, and they both thrilled me and frightened me. They always had, from the first moment I had met him.

“Alright. What about Richard?” he finally said. It was more of a statement than a question.

“He makes us dangerous. To ourselves. To others.”

Tiamat clenched his jaw. He nodded.

“I can only think of one way to stop him.”

“As can I. But it is impossible. We would die in the attempt.”

“Then I guess all we can do is hope he’ll eventually stop,” I sighed. It was a bit of a low blow. I knew how Tiamat felt about leaving our destinies to hope and chance. I recalled the time he had told me hope was nothing but a crutch for the weak and the powerless. He had then firmly asserted he was neither, and took matters into his own hands as he took me into his arms—an act that nearly shattered us both.

Tiamat looked away, his eyes sweeping across the torn landscape that stretched away below the cliff. “We’ll think of something,” he said. I could hear the strain in his voice. He turned and held his hand out to me, helping me up.

When we ascended the path and reached our campsite, we saw Nathaniel there. He was standing with his hands clasped behind his back, his stance rigid and his face white. His skin glistened with a sheen of sweat. I could only think of one logical explanation for the look on his face. Richard had visited Nathaniel as well.
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Had I not seen it, I would not have thought it possible for Nathaniel’s face to get any whiter, but when his eyes rested on my blood-soaked arm, his skin paled to an icy frost. “Kali,” he blurted. “You’re hurt!” 

My mouth dropped open when I tried to think of how to respond. Nathaniel thought I was fully human, so how could I tell him that not only had the bleeding stopped, I had already begun healing at an accelerated rate? Without that knowledge, anyone in their right mind would be alarmed. My entire right side was red with blood, and my saturated right sleeve dripped sporadic splotches of crimson onto the rocks by my feet. I looked sideways at him. “It’s not as bad as it looks. Really.”

“But Kali—”

“She’s telling you the truth, Brother,” Tiamat cut in. “You know I would not let her stand here if I didn’t believe she was alright.”

“Like you would have a say in it,” I muttered, shooting him a look.

I could see Tiamat’s mouth twitch, the right corner pulling up into a partial smile. “You are not helping,” he said under his breath. He pushed his dark hair out of his eyes and tried speaking to Nathaniel again. “We can explain about the blood later if you’d like. However, I assure you, Kali is okay. You know I would be beside myself if that wasn’t the case.”

Nathaniel nodded to Tiamat, finally accepting the explanation. His shoulders seemed to relax, though he continued to shoot quick looks at my arm, a slight look of confusion on his face.

Tiamat shifted his weight, and we exchanged a long glance. “Brother,” Tiamat began, finally trying to broach the subject. We knew Richard had visited Nathaniel; we could see it on his face and in the paleness of his skin. “When we came up here, you looked like you had something on your mind.”

His eyes widened slightly, caught off guard, though he didn’t say anything for a few long moments. Instead, he turned to look out over the cliff, apparently gathering his thoughts. We waited, watching, as he drew a long breath, turned and walked to the fire pit, and then lowered himself down on a log on the opposite side. Following his lead, we sat down across from him, not saying a word.

Nathaniel cleared his throat. “I have to leave.”

We both looked at him, waiting for him to continue, to elaborate. I knew Nathaniel could see the questions on our faces. But we were silent. He would continue in time.

Nathaniel simply sat, staring at the dying embers. A light breeze stirred the flakes of white ash in restless flutters. He shifted his weight and raised his eyes. “I will be back, of course. I just need to ask a favor of you before I go. It’s about—”

“Why are you leaving?” I cut in. I was sure his departure had something to do with Richard and I didn’t like it. I looked closely at the Nephilim’s pale face; he had the bloodless look of a shaken man. 

Nathaniel looked uncomfortable. “Kali … I … I cannot tell you that.” His eyes darted to Tiamat, and he swallowed hard. “I’m sorry, Commander.” 

“I don’t see why you are apologizing. I owe you far more than allowing a simple departure.” The words were slow, measured. “You know this, Brother.” 

A vice squeezed my heart as I remembered Tiamat lying in a pool of his own blood, with a deep stab wound to his chest, and his wings hacked off. The sunlight that had flooded the ridge where he lay was quickly swallowed in shadow, the darkness devouring the light. The sunlight had faded from his body as his blood spread across the pale, limestone rock. 

His death had left me empty and numb. Useless. I had lost the will to so much as move. I had lost everything. But Nathaniel was there. He had buried Tiamat and accompanied me here to this land further south, a task I never would have accomplished on my own. I swallowed down the lump in my throat and straightened my back. Those moments had been torturous to bear and I had no desire to relive them. I bit my lip and looked at Tiamat. 

He had paled slightly and was staring fixedly at a sprig of dead leaves on the ground in front of him. His jaw tightened as he worked to fight back his own memories. Yet after a brief moment the tension was gone, disappearing so completely, I—for the second time in only one day—marvelled at his mercurial shift of emotions. 

Tiamat gave his friend a warm smile. “Besides, you need not ask me for permission to leave. I no longer command any of you.”

“You will command us always.”

Tiamat flashed him an easy grin. “We can debate that later. Tell me what you wished to request of us.”

“You know of the encampment just south of here, of course. Well, I...” He cleared his throat and tried again. “I need them protected.” The last words came out in a rush.

Tiamat was on his feet. “Nathaniel! No, Brother. This is dangerous ground.”

Nathaniel looked instantly crestfallen. His shoulders sagged. “You would deny me this?”

“It is not the request I am against. It is your wish to see these people protected. Nathaniel,” he said, crossing to him and grasping the other Nephilim by the shoulders, “The Legion will kill you for it. They will hunt you as they did me.”

“Our circumstances are somewhat different.”

“Are they?” Tiamat released Nathaniel and paced away. “The others may not see it that way,” he said, spinning back to face his friend. “I was killed for protecting only one person. You wish to save an entire encampment. Do you somehow think they will be more lenient toward you?”

“I suppose not,” he answered, straightening his shoulders. “If I die, then so be it. I know I could never come back like you did. That’s ... that’s impossible. But you made your own decisions, Wormwood. And so will I.”

“But,” Tiamat began, sounding confused, “risking your life to protect a group of people you don’t even know … it doesn’t make sense to do that now. It is almost over. And … you never seemed to care much for humans before.”

Tiamat watched him carefully, but the other Nephilim turned to stare out over the cliff, and didn’t respond.

“None of us wishes to kill,” Tiamat admitted. “But that is what we have been put here to do.”

I swung my head to stare at Tiamat, his words a complete shock. Was he saying that he would continue to send survivors on, to send us “home,” as he called it?  Before I knew it, I was on my feet too. “What the hell! I’m right here, Tiamat.”

“Would you rather I said these things behind your back?”

I glared at him. “No. I’m just surprised,” I said through my teeth. “I didn’t think those orders applied to you anymore.”

He simply looked back at me, his expression unreadable. He turned back to Nathaniel. “I never sensed your feelings for these people,” he said. “You betrayed nothing.”

“I have no feelings to hide,” the Nephilim answered. “I wish to protect them, but I do not have strong emotions on the matter. I do not love them. I do not hate.”

“Yet you risk your life for them.”

Nathaniel lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “That is my choice.”

“You know that we were never meant to have a choice. We are celestial beings. Angels do not have free will.”

“I disagree. We’re also half human, Commander. And they have free will, do they not? So would it not be in our nature to desire some liberties?” Nathaniel rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. “Look, you chose to be with Kali. We both know that getting involved with humans is strictly forbidden. You were defying orders by protecting her.”

Tiamat shot me a look, raising an eyebrow. No way, I thought. He can’t tell Nathaniel that I’m half demon. I gave my head the slightest of shakes, hoping Tiamat could see the panic in my eyes.

He gave me a slight nod before turning back to Nathaniel. “I did not defy orders. You know full well that neither of us felt the compulsion to kill her, Brother. How can we be defying orders that never came? We both know Kali is not meant to die at this time.”

“At this time?” I interjected. “Damn it, Tiamat,” I said under my breath, kicking a stone. Was he just saying these things for effect with his brother? I glared at him. We would have to have a serious talk later.

He ignored me, his focus on Nathaniel. “We cannot say the same about that encampment. Do you not feel them? Isn’t the pull to kill them driving you mad?”

“I can resist it. Are you actually telling me you’re not strong enough?”

Tiamat barked a laugh. “It’s our brothers I’m worried about. You know they will be coming.”

“Yes. But not yet. You know that as well as I do.”

He blew his breath out through his nose. “What is it you want us to do?”

Nathaniel’s smile was huge. “Thank you, Commander! I only want you to keep an eye on them for me, make sure they’re safe. I won’t be gone for long. I promise.”

“What of the other Nephilim?”

“The oath will keep them away. They wouldn’t dare break it so soon.”

The oath… I thought again about the day the half-angels executed Tiamat, and I shuddered. They had made an oath to him that any Nephilim who felt a compulsion to kill me would keep well away. It was a promise he paid for with his life.

Tiamat stared at him for a while, considering. “Fine. You have yourself a babysitter,” he sighed. “Do I have your word you won’t be long?”

Nathaniel’s eyes lit up, as if he never believed Tiamat would actually agree to his request. “Absolutely,” he chirped. “You have my word.”

Tiamat nodded in reply, hiding a smile. “Wait a moment, Brother. I have something for you.” And with that he disappeared into the cave behind us.

I could feel Nathaniel grinning at me, but I ignored him and plopped myself down on a log by the fire. I felt suddenly drained, worried about this new predicament. I didn’t like it. It just didn’t feel right. 

“Are you alright, Kali?” His voice was to my immediate left. I shifted my eyes to see Nathaniel sitting beside me, a look of concern on his face. “You have lost a lot of blood. I’m so sorry. We should have been dressing your wounds instead of debating. Come on. Let’s get you patched up.” He moved to stand, but I stopped him with a hand on his arm.

“I’m honestly okay ... at least physically.” I gave him a half smile and pulled my hand back, using it to pick at my bloodstained shirt. It did look horrific.

“How am I supposed to believe that?”

I leveled a look at him. “You just are. Please.”

“Kali, you’re white. You’re covered in blood. And the way you flopped onto this log—”

“It’s only emotional,” I admitted. I paused to gather my thoughts, sorting through what had just happened. “I have a bad feeling about this,” I said, turning to face him. “The oath won’t keep them all from this region. You must know that.” 

“I believe they will all adhere to it for a short while, out of respect for Wormwood. They had a strong attachment to their old commander.”

“You believe?” I asked. “And what if you’re wrong? What if I see one of the Nephilim approach? Or Richard? What do you expect me to do?”

Nathaniel leaned forward, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Make up for what you did last night.”

I could feel my breath catch in my throat. In truth, I would do everything I could to keep those people safe. I owed it to them and deep inside, I yearned for it. But that aside, I hadn’t been prepared for Nathaniel’s frank response, and I looked away quickly as heat burned up my cheeks. What I had done was inexcusable. Not only had I betrayed him, I nearly wiped out his entire encampment. How could he even trust me with this? 

I scraped my boot across the hard earth, leaving a crooked trail. “God damn it.”

“You really ought to stop swearing like that. Given your present company, it’s a tad offensive.”

I laughed dryly. “I will—as soon as I stop having reasons to.” I took a deep breath and looked back at him. The expression on his face was carefully neutral. My cheeks tingled with warmth, betraying my embarrassment. “I’ll do my best to keep them safe, Nathaniel,” I said, standing. “Have a good trip.”

I turned and half-ran back to the cave, feeling his eyes on me the entire time.
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