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  For all my neurodivergent and queer readers 
who learned it’s better to keep your head down
than to be your true self.
The world is a darker place
when you dim your light for others.






  
  Pronunciation Guide


Belmere - Bel-meer

Echidna - Eh-kid-na
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  Chapter One


It wasn’t Gideon’s first time in a whorehouse, though none he’d ever visited looked anything like this. Vaulted ceilings, fancy wallpaper, gilded molding, and ornate frames around paintings better suited to a museum. These halls were pulled right out of a periodical drama. Every time he walked this route to the dressing room, he always snorted at the dichotomy of their upbringing and the opulence of where he and his sister ended up.  
Hands balled into fists in his pockets, Gideon was careful not to touch anything. He wasn’t technically supposed to be back here, and he definitely didn’t have the money to cover damages if he broke something. And not just because all he had to his name was twenty bucks and a scratch-off. Thankfully, strip-clubs and museums had the same ‘look but don’t touch’ rule, so he was well practiced in keeping his hands to himself.
A ball of light flitted beside him, its giggles like windchimes as it darted back and forth in a teasing way. Nothing more than an expected product of his nerves. He ignored it as he closed the distance with the door at the end of the hall. Muffled music slipped under the door, the beat and bass a laughable contrast to the interior design. 
Turning the brass knob, he cracked it open just wide enough to peek inside. The giggling light zipped into the smell of burnt hair and expensive perfume that greeted him at the door. Dress racks exploded with fabric and feathers. Sequins and beads caught the light from the many dressing tables. A hoarder with a loose understanding of how storage bins worked had “organized” the props and costumes. 
The dressing room was empty aside from a single figure applying lip gloss at one of the vanities, his attention brought to her by the light that circled her station. Despite it, Gideon still smiled as he pushed the door wider and stepped inside. All trussed up in a bedazzled leotard and a wig of tidy, crimson waves, his sister looked like a 1920’s showgirl. The shades of gold, orange, and red gave her the appearance of a sunset and deepened the glow of her lush, umber complexion. She was beautiful, and happier than he’d ever seen her. 
Dahlia’s dark eyes shifted away from her reflection at his approach and her expression brightened. After all this time, his heart shouldn’t have sunk when she didn’t notice or acknowledge the dancing light as she slipped the applicator back into the tube of lip gloss. Fuck. One night of not having to deal with this shit was too much to ask for, apparently. 
She exclaimed, “Gid!” and swiveled her seat around, arms thrown wide. 
“Hey, Dahl-face,” he replied as he stepped into her embrace and gave her a squeeze. Pulling back, Gideon gave her a proper once over, and mused, “You’re working the stage tonight?” as he backed into the seat at the vacant station next to hers, still ignoring the light as it left Dahlia to circle him again. 
Chastity’s wasn’t like any brothel he’d ever known. It presented itself as a burlesque and strip bar, brimming with dancers and entertainers. Some of those entertainers had other services for sale. Neither of them were strangers to dancing for their dinner. Or doing other things for their dinner. Sometimes the club made him rethink his decision to forego sex work for something he was better at. 
A relieved breath left his nose when the light got bored of him and floated to the other side of the room, where it disappeared behind some curtains. Picking at the side of his thumb with his nail, Gideon rotated his shoulders, straightened his back, and popped the tension from his neck. Without his mind playing tricks on him, he could focus on his sister and be infected by her happiness.
Her nod was excited, eyes shining brighter than they ever had. “Backup dancer.” Turning to face the mirror again, Dahlia brushed her finger along one of her false lashes, then wiped a non-existent smudge from the edge of her lips. “Triss thinks I’ll be ready for my own set in a few weeks. They said they’d work with me to find my niche. They’re thinking I can start off on the swing, but I really want to train with aerial silks.” 
Gideon stared at her for a moment. Dahlia had always been dauntless, but this side of her only existed in his dreams. Confident, energetic, hopeful, she was nothing like the scared girl she’d been when they’d run almost eight-hundred miles and decided that Belmere was as good a place as any for a fresh start. 
“Why are you looking at me like that?” 
Gideon offered his sister a small smile. “You’re just… adjusting better than I thought.” 
Her replying smile was warm and a little sad. Their past was a shadow they couldn’t outrun. It lived in their scars, in the nightmares she still had to be shaken out of sometimes. Dahlia shrugged, fussing with the feathers of the headpiece that went with her getup. 
“Well, it’s a long way from turning tricks in Compton.” She glanced back up at him, and there were tears in her eyes when she revealed, “I get a paycheck, G. I have fucking dental. The insurance they offer is going to cover my bottom surgery, and I’ll have paid time off to recover.” 
When Dahlia threw her head back, fanning her eyes to keep her makeup intact, Gideon slid out of his seat. He wrapped her up in a tight hug and murmured, “I know,” smirking slightly when she grabbed the back of his shirt and made a disgruntled noise. 
Dahlia was completely rigid in his arms, and Gideon’s mischievous smile turned wistful without her scrutiny. Comforting her when she was trying not to be emotional always made it worse. The alternative was pretending that this step in her transition wasn’t a big deal, when they both knew what it meant to her. He knew how hard she’d fought for every step closer to a body she felt at home in, had mourned with her when every setback had broken her heart. He wasn’t going to apologize for wanting to hug his sister. 
She deserved this. She deserved every happiness.
She unlatched her sharp nails from his back and Gideon let her go, smiling as she grumbled, “Asshole.” Dahlia turned her seat toward the mirror and plucked up a makeup sponge. As she erased any evidence of her tears, she asked, “Isn’t your initiation tonight?” 
“That’s actually why I came,” he said, leaning on the dressing table with his back to the mirror. A casual glance at the curtains confirmed that the light was gone. Not entirely comforted by its absence, one arm crossed over his chest and tucked into his other elbow. Gideon fished his necklace out from under his shirt and stared distractedly at the other stations as he toyed with the pale gem pendant, explaining, “I don’t know how tonight’s going to play out, but I’ve been assured that it won’t affect your position here. Even if I don’t get tapped to be a trial, the Horsemen still want you.” 
Over the last decade and a half, he’d initiated with a few gangs. Being a Horsemen trial was different from being bled-in to whatever flock of local juvenile delinquents would have him. It was a waiting period where he proved his worth to a group that had the kind of pull to sway local politics. At least, that was the word on the street when an armada of loud, brightly colored cars wove through traffic. 
“You’re going to be fine, Gid. It’s not anything you haven’t done before.” 
“Maybe.” He absently thumbed the symbol etched onto the pendant. No matter the number of misdemeanors and felonies he had to his name, both on record and off, he’d never had to prove himself like this. His reputation didn’t mean shit this far north. More to himself, he recalled, “I’ve been off my meds for a while, D. If I have an episode—” 
His sister grabbed him by the chin and turned his face. When their eyes locked, she said, “Then I will take care of you,” in her stern ‘I mean business’ voice. “You’ve looked out for me since we were kids. Once I get my ink, I’ll finally be able to start repaying you.” 
Tucking his necklace back into his shirt, he eased her grip from his chin and squeezed her fingers. “We’ve looked out for each other. There’s nothing to repay me for.” 
The pain in her gaze colored her voice when she said, “I know, I just…” Dahlia squeezed his hand in return. “You’ve always fought for me, even when it would’ve been easier not to.” 
Amusement left him in a huff. “Yeah, because having me as a brother’s been a walk in the park.” 
“Hush.” 
He cracked a smirk at her disapproving look. “Listen, Dahl, I just came by to say that if tonight goes to shit, I might have to lay low for a little while. If I’m not there when you get home, just know that I’ll reach out when I can.” 
Dahlia’s sigh was exasperated. She replied like she always did when they had this conversation. “I’ll see you at home.” 
Dropping her hand, he came up behind her and held her shoulders as they met each other’s gaze in the mirror. He was several shades lighter than her, his complexion tawnier than the deep, luminescent brown of her skin. Where her eyes were dark brown even in direct sunlight, his could change color depending on what he was wearing. Gideon’s nose was narrower, his brows thicker, and when he grew it out, his curls were looser than her tight coils. 
There wasn’t a drop of shared DNA between them, but she was his sister from the moment they met until the day he died. 
He just hoped that today wasn’t that day. 
“Break a leg out there tonight,” he said, smirking over her shoulder. 
“Now that I have insurance, I actually can and not worry about it.” 
Gideon chuckled. “If you’re gonna flex on me that hard, you should stretch first.” He planted a kiss on her cheek, and she gave his an affectionate pat before he pulled away. “See you later, Dahl-face.” 
Still maintaining his gaze in the mirror, Dahlia assured him, “Tonight’s the night things change for the better, G. The Horsemen are it for us. We’re going to be okay.” 
“I know,” he said, backing up a step, then another. “I got this.”






  
  Chapter Two


When it came to cars, Gideon’s knowledge was passable at best. Survival, on the other hand, was an area he excelled at. He didn’t like to showboat, but if not dying was an official sport, he’d not only have several championship rings to his name, but also a spot in its Hall of Fame. While boosting a car wasn’t exactly a matter of life and death, proving that he could was going to decide how his time in Belmere played out. If the Horsemen didn’t tap him to be a trial, he was fucked.  
It was going to take a little grand theft auto, and a less than legal race down the 101. Though it wouldn’t hurt, winning wasn’t the point. Tonight’s goal was to not get caught or killed, showing the Horsemen that he had what it took to sport their colors. Which would require the coupe he’d marked backing into an alley between two commercial buildings. 
Careful to stay close, but out of sight, Gideon fiddled with a device in his pocket as the headlights flashed with a beep. Come on, come on. He waited until the car’s owner disappeared into a backdoor, then snuck into the alley with his device aimed at the vehicle. The doors unlocked with a succession of clicks, and the door popped open without triggering the alarm. Though a breath spilled from his nose, he wouldn’t let himself feel relieved until the night was over. 
He was halfway into the car when a shout snapped his attention to the couple who’d wandered into the alley. A curse cut out of him when the man backed his date into the brick wall and planted his hands on either side of her head. Then another curse when her slurred cadence reached him by the car. Gideon glanced into the driver’s seat, deciding if he should mind his business, but then the girl’s loud protest echoed over to him. 
“I said stop.” 
“Come on, baby. Don’t you like me? Of course you do. You let me pay for your drinks all night.” 
A hand dropped from the dank brick and landed on the woman’s waist. The guy pinned her against the wall and Gideon lifted himself fully out of the coupe with an annoyed, “Hey, shrimp-dick—” but it was all he managed to say before the night went up in flames. 
Literally. 
The girl palmed her assailant’s face, and a pillar of fire turned the alley into a blinding, orange inferno. Mr. No-Means-Yes didn't even have a chance to scream. One second, he was pressed flush against his victim, and then he was a roaring bonfire, his charred husk a shadow within the dancing flames. 
Gideon cried out a curse and tripped over his feet in his backwards scramble. He didn’t feel the sting of falling on his ass, didn’t care about the slimy concrete scraping his palms as he pushed away from the blast of heat. Staring wide eyed at the tall, rippling fire, he absently marked the way his skin tightened. He knew he was having an episode, but hallucinations weren’t supposed to burn like this.
Give him a dozen giggling lights over this shit. Hell, grinning shadows would’ve been less upsetting. How was he going to make it through the rest of the night if he couldn’t keep his shit together? 
He bit out a breathless, “Fuck,” when the fire subsided almost as quickly as it’d ignited. 
His ears rang in the absence of the inferno’s roar. The alley was sweltering, ripe with the stench of cooked garbage. The girl was gone, the guy too. Wait, no. Gideon blinked, gaping as he carefully got back onto his feet. 
Where the guy had been, there was now a blackened figure. Veins of embers peaked through the cracks of scorched skin. His head was thrown back in a scream he’d never gotten to make, and his clothes had completely burned away. Fingers curled into brittle fists in front of him, he looked like an abandoned art piece by some nutjob religious sculptor, fine tuning his depictions of damnation. Disinterested in religion, and uneducated in art, all Gideon knew was that the thing looked scary as hell. 
“It’s not real,” he said to himself as he edged closer to the charred skeleton, blinking free of the hallucination. 
Growing up, he’d had a revolving door of therapists, psychiatrists, and social workers doing all kinds of evals. When he told them about fairies and shadow monsters, they’d showed him why he needed to shut the fuck up about it. Gideon should’ve been better at differentiating a hallucination from reality, but the closer he got to the still smoking husk, the more real it seemed. He could smell the burnt flesh, could see ash flaking from the body, and the still smoldering cinders glowing under the surface. Heat burned his fingertips as he reached to poke at a blackened tooth. 
When he did, the body disintegrated. It collapsed under its own weight, the bone too brittle to hold its shape without any flesh to keep it all together.
“It’s not real.” 
Before he could back away toward the car, and continue his night like whatever just happened, hadn’t, his retreat was cut off by a descending, black blur. If he was hoping for a reality check, the thing that finally snapped him back to focus wasn’t it. Gideon blinked hard as four winged figures landed in the alley with him. 
Turning his body so he could keep them in his line of sight, he muttered, “I’m fucking losing it,” as he backed into the brick wall. 
They were huge, decked out in pitch black armor with swirling designs that glittered in the streetlights. Helmets shaped like fanned out wings blocked their faces from view. Each one had an arsenal strapped to them, and it all sparkled with more of the gem inlaid symbols that matched their armor. Eyeing the symbols, he touched his pendant under his shirt. The only way Gideon could tell any of them apart was by their massive wings. If he wasn’t on the verge of a panic attack, he might have admired the badass shit his fucked-up brain came up with. 
“Druid, you are under arrest for the murder of a human being,” one of the winged super soldiers said, their voice tinny as it came through their helmet’s speakers. “By the Order’s authority, granted by heaven and inhuman concurrence, you will be taken to the presiding Outpost Tower to be tried and sentenced. Come peacefully or die where you stand.” 
Hands raised, Gideon looked from one black-suited juggernaut to the next. “I didn’t kill that guy.” Why was he arguing with his imagination? He recoiled when one of the armored angels took a step toward him, then spluttered an apology when the others drew their weapons in response.
Why tonight? Why couldn’t he have one night? 
To his amazement, Gideon felt it when handcuffs slapped around his wrists. The metal was cold and dug in with a bite. Before he knew what was happening, a bag was pulled over his head and he was dragged by his arms out of the alley. The tightening grip on his biceps was all the warning he got before he was airborne and screaming. 
Gideon must have passed out. He didn’t know for how long, only that he was blind and woozy when he came to. Both his biceps were circled by a bone bruising grip, and his feet were dragging beneath him as he was carried through some sort of office area. Someone was typing and he heard the click of a stapler. Somewhere someone was screaming their innocence, but their voice was abruptly cut off. His heart thundered. Something was very, very wrong. 
“Druid for processing.” 
“Identification?” asked a feminine voice. 
“None on him.” 
Though she sighed and clicked away at a keyboard, the woman’s tone was patient when she replied, “That’s fine. We’ll get his photos in the system after prints and the blood sample.” 
One of his captors removed the bag from his head. Gideon winced against the bright fluorescent lights, grimacing as he was ushered to another desk for booking. Blinking until his eyes adjusted, he frowned as he looked around the office. 
As far from a law-abiding citizen as someone could get without doing hard time, Gideon had seen the inside of his fair share of police stations. None had ever looked anything like this. The walls were so white they hurt to look at. Dropping his gaze was worse. Despite the silvery veins, the marble floor competed to out-white the walls and were harder to look at than anywhere else in the room. 
The contrast between the walls and the black armored angels was nauseating, so Gideon focused on the expensive looking glass desks. They were a contemporary, minimalistic style that would’ve been completely out of place if this were a regular police station. But since nothing about tonight was regular, Gideon was pretty sure he’d crashed the coupe on his way to the race. Maybe he was in a coma.
It’d make more sense than this being an unending string of hallucinations. Those, at least, weren’t interactive most of the time. All it usually took was him holding his eyes shut or ignoring it for the figures to go away. But he was still cuffed, his arms secured by an angel on either side. 
Frowning, he watched as one of the angels pressed his fingers, then his thumb onto a glass screen. As he did the same to his other hand, the other angel took his free index finger and pricked him with a device that looked like a glucose meter. Gideon hissed at the sharp sting, remembering something about not being able to feel pain while dreaming. 
As he marveled at the agitated skin of his fingertip, he was guided to a lined wall and positioned to face a camera. They didn’t give him anything to hold up, just told him to turn for a profile shot, then led him to an interrogation room. He was seated in front of a metal table, facing a two-way mirror, and his handcuffs were secured to the table by a short chain. 
Mercifully, the room was painted a tacky shade of beige, and the tiled floor wouldn’t have bothered him if it weren’t for the rust splotched drain. Why would an interrogation room need a drain? Imaginative guy that he was, all his creative answers made him even more eager to wake up from this dream-coma situation. 
Gideon tugged on his restraints. They didn’t so much as creak when he braced his feet on the floor and put all his weight into breaking the locked clip attaching his handcuffs to the table. When the metal bit unforgivingly into his wrists, the bones aching under the strain, he gave up with a grunt. There were weird symbols etched into his handcuffs, the swirling designs like what he’d seen on the angels’ armor... He leaned forward until he could hook his thumb under his collar and pull his necklace free.
Pulling back as far as his necklace would allow, he turned the pendant over between his fingers until the etching circled into view. His heart skipped a beat. The symbol carved into the gem was similar to the glyphs on his handcuffs and the whirling designs on the angels’ armor. What the fuck? Deep breaths barely kept his anxiety in check. None of this was real. He just had to wake up. 
Left in the room long enough for the sterile chill to set in, he dropped his necklace to tuck his arms in close and hunch over himself. Without enough mobility to rub his arms, all he could do was stare at himself in the glass or find an interesting spot on the ceiling to ponder. Not all that interested in his reflection, Gideon contemplated a stain on the wall. As his index finger picked skin from the side of his thumb, he decided he didn’t want to know if it was painted over blood splatter. The cuffs clinked, jostled by his bouncing leg. 
After what felt like hours, the door opened, and an angel stepped through with a tablet in hand. She was tall, her dark hair coiled in a severe bun that sharpened her features. With heavy brows, a straight nose, and lips set to a humorless line, she wasn’t pretty in any sense of the word. She was beautiful the way eagles were, breathtaking and efficient killers. Big auburn wings drove the visual home. 
“Gideon Jones,” she said in a grated voice that perfectly matched her appearance. “You are not registered in our system.” 
It didn’t sound like a question, but she paused like she expected an answer. He snapped his mouth shut, and the rhythm of his bouncing leg redoubled. “I don’t—” Gideon glanced at the two-way mirror behind her, then shook his head at himself. Meeting her dark gaze, he offered, “I’ve been arrested before.” 
“Oh, I know.” She referred to her tablet and touched the screen with a flick. “Armed robbery, possession, assault, disorderly conduct. You have quite the colorful record, Mr. Jones.” 
A sharp sting throbbed in his thumb as he picked at it. He glanced at her tablet, then back up to her face, muttering, “I like to keep things exciting.” 
“I suppose the ashes of the human you murdered is testament enough of that,” the angel replied. 
“I didn’t kill that guy.” 
“There were no other inhumans in the area. Just you, gloating over your victim.” 
Inhumans? He pushed the odd word choice aside. “Not my victim,” he insisted. Incredulous as he was to be arguing with a dream, he didn’t know what else to do but explain the situation to her.  “There was a girl there. She was drunk. The guy was pressing up on her. She set him on fire. I don’t know how, but she did.” 
The angel hummed in a flat, disbelieving way he knew well. “And you were just at the wrong place at the wrong time.” 
“Yes. Exactly.” 
He didn’t think it was a pertinent detail to mention that he’d just broken into a car and was about to drive off with it when it all happened. Better to talk himself out of a crime he hadn’t committed than to confess to the ones he had. Police rarely cared about nuance, and if she was symbolic of his tense relationship with law enforcement then she didn’t care either. 
“Do you have a name?” At his confused expression, she clarified, “For the girl.” 
“No. I didn’t have a chance to transcribe her biography before she started killing people.” 
“How about a description?” 
Gideon snapped his mouth shut and clenched his jaw. “I didn’t get a good look at her.” 
Another skeptical hum issued from the angel. “A girl you can neither name nor describe murders an innocent, yet the only one at the scene of the crime is you.” 
“He wasn’t innocent.” She cocked an eyebrow, and the cuffs rattled when he tried to rub his forehead. “Listen, I don’t know what to fucking tell you, lady. I didn’t do it. I’m not even sure that it happened. Or that any of this is real.” 
“Oh, it’s real, Mr. Jones.” But wasn’t that exactly what a dream-person would say? She spoke over his doubt. “You’ve been able to operate under the Order’s radar because none of your previous crimes were magical in nature, but tonight you slipped up.” 
Magic? One of them was losing their mind, and for once in his life he wasn’t entirely convinced that it was him. 
“Our Watchers detected the expended magic, and you were the only inhuman within vicinity of the crime. Such a controlled and violent flame would be a simple conjuration for a Druid.” 
Those all sounded like words he knew, but none of it made sense. “Why do you guys keep calling me that?” He leaned forward, eyes squinted into slivers as he demanded, “Are you fucking with me?” 
Impossible as it seemed, the angel’s already grim expression hardened some more. “You, Gideon Jones, are a Druid. You can’t lie to the Order, it’s in our nature to sense inhuman kind. Nor can you hide what you are. Your ears are pointed, your eye color ever-changing.” 
“That doesn’t prove anything,” he argued. “That’s just… I don’t know. There are plenty of people whose eyes change color. It doesn’t make me magic, or a druid, or whatever the hell else you’re suggesting.” 
The angel regarded him for a long, tense moment. Her gaze dropped to his chest, settling on the pendant. Eyebrows raised, she lifted herself from her seat with a muttered, “What’s this?”
His heart surged with panic when she circled the table and plucked the pendant for a closer look. Meeting his eyes with a quick glare, she unlooped the necklace from around his neck and inspected the gem as he scrambled for words to make her stop. To make her give it back. 
“That’s my mom’s. Please,” he hated the desperation in his voice as he glanced from the angel to his necklace. “I don’t have anything else of hers.”
When he looked back up at her, something in her expression had shifted. She had arrived at some conclusion he didn’t understand, and his heart raced harder as she formed a fist around the pendant. “A human’s murder at inhuman hands is an atrocity that the Order of the First Blade will neither suffer, nor let go unpunished. Your ignorance is not an excuse for what you’ve done—” 
“I didn’t do anything. Give me my necklace.” 
“Gideon Jones, The Order of the First Blade finds you guilty of the vicious murder of a human being. For breaking our most sacred tenant, we banish you to Gehenna, where you may reflect upon your transgressions for the rest of your days; however few they may be.” 
The door opened and two more angels entered. Shifting away from their approach as much as his cuffs would allow, Gideon’s focus jumped to the angel holding his necklace. In a panic, he asked, “What does that mean? What the hell’s a ‘Gehenna’? I didn’t do anything. Listen—don’t fucking touch me. I didn’t do anything! Don’t I get a lawyer? Where the fuck is my lawyer?!” 
There was no way that this was real, but still Gideon fought. No dream or hallucination had ever felt like this. They were visions he could block out; sounds he could ignore. When he wasn’t medicated, sometimes little impish creatures touched or pinched him, but if he ignored them long enough, they went away. These angels weren’t going away, though.
They freed his cuffs from the table and carried him out of the room, his protests useless and his strength no match against their grip. 
“Take him to the Hellmouth.” 
Black armor glittered as more angels waited in the processing area. There was a person in deep blue robes, their skin an unnatural teal color. Their eyes were wholly black, with starbursts of white in place of pupils. Antlers grew from their brow and were adorned with flowers. Anytime he’d seen things like them before, he knew he needed to get stronger meds. 
The creature, impossible in its otherworldly beauty, lifted blackened fingers. They made a circular motion and reality warped. The air spun, colors dragging into a whirlpool with a black spot in its center. As the floating disk swirled faster, the black spot widened until it was big enough to step through. 
His thrashing heartbeat sprinted faster as he gaped at the wall of black roots on the other side of the whirling doorway. Shaking his head, he fought the angels holding either arm and dug his heels in, but they moved him easily. He was pulled through the whirling vortex into the stench of decay and death. 
Foul smelling roots spread along the wall of packed dirt like a rotting network. Gideon gagged at the smell as it stuffed itself up his nose and down his throat. Where all the roots amassed, there was a terrible looking growth that pulsed with a deep, crimson glow. The blighted heart of some cursed god. 
The antlered, teal-skinned creature stepped up to the slowly beating heart. They placed their hand on it and the room’s stench worsened as a crack formed right in the middle of the mass. The creature dropped their hand, and they all watched the seam tear apart like an opening eyelid. 
“Can I have my necklace back?” 
Someone said something, but Gideon couldn’t interpret the words before he was thrown into the eye and whatever hell it led to.






  
  Chapter Three


Gideon hardly noticed the pain of his landing. Rocks scraped his palms and tore the knees of his jeans, but the sting was secondary. He didn’t even care about the dirt in his mouth, not when he was so busy hurling up his guts.  
The tainted air stank of rot, decay, and festering waste multiplied by a thousand. By a million. Gideon could taste it, could feel the stink burrowing into his pores. It clogged up his throat and filled his sinuses. His whole body revolted. His stomach upended, coiling in tight knots that competed with his shriveled-up lungs. Tears streaked his face, snot gushed geyser-like from his nostrils, and all he could do was retch everything he’d ever eaten in his entire life. 
He couldn’t stop. When there wasn’t anything left to vomit, his body still convulsed, his ribs and abs aching from the ceaseless dry heaves. Gideon was going to die here, on his knees, in a pool of his own vomit. The stench was so bad that his body was tearing itself apart as a defense mechanism. When he tried to catch his breath, he triggered another round of dry heaving. 
By some miracle, when his arms buckled under the strain of his shaking body, Gideon landed beside the puddle of blood-stained vomit instead of in it. He rolled onto his back but had to shift onto his side when his deep breath set him off again. Heart hammering hard at his ribs, the cold sweat on his brow and back had him trembling so violently his teeth rattled in his skull.
This was real. This was real. There was no fighting it anymore. Thick rivulets of tears tracked down his face. He wasn’t losing his mind. He’d been picked up by angels and they’d sent him to Hell. He reached for his necklace and made an anguished sound when he remembered they’d taken it. 
It was all he had, his only possession that mattered as much to him as his own sister. And they’d fucking taken it. He should’ve fought harder. He should’ve fought harder. He should’ve done more. Fuck. Now he was going to die here, too sick to move, too numb to save himself. Fucking pathetic. 
No. After everything he’d been through, all the bullshit he’d suffered and survived, Gideon refused to die like this; face down in his own vomit, too weak to do anything but drown in it. 
Teeth gritted, he rolled onto his stomach and braced his hands on the dry, rocky earth. Get up, he screamed at himself. Get the fuck up! With a cry, he pushed himself onto his feet, but stayed doubled over when his next breath landed like a sucker punch. His knees wobbled. Another strained noise helped Gideon to straighten his spine. 
Throwing his head back to sob a miserable sound at the sepia-toned sky, tears burned tracks down his temples. No dream or hallucination had ever hurt this much. This was the hell he’d never believed in, and he’d been condemned for something he didn’t even do. 
Dahlia. He clutched at his chest, grasping at a new ache. What was the last thing he’d said to her? What would she think when he didn’t show up? Oh, God. He’d left his sister with no one to look out for her, no one to protect her. His tears fell freely at the thought of her going the rest of her life thinking he’d abandoned her. 
Worry about yourself, a voice in his head chided. If there was a way back to his sister, he’d find it. But that meant he had to live, no matter what. 
Coughing at the noxious air, Gideon decided that he’d smelled worse and set his shoulders. It didn’t matter that it wasn’t true. He wasn’t going to be killed by a damn smell. That was ridiculous. Wiping his face with his hoodie, he re-emerged from the cotton with a grimace and a curse. 
A sprawling wasteland surrounded him on all sides. The wind had a bite to it, kicking up dust and rocks as it raced across the landscape. Overcast skies blotted out the sun so thoroughly he didn’t know where it was in the sky, could only tell there was one because of the ruddy hue of the clouds that moved like the surface of a fast-moving river. There was no break in the clouds, no sky visible past them, just the coppery atmosphere that reeked like a latrine-turned-mass grave baking under a desert sun. 
Since he couldn’t think about the stench without gagging, he focused instead on plotting out his next move. Gideon spun on the spot for a three-sixty survey of his surroundings and noted the complete absence of vegetation. Just dry, desolate nothing. Rocks and dust, and the promise of death. 
After a resolute sigh, Gideon decided that the first thing he needed was water. He had to be dehydrated, and that would kill him faster than anything else. Without a sun, or any landmarks to guide him, he simply picked a direction and started walking. If he had any luck, he’d find a cactus or something before it got dark.
If he had any luck, he wouldn’t be here in the first place. 
By the soreness that stiffened his legs, hours passed without spotting a single leaf or root. Not even a tumbleweed had skipped across his path. His surroundings hadn’t changed, either. As far as Gideon could tell, he may as well have been walking in place. Without anything on the horizon, it all looked the same. Even the sun had to be in the same spot. The light was constant, not dimming or brightening as the day went on.
When he’d been told he was going to Hell while growing up, he’d been promised pearly gates. Go figure that his damnation would be decided at an angel-cop precinct, without so much as a public attorney to fumble his case. Now that was his luck. 
There were no other options than to keep walking. So, he did, for miles. He couldn’t tell how many miles. The only way to measure the distance or the passage of time was by the intensifying ache in his limbs and the Sahara-esque dryness of his mouth and throat. Gideon’s search of the horizon turned desperate. 
With the wind howling in his ears, he doubted he’d hear any running water until he was right on top of it. His legs wobbled worse with each step. Gideon didn’t know if he’d make it that far. Vegetation was nonexistent, and he hadn’t seen a single animal skulking across the rocky environs. At this point, Gideon would’ve been excited to see a snake, or scorpion. Anything that proved he wasn’t the only living thing out here. 
When exhaustion eventually brought him to his knees that particular prayer still hadn’t been answered. Arms hanging limply on either side of him, Gideon watched the impenetrable cloud cover race across the sky. He frowned. Clouds had to mean water. Didn’t they? But this wasn’t a landscape that saw a lot of rain, and the clouds weren’t dark enough to fill him with hope. If the solution to his dehydration wasn’t going to come from above… 
Gideon started to dig. 
Frenzied, rocks cut into his fingertips as he tore them from the ground. The earth was hard, packed with stones and rubble. He fought for every inch and the dirt remained parched the deeper he dug. Using one of the larger, flatter stones as a shovel, he kept going. The words, ‘Water, come on, just give me some water’ became a mantra he timed his scoops to. 
His head spun with exhaustion and dehydration. If Gideon had any moisture left in him, he might have cried with frustration and the fear it masked. Every scoop he scraped out of his hole drained him a little bit more, and he already felt like he was running on fumes. Once he was tapped, he’d be dead. He was sure of it. 
The odds that he’d tap a natural, underground spring were slim. He knew that. But Gideon didn’t stop digging. He kept imagining that the next time his stone shovel struck the dry dirt, he’d punch into a reservoir of clean water. There wasn’t room for doubt, because if he was wrong then the rock in his hands was as good as a tombstone, and Gideon refused to believe he was digging his own grave. 
Punching stone into hard earth, when he scraped the dirt aside, Gideon’s eyes widened. Water gurgled from where the rock had punctured the ground. A heavy flow of clear liquid spurted and swirled in the shallow well. Too desperate to wait for the hole to fill and the dirt to settle, he dunked his face into the puddle and gulped down enough water to make him sick. 
It tasted fresh, clean, nothing like how he imagined water would taste in a place that smelled like oven-baked death. Gideon only came up for air because he had to. When he re-emerged, gasping, sputtering, and the front of his shirt completely soaked, he felt heavier than he had before his dig began. 
Gideon was suddenly woozy. Exhaustion was an impossible weight on his eyelids, and without the adrenaline rush of certain death to keep him digging, his vision blurred around the edges. He tried to stand, but only managed to fall onto his side. When he rolled onto his back, he didn’t have the strength to keep his eyes open. Gideon gave himself over to the black of sleep.

      [image: image-placeholder]Pain throbbed in his skull, dull but persistent, stirring him from his nap. Even though he’d gulped down more water than he could stomach, dehydration still pulsed behind his temples. He woke up with a dry mouth and sore all over. 
If it weren’t for the howling wind, he might’ve heard it sooner. The slurp of lapping water. His brows narrowed as he listened, frowning as he tried to place what it sounded like. A dog drinking from a water bowl, maybe? It was a herculean effort to turn his face toward the noise. 
Not a dog. 
Forgetting his exhaustion and soreness, Gideon shot upright with a loud, “What the fuck!?” and scrambled away from the little pool he’d dug up, and the creature that’d been drinking its fill. 
Even though it was hunched over on all fours, he could tell that it was bipedal. It had the massive, knuckle dragging arms of a gorilla, and shorter but still strong-looking legs. Both its hands and feet were clawed with large, flesh shredding talons. Skin a ruddy-gray color, it had hard, scale-like plating. But it was its face that sent Gideon’s heart racing, and his feet itching to do the same. 
Noseless, it had a tall, flat face with a dozen beady eyes in two perfectly symmetrical arcs. The eyes were glassy black marbles with tiny glowing embers for pupils. Flailing tentacles writhed like a mane around its head, black tendrils that whipped wildly in every direction. Mouth set to a perpetual grin, scraggly lips pulled back to reveal rows of spiny teeth and a serpentine, purple tongue that wriggled with its unholy screech. 
They screamed at each other for three solid seconds before Gideon jumped onto his feet and ran. “Shit, fuck, fuck, shit, fuck me, oh fuck.” His arms pumped hard as he sprinted blindly across the rocky terrain. 
An endless string of profanity kept him moving, one for every footfall as he ran against the wind. He could hear the creature gaining on him but wouldn’t risk his speed to check. Though this new monstrosity had Gideon questioning his reality all over again, he wasn’t willing to find out what happened if he died in a dream. The tricky part would be surviving this mad dash in the first place. 
Some sixth sense breathed a warning on the back of his neck. Gideon could feel the creature on his tail, within arm’s reach, bracing to lunge. Survival instinct the only reason he’d lived to see his twenties, he made an abrupt pivot and spun, swiftly changing directions like the athlete he might have been if his life wasn’t so fucked. The monster barreled past him, thrown by its momentum. 
Claws tore up the dirt as it redirected its trajectory. Gideon chanced a backward glance and immediately regretted it. Not because the tentacle-faced beast was right on top of him, but because another monstrous creature had joined the fray. This one winged and beaked, the unholy crossbreed of a stork, bat, and wiry-haired baboon. 
“What the fuck?” he shouted, turning again to flee from the flying monster now pecking at the first one. 
Gideon ran face first into another flying creature just as it swooped down. Hand-like feet, tipped with curving claws longer than his index finger, grabbed him by the arms and lifted him into the air. Powerful wingbeats increased the distance between him and the ground, and Gideon screamed as he watched the earth fall away. Talons punctured his skin and sank into his biceps to keep gravity from tearing him from the monster’s grasp. His shrill horrified scream was swept away by the wind. 
From his vantage point, he could see the flat-faced monster being swarmed by the flying ones. Its death cries managed to reach his increasing altitude, and Gideon’s gut gurgled at the sight of the bird-batboons ripping it apart, blackening their beaks with the other creature’s blood. They gobbled up full limbs. There was no way he was making it out of this alive. 
Movement out of the corner of his eye drew his attention away from the feeding frenzy below. Gideon cried out when a handful of the beaked monsters closed in on him. The one toting him around like a bag of takeout squawked as its flock circled them. It jerked, changing course, and Gideon cried out as its claws tore through his arms. One of the bird-batboons swooped in and grabbed him by his dangling feet. 
He tried to kick, but its nails sank into his calves and Gideon screamed as claws scraped against bone. An agonized cry left him as the bird-batboon holding his legs and the one gripping his arms snapped at each other with long, sharp beaks. This close to the action, Gideon had a clear line of sight to the inside of their mouths. 
There were two aspects of their mouths, a buy-one-get-one of nightmarish killing efficiency. While their beaks were perfect for plucking apart flesh, they seemed to have a second set of dog-shaped jaws encased within. They screeched at each other, and Gideon gaped at the sight of even more teeth running the length of their writhing tongues. One bite and there’d be nothing but bare bone where skin, muscle, and sinew had once been. 
He looked around, not knowing how he was going to escape, only that he had to. All he saw in any direction were the massive, leathery wings of the shrieking flock. The ground was miles below. When the bird-batboon let go of his arms, Gideon hung by his feet and gravity pulled his heart into his throat. 
Plummet to his death or be picked apart by hellish bird-monkeys. He watched the blood dribble down his fingers to be carried away by an unyielding gale, and decided if he only had two options, he was going to pick the one with fewer teeth. Gideon’s attention was snatched from the rocky ground far below by the growl of thunder. 
The skies had darkened. Sepia-toned clouds grayed to graphite as they raced toward the horizon. Lightning crackled within the current, explosions brightening a flash flood. As the wind picked up, so did the charge in the air. Gideon’s hairs stood on end. He was swung violently by the creature now fighting to stay airborne, but his scream had nothing to do with the pain. 
Lightning speared into the flock, a blinding bolt that eviscerated a handful of bird-batboons as it stabbed at the earth below. Thunder deafened him to the screeches. They scattered, disoriented and blinded by the lightning, crashing into each other as the wind tossed them around. Another shock of lightning and Gideon was flung into the swarm. 
Claws retracted from his calves, and Gideon fell ass over tea kettle toward the ground. He reached out, spinning wildly as the wind battered against him. Falling to his death had seemed like the least shitty way to go, but instinct wouldn’t let him give up that easily. His fingers brushed leathery wings and ripped free tufts of coarse fur as gravity yanked him earthward. 
Gideon slammed hard into a bird-batboon, and they both cried out at the impact. Adrenaline made his grip unbreakable, even as the creature thrashed. They spiraled in a tangle of limbs and screams. 
It fought to shake him off, its bat wings throttling desperately against Gideon’s sides. Teeth gnashed, he grunted with each blow. Pain filled the fissures in his bones as they cracked. He tightened his grip, cursing as he was whipped around by a punishing gust and the hellbird still fighting his hold. 
“Bro, relax,” he shouted over the roaring wind and shrieking bird-batboon. Gideon didn’t think it could understand him, but they were falling fast and death raced to meet them. Able to count each jagged rock waiting to break their fall, he grabbed the monster by the face and commanded, “Level out, you fucking fuck.” 
With a quickly depleting thirty feet between them and the end, its wings flashed open. Leathery membrane filled with wind, and they jerked hard as their momentum was stolen by an updraft. Slamming the brakes didn’t save them from the crash. He and the creature hit the ground hard, skipping across the terrain like smooth rocks on a lake. 
Something cracked and pain blared in every limb as he rolled to a stop. Moisture, warm and thick, dripped from his brow. Gideon couldn’t suck in a full breath without agony stretching his ribs. He watched the flock of bird-batboons circle above despite the still raging lightning storm. They swooped at him, getting nearer with each divebomb. Apparently, he was still on the dinner menu. 
One of the creatures landed beside him, then another, and another. Forgetting the storm, the flock gathered around their entrée, and Gideon screamed when a beak closed around his broken arm. Before teeth and tongue could tear at his flesh, his back bowed off the ground and the fire of his adrenaline burst violently out of him. 
A napalm explosion of fire erupted from his pores. Gideon might’ve doubted the source if he didn’t feel completely drained. He’d done that. He’d never done anything like it, wouldn’t have believed it was even possible if it weren’t for the alley that had ruined his life. Had he killed that man? 
Fire cleared from his vision and smoke and ashes were gobbled up by the wind. The earth was charred around him. The hellbirds were gone. 
All he could do for a long time was wheeze as the storm eased from the sky, dark gray fading back to a coppery tinge. There wasn’t a trace of the storm left in the clouds as they slashed toward the horizon. Though altogether drained, Gideon still couldn’t lay out in the open like this. Something else could stumble upon him, and he’d be dead for sure. 
Gideon gingerly pushed himself up. Outside his large perimeter of scorched rocks, there was a sloping incline, and he could’ve wept. Not only at the change of topography, but because there was a cave. Shelter. Finally. It took everything he had in him to stand fully, then more than what he had left to drag his feet to the cave. 
He collapsed at its entrance, falling to his knees, then to his face. His eyes closed and he doubted he’d get them to open again. As far as shitty deaths went, in his sleep was the best he could hope for. Consciousness faded before he could bother with something as useless as hope.






  
  Chapter Four


After all the shit he’d gone through to survive, death was still after his dance card. Curled up against the cave wall, Gideon gnashed his teeth to keep them from chattering. Violent tremors rippled through him, his body quaking not from the howling wind that filled the cave, but from the fever cooking his insides. Falling to his death would’ve been quicker.  
Hindsight was a bitch that way. 
There was no way he could have survived the fall without ending up with an infection. Between the claws, broken bones, and absolute filth that lived in the air itself, any injury was fatal. Especially without resources to treat any of it. There weren’t sticks to make a splint, no water sources to clean his wounds, no pharmacy to get some antibiotics; at gunpoint if he had to. If he’d known he was opting for a slow, agonizing death, he’d have let the bird-batboons take him. 
Another bone rattling tremor shook a pained groan out of him. Everything hurt. Breathing, swallowing, even his thoughts were a special anguish. Dahlia. His sister had gone through so much already, had lost so much. He was supposed to be her constant, and he’d gotten himself killed by beaked monkeys with bat wings. 
Of all the ways to go, he had not seen that one coming. 
When another gust of wind whirled through the cave, Gideon squeezed his eyes shut and covered his ears. Shrieks filled the cave each time air cycled through. There were voices in the wind, Dahlia’s among them. She called his name, a plea in her scream, pealing as clear as the accusations in the rest. Choosing himself and his sister’s safety had accumulated victims, and now he’d die with their screams in his ears. 
‘Shut up!’ he wanted to scream back at them, ‘Just shut the fuck up,’ but dragging himself into the cave wall had used up what little energy he’d had left. 
He didn’t know how long it’d been since his fall. When every tremor made his bone marrow burn like battery acid, seconds felt like hours. Exhausted and delirious, each time he shut his eyes to sleep, another blast of wind would rip through the cave. The ghosts kept him from resting. 
The shadows moved, rippled, deepened as he stared blindly into them. “I should’ve killed you slower,” he said to the darkness, voice a soundless rasp, no better than an exhale. “You should’ve suffered for what you did.” 
A laugh replied and Gideon clamped his eyes shut as the chill rattled broken bones. He hated that laugh. How many nights had the memory of it kept him from sleeping? Too many to count. But then Dahlia had told him what their foster father had done, where he’d sent her to ‘set her straight’ when his own tactics didn’t do the trick. The last time he’d heard that terrible sound was before it was cut off by a gunshot. A bullet to the throat and the laugh was replaced by choked, wet gurgles that made sleeping easier every time he thought of them. 
Of course the asshole was waiting for him in hell. 
When the light shifted, Gideon blinked. It was a concentrated effort to look away from the wall of shadows blackening the back of the cave. A blurred figure approached, nothing but a silhouette against a gray-scale backdrop. Brows furrowed, he blinked again. 
“Dahl-face,” he mumbled when his sister stepped into view. As she crouched beside him, he used all his remaining strength to turn his face toward hers. Gideon marveled at how beautiful she was, how glad he was for the chance to say goodbye. “I always knew my guardian angel was the most beautiful.” 
“¿En serio?” She scoffed. “Minutes from death and you waste your energy on a line?” 
He frowned. A line? 
Before he could ask what the fuck she was talking about, Dahlia pressed her wrist to his mouth. Warmth seeped past his lips, coating his tongue, and Gideon coughed at the metallic taste. The hand on his nape angled his head to help the coppery liquid slide down his gullet, warming his chest on its way to his gut. 
Eyelids the heaviest they’d ever been, Gideon let them fall without a fight. He slipped into the black and joined the ghosts howling in the cave. Death was easier than he thought it’d be, warmer too.

      [image: image-placeholder]Consciousness drew him from the darkness, and dread expanded to fill his yawning awareness. The first thing he noticed was the rise and fall of his chest. There wasn’t any pain. He could take a full breath without his ribs screaming in protest. Gideon’s fingers twitched; his toes curled. No pain in his forearms or calves either. 
Now he was dead. For real this time. When he opened his eyes, he’d either be standing in front of the pearly gates he’d been promised, or the more likely alternative. 
Cracking an eye open, Gideon grumbled a curse. Hell, for sure. Just, not the Hell he was expecting. Hoping for? He couldn’t decide if a lake of fire was better or worse than a wasteland of bird-batboons and spider-faced murder gorillas. 
“You’re awake.” 
Gideon startled at the feminine voice. He shot up and backed into the cave wall, heart thrashing as his gaze shot to the woman slouched against the cave-mouth. Hands feeling around at his sides, he gripped the first sizable rock he touched. 
Casually pushing off the cave entrance, the woman turned to face him. Silhouetted by the light outside, her lean shadow’s scrutinizing gaze had more substance than she did. Stepping into the darkness, she came into focus and Gideon tightened his grip on the rock. 
She was beautiful the way Dobermans were, sleek, athletic, the promise of violence in every shifting muscle. Dark hair was braided away from her face and fixed into a high ponytail that dangled down her back. Her eyes were black in the cave’s shadows, almond shaped and heavy lidded. Full lips were thinned to a hard line that sharpened the severe angles of her jaw and cheekbones. Even away from the light outside, he could tell that her skin was a flawless taupe color, supple armor, probably tougher than Spider-Face McNoodle Ape’s hide. Gideon wondered if his rock would leave so much as a scratch if it came down to it.
He knew now that Dahlia had been a fever dream, just like the voices, just like his laugh. His mind had superimposed her image onto this woman because he wanted so badly for her to be the last thing he saw. 
The woman stopped in front of him, arms folded, glare imperious. “What, no pickup line?” When he didn’t answer, she crouched with a goading, “Go on, Cassanova. Don’t be shy now that you get to live to see what happens.” 
Just as his grip tightened on the rock, his body tensing to swing, the woman wondered, “You’re not that stupid, are you?” Elbows propped on her knees, she lifted a hand between them, palm up, and gave him an expectant look. He hesitated, and she sighed. “Güey, listen. I’m not going to hurt you, but if you take a swing at me, you’re going to regret it.” 
Her eyebrow arched, and Gideon bit down on his molars. He placed the rock in her hand. 
Long fingers curled around the stone. “Maybe there’s hope for you yet.” Pushing up from her haunches, the woman stood and tossed the rock deeper into the cave. She started toward the light, and didn’t look back as she said, “Come on, Romeo. We have a lot of ground to cover.” 
In no hurry to follow her anywhere, Gideon considered his options. Stay in the cave and find his own way. Or he could follow this strange woman to wherever she was going, and probably get jumped, killed, and eaten. Bracing himself on the cave wall behind him, he got onto his feet and started after her. 
When his options were certain death or probable death, he chose the way he always did. 
So far, she was the first person who hadn’t immediately tried to kill him. Nice as it was to have a conversation with someone whose first language wasn’t guttural shrieking, he’d stick with her just long enough to figure out where the hell he was and what the fuck was going on. Then he’d pull a Houdini. 
If the confidence in her stride was any indication of how long she’d been around, she knew how to survive this place. All being proud and stubborn would get him was dead. Expeditiously and violently dead. His least favorite kind of dead. 
“Gideon,” he said as he came up behind her, stepping out of the cave and into the dim light outside. Speaking over the wind, he clarified, “My name’s Gideon.” 
Gaze dark and decidedly unimpressed, she replied, “I don’t care.” Her braid nearly whipped him when she turned sharply and started walking. 
Drawing out a nonplussed, “Okay,” he let her get a few steps ahead of him before deciding to catch up. They strode in silence for a beat before his curiosity got the better of him. “If you don’t care so much, why are you helping me?” 
She stopped, looking down as he stepped up to her side. “That,” she said, gesturing at a fifteen-foot-wide circle of blackened rock, “Echidna wants your magic.” 
“My magic?” asked Gideon, gaping at the charred ground, remembering the lightning storm, his fall, the fire that got him into this mess. 
A war waged in his mind between logic and reason. He was fairly confident that there was no such thing as magic, but if that were true, it’d also mean that he had fully lost it. Marbles, gone. Screws, loosey goosey. This was all a hell of his own making, and his physical self was drooling in some psych ward, being spoon fed applesauce by an underpaid orderly. 
The alternative was that everything that had happened to him up until this point was real. Angels had picked him up off the street, charged him with murder, and dumped his ass in an alternate plane of existence to be devoured by bird-batboons and flat faced primates with spider eyes and manes made of tentacles. 
Also magic. 
Gideon hoped that there was at least cinnamon in his applesauce. 
Deciding he didn’t have the wherewithal for an explanation of what she meant by his magic, he decided on another question. “What the fuck is an Echidna?” 
His raven-haired companion cut him a sideways glance. “Echidna is a name and a title. She’s the reason I didn’t leave you to die in that cave.” 
The more she explained, the less he understood. “You saved me?” he asked, eyeing her over, noticing for the first time that she only stood about as tall as his chin. With the way she carried herself, he’d pictured her towering over everyone. 
More to the point, she didn’t have a satchel on her or anything, no supplies that he could see that’d bring him back from the brink of death. Not just bring him back. Gideon felt better than he had in years, revitalized, powerful. He didn’t know any drug, pharmaceutical or otherwise, that could make him feel like this. 
Brows drawn close by his bewilderment, Gideon investigated, “How?” 
She answered with a hiss, and he jumped back, catching himself before he fell on his ass. Long, pointed fangs stabbed from her canines. The whites of her eyes darkened around her irises to a deep, near-black, crimson color. Her irises themselves glowed, illuminated from behind by a scarlet light. Top lip pulled





OEBPS/cover.png
\%‘I X ‘I‘;/

\ﬁm u!"é‘





OEBPS/images/c46f73a4-c4f7-472b-9a41-5a1c151510d7.jpeg








