
BOOK 3 — The Beast Inside of Me


Chapter 1 — After the Fall


I wake up face-down in something wet.


My first thought is: Please let it be water.
My second thought is: If it’s not water, let it at least not be mine.


I lift my head. Bad choice. Pain ricochets through my skull like someone tried bowling with my brain. The world tilts. My vision swims. And the smell—metallic, earthy, ancient—drags a familiar shiver up my spine.

The Beast inside me stretches in the dark.

For a moment I can’t tell whether I’m lying on rock or bone or some mixture of the two. The cavern around me glows faintly with phosphorescent moss, casting everything in a sickly green light that makes me feel like I’ve woken up inside a radioactive salad.

I push myself to my hands and knees. My palms slide.

Not water.

Great.

I blink hard, willing the fog to clear. I remember falling. I remember Eli’s scream somewhere above me. I remember Silas reaching out—and missing. I remember the rogue’s laughter echoing in the pit.

What I don’t remember is landing.

“I swear,” I mutter, wiping my hands on my shirt, “if we survive all this, I’m switching careers. Something wholesome. Like accounting. Or grave digging. Definitely fewer corpses.”

My voice bounces down the tunnel, eaten by the dark.

I stand, slowly. Every joint complains. My ribs throb like someone installed a drumline in my chest. There’s a ringing in my ears—no, not ringing. Whispering. Tiny threads of sound unraveling from the walls themselves, tugging at me.

Caleb…

I freeze.

No. No, absolutely not. We are not doing that this early in the morning. I don’t even know what time it is, but the Beast whispering my name is a strict post-coffee activity.

“Not now,” I hiss.

The whisper curls back into the stone.


You fell far, little one.
I cushioned the impact.
You’re welcome.



I clench my jaw. I don’t want to admit it, but it did feel like something caught me. Not enough to be gentle—just enough to keep me alive.


“That wasn’t you,” I whisper. “That was luck.”

Luck laughs.

The tunnel stretches ahead, swallowing the weak green light into the kind of black that isn’t just absence—it’s appetite. Behind me, the way we came has collapsed entirely, a jagged maw of shattered concrete and twisted beams.

No way out but forward.

My pulse jumps. Not from fear. Something deeper. Something primal.

Find them.


Eli.
Silas.


They fell too. And they’re somewhere in this underground labyrinth that smells like rotting stone and forgotten nightmares.

I take a step forward. The cavern shifts, almost like it breathes. Dust drifts from the ceiling. My boots splash faintly with each step—whatever coats the floor is thin but everywhere.

The Beast pushes closer to the surface.


Not violently.
Not threatening.
Just… attentive.


Like it’s listening for something I can’t hear.

I keep walking.

After a few minutes, the tunnel widens into a massive hollowed-out chamber. My breath catches. The ceiling arches high above like the inside of a cathedral. Carvings cover every surface—spirals, runes, crude figures with too many limbs and too many teeth.

They look disturbingly familiar.

“Please let this be prehistoric graffiti,” I whisper. “Please let some caveman with anger issues have carved this. Please don’t let these be family portraits.”

The Beast hums under my skin.

Home.

I swallow.

Okay. Great. Super reassuring.

Then I see it—something lying on the ground, half-sunk in the moss.

A shoe.

A small one.

Eli’s.

Cold fear detonates in my chest.

“Eli?” My voice cracks. “Silas?”

Only my own echo answers.

I run to the shoe, grabbing it with shaking fingers. No blood. No torn fabric. Just dropped. Lost. Or maybe thrown.

Something moves in the corner of my vision.

I spin.

Nothing.

But the carvings seem to shift when I’m not looking, like the stone remembers how to move and resents holding still.

Then… footsteps.

Soft. Uneven. Coming from the shadowed hallway branching off the main chamber.

My heart stops.

“Eli?” I whisper.

The figure steps into the green glow.


Not Eli.
Not Silas.


A man with pale, stretched skin and eyes too hungry to belong to anything living.

One of the ferals.

He grins.

And behind him, deeper in the dark—

Something much bigger moves.

The Beast inside me bursts to the surface like a fist through glass.

RUN.

I don’t argue.

I bolt into the tunnels as the ferals give chase, their footsteps slapping wetly on the stone behind me.

But even as I run, even as my lungs burn and the Beast roars for dominance, I know one thing with sick certainty:

I’m not the only predator down here.

And something older than me—older than all of us—is waking up.


Chapter 2 — The Blood Echo


The tunnels aren’t built for running.

They twist, they dip, they narrow without warning. Roots poke through the ceiling like skeletal fingers. The walls sweat. I’m pretty sure the floor growls at me once, but that might just be my brain tapping out.

Behind me, the ferals scream.

It’s not a normal scream. It’s the kind of sound a human throat shouldn’t be able to make unless the owner has swallowed an entire beehive full of angry bees and made peace with the idea of dying loudly.

I cut left at a fork. The moss glows brighter here, casting weird shadows that make everything look like it wants to bite me. Which is probably accurate.

My boot catches on something. I stumble, slam into the wall, and the moss shakes off in faint green motes.

I glance down.

Oh. Good.

It’s a ribcage.

Human. Probably.

“Right,” I pant. “Of course. Because nothing says ‘fun underground adventure’ like tripping over someone’s thorax.”

The Beast inside me doesn’t find this funny.

It pulses against my ribs, hot and restless, whispering that the ferals are close—too close—and that if I’d just let it take over we’d be done with this running nonsense.

“No,” I whisper. “Last time you took the wheel, we woke up next to a crater, a burning car, and a man named Tucker screaming the word ‘demon’ like he was trying to win a contest.”

The Beast growls.

Behind us, the ferals shriek again.


“Fine,” I hiss. “You can help with the running, but that’s it. No claws. No blackouts. Keep the murder to a polite minimum.”


A low rumble of approval ripples through me.

Great. I’ve just negotiated terms of use with the monster living in my spleen. Normal day.

I push forward, faster now, feet barely touching the ground. Strength floods my muscles. My senses sharpen. Every drip of water, every scrape of stone, every heartbeat behind me becomes painfully clear.

Caleb…

Oh come on. Not now.

That voice is not the Beast’s. It slides through the tunnels like smoke. Like memory. Like something ancient and patient and deeply amused.

The rogue.

He’s close.

“Show yourself!” I shout, because yelling at a homicidal underground telepath always works out well.

Laughter answers me. Warm. Familiar. Wrong.

You’re almost there, little one.

“I’m not your little anything!”

The laughter grows fainter, drawing me deeper into the tunnel. Guiding me. Herding me.

The Beast bristles.

Trap.

“I know.”

Go anyway.

“I know.”

I keep running.

Eventually the tunnel widens again, opening into a long, sloping passage. The floor is slick. My boots skid before I can stop myself. I stumble, windmilling, but momentum wins and I drop into a slide.

“NO NO NO NO—”

The slope launches me forward like a fleshy human bowling ball. The tunnel tilts steeper. The walls blur. The floor drops out entirely and—

I free-fall.

Only for a couple seconds, but long enough to reconsider every life choice that brought me to this moment. If a flashback montage started now, I wouldn’t complain.

I hit something soft.

Then something else soft.

Then something very, very not soft.

I groan and roll to my back. The green light here is dimmer—just enough to make outlines of the enormous room around me.

Then the smell hits.

Blood. Old. Thick. Metallic. Enough of it to drown a small town.

“Oh,” I say, voice cracking. “That’s… that’s a lot.”

A soft scraping echoes in the darkness.

No. Not scraping.

Breathing.

Slow. Heavy. Wet.

My pulse skitters.

Then something else rises over the blood-stench—music. A low, vibrating hum that reverberates through my bones.

Not real music.

A call.

The Beast inside me goes very, very still.

Blood Echo.

“What does that mean?”

It doesn’t answer.
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