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				Prologue: How we gained this tale.

					It was during the winter that the Holy Unholy Adventurers had choosen to use my home as their week long vacation spot that I found myself in a strange, yet wonderful situtation. It appears that I had caught the eye of the sucubuss, and she (I believe it more to be the wine then true desire) took advantage of my room and me for the night.

					I awoke the next day to find that not only had she somehow seduced me when I didn't even realize it, she had also used her abilities to somehow, someway, make me a bit younger in stature and form. I was, at that time, a man of my 90's and feeling the breath of death's journey not far away. But here I was, feeling and looking like I was in my 40's instead. 

					"Enjoy the change?" I heard her ask, her nude body stretching next to me.

					"But...how? How is this possible?" I was bewildered.

					"My power is to consume the soul, the essence of a creature, be it human or otherwise. But what few know, other than demons and yourself, is that I can also instill essence into a living creature. It causes a reversal of aging and the effects of times wear on the body."

					"I had no idea that such a thing was possible. It could change the very way society accepts sucubi in the world."

					"Hold on there, handsome." she grinned. "This is not something I would do to just anyone and neither would any of my kin. The essence I use is my own, so we are linked in such a way."

					"We are bound?"

			

		

	
		
			
					"Oh no," she laughed outloud, "Bound would be like we signed a contract or got married. We are linked, a bit of energy between us. I can now sense if you are in danger, perhaps if you are sick, and feel you a bit closer to me. I am sure if you paused and thought about it, you could do the same."

					I did pause in that moment, and there was a warmth within me that I had not felt before that day. It was like the warm sun on a cool day, not enough to burn, but enough to make the skin tingle as it relaxed. I looked at this beauty in my bed, her form and her smile. In that moment, I felt blessed, and it was something that made my heart flutter.

					"Why would you do this for me?"

					"Multiple reasons, I suppose. One, I like you, Sage. You are someone who looks at the truth, searches for it, without judgement or bias. Two, you are a handsome man, even in your old age. And three, you see me as a person, not a demon, not a monster, and you look into my heart, not the shell outside."

					I will say that I blushed a bit at this. It was true, I had always tried my best to see the person instead of the creature in all the demihumans I have encountered and talked with, and she was no different. I was always attracted to her form, but it was her heart and goodness that I had flirted with when they came to visit.

					I laid back down, pulling her head to my chest. I felt her mahogony skin against mine, and the warmth of her internal flame. I stared into her eyes and I felt peaceful as I lay there with this beautiful woman in my arms.

					"Perhaps," I said quietly, "Today we just spend it curled up in bed, relaxing together. Get to know each other a bit better and enjoy this peacefulness that we have at this moment."

			

		

	
		
			
					"I would like that a lot", she said, sighing as she touched my chest hair, "So would you like to spend today hearing about me, and only me?"

					"You would share your past with me?"

					"Yes, Daglass." she said with a smile. "I have given you my essence, so you should hear the tale behind who I am."

					And so there we laid, naked and holding each other as she began the tale of how she went from the sucubss of the Pit, a creature who should have been savage and brutal, to the one who became a protector, a monk, and member of the Holy Unholy Adventurers. With her permission, a few changes to names or places to protect a few historians, I am proud to share how she became who she is,
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				Chapter 1: The Womb of Ash

				The Abyss did not merely exist; it pulsated with a rhythmic, sickening thrum that vibrated through the very marrow of the unformed. In the lightless pocket-dimension of Ouroboros, the concept of "air" was a fundamental misunderstanding. What filled the lungs was a thick, caustic slurry—a suspension of sulfur, pulverized bone-ash, and the sharp, metallic tang of ozone that heralded the birth of something unnatural. This was the drainage pipe of the multiverse, the place where discarded malice and strangled hope came to putrefy.

				There were no mothers here. There were no soft cradles, no rhythmic heartbeats of a protector to soothe a developing mind into the light of being. There was only the Pit—a vast, churning caldera of raw psychic residue. It was a geological scar on the face of reality, filled with the liquid ego of a billion failed mortal lives. To be born here was to be forged from the waste of the universe.

				Killian’s first sensation was not the gentle warmth of life, but a crushing, absolute pressure. She was not born; she was coalesced. One moment, she was part of the screaming, formless collective of desires that funneled into the Pit—a fragment of a dying king’s lust, a sliver of a murderer’s desperation, a jagged edge of a betrayed lover’s spite. In a flash of agonizing clarity, a singular spark of consciousness flared within that soup of shadows.

			

		

	
		
			
				The transition from non-existence into being was a sensory horror. Her body did not grow; it hardened, manifesting from the cooling slag of the manifest-womb like obsidian pulled from a furnace. Her skin, the color of deep, bruised mahogany, was the first thing to meet the biting chill of the abyssal winds. It felt like being flayed and frozen simultaneously. As the mahogany flesh solidified, it trapped within it a frantic, pulsating heat—the "demonic heat" that would forever mark her as a child of the depths.

				She crawled. Her hands, long-fingered and tipped with dark, budding claws, tore at the jagged obsidian sand of the Pit’s rim. Every movement was a symphony of pain. Her joints clicked into place with the sound of snapping dry wood. Around her, the Pit wept. She was not the only thing attempting to rise. Other "sprouts"—misshapen masses of wet muscle and weeping eyes—struggled to find a shape. Most failed. She watched as a creature with a dozen twitching limbs lost its cohesion and melted back into the grey sludge, its final gurgle a plea for the non-existence it had just escaped.

				Killian’s lungs expanded for the first time. It was an invasion. The toxic atmosphere poured into her chest like liquid lead, searing the delicate new tissues. This was her first lesson in Ouroboros: even breathing was an act of violence. She exhaled a cloud of grey vapor, her golden eyes snapping open to behold the nightmare she had inherited.

				Looking up, she did not see a sky. There was no 

			

		

	
		
			
				sun to offer the mercy of a shadow. Instead, she saw a low-hanging ceiling of shifting, violet-black clouds that groaned as they moved. They were heavy with the weight of expectancy, roiling with the psychic static of the Greater Demons who watched the Pit from the spires above. This was a world of sharp edges and obsidian glass, where the very topography was designed to wound.

				“Stand,” a voice commanded.

				It was not a sound carried by the air. It was a psychic vibration that rattled her skull, a command encoded into her very biology.

				Killian struggled to her feet. The obsidian shards cut into her soles, the dark ichor of her blood steaming as it touched the frozen ground. She looked up and felt her soul wither under the gaze of the one who had claimed her.

				Before her stood Malphas. He was a creature of terrifying symmetry, a Greater Demon whose presence warped the space around him like a heavy weight on a silk sheet. He stood seven feet tall, his skin the color of a guttering candle’s flame, his four eyes burning with a cold, predatory intelligence that stripped her bare. His wings were not majestic; they were tattered funeral shrouds of grey membrane that trailed on the glass floor like the robes of a dead emperor. He did not look at her with anything resembling affection. He looked at her with the appraising, clinical eye of a sculptor looking at a fresh block of carrion to be 

			

		

	
		
			
				carved.

				“A blank canvas,” Malphas murmured. His voice was a silk-wrapped blade—smooth, elegant, and designed to bleed the listener dry. “Born of the collective hunger, yet contained in a vessel that can walk the sunlit lands without triggering the immediate revulsion of the prey. Most who rise from the Pit are beasts, Killian. They are hammers. But you... you are a needle.”

				He stepped forward, the air around him smelling of ancient dust and drying blood. He reached out, his long, obsidian-tipped claws tracing the line of her shoulder. Where he touched her, her mahogany skin didn't bruise; it hummed. The contact sent a jolt of recognition through her—the master claiming the tool.

				“You are the daughter of this Pit, and you will be its finest weapon,” he continued, his eyes locking onto hers. “I have seen the kingdoms of men. They are built on secrets and held together by the very desires that birthed you. You will go to them. You will be the spy who eats the souls of kings while they smile at your beauty. You will find the cracks in their hearts and widen them until their civilization collapses into the void.”

				Killian had no words. She did not know what a king was, or what a kingdom felt like. She only knew the crushing weight of Malphas’s will. He was already weaving the strings of her destiny, grooming her to be the ultimate infiltrator.

			

		

	
		
			
				As she stood there, the demonic heat pulsating in her chest, she felt a flicker of something Malphas had not intended. In the silence of her new mind, amidst the roaring hunger and the searing pain, there was a shadow within the shadow. A tiny, dissonant note of pity for the sprouts dying in the mud behind her. A sense of "wrongness" that she couldn't name.

				Malphas smiled, a horrific parting of pale lips. “Your training begins now, weapon. We shall see if you can be broken before you are used.”

				He turned, his wings snapping shut like the lid of a stone coffin. Killian followed, her first steps on the obsidian glass marked by the steam of her own heat and the beginning of a predatory guilt that would eventually burn brighter than the Abyss itself.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2: Symmetry of the Blade

				The courtyards of Malphas’s fortress were built from the petrified remains of an ancient, unnamed sorrow. The stones beneath Killian’s bare feet were translucent and jagged, like frozen smoke, and they hummed with a low-frequency vibration that set her teeth on edge. This was the "Arena of the Unmaking," a place where the "sprouts" of the Pit were brought to be broken or solidified. In Ouroboros, existence was not a right granted by birth; it was a resource constantly stolen from the weak.

				Killian’s training began before she understood the concept of pain as something separate from her identity. To her, the stinging lash of the abyssal winds and the dull ache in her mahogany limbs were simply the conditions of being. But in the fortress, Malphas introduced a new kind of pain: the pain of the perceived finish line.

				The courtyard was a tiered amphitheater of black bone. The air here was even thicker than in the Pit, heavy with the scent of "iron-rot"—the smell of demonic blood that had been spilled and never cleaned, only allowed to soak into the porous stone. Around the perimeter, Greater Demons leaned against the pillars, their multi-faceted eyes glowing like embers in the twilight. They were silent, their wings folded like the carapaces of giant beetles, watching the "litter" with the detached cruelty of gamblers watching dice.

			

		

	
		
			
				Malphas stood on the highest balcony, a silhouette of terrifying elegance against the bruised, violet clouds. He did not permit them to fight like the beasts they were born as.

				“The cosmos is full of claws and teeth,” Malphas’s voice drifted down, cool and indifferent, yet loud enough to rattle the chains of the spectators. “The beast in the field kills because it is hungry. The soldier on the battlefield kills because he is told. But you, Killian… you are being crafted for a higher form of slaughter.”

				In the center of the ring, Killian faced her rival. It was a creature birthed in the same hour as her, but the Pit had been less kind to it. It was a bloated, three-eyed thing with skin like wet parchment and a mouth that took up half its torso. It moved with a frantic, jerky urgency, its singular urge to survive manifesting as a series of snapping jaws and thrashing limbs.

				Killian circled it. Her mahogany skin was already beginning to radiate that subtle, ominous heat—a defense mechanism she didn't yet know how to control. The steam rose from her shoulders in wisps of dark vapor.

				“A succubus is not a predator of the field,” Malphas lectured, his words weaving into the rhythm of her heartbeat. “You are a predator of the heart. To hunt the spirit, you must learn the symmetry of the vessel. You must be fluid. You must be the water that finds the crack in the stone, and once inside, you 

			

		

	
		
			
				become the ice that shatters it.”

				With a motion so swift it blurred, Malphas tossed an object into the center of the pit. It landed with a resonant shing that echoed for a full minute, silencing the gurgles of the surrounding sprouts.

				It was the Crescent Blade.

				The weapon was a monstrosity of design. It was a long, curved ribbon of mahogany-hued steel, possessing no traditional crossguard or pommel. The hilt was merely a continuation of the blade, wrapped in the hide of a shadow-beast. It looked less like a sword and more like a frozen lick of flame.

				Killian lunged for it. Her rival, sensing the shift in the air, lunged as well. They collided in a tangle of limbs and teeth. The three-eyed creature’s claws raked across Killian’s ribs, opening shallow furrows that bled a dark, shimmering ichor. She didn't scream; the pain was a flare of cold light in her mind that focused her vision.

				Her fingers closed around the hilt of the Crescent Blade.

				The moment her skin touched the metal, the blade sang. It was a discordant, vibrating note that bypassed her ears and resonated directly in her spine. It was a soul-bound weapon, forged in the same psychic furnace that had coalesced her form. The metal felt hot—not with the heat of fire, but with the heat of a fever. It matched the pulsating rhythm of her blood.

				She stood. The three-eyed sprout hunkered down, 

			

		

	
		
			
				its three mismatched eyes dilating until they were nothing but voids of black fire. It prepared to spring, a mass of wet scales and desperate, mindless hunger.

				Killian moved.

				She didn't use the clumsy, hacking motions the other sprouts used. She followed the impulse the blade gave her. She danced. Her mahogany body became a blur of fluid motion, a ribbon of muscle and heat that bypassed the creature’s clumsy swipe. The Crescent Blade followed her lead, tracing a silver arc in the dim light.

				She didn't just strike; she dissected. Malphas had taught her that every creature has a "seam"—a point where the physical and the metaphysical meet. She saw it now in her rival: a pulsing vein beneath the scales, a hesitation in its third eye.

				With a surgical flick of her wrist, Killian opened the creature's throat.

				The sound was wet and final. The sprout fell, its bloated body deflating as black ichor sprayed onto the obsidian floor. The steam from her own heat met the cold blood of her victim, creating a localized fog that obscured the corpse.

				Killian stood over the dying thing. Her chest heaved, her golden eyes wide and glowing. She expected to feel the "Triumph of the Manifest" that Malphas had promised—the rush of superiority that came from being the one who stood while others fell.

				Instead, she felt a hollow, sickening ache.

			

		

	
		
			
				She looked down at the rival. The light was fading from its eyes. In those final seconds of consciousness, the creature’s mindless hunger vanished, replaced by a momentary, terrifying awareness of its own end. Killian saw a flicker of shared origin in that gaze—a recognition that they both had come from the same Pit, both had been born from the same discarded screams. They were siblings of the ash, and she had just unmade one of her own.

				For the first time, Killian felt pity. It was a "flaw" that felt like a parasite in her chest, cold and jagged.

				“Understand this, Killian,” Malphas’s voice was suddenly right behind her ear, though she hadn't seen him move from the balcony. He stood like a shadow given weight, his presence an icy pressure that dampened the heat of her skin.

				He didn't look at the corpse. He looked at her reflection in the blood-slicked surface of the Crescent Blade.

				“Your greatest tool isn't your body, though it will be formidable. It is your understanding of what a heart lacks,” Malphas whispered, his claws lightly brushing the obsidian horns at her temples. “You saw its fear. You saw its desperation. That is how you found the seam. But you have let that understanding become a bridge. You are feeling what it feels.”

				Killian’s hand trembled, sheathed in the dark blood of her rival.

				“Pity is merely a lack of discipline,” Malphas 

			

		

	
		
			
				continued, his voice hardening into a decree. “It is the delusion that there is a difference between the predator and the prey beyond the fact of the kill. You find the void in others and you fill it with yourself until there is no room left for them to breathe. If you allow that void to exist in you, you will be the one who is consumed. Kill the pity, Killian, or it will kill you.”

				Killian stared at the blade. The mahogany steel was polished enough to serve as a mirror. She saw a girl with golden eyes and mahogany skin—a creature meant to be a masterpiece of infiltration and death. But she also saw the terror in those eyes, a silent scream of a girl who was horrified by the precision of her own hands.

				She was a daughter of the Pit, a student of the symmetry of the blade, and she was already a stranger to herself. In the distance, the violet clouds groaned, and the next sprout was pushed into the ring. The training had only just begun.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3: The First Feeding

				The Abyss was a realm defined by its cacophony. To live in Ouroboros was to exist within a permanent tectonic scream—the grinding of the obsidian plates, the roar of the rivers of liquid sulfur, the rhythmic, metallic clanging of the lava-forges where souls were hammered into the shapes of weapons. It was a place of sensory assault, where silence was usually a precursor to extinction.

				But the chamber Malphas led Killian to was different. This was the Sanctum of the Hollowed, a vaulted cell carved into the frozen roots of the fortress. Here, the air did not move. It was stagnant, tasting of ancient, recycled breath and the damp, cloying scent of moldering tapestries. The walls were slick, weeping a black, oily ichor that pooled in the cracks of the floorboards. At the center of the room stood a single, monolithic pillar of cold iron, etched with runes that hummed with a low-frequency dread.

				Chained to it was something Killian had only seen in the feverish, theoretical lectures of her mentors.

				A mortal.

				He was a thief, according to Malphas—a scavenger caught during an experimental breach in the veil between worlds. To Killian’s eyes, he looked impossibly fragile, a creature of spun glass and wet parchment. His skin was a sickly, translucent ivory, so thin that the map of his blue veins was visible, pulsing with a frantic, animal terror.

			

		

	
		
			
				The most striking thing about him, however, was the smell. He did not smell of ozone or brimstone. He smelled of salt, of drying sweat, and a scent so foreign it made Killian’s head reel: the sweet, spicy aroma of dried lavender and the clean, electric scent of a coming rainstorm.

				“Observe him, Killian,” Malphas whispered, his voice a silk-wrapped blade that seemed to draw the light out of the room. “See how his spirit flickers. It is a candle in a hurricane. Mortals are not like us; they are finite. Every breath they take is a countdown. And it is that finitude that makes their essence so… concentrated.”

				The man looked up. His eyes were wide, the pupils dilated until they were nothing but bottomless pits of fear. When he saw Killian—a powerful figure of mahogany-hued skin, obsidian horns, and golden eyes—he began to shiver, the chains of the cold iron pillar rattling with a sound like wind chimes in a graveyard.

				“Feed,” Malphas commanded.

				The word was a trigger. Deep within the marrow of Killian’s bones, a biological imperative she hadn't known she possessed began to churn. It was the "bloodlust," but it was a misnomer. It wasn't a hunger of the stomach; it was a drought of the soul. It was the frantic, screaming need of a void wanting to be filled.

				As she approached him, her demonic nature began to manifest in its rawest form. Her mahogany skin 

			

		

	
		
			
				began to glow with a dull, pulsating red, like stoked coals beneath an ash-heap. The demonic heat she radiated intensified, turning the stagnant air around her into a shimmering, distorted haze. The moisture on the walls began to hiss and steam as she drew near.

				The man’s breathing became a series of ragged, wet gasps. “Please,” he whispered, his voice a dry rasp of air over broken glass. “I’m… I’m nobody. Just a father. I have a daughter… Elara. She’s only seven. She’s waiting by the gate… the hearth is cold without her father. Please, for the love of the light, let me go.”

				Killian froze. The concepts were alien. Daughter. Hearth. Light. They were words that didn't exist in the vocabulary of the Pit, yet they carried a psychic mass that felt like lead in her chest. She reached out, her fingers trembling. She didn't want to touch him, but the void in her chest was screaming louder than the man.

				When her hand finally brushed his damp, salt-stained cheek, the connection was absolute.

				It was not a physical touch; it was an accidental bridge. The barriers of her mind and his collapsed into a singular, agonizing conduit. Killian didn't just see his life; she inhaled it.

				The memories hit her like a deluge. She wasn't in the Abyss anymore. She was standing in a small meadow at sunset. She smelled the scent of crushed grass and wild clover. She felt the weight of a small, warm hand in her own—the man’s daughter, Elara. 

			

		

	
		
			
				She felt the man’s fierce, protective love for the child, a glow of pure, unadulterated sincerity that made the fires of the Abyss look like cold shadows. She saw the "hearth"—a stone fireplace in a cottage of timber and thatch, the orange flames flickering against the walls as the man tucked his child into a bed made of straw and wool.

				It was more than energy. It was being.

				Then, the rush. As the hunger took hold, Killian began to drain him.

				The pleasure was sickeningly intense. It was an explosion of color in a world of charcoal. It was the taste of a thousand sunrises, the feeling of every soft word ever spoken, all distilled into a single, rapturous draft. She felt her muscles swell with a new, vibrant strength. The "hollow places" in her mind, the gaps left by the Abyss's cruelty, were suddenly full.

				But with the power came the execution.

				She watched, horrified and fascinated, as the man’s memories began to fray and evaporate within her mind. As she took his life force, she was literally erasing him. The memory of the cottage turned to grey smoke. The smell of the clover vanished. Finally, the face of the little girl, Elara, began to blur, her flaxen hair turning to ash. She was stealing the very reason he had lived, leaving him a vessel of skin and bone with nothing inside but the cold.

				She was consuming his past to fuel her future.

				A sharp, jagged sob caught in Killian’s throat. She 

			

		

	
		
			
				wrenched herself away, the psychic link snapping with a violent recoil that sent a shockwave of cold through the room. She stood over the man, her mahogany skin still glowing, her chest heaving with the stolen life of another.

				The man was still breathing, but the light in his eyes was gone. He looked at her, but he didn't see a demon; he saw nothing at all. He had forgotten why he was afraid. He had forgotten he had a daughter. He was a husk, shivering in the dark.

				“Excellent,” Malphas purred. He stepped into the light, his four eyes dilating with satisfaction. “You tasted his hope, didn't you? See how it sustains you? How it brightens the mahogany of your skin? Hope is the most nutritious of all mortal delusions. It seasons the soul with a sweetness that despair can never achieve. You did well to take it all.”

				Killian didn't look at him. She couldn't. The taste of the man’s life was still on her tongue—metallic like copper, yet sweet like sunlight. She hated the taste, and yet she was terrified by the fact that she already wanted more. The drought was temporarily quenched, but the void was bigger now, shaped by the things she had stolen.

				“He is useless now,” Malphas said, waving a hand toward the guards. “Discard the remains.”

				Killian turned and fled the room, her tail lashing with a frantic, rhythmic anxiety. She ran through the jagged corridors until she reached the solitude of her 

			

		

	
		
			
				stone cell.

				That night, she didn't practice her blade work. She sat in the absolute darkness, her skin cooling as the demonic heat receded. She closed her eyes and fought to keep one thing—one single, fragile fragment of the man’s life that she had refused to digest. She held onto the image of the little girl with the flaxen hair and the name that had been a prayer.

				“Elara,” she whispered into the stones of the Pit.

				It was a secret. It was her first act of theft against Malphas. She would keep the name, and the memory of the hearth, as an anchor. If she was a monster meant to consume the world, she would do so with a name on her lips that the Abyss would never be able to claim.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4: The Masquerade of Malice

				The Hall of Mirrors was not a place of vanity, but a laboratory of deception. Located in the sub-strata of Malphas’s fortress, deeper than the training courtyards but just above the weeping foundations of the Pit, it was a place where geometry was a fluid concept. The air here was unlike any other part of Ouroboros; it was thick and humid, saturated with volatile illusion magic that made the atmosphere shimmer with the sickly iris of oil floating on stagnant water.

				There were no stone walls here. Every surface was composed of floor-to-ceiling panes of silvered glass, polished to such an impossible degree that they didn't just reflect light—they seemed to hunger for it. The maze was a dizzying, recursive nightmare. To walk through it was to see a thousand versions of oneself, stretching into infinity, each one slightly distorted by the ancient, malicious magic etched into the glass. Some reflections showed Killian as a skeletal wraith, others as a titan of muscle and flame, and still others as a weeping pile of obsidian slag.

				This was where Killian was brought to learn the "Shift"—the most essential, and most agonizing, part of an infiltrator’s arsenal.

				“Your mahogany skin is a mark of the Pit,” her tutor hissed.

				Vetch was a creature who had clearly spent too 

			

		

	
		
			
				many centuries in this hall. He was a sallow-faced demon, his skin the color of a wet, discarded shroud and his fingers unnaturally elongated, ending in needle-thin protrusions. He didn't walk so much as he glided, his reflection in the mirrors moving with a predator’s grace that outpaced his physical body. In his right hand, he carried a rod of cold iron, three feet of black metal etched with runes of suppression that bled a faint, numbing frost.

				“In the courts of men,” Vetch continued, his voice like the dry rustle of dead leaves, “that skin is a death sentence. It is the color of the deep earth, the color of blood and forbidden power. They will see you and they will smell the sulfur. You must learn to wear their skin like a silk gown, Killian. You must become the lie they want to believe.”

				Killian stood in the center of a circular clearing within the mirrors. She was stripped to basic training leathers, her mahogany skin glistening with the sweat of exertion. Her obsidian horns curved back from her brow, sharp and defiant, and her spade-tipped tail lashed behind her, catching on the silvered edges of her environment.

				“Visualize,” Vetch commanded. “Visualise the prey.”

				Killian closed her eyes. She summoned the memory she had stolen from the thief—the flashes of pale porcelain skin, the soft, rounded features of the women who inhabited the man’s village. She tried to 

			

		

	
		
			
				force her will upon her own biology. She focused on her mahogany arm, trying to drain the color from it, trying to soften the dense, metallic muscle into the pliant, delicate flesh of a human lady.

				It was an exhausting, visceral struggle. To shift was not like changing clothes; it was like trying to rewrite her own molecular structure while remaining conscious. It felt like trying to hold her breath underwater while submerged in liquid iron. Her skin burned with the effort. Every time she managed to achieve a sickly, pallid hue on a patch of skin, her true form would snap back with a violent, elastic recoil that left her gasping.

				“Breathe, you useless sprout!” Vetch snapped. He struck her across the shoulders with the cold iron rod.

				The impact was a shock of freezing agony. Where the iron touched her mahogany skin, the demonic heat she radiated was instantly snuffed out, replaced by a numbing chill that felt like it was frosting her internal organs. A white welt rose on her shoulder, the mahogany skin cracking under the pressure of the iron.

				“Seduction requires pliability!” Vetch shrieked, his voice rising to a frantic pitch. “You are too rigid! You cling to your demonic pride as if it were a shield! The prey does not fall for shields, Killian. They fall for mirrors! You must become whatever void they have in their hearts!”

				Killian wiped a bead of dense, heated sweat from 

			

		

	
		
			
				her brow. Her golden eyes were wild, flickering with the "void of black fire" she had accessed in the training pits. The heat she radiated was now so intense that the mirrors began to fog, her thousand reflections disappearing into a hazy, red-tinted mist.

				She looked at Vetch through the steam. A new weapon was beginning to form in her mind, something sharper than her Crescent Blade and more resilient than the Shift.

				“Perhaps,” she said, her voice dripping with a newfound, jagged sarcasm that bit into the humid air, “I simply find the idea of looking like a fragile, porcelain doll as boring as your lectures, Vetch. Tell me, do the men of the mortal world really have such a shortage of interesting colors? Or is it simply that you demons lack the imagination to see anything other than what you wish to destroy?”

				Vetch’s eyes narrowed into needle-points of yellow malice. His elongated fingers clutched the iron rod so hard they creaked.

				“Your tongue is getting sharper than your blade, Killian. Do not mistake Malphas’s patronage for immunity. He has little patience for a weapon that talks back or a jester who cannot perform. He wants a Queen of Bone, not a petulant child.”

				He struck her again, a rapid series of blows that landed on her ribs, her thighs, and her arms. Each one was a symphony of cold fire. Killian didn't cry out. She stood her ground, her mahogany skin turning a 
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