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      It’s time. We’ve waited for five thousand years for this very moment. Five thousand years trapped inside this treacherous body, haunting me for millennia. But now, now is the time for our redemption, to take back what rightfully belongs to me and my family. The ground rattles and shakes, a sight I’ve longed for, for more years than I dare to count.

      It’s time for the humans to suffer like we have. I walk closer to the surface of the Earth, listening to their mundane conversations above me, and I chuckle. That light vibration, barely a quiver in the grand scheme of things, and they’re already whimpering like the dogs they are. All that money, all that pride and pretense, I’m surprised the little earthquake hasn’t sent them running for their rockets to jet off toward the stars in fear.

      I don’t hate humans, not entirely. They’re an ignorant breed, but I can’t hate them when I was once one of them, walking through life as oblivious to the universe as they are. If I hadn’t fallen to the tragedy of living in the Underworld, I would never have come to the realization that it’s important not to make enemies of others.

      I’ve spent centuries regretting my actions. Why had I been so rash? Why didn’t I just keep my opinions to myself? If I had, none of us would be in this mess. I ruined my life, and the lives of my family; they’re paying the price for my mistakes. I was young, I was impetuous, but they were persecuting us because we were different. Didn’t that mean anything to them?

      Of course, I was going to defend my people; of course, I was going to scream bloody murder. Should I have known better? Yeah, of course, I should have. I didn’t help my family in the slightest; I only made things a hundred times worse than they already were.

      I proved those ignorant human fools right; I proved their point… but could they have maybe had a little compassion for us as well? Was that too much to ask?

      “Charlie! Grab the keys! Grabs the beans and the chicken! It’s happening! The apocalypse is nigh!” I hear an elderly woman shout above my head.

      “Goodness, Betsy, how many goddamn times have I told you? It’s not an apocalypse; it’s just a little earthquake!” The elderly man, Charlie, replies.

      “Whatever it is, I’m not about to stand up here and risk it. We need to get to the bomb shelter. Did you go to the Nova’s? Are they coming?”

      “I tried knocking on their door, but no one answered. Come on, before it gets any worse.”

      “I thought you said it was just a ‘little’ earthquake?!” Betsy snaps back, their voices growing dim as they move away from where I stand.

      I chuckle. Just a little earthquake. I can understand why they might think that. I mean, who really expects the beginning of the end? Their innocence is amusing to me. Betsy’s right, though. She’s one of the few lunatics who actually aren’t as crazy as the world thinks they are.

      If only they really knew what happened every thousand years; if only they remembered or even believed the stories their ancestors left behind for them. If only they knew; if only they believed that every thousand years, the ground reopens, and the creatures of the Underworld travel to the surface to reclaim what had once been theirs. The ultimate battle between two species, where neither side is guaranteed safety. Maybe if they knew, they would be more forgiving… or at least, more repenting.

      Anyone who wants to become immortal doesn’t know anything about living forever. Life becomes monotonous, meaningless, when they’re forced to relive the same events over and over again with no end. Always the same outcome, always the same result, because no one ever learns. A perpetual cycle, an endless loop.

      I used to lie awake at night and wonder about the creatures living outside the realm of Earth, wondering what the species living in other dimensions live like. Wishing, dreaming, that I were one of them, something other than human. They always say be careful what you wish for, and they’re right. Because now, I’m living that life, and I have regretted it ever since.

      My mother always told me not to be afraid, that the creatures I felt wanted to hurt me might actually have something else going on, and might actually need help themselves. A bit like bullies. Sometimes, people hurt others because they’re being hurt themselves, and it’s their way of dealing with what they’re going through.

      I didn’t believe her; what kid would? I shunned the idea, as all humans do, refusing to trust anyone or anything that might hurt me. I guess this is karma, giving me a taste of my own medicine.

      I stand guard, holding my ground as the layer above me continues to shake. The black ground beneath my feet feels softer than usual, like stepping into wet or loose soil, threatening to suck me down into it and never let me go. Never, in the five thousand years of my life down here, have I ever experienced this. I don’t remember it ever feeling this way, and it strikes me as odd, but I have bigger things to deal with — much more important things. Like my freedom.

      I have a mission, and I owe it to my family not to get distracted by something as trivial as the ground feeling weird. It’s probably nothing, after all.

      “Get ready!” I call over my shoulder to my family as they stand behind me, holding hands, alongside other members of our coven.

      Any minute now. Any minute, and the ground above us will crack open and reveal the world above our heads, always just out of reach, until now. The doorway to our freedom.

      This isn’t the first time the door has revealed itself to us; in fact, it’s the fourth time that I can recall. Unfortunately, as life would have it, none of the previous times have been successful. Climbing onto the surface and taking back what’s rightfully ours isn’t as simple as killing a few humans to regain control. Even if we prove victorious, despite many fallen victims, the curse they put on us forces us to remain in these wretched bodies. Without the amulet and the power of the Chosen One, nothing we do will ever give us salvation.

      The last war was the worst by far. We had such high hopes for the human that we found, the one obsessed with my people and the Underworld we are forced to occupy. We should have known that he was blatantly lying to us about being the Chosen One; we should have known better.

      He’d constructed his own amulet, convincing us that it was real, that it would finally set us free. How naïve we were. All our combined years, and we’d let a fake fool us, so desperate for our freedom that we happily believed it was real, purely because we wanted out of our cage.

      When the day finally came, when the portal opened, that was when we learned that it was all a lie. The amulet, the Chosen One, all of it was a lie. He’d been studying us for years, learning how we came to be, where we were, and he waited for his chance to prove that he was our king. And when he realized that he wasn’t special, that he wasn’t anyone at all, he had no choice but to lie. So desperate to be something, anything, in a world where he could be a little more than just a maggot.

      That lie cost the lives of so many of my own kind, including family members who’d sacrificed themselves for the chance to save the rest. Lives lost for nothing. He didn’t survive. Of course, he didn’t. Before we were thrown back into the Underworld, we made sure to break his neck to teach him a lesson. It was less than he deserved, but it was all we could do.

      This time. This time will be different. This time, I will find the Chosen One who can break this curse and save us all. But first, I need to break through this barrier.

      “Stand back!” I warn my family.

      I have to make sure the coast is clear first. The last thing we need is to breach the surface, only to be ambushed by armed humans waiting to kill us. I can’t risk losing anyone else. Not after the loss of my father, not after he sacrificed himself the last time.

      It’s a tragedy I will always remember. I resent myself for not stepping up, taking his place. I failed him that day, but never again. I will keep the others safe in his memory and make sure no one else dies on my watch. Not if I can help it.

      I reach a hand above my head, placing my palm against the concrete as I wait patiently. Or as patiently as I can when all I want to do is free myself of this living hell. I can feel the vibrations through my body, and as soon as I see that first crack of light, I move. I reach for it, fingers curling over the edge of the crack as I pull myself through, leaping out onto the surface and spinning around, motioning for my family to follow me.

      The moment my feet touch the black asphalt, I’m struck by the feeling that this was how the ground used to feel like in the Underworld, solid and safe. I take a moment to look around. Everything is so different from the last time I was up here, and nothing is as I remember it.

      The homes are more developed, stronger than they had been before, and a lot more of them. Made from red brick, an interesting choice. Metal contraptions with wheels cruise along well-paved roads, and large pyramid-shaped poles stick out of the ground, connected with wires from one to the next. The people walking around all carry small devices in their hands, staring at them intently as pictures move upon the faces of the thing they cradle, as if it’s their own child.

      I breathe a sigh of relief as I finally see something I do recognize. The familiar yellow and purple tones that have plagued my mind for centuries are still prevalent on the streets, despite how strange everything else looks and feels. It’s almost comforting, almost, except I know what it means.

      Something, other than the homes and how the people are acting, is different this time. Strangely quiet, like an animal waiting to pounce on its prey, leaving the weaker animal terrified of what is inevitable.

      It strikes me as being too quiet, and I quickly look back to the doorway, realizing that none of my family members had joined me on the asphalt. The door is sealed shut.

      “No, no, no!” I cry, clawing at the place the door had been mere moments ago, hoping to pry it open again and free my friends and family. But it’s no use… they’re still trapped down there, and I’m alone, left to face the humans alone. What have I done?

      “Daddy, look! That man is all black!” I hear a child’s voice call out, and I know he’s talking about me.

      “Kevin, stop that! Don’t be rude.” The father hisses.

      I know what he’s thinking, and I don’t blame him, but it’s not what the kid means.

      I dart for the bushes that line the street, hiding out of sight and waiting until the father and son move away, grateful for the man’s embarrassment as it means he doesn’t want to linger longer than he has to. I look down at the dark skin on my hands, repulsed. I look as though my skin has been covered in oil. Thick, slick, and sickly.

      This isn’t what we planned. Centuries of organization, and everything has gone wrong; none of this was meant to happen. My family is supposed to be here with me, by my side, finding the Chosen One and destroying the humans. I can’t do this alone. I don’t have the strength to fight them all by myself.
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