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Mondays, Am I Right?


Mara





Mondays are for laundry, rent reminders, and not murder. 

So far, I’m failing on all three.

Rain slicks the pavement, neon bleeding across puddles like someone dumped a rave into the gutter. My boots splash through it as I run, chasing the little bastard who thought he could snack on a drunk in the alley behind Tenth Street.

“Come on, sweetheart,” I call after him, voice sing-song sweet. “If you’re gonna rip out throats in my city, at least have the courtesy to die pretty when I catch you.” He snarls back, teeth flashing in the glow of a half-broken neon sign buzzing overhead. Cute. He’s quick—skinny, twitchy limbs flailing like a crackhead spider. A low-level leech demon. The kind that thinks blending in means wearing a hoodie, mumbling to himself, and smelling like burnt hair and spoiled meat.

“Nice try, Nosferatu,” I snarl, lunging. “But your skincare routine isn’t fooling anyone.”

I slam him into the graffiti-splattered wall hard enough to shake loose a rain of brick dust. He claws at my ribs, sparks of fire dancing under my skin, but pain’s just foreplay at this point. My knee drives into his gut and he folds, gasping wetly.

“Oh, don’t look so shocked,” I purr, twisting his arm until bone creaks. “You didn’t think I hunted in heels for the cardio, did you?”

He thrashes, wild and sloppy, claws flashing. I dodge by a hair’s breadth, tail snapping out like a whip to hook around his ankle. With a hard jerk, I yank him off-balance, sending him crashing onto the pavement.

My palm lights up, chaos buzzing hot under my skin. Fine—if brute force won’t end this, then magic will. I press my fingers together, sparks bleeding into a sigil I know too well, one that should brand straight into his chest and end this with a single strike.

But the leech jerks, wild, and the shadow in the alley moves faster—his boot lashes out, kicking my hand aside just as the mark flares bright.

The sigil slams into the wall instead, burning deep into the soaked brick, glowing like molten graffiti. My mark. My species branded into the alley for anyone with the right eyes to see.

“Shit,” I hiss, the heat lancing back into my palm, stinging like I just carved myself open. 

He spits black ichor into my face. Disgusting. I wipe it away with the back of my hand, sighing dramatically. “Rude. Didn't even buy me dinner first.”

He lunges up, catching me by surprise, claws grazing my cheek. The sting makes my vision flare red. My tail lashes out again, catching him across the jaw with a sharp crack. He stumbles, hits the wall, but still comes crawling back like the stubborn cockroach he is.

Messy doesn’t even cover it—we’re rolling in grit and glass, his claws snagging fabric, my fists sinking into flesh. Neon bleeds over us, pinks and blues and electric greens splattering like we’re brawling inside a rave. My horns flicker in and out of the shadow as if they can’t decide whether this is a fight or a party.

My tail snakes tighter around his ankle, coiling like a serpent. He thrashes, claws tearing at the pavement, but I’ve got him pinned, my boot grinding into his chest. One more twist. One more strike. His head would be decorating the curb, and I’d be walking home with blood on my knuckles and a smug grin.

“Say cheese,” I whisper, claws flexing.

The moment is perfect. The kill is mine.

Until the air shifts.

Heavy. Wrong.

The kind of wrong that makes your bones want to crawl out of your skin and hide.

A laugh unfurls from the shadows—low, deep, amused. It slides down my spine like ice water. “Tsk, tsk. Playing vigilante again, little monster?”

I freeze, claws hovering inches from my target’s throat. Not at the words—though they’re enough to make something primal in me shiver—but at the weight of power pressing down the alley. Thick. Suffocating. Strong. Too strong.

The leech demon beneath me shudders, his bloody mouth curling into a grin of sick relief. He knows who’s here.

I don’t. Not really. Just a silhouette at the mouth of the alley, tall and patient, eyes glowing red like coals that have been smoldering for centuries.

“Back off,” I snap, though it comes out thinner than I’d like. My tail tightens reflexively, but the bastard on the ground chuckles, like he already knows the fight’s over. The shadow lifts a hand. The air snaps—sharp, brittle, like glass breaking in my lungs. My mark burns against the wall behind me, my chaos flaring wild and uncontrolled.

And in the blink of an eye, my prey wrenches free, throwing me off, tearing out of my grip and stumbling to his savior’s side like a pathetic dog to its master.

“Another night, another mess,” the shadow drawls, voice curling with amusement as his gaze skims me like a blade. “Careful, darling. One day, you’ll choke on your own chaos.”

The leech clings to him like a parasite, trembling with relief. I should let it go. Cut my losses. Walk away with whatever shred of dignity I have left.

But I don’t.

Because chaos doesn’t walk away.

My tail whips forward with a crack, aiming straight for the smug bastard’s throat. My claws flare, catching neon light, and I lunge with all the speed I can muster.

The shadow doesn’t even move.

With the barest flick of his wrist, the air seizes. Invisible force slams into me, ripping the breath from my lungs and hurling me backward. I hit the wall so hard brick dust rains down on me, my horns gouging shallow furrows into the stone.

Pain blooms hot in my shoulder, but rage burns hotter. I stagger forward, tail lashing, and snarl, “Fight me, you coward.”

He tilts his head, eyes gleaming like molten coals. Not angry. Not even amused anymore. Just… assessing. “You mistake me for one of your alley rats,” he says, voice like velvet smoke. “But you’re not worth the effort.”

Another snap of power—and my body folds, slammed flat against the wall like a bug under glass. My tail thrashes uselessly, claws sparking as they scrape the bricks. I can’t move. Can’t breathe.

He steps closer, just enough that the leech cowers further behind him, peeking out like a guilty child. His smile is sharp. “Run along, little monster. Keep pretending you’re doing good.”

The force vanishes as suddenly as it came, dropping me hard onto my knees in the wet grit. By the time I drag in a ragged breath, they’re gone—vanished into shadow, leaving only the echo of that laugh.

My mark still burns bright on the wall, betraying me like a flare in the dark.

I spit blood, wipe it off my chin, and mutter, “Fantastic. Now I’m getting my ass handed to me and leaving breadcrumbs.”

Mondays.

Always Mondays.


      ***By the time I drag myself through my apartment door, I’m bleeding from at least three places and smell like wet dog and burnt ozone. My tail knocks over a shoe rack on the way in. Whatever. I never liked those shoes anyway.

The fridge hums at me like it knows my sins. I yank it open, grab the half-melted pint of rocky road and shut the fridge.

I limp toward the couch, carton in one hand, shirt pressed uselessly against my side with the other. Every step leaves little smears of blood across the floorboards. Future me will hate cleaning this up. Present me could not care less. I leave the rocky road on the coffee table and consider my choices. 

The duct tape waits in my bathroom cabinet like a loyal friend. Gauze, wrap, slap, tape. It’s not pretty, but neither am I right now. The sticky pull of tape against my skin makes me hiss through my teeth. “Professional medical care, brought to you by Home Depot.”

I collapse onto the couch, carton balanced on my stomach, and let my head loll back against the cushions. The neon glow from outside flickers through the blinds, painting the room in sickly pinks and blues.

“Six hours,” I mutter, licking marshmallow off my thumb. “Six goddamn hours until I have to open the shop and pretend I didn’t almost get my spine rearranged.”

I shove another bite of ice cream into my mouth and grin bitterly. The spoon clatters into the empty carton as I kick it onto the coffee table, where it joins the graveyard of last week’s takeout containers and half-finished sketches. My apartment isn’t exactly clean, but it’s charismatic. Two floors of barely controlled chaos.

The bottom level is a collision of art supplies and lived-in clutter: canvases stacked against the walls, some finished, some abandoned mid-stroke. Open jars of brushes, dried stiff with paint. Ink bottles scattered like fallen soldiers on the kitchen counter. The couch I’m draped across has a constellation of paint smears and Sharpie doodles on the armrest. I call it “decor.”

The spiral staircase creaks up to a loft where my bed lives under slanted skylights, sheets tangled and paint-stained just like everything else I own. Above the bed, I’ve pinned a tapestry I picked up at a flea market—midnight blue with a white crescent moon. It flutters whenever the cracked window lets the city night breeze creep in.

Charcoal sketches are taped crooked along the walls, so many they overlap in places. Some are grotesque—demon studies I can’t help but put down on paper. Others are softer: portraits, flowers, the curve of a spine. A thousand half-finished ideas plastered everywhere like I’m afraid of forgetting myself if I stop creating.

It’s messy. It’s too much. It’s mine.

I sink deeper into the couch cushions, lick melted marshmallow off my thumb, and mutter to the ceiling, “Six hours until I have to pretend to be normal again.”

The canvases don’t answer. They never do.


      ***Morning smells like coffee and antiseptic ink cleaner, and I smell like bruises. Nothing a hoodie and a thick smear of concealer can’t cover. Mostly.

The shop hums to life around me as I flick on the lights—black walls layered with band posters and neon signs, the faint buzz of machines waiting to sing. Every square inch of this place is mine. The front window is painted with curling smoke designs I freehanded one night at 3 a.m. The floor tiles are splattered with accidental drips of color I never bothered to scrub out. The back wall holds a massive mural of a serpent tangled through roses, my rebellion in permanent ink.

This shop is my middle finger to my mother. Proof I can do whatever I want in life, even if “whatever I want” is stabbing people with needles until they’re bleeding art. She wanted me in pearls and pressed skirts, smiling politely through Sunday luncheons. Instead, I carve beauty into skin and wipe it down with paper towels.

Do I love tattooing? Absolutely. I love watching someone look in the mirror and see a piece of themselves on the outside for the first time. I love that art means permanence here, not just another sketchbook crammed under my bed. But art doesn’t pay bills—not the way blood does. So I built this place as the next best thing. A compromise. A sanctuary.

I catch my reflection in the sterilizer’s chrome side panel—hood pulled low, skin pale from the night’s fight, a smear of bruising across my jaw I didn’t blend well enough. Clients will think I got into a bar fight. Which, to be fair, isn’t that far from the truth.

I roll my shoulders, ignore the sting, and set out the needles and ink cups. First appointment in twenty minutes. Another day of pretending I’m normal, even as the faint echo of last night’s sigil still burns under my skin like a brand.








  
  

Lunch Break with God


Mara





The bell above my shop door jingles as my last morning client leaves, showing off their fresh ink with a grin despite it being covered in clear film. I wipe down the chair, check the time, and sigh. Lunch break. 

Across the road, through the drizzle and traffic noise, it waits for me. The irony of it never fails to make me smirk—my tattoo shop, with its neon serpent mural, staring directly at a church that’s so quiet it might as well be forgotten by the rest of the city. No tourists. No choirs. Just a place for the stubborn few who still show up.

I cross anyway, hood up, bandaged arm throbbing beneath my sleeve. It's healing, just not as fast as I'd like.

The heavy wooden doors creak open, and the scent hits me first: incense, candle wax, the faint musk of old hymnals. Light filters through tall stained-glass windows, not colorful saints or angels but simple designs—rays of gold, a lone cross, a tree etched in red and blue. The colors scatter across the worn stone floor, pooling at my boots.

It’s beautiful in a way that hurts. Too much light for someone like me.

I walk straight to the front pew, as I always do, not bothering with the polite shuffle halfway down. If I’m going to burn, I’ll burn where it counts.

“Ah, Mara.” The voice is warm, familiar. I glance up to see Pastor Jonah—the man somehow managing to look both boyishly young and weary beyond his thirty-something years. Dark hair shot through with early gray, sleeves rolled up like he’s been hauling hymnals instead of preaching. His smile is easy, never forced, even when I’m the one it’s aimed at. “How are you?” he asks, genuine concern in his tone.

“Exhausted,” I admit, sliding into the pew like I belong here. My tail stays taped and tucked beneath my shirt, twitching but unable to move. “And hungry. And cranky. Take your pick.”

He chuckles, stepping down from the altar to lean lightly against the front rail. “And how are you faring otherwise? Truly?”

I rest my elbows on my knees, chin in my palms, and stare at the fractured light spilling across the stone. “I’d be a hell of a lot better if I didn’t go chasing after leeches at all hours of the night.” His brows lift, just slightly. He doesn’t press. Never does. Jonah knows better than to ask what I mean, and I’ve never volunteered.

But his eyes soften, sympathy breaking through like sunlight through the stained glass. “Some battles,” he says quietly, “aren’t yours to fight, Mara.”

I snort, leaning back. “Tell that to the monsters bleeding out in alleys.” The church is silent after that, the kind of silence that’s heavy, sacred, and just a little accusing. And me? I sit there grinning bitterly, because this is the closest thing I have to confession. 

Jonah sighs, the kind that sounds too old for his thirty-something body. “You’re going to get yourself seriously hurt one day, Mara. Or worse.”

I roll my eyes and let my head thunk back against the pew. “Yeah, well, if the hunters did a halfway decent job, maybe I wouldn’t have to do this.”

His gaze sharpens, calm but steady. “The hunters do a decent job. You’re just… looking for penance. Repenting for what you are. But, Mara—” he softens again “—we can’t help how we’re born.”

That digs under my skin in a way I don’t like. My laugh comes out sharp. “Tell that to the world, Jonah. They don’t need to know demons exist among them. But it doesn’t help when you are one of those things people should be afraid of.”

Silence stretches between us, broken only by the flicker of candle flames. He doesn’t look away. Doesn’t flinch.

“I know you’re a demon,” he says finally. His voice is calm, like he’s just admitting he knows it might rain later. “And I’m not afraid of you.”

I bark out a laugh, shaking my head. “That’s because you think God’s going to protect you.”

Jonah steps closer, resting his hand lightly against the back of the pew, his expression firm in a way that makes me shift uncomfortably. “No. Because you have a soul.” For a second, I forget how to breathe. My tail still attempts to twitch, restless. I hate how his words linger, unwanted, like holy ash clinging to my skin. Jonah doesn’t move, doesn’t raise his voice. He just looks at me like he’s trying to peel back every layer I’ve glued on. “Why do you keep doing it, Mara? Why chase them? Is it justice… or guilt?”

I huff out a laugh that tastes bitter. “Justice, guilt—flip a coin, Jonah. Heads, I save the humans. Tails, I convince myself I’m not a complete waste of oxygen.” His brow furrows, but he doesn’t interrupt. I lean forward, elbows on my knees, picking at the chipped polish on my thumb. “The truth? Maybe I just like the fighting. Maybe I like breaking things. Chaos fits me like a second skin, and if I can use it to rip out a few monsters along the way, hey, bonus points. The city gets a little safer, and I get to sleep without dreaming of blood on my hands.”

Jonah studies me quietly, his voice soft but cutting when it comes. “Or maybe you’re trying to prove to yourself that you’re not one of them.”

My smile falters, sharp edges dulling. “Careful, Pastor. That sounded dangerously close to a sermon.”

He doesn’t rise to the bait. “You don’t need to prove anything to me. Or to God.” I sit back, scoffing like it’s funny, but the words cling anyway, sticky and uncomfortable. Soul. As if that absolves me. As if that erases the blood that’s never coming out from under my nails. My fingers trace the edge of the pew. “I just… I just want a chance to feel something, Jonah. Anything that isn’t violence or exhaustion or pretending.”

His eyes narrow, thoughtful. “Is that because you’re avoiding your nature?”

I let out a humorless laugh, tail flicking under my coat. “My nature is a danger, Pastor. I have to avoid it. But I also have to let it out to play, or it eats me alive. And that—” I gesture vaguely with one hand, sharp smile cutting across my face—“is a whole other story.”

Jonah doesn’t flinch, doesn’t scold. He just studies me like he’s searching for the truth between my words. “Is there anyone you can talk to about this?”

I tilt my head, grin crooked. “I’m talking to you, aren’t I?”

He shakes his head. “No. I mean family. Friends. A boyfriend, maybe?”

That one makes me laugh, full and sharp enough to echo in the church. “Pastor, if you knew me, you’d realize how absurd that all sounds. Family? They’d burn me. Friends? I’d burn them. And a boyfriend—” I snort, waving the idea away. “That’s comedy gold.”

Jonah’s expression doesn’t change. Calm. Patient. Just waiting. Then, finally: “Alright then. Tell me.”

The words hang in the air like incense smoke. A challenge. An invitation. And for a second—just a second—I almost want to.

The silence stretches too long. My grin falters, and before I can stop myself, the words slip out. “My mother wanted to keep it contained. My demon side. She—” I huff a bitter laugh. “She talked about surgery. Thought if she cut me open enough times, she could carve the monster out of me. Figured getting rid of my tail might do it—not that I let her.”

Jonah’s brows lift, eyes widening. “Surgery?” Then, more carefully, “You… you have a tail?”

I glare, pressing a finger to my lips. “Shhh. Details. You’re missing the point.”

His lips twitch like he wants to smile, but he doesn’t interrupt again. “My mother’s the type you’d call high society.” The words taste like poison. “Pearls, luncheons, social galas in D.C. She didn’t exactly appreciate having a daughter who came with horns and claws as a bonus feature. That’s why I got out. Washington didn’t need me, and I sure as hell didn’t need it. Brooklyn’s messy enough to swallow me whole without asking questions.”

Jonah tilts his head, voice soft. “It sounds like you’re just looking for an escape.”

I laugh, sharp and humorless. “Escaping my mother was the least of my concerns.”

His gaze lingers, steady. “How did she treat you otherwise?”

I pick at a flake of paint on the pew, avoiding his eyes. “Not awful, exactly. She fed me, dressed me, tolerated me. But she wouldn’t say a damn thing about my father.” My throat tightens, the words spilling faster than I like. “When I got older, I figured it out. He was a demon. Slept with her, vanished before the ink dried on her mascara. And lucky me—” I spread my hands, grinning bitterly—“I’m the mistake that crawled out of the wreckage.” Jonah exhales slowly, but his gaze doesn’t waver. “It was unfortunate,” I add, quieter now, “but from what I can tell, it wasn’t meant to happen. I wasn’t meant to happen. Just another mistake.”

The stained glass light paints my hands in gold and red, and for a moment, I look like I belong in this place. But I don’t. I never will. Jonah doesn’t look away, even when I spit the word mistake like it’s carved into me. He just exhales, slow and steady, and says, “You were meant to happen. You’re here.” My throat tightens, and I’m not sure if I want to hit him or hug him for saying it. He adds gently, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth, “And luckily without the horns, fangs, and claws to go with the tail.”

That earns him a wicked grin. I lean forward, hiss sharply, and bare my fangs while my eyes shift—black swallowing gold, glowing just enough to make the stained glass flicker off them. Only for a second.

Jonah startles back, hands gripping the edge of the pew.

I burst out laughing. “Oh, that was priceless.”

His brows draw tight, voice stern in a way that makes him sound more like a scolding brother than a pastor. “Mara, that’s not funny.”

“Yes, it was,” I shoot back, still grinning. I flop against the pew, casual as sin. “The only feature I can’t hide is the tail. But luckily—” I waggle my eyebrows. “Duct tape is a thing.”

His expression falters between exasperation and reluctant amusement, and for a brief second, I feel almost… normal.

Almost. “You don’t have to carry all this alone,” he says softly. “You know that, right?”

My grin slips for a heartbeat before I force it back into place, wide and sharp. “Sure, Pastor. Next time I’m knee-deep in demon guts, I’ll give you a call. You can bring the communion wafers and a mop.” He sighs, muttering something about me being impossible, but I’m already standing, tugging my hoodie up. “Hey, I never claimed sainthood,” I say, flashing him a mock salute. “But I’ll take your blessing anyway. Never hurts to have a little holy insurance.”

Jonah opens his mouth to answer, but I don’t give him the chance. The heavy doors creak as I push them open, the late afternoon light spilling harsh and bright onto my face.

I glance back just long enough to grin at him over my shoulder. “See you Sunday, Pastor. Don’t save me a seat—I like to keep hell guessing.”

Then I’m out, boots hitting the pavement, tail twitching under my coat as I cross back to my shop. Sarcasm steady on my lips, exhaustion steady in my bones. The world gets Mara the misfit tattoo artist. Jonah gets Mara the demon. And me?

I don’t get to be either.








  
  

The Precinct That Knows


Gabriel





Daylight in New York smells like burnt coffee, exhaust, and last night’s trash steaming on the sidewalks. By night it’s worse—sweat, piss, booze, and the copper tang of blood that lingers too long in an alley where the crime scene tape’s been ripped down. The kind of smells that never leave your jacket, no matter how many times you wash it. 

I shove a stack of case files across my desk, the paper edges curling where coffee rings have bled through. Half the reports are nonsense—“ritualistic stabbing,” “drug-fueled frenzy,” “suspected animal attack.” Same bullshit labels they’ve been using for years. Nobody outside these walls dares write the word demon.

But in this precinct, we know better. We see the wounds no human weapon makes. The shadows that bend wrong, stretch too long. The crime scenes scrubbed so clean you can still smell sulfur seared into the drywall. Cases like these don’t close easy. Hell, most of them don’t close at all. Try explaining to a grieving widow that her husband was ripped in half by something with claws and wings and a taste for livers. Try putting that in the official report.

That’s why the file cabinets in this place sag with unsolveds. Low closure rate, they call it. A stain on the department. What they don’t know is you can’t exactly book a demon. No cuffs, no court dates, no prison sentences. Just one solution when the truth finally claws its way out: execution.

Six months in this city and it still feels like a war zone. Washington was bad, but New York bleeds different—too many bodies, too much chaos, too many cases that end with nothing left to tag but a bag of ash and teeth. The Order didn’t send me here for comfort. They sent me because things are spiraling.

Not every detective in this precinct carries the weight I do. Some of them are just cops—damn good ones, trying to keep the lid on a city that doesn’t want to see what’s under it. But me? I’ve got two chains of command: the badge on my chest, and the Order of the Ashen Cross breathing down my neck.

I don’t mind. It’s in the blood. Ward men don’t run from this work—we sharpen blades, we burn our prayers into steel, and we pass it down like heirlooms. My father does it. My brother too. Tradition’s not always pretty, but it’s steady. And I’ll carry it until my hands can’t hold a weapon anymore.

“Yo, Ward.”

I glance up from the paperwork littering my desk, half the reports stamped unsolved before the ink even dried. My partner leans in the doorway, coffee in one hand, phone in the other like he was born balancing both. Darrell Jackson—dark skin, sharper eyes, and a permanent side-eye that could peel paint. He’s been at this longer than me, not Order, but doesn’t need to be. The man’s instincts cut steel, and he’s never once been wrong about a body.

“Got another scene for us,” he says, smirking before taking a long sip of coffee.

I push back from the desk, reaching for my coat and badge. “Normal or… other?”

Jackson’s grin tilts crooked. “Could be demon. Could be some asshole with sharp teeth and a death wish. Either way? Bloody. And ours.”

I sling my jacket over my shoulder, the weight of steel tucked inside it familiar against my ribs. “Lead the way.”

Because whether it’s gang violence or demon claws, New York bleeds the same. And it’s my job to make sure it bleeds a little less.


      ***Jackson’s knuckles tap the steering wheel in rhythm with whatever half-forgotten R&B track hums from the radio. His coffee cup rides shotgun in the console, sloshing dangerously close to the rim as we weave through traffic. The man drives like he owns the city—fast, unapologetic, like the potholes should move out of his way.

“Lower East Side,” he mutters around a sip of coffee, eyes flicking to me with that crooked grin of his. “Word is, this one’s messy.”

Messy’s an understatement.

By the time the cruiser noses into the cordoned-off alley, the stench already claws its way through the vents—piss, rot, and copper sharp enough to sting the back of my throat. The kind of alley that stinks of bad decisions even without a corpse bleeding into the gutter.

Yellow tape flutters in the weak afternoon light, sagging between the brick walls like a warning banner. Uniforms hover near the perimeter, hands shoved in pockets, jaws clenched against nausea. They’re trying to look like professionals, but I can see the twitch in their throats, the subtle shift of weight that says they want to be anywhere but here.

Jackson kills the engine, steps out with the ease of a man strolling into a diner. I follow, ducking under the tape.

A young officer meets us halfway. Notebook clutched tight to her chest, knuckles white, eyes too wide. First time seeing a body like this, maybe. Or just another human trying to make sense of what no report will ever really explain.

“Detectives,” she says, voice tight. “The vic’s this way.”

She leads us past dumpsters and into the shadowed mouth of the alley as she hands us both a pair of gloves. The air thickens with every step—bile, copper, and that sweet-sour stench of flesh split open too long.

And then we see it.

The body looks like it went a round with a bear and lost. Flesh shredded into ribbons. Bones jutted out in places they were never meant to be. Ribs cracked wide, chest cavity gaping like a broken cage.

Jackson lets out a low whistle, long and low. “Jesus.” His mouth twists as he takes another look. “Someone was hungry.”

I crouch low, ignoring the sour reek of rot as my eyes skim past the carnage. Most people would stop at the horror show—file it under gang violence, psychotic break, or some feral animal with a taste for human flesh. But not me.

My gaze goes to the details. The ones that don’t belong.

Black splotches stain the concrete, irregular and oily, spreading like ink across gray stone.

I murmur, dipping a gloved finger into one of the pools. It clings tacky to the latex, not fresh, not dried either. Normal blood fades brown. This? This is different. Demon blood always starts red—but once sunlight touches it, it curdles, rots black, corrupt all the way down.

The young officer shifts nervously beside me. “Blood?”

I straighten, keeping my tone flat. “No. Tar, maybe. Could’ve leaked from the dumpster.” She nods quickly, scribbling it into her notebook like it makes sense, like she wants to believe it. Humans aren’t supposed to know better. Not about this.

I wipe the residue against the inside of my glove and straighten, my gut tightening. Not just from the blood. Something else hums at the edges of the scene, pulling my eyes upward.

And there it is.

Behind the dumpster, burned deep into the brick: a mark. Not paint. Not chalk. Charred into the wall itself, still faintly glowing in the shadows.

Not graffiti. Not gang tags. A sigil. Intricate. Deliberate. Wrong. The kind of mark you don’t stumble across by accident. The kind someone powerful leaves behind, like a calling card.

“Jackson,” I say, voice low.

He follows my line of sight and lets out a long, slow breath. “Well, that ain’t from a Sharpie.”

“No,” I mutter, stepping closer, eyes tracing the grooves. The air feels hotter near it, humming with leftover energy. Whoever left this wasn’t sloppy. This wasn’t some leech tearing through back alleys for scraps.

This was something else.

And if the shredded body and blackened blood weren’t proof enough, the sigil carved into brick told me one thing:

Whoever did this wasn’t just a low-level demon.


      ***By the time we’ve finished combing the alley, the uniforms look pale and the young officer’s notebook is trembling in her hands. Jackson gives her a nod and heads out first, and I follow, ducking back under the tape into open air. His unmarked cruiser waits at the curb, idling low, the last edge of daylight sliding between buildings and stretching long shadows across the street.

I scan the sidewalk, gut knotted. “I’m going to see if I can follow the blood trail,” I say.

Jackson lifts a brow, sipping what’s left of his coffee. “Blood trail? How do you even know there’ll be more?”

I tip my chin toward the ground, where dark stains spread in uneven splotches beneath our boots. “Because we’re literally standing on it.”

He just huffs a breath. “Smartass.” Jackson shakes his head, flicking his empty cup into a trash can. “You sure you don’t need backup for this?”

“I’ll be fine,” I tell him, eyes fixed on the blotches trailing off into the dark.

Jackson studies me for a beat, then shrugs. “Alright then. Your funeral.” He climbs into his cruiser, engine rumbling as he pulls away from the curb.

I stay on the sidewalk, following the faint splatters stretching further down the block, already fading into the lengthening shadows. The sun dips lower, painting the city in red-gold that won’t last long.

And that’s no good.

Because once night falls, the city belongs to them.

The blotches take me down the block, past shuttered bodegas and the low hum of traffic. Each mark grows fainter, like the thing was bleeding less with every step, but it’s enough. Enough to draw me deeper into the neighborhood where the streetlights buzz and flicker, barely holding back the dusk.

The trail ends at a six-story apartment building, brick facade cracked and graffiti climbing the walls like ivy. I pause at the door, but luck’s with me—an older woman in a shawl pushes it open, balancing groceries on her hip. I catch it before it swings closed, giving her a polite nod as she hurries past, none the wiser.

Inside, the air smells of boiled cabbage, bleach, and the faint musk of lives stacked too close together. The elevator waits, creaking as though it resents the weight of every passenger. I step inside, press for the second floor, then the third, then the fourth—working my way up one at a time.

Nothing.

Until the doors groan open on the top floor.

The hallway’s quiet, too quiet, paint peeling from the ceiling like molting skin. But the signs are there: faint scuffs on the tile, the tang of sulfur curling at the edges of the air. And at the far end, near the stairwell door, a single black splotch marking the floorboards.

Bingo.

I step back into the elevator and pull out my phone. Jackson picks up on the second ring.

“You better not be dead already,” he says by way of greeting.

“Not yet,” I reply, eyes still on the dark stain. “But I’m gonna need you to pull the tenant list for the top floor of the Edison Street Apartments, number 214. Get me every name and every lease that’s still active.”

A pause, followed by a low whistle. “What’d you find?”

“Not sure yet,” I murmur, thumbing the elevator button to keep the doors from closing. “But something bled a trail here, and I’m standing at the end of it.”

Jackson rattles off the names. “6C—two men, together ten years. 6B—family, parents and a kid. 6A—single woman.”

“Sorry—which one’s the woman?” I press.

“Six-A.”

“Perfect.” I end the call before he can talk me out of it.

The hallway hums with a dying bulb overhead, buzzing like a fly in my ear. I knock on 6A. Once. Twice. Harder. No answer.

Lockpick kit’s already in my hand before I tell myself not to. My brother always had the edge with knives and fists, but this—this was mine. My one thing. The pins fall in line like they remember me. A click, and the door gives.

I step in, voice steady, low. “Detective Gabriel Ward, NYPD. Anyone home?”

Nothing. Just silence and the faint scent of turpentine and something sweet rotting under it.

The place is a mess—but not the dirty kind. Canvases stacked against walls, some finished, most abandoned mid-stroke. Charcoal sketches slapped up crooked, overlapping until they blur together—faces, flowers, twisted shapes that look a little too familiar. Ink bottles are scattered across the counter like empty shell casings. Jars of brushes stand stiff with dried paint.

The couch in the center’s sagging, paint smears and Sharpie graffiti climbing the armrest. A spiral staircase curls up to a loft—bed tangled and unmade under slanted skylights. The last slice of sun bleeds red across a midnight tapestry pinned above it, the crescent moon glowing pale in the dying light. A cracked window lets the city’s breath sneak in, making the cloth stir like it’s alive.

It’s chaos. Lived-in. Almost… charismatic. But it doesn’t feel right. It feels like cover.

I move slow through the apartment, every step creaking louder than it should. The place is loud without sound—those canvases leaning everywhere, the crooked sketches on the walls. A life scrawled out in chaos.

The bathroom mirror is spotted, ringed with dried toothpaste streaks and charcoal smears like fingerprints. That’s when I see it: a thick black splodge in the sink, smeared across the porcelain, tacky like oil paint left out too long. My gut twists. Another mark on the floorboards just beyond the threshold, soaked in. Not paint. Not tar. Demon blood.

I exhale through my teeth, drag out my phone.

“Jackson. We’ve got her.”

A pause on the line, a muttered curse. “Oh?”

“She bleeds black. Sink’s painted with it. Floorboards, too. Whoever she is, she’s not human. And she’s an artist. What do you have on her?”

Rustling on his end. Keys clacking. “Name’s Mara Vey. Owns a tattoo shop three blocks over. Lower East.”

I’m about to ask what hours she keeps when the knob rattles. Metal scrapes against the strike plate. My head snaps up.

“Gotta go,” I hiss, killing the call.

The lock clicks, door swinging. I dart across the kitchen, slip into the walk-in linen closet on the far wall. Shallow breath. Gun heavy in my hand, useless if she’s high-tier. Bullets don’t do shit against anything that’s been around long enough to know better.

The hinges groan as the front door opens. Boots scuff on hardwood. A woman’s mutter threads the silence, sharp with suspicion. “Could’ve sworn I locked that…”

The door thuds shut. Zipper rasping. Heavy boots kicking loose.

I stay still in the closet’s dark, heart pounding like it’s going to give me away. Wait. Watch through the sliver of cracked frame. She moves deeper inside, shadow breaking against the neon that cuts through the blinds.

I wait until I can see her more clearly. Until she’s far enough in. Close enough.

Because if I move too early, I’m dead. From my slit of cover, I get my first look.

And it throws me.

She’s not scaled, not horned, not reeking sulfur and death like every damn thing I’ve hunted the past two years. She looks… normal. Worse than normal—she looks human. Messy blond and brown hair shoved back into a half-tied knot. Black jacket streaked with paint and something darker at the hem. Ink crawling up her arms where her sleeves ride high. Not claws. Not fangs. Just chipped nail polish.

I hate the thought before it even forms, but it hits me anyway: she’s hot.

The kind of hot that would’ve wrecked me years ago, before I knew what lived in the cracks of this city. Before I learned better. My jaw tightens. Idiot. She bleeds black. She is not some girl I pass in a bar.

She doesn’t even make it far—drops her jacket in a heap and face-plants into the couch with a groan, burying herself in the cushions like she might just pass out there. I grip the gun tighter, calculating the steps between us. That’s my moment. Easy. Swift.

Then her phone goes off. A shrill buzz, rattling on the coffee table. She doesn’t even lift her head, just gropes until she drags it from her pocket, thumb smearing the screen. Tosses it facedown on the table, hits speaker.

“Hi, Mom,” she groans into the pillow, voice thick with sarcasm. “What do I owe this pleasure?” I freeze in the dark, breath caught. Demon. Daughter. Normal. The word claws at the back of my skull like I’ve been wrong all along. 

“Darling,” her mother’s voice fills the room, smooth as polished glass, the kind that’s built to win debates and shake hands. “I’m running for mayor here in Chicago. The campaign is in full swing. I was hoping you might… show a little support. Be present.”

Mara rolls onto her back, throws an arm across her eyes like she’s shielding herself from sunlight that isn’t there. “Mom, I have more ink on my body than in my entire studio. You really want me standing up there beside you, next to the perfect little family image?”

“You’re still my daughter,” her mother counters, unflappable, that politician’s tone never cracking. “They will see that first.”

Mara snorts. “Okay. Well then I’m getting my eyebrow pierced. Gonna stand right beside you, looking like your campaign’s rebellious cautionary tale.”

There’s a pause on the line. Heavy, pointed. Then, with forced grit: “I’m sure it will look beautiful.”

Mara actually pulls her arm down, blinking at the phone. “Wow, Mom. You’re trying. That’s… weirdly terrifying.”

“I am trying.” Her mother’s voice softens, but it’s careful. Controlled. “I want you here, Mara. The city will see me, yes. But I want them to see us.”

Mara groans into the cushion again, muffled. “Fine. Two weekends. That’s my max. You pick which ones. Separate occasions, no extras.”

“Wonderful.” There’s relief in her mother’s exhale, though she masks it quick. “Thank you, darling.”

Mara makes a vague little salute at the phone. “Yeah, yeah. Don’t make me regret this.”

The call clicks off.

From my hiding spot, I feel the dissonance rattle in my chest. She’s a demon. Black blood. Trail of chaos. And yet… she just argued about piercings with her mother like any other daughter who doesn’t want to play prop at a family event.

Normal. Too normal. Am I in the wrong apartment? 

I stay wedged in the linen closet, heartbeat ticking in my throat. Every instinct tells me to move, to act—but she’s sprawled out on the couch like any exhausted twenty-something who just got off a shift. The sarcasm with her mom. The groan. The goddamn salute at her phone. None of this lines up with the monster I’m supposed to be hunting.

Maybe she’s human. Maybe a demon bled here, used her place as a hideout, and bolted before she came home. It’s happened before. It would explain the ink, the clutter, the mess.

But then she shifts. Pushes herself up with a grunt, wincing like her ribs ache. Fingers hook the hem of her tank and she peels it upward. For a split second my brain short-circuits because—yeah, she’s hot, that’s undeniable—but then I catch what’s underneath.

Duct tape. Layers of it, crude and patchy, winding around her waist. She mutters something low, annoyed, and tears it away.

And there it is.

A tail slips free, snapping out like a trapped thing released. Black and red, ridged along the spine, ending in a sharp, triangular point. It flexes once, twice, like it’s stretching after being bound too long.

I clamp my jaw shut, pulse spiking. Okay. Not human. Not even close.

Absolutely a demon.








  
  

The Target Blade


Gabriel





She drifts toward the window, tail swaying in lazy arcs, like a cat too confident to care. Sunset pours molten through the glass, bleeding red and gold across her silhouette, carving her edges in light and shadow. Too perfect. Too human. Too wrong. 

Now or never.

I slip from the linen closet, each step a held breath. The apartment hums with that faint, static thrum I always feel near demons, but my pulse is louder. Knife block on the counter—my hand closes around a handle, steel whispering free. Cold. Heavy. Honest.

The sigil I’d glimpsed scorched on her skin near her stomach flashes in my head. No mistaking it. High-level. Guns are useless. Only steel and skill. Maybe.

I creep closer—one step, two, three—

Her head tilts. Barely. Like an animal catching a scent.

And then I see it—the faint gleam in the window. My reflection.

Shit.

I launch forward before hesitation can kill me. Steel flashes, cutting a line through the dying light—only to meet air. She twists aside with liquid speed, catching my wrist mid-swing and shoving me back as if I weigh nothing. My shoulder cracks against the wall, the thud rattling the frame.

“Well,” she breathes, grin carving across her face, “you’re definitely not here to fix the plumbing.”

I snarl and surge low, blade angled for her ribs. She slides out of reach, body brushing mine in the dodge, and her elbow slams into my jaw. Pain detonates white across my vision, the copper sting of blood blooming in my mouth.

“You Hunters,” she teases, weaving around another slash, “always so… handsy.”

I catch her wrist, twist, and slam her arm into the wall hard enough to shake plaster. The knife screeches sparks across it, shrill as nails on stone. She doesn’t flinch—just grins wider. Her tail lashes, a blur of black and red. It nearly hooks my leg, but I kick out, driving her off-balance. We both crash to the ground, the floor shuddering beneath us.

We roll, grappling for control—her strength a living thing under my hands, inhuman and unyielding. Adrenaline burns like fire through my veins. I force her down, straddling her, knife braced, pressing with everything I’ve got. My muscles scream as hers push back, steel trembling between us.

She laughs. Actually laughs—low and warm, cutting through the grit of the fight like a knife of its own. “Slow down, boy. If you wanted to be on top, all you had to do was ask.”

Her tone is gracious, mocking, dripping with that kind of condescension that feels like a hand on the back of my neck. My teeth grit. Rage—or maybe adrenaline, maybe something worse—drives the knife closer, but her arms hold steady. She’s strong. Too strong.

And then—she moves. Her legs snap up around my waist, body twisting, momentum slamming us over. Suddenly I’m the one flat against the boards, breath punched out of me, her weight pinning me down.

She straddles me, grip iron-tight around the knife. For a heartbeat the blade hangs above my chest, vibrating with the tension between us. My chest heaves. Her eyes catch the fire of sunset, molten and merciless.

Then—steel splits wood. The knife slams into the floorboards beside my head, the impact rattling my teeth. Splinters scatter.

“Gotcha.” Her grin is wicked, her face so close I can taste her breath, sunset bleeding fire across every sharp line of her smile.  She doesn’t even bother lifting the blade from the floor. “You Hunters are rude, you know that?” she says, voice syrupy with mock disappointment. “Showing up uninvited, not even bringing your own weapons. I’d hate to be killed with a knife from Target. The insult alone would finish me off.”

It’s then I realize—she’s still straddling me. Her tail flicks lazily behind her, and the weight of her hips pressing me into the floorboards is… wrong. Uncomfortable. Dangerous in more ways than one.

I shove hard at her legs. She rolls off with a catlike twist, landing half-kneeling, eyes glittering amusement. I don’t waste time—I’m already on my feet, gun leveled at her chest.

“Go ahead.” She tilts her head, spreading her hands as if inviting the shot. “Pull the trigger. Let’s see what happens.”

My finger tightens on the grip, but I don’t fire. I know better. A fatal wound that doesn’t kill a high-level demon won’t slow them—it’ll enrage them. Drive them into a frenzy I’m not sure I’d walk away from.

“I’m here for what you did to the man in the alley,” I bite out, steady and cold.

For the first time, her grin slips. She actually looks… confused. Her brows knit as she straightens, brushing off her top like she’s just been inconvenienced. “What are you talking about, Hunter? I don’t kill people.”

A laugh breaks from me, sharp and humorless. “Yeah, that’s a good one. You’re a demon.”

“So?” she shoots back, eyes narrowing. “I don’t kill people. You can go ask the pastor at St. Luke’s if you don’t believe me.”

“Don’t play with me,” I growl.

“I’m not,” she snaps, annoyance edging her sarcasm. “But let’s be real—you can’t kill me, and I’m not gonna kill you. So unless you’re here to help me cook dinner, you can fuck off.” She doesn’t wait for my response. Doesn’t flinch at the gun still locked on her. She just exhales like she’s bored of the whole thing, then turns her back on me.

I should shoot her right there. Instead, I just stand frozen, jaw tight, gun steady. Because what the hell kind of demon turns their back on a Hunter?

She crosses to the kitchen, tail swaying lazily like a metronome, and flicks the stove on with one hand. The click of the burner is absurdly loud in the silence. Then she grabs a skillet, sets it down, and starts pulling vegetables from the fridge like I’m not even here.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I mutter under my breath.

She tosses something green onto the cutting board, starts chopping. The blade moves quick, easy, like muscle memory, her movements confident and… domestic. Normal. Too normal.

My finger hovers on the trigger, my pulse thundering in my ears. Either this is the most elaborate bluff I’ve ever seen, or I’ve just stepped into something way more complicated than a standard hunt.

“Still standing there, huh?” she calls over her shoulder, voice light, teasing. “Suit yourself. But if you’re staying, I hope you like stir-fry.”

The gun doesn’t waver, but my certainty does. The gun stays leveled, but my mind races. She keeps chopping like this is some sitcom kitchen scene and not a standoff with a demon.

Finally, I force words out, sharp and measured. “What about the alley?”

Her knife stills mid-slice. She doesn’t turn. “What about it?”

I take a step closer, lowering my voice into something that sounds more interrogation than threat. “The man ripped open. The sigil burned into the wall. You expect me to believe you didn’t do that?”

She lays the blade down, finally pivots to face me, one brow cocked. “I didn’t kill anyone.”

I narrow my eyes. “The mark on your stomach matches the one on that wall. I saw it. And it’s fresh. Rain two nights ago would’ve washed out anything older.”

Her lips twitch into something between annoyance and amusement. “Cute deduction, Detective. But if you’re so good at reading the scene, maybe check your facts. I did throw a blast last night, yeah—but at a leech demon, not a human.”

I don’t move, don’t blink. “And the man?”

Her expression hardens just a fraction. “There were no humans in that alley when I left. If there were after, that’s not on me.”

The words hang between us, sharp and unnerving. My grip on the gun tightens. She sounds too certain, too calm. Either she’s lying through her fangs, or the hunt I thought was simple just got twisted into something darker. My jaw clenches. “Leech demon. Why the hell would a demon kill another demon?”

She shrugs, casual as she wipes her knife on a dish towel. “Because it makes me feel useful to the cosmic order. Keeps the rot from spreading. Why the fuck do you care so much?”

“Because it doesn’t add up,” I snap. “What kind of demon are you?”

For the first time, she falters—not much, just the tiniest sigh as she sets her knife down. “A demon with a soul.” The words are muttered like an afterthought, like she’s already bored of this interrogation.

I blink, thrown. “Demons don’t have souls.”

“Yeah?” She tilts her head, smirk tugging her mouth. “I don’t know—ask the pastor. He’s very insistent.”

That makes me stumble. Actually stumble. “You… go to church?”

Her grin splits wider, wicked amusement dancing in her eyes. “The Book of Revelation is my favorite part. So dramatic. Fire, beasts, the whole end-of-days thing? Riveting stuff.”

I keep my gun raised, but my hands are starting to feel stupid holding it. “If I put this down, are you going to attack me?”

Her voice drops low, teasing, daring. “Do it and find out.”

My gut twists. Every instinct screams not to, but something in her stance—loose, almost bored—unsettles me more than teeth and claws ever could. Slowly, I lower the weapon away from her head, but not away completely.

“Good boy,” she hums. Then, mock-innocent, “Now, if I flinch, don’t shoot me, Hunter.” She throws me a mocking little salute before turning away, yanking the fridge open. She pulls out a package of meat, sets it on the counter, then grabs noodles from a cupboard like we didn’t just try to kill each other. “Dinner waits for no one,” she mutters, tone lilting with mockery, like she knows exactly how much she’s scrambling my head. 

The smell of garlic hits the air, sharp and mocking. She hums—actually hums—as she chops, like I’m not standing here with a gun in hand and a mission to put her down.

“Talk,” I demand, edging closer. “That alley. The man. Don’t play with me.”

She flicks me a look over her shoulder, unimpressed. “I already told you. No human blood on my hands. I kill leech demons, not accountants walking home from work.” She tosses the garlic into a sizzling pan like it’s the period to her sentence.

I keep the barrel trained on her spine, but the longer she cooks, the more I feel stupid. Standing there, gun raised, while she sprinkles seasoning and stirs noodles.

She doesn’t even glance at me when she adds, “You want to hover there like an action figure, fine. Just don’t bitch when the sauce burns because you distracted me.”

My grip tightens on the gun. “Every instinct I have says you’re dangerous.”

At that, she finally turns, leaning one hip against the counter, spoon in hand. Her tail flicks lazily behind her, eyes glinting like fire caught in glass.

“And every instinct I have,” she purrs, slow and deliberate, “says you’d look better naked.” The spoon taps against the pot once, sharp as a period. Her grin is sin incarnate.

Heat spikes up the back of my neck before I can smother it. Damn it. She knows.

I snap, sharper than I mean to, “That’s not funny.”

Her grin widens like she just won a round. “Who’s joking? You’ve got the whole brooding, tortured thing going—dark eyes, clenched jaw, veins popping out of your arms. It’s a good look. Dangerous. Sexy.”

I grit my teeth, trying to drag this back on track. “I’m not here to—”

“Flirt? Shame.” She dips the spoon, tastes her sauce, hums her approval. “You’d be better at it than stabbing, at least. Less messy.”

My jaw locks so tight it aches. I raise the gun a fraction higher, because it’s the only defense I’ve got left. “You keep running your mouth, and I might actually shoot.”

She flicks me a glance, eyes glinting with amusement. “And ruin dinner? Please. At least let me finish cooking before you blow a hole in the place. It’s rude to kill a woman on an empty stomach.” 

My patience snaps. “You’re insane.” The words tumble out before I can stop them, harsher than I meant—maybe harsher than I even believe. My mouth runs on before my brain catches up. “And—god help me—you’re attractive, which makes this ten times worse.”

Her grin flashes, wicked and knowing. She purrs, “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

I tighten my grip on the gun like it’ll anchor me. “I came here expecting a fight—”

She cuts me off with a laugh. “Oh, you call that a fight? I call it foreplay.”

I open my mouth, but the bewilderment shuts me up just as quickly. She’s smiling like this is all a game, like she’s rewriting the rules and I’m just fumbling along.

Then—smoke. A shiver of shadow that blurs the space between us. One heartbeat she’s on the far side of the counter, the next she’s inches away, too close, too fast. My gun arm jerks, but her hand is already on it, firm and deliberate. With an easy flick, she ejects the magazine—metal clattering uselessly to the floor.

Before I can react, her other hand slams into my chest. Power ripples through the hit, and I’m airborne for half a second before the couch eats me alive. Breath whooshes out of me, sharp and stunned.

She giggles. Actually giggles. Then tosses my empty gun back into my lap like a toy. “See? Isn’t that so much better? Not so tense.”

Her smile is fire and teeth, like she knows exactly how off-balance I am. The gun sits useless in my lap, magazine clattering somewhere across the floor. I don’t move to pick it up. My pulse is still hammering, adrenaline raw in my veins.

And she—she just turns her back on me like I’m nothing more than an inconvenient draft in the room. A flick of her tail, the hum of the stove, the scrape of a pan being set down. She hums while she cooks. Actually hums. Like she didn’t just disarm me and throw me across the room.

I sit there, jaw clenched, watching every flick of her wrist. Every casual move. She doesn’t look at me once. The minutes drag.

Finally, she shuts off the burner, scoops steaming noodles into bowls, and carries them over like it’s the most natural thing in the world. She sets one on the table in front of the couch, the scent sharp and rich, then offers me the other.

“I’m not eating that.” My voice comes out harsher than I intend, but the line has to be drawn somewhere.

Her eyes gleam with something halfway between amusement and pity. “Where I’m from, it’s rude not to feed a guest.” She pushes the bowl a little closer. “And just as rude for a guest to refuse.”

“I’m not a guest,” I snap. “I’m an intruder.”

She grins like I just handed her the punchline. “Your words, not mine.” Then she sets her own bowl down on the coffee table, sits beside me on the couch like we’re old friends—or worse, like we’re on some kind of date—and starts eating. Slurping noodles. Completely unfazed.

The smell hits again, and my stomach knots. I hate that it smells good. I hate more that she knows it.

She slurps a noodle, chews thoughtfully, then tilts her head at me. “So, Detective,” she says at last, voice lilting, “you’re here because you made an incorrect assumption. Yet… you still found a demon. And what are you doing about it?” She gestures with her chopsticks at me, lounging like I’m her evening’s entertainment. “Absolutely nothing. You’re just sitting there.”

My jaw flexes. “Because I’m concerned you’re not trying to kill me.”

Her laugh is quiet, amused, like I just confessed to believing in Santa. “I’m going to sound like a broken record here, but I don’t kill humans.” She leans back, tail flicking lazily against the cushion. “I don’t feed on blood, or bone, or meat—so I have zero interest. At some point, you can either believe that… or you can execute me. Assuming you can.” Her eyes narrow, sharp, daring me. “So which is it?”

She picks up the second bowl again, holds it out toward me like she’s offering peace in porcelain.

I hesitate. The steam curls up between us, carrying spices I can’t place. My fingers twitch against my thigh.

Finally, I reach out, slow, careful, and take the bowl from her. “This isn’t poisoned, right?”

Her grin widens, teeth gleaming in the warm light. “Guess you’ll just have to trust me, Hunter.”








  
  

Take A Bite


Mara





Hunters always hesitate. That one breath before the bite. That one prayer before the plunge. 

I watch him weigh the bowl in his hands like it might explode, his suspicion radiating off him thicker than the steam. Finally—finally—he caves. One slow, cautious bite. He chews like he expects his teeth to fall out, swallows like he’s gambling his soul.

And I can’t help it. I grin. “See? Not so bad, right? Honestly, if I wanted to poison you, I’d at least have the decency to make it taste better than that face.”

His jaw tightens. Typical Hunter response: act unamused, don’t let the demon see you sweat. Then he sets the bowl down on the table, deliberate, and stands.

Walking away after one bite. Rude.

“Aww,” I call after him, tail flicking against the couch cushion. “Going so soon? Dinner’s barely started.”

He turns, gun still holstered but his stance stiff, shoulders squared like he’s in front of a suspect instead of my very comfortable couch. “You’re my enemy. We’re not sitting and chatting like we’re friends.”

I lick sauce from my chopsticks, eyes locked on his. “That’s okay. My preferred relationship is friends with benefits. So, if it’s not that… I’m warning you, it’s gonna be pretty boring.”

The scowl he gives me could curdle milk. “I’d never even consider it. With a demon.”

“Mm,” I hum, tilting my head. “You were the one spying of me from inside a closet.”

His mouth opens—then shuts. Suspicion sharpens, and I see the calculation flick across his eyes. “How did you know I was a detective?” he asks.

I point my chopsticks lazily at his hip. “Badge. Kinda a giveaway, genius.” His lips thin, but I barrel right over it. “And hey, don’t knock sex with a demon, Detective. We’re more fun.”

“No thanks,” he says flatly. “I have a girlfriend.”

That one earns an actual laugh out of me, sharp and delighted. “Ohhh, you felt the need to justify yourself. That’s adorable.”

He pinches the bridge of his nose. “Forget it. I’m leaving.”

He turns for the door, all stiff lines and righteous retreat, and I help myself to another bite of noodles like nothing’s changed. The silence stretches a moment before I call out, casual as a weather forecast: “Hey. Was there signs of a third demon?”

He freezes mid-step. “What?”

I shrug, twirling my chopsticks. “Another one crashed the party last night. Interrupted me trying to kill the leech. Just wondering if you found traces. You know—claw marks, scorch residue, general carnage. They tend to be messy.” His head turns, slow, wary, the weight of suspicion back in his eyes. I slurp a noodle, smiling around it. “What’s the matter, Detective? Didn’t expect your suspect to do your job for you?”

He just shakes his head. That stiff, practiced Hunter look that says you won’t fool me, demon. And then he’s gone.

Door slammed, footsteps fading.

Disappointing, honestly. I was having fun.

I catch the glint on the floor and smirk. The magazine, abandoned and gleaming like a breadcrumb trail of nerves. Hunter-boy was too rattled to remember it. Cute. Guess I got under his skin. Maybe he’ll be back with backup, maybe I’ll never see him again. Both possibilities feel like a shame—one’s dangerous, the other’s boring.

I set my bowl aside, lick the sauce from my thumb, and tug my shirt up just enough to coil my tail snug around my waist before heading for the door. Apartment 6B. The hallway greets me with its usual cocktail of mildew and cheap detergent—years of tenants packed in too tight, paint peeling like old scabs.

I knock gently. “It’s me. Mara.”

Silence, then the faint scrape of locks, cautious and familiar. The door creaks open just enough for a small face to slip through the gap.

She’s seven, with long straight hair that hasn’t seen a brush since the morning and big, solemn eyes that know too much. “Hi,” she whispers, like it costs her something.

“Hey, kid. Alone again tonight?”

She nods. No flinch, no shame. Just another night in her world.

“C’mon.” I sigh and hold out a hand. “I’ve got food.” Her whole face transforms, lit up like I just said the magic word—because I did. Food. She slips out, bare feet pattering on the scuffed linoleum, practically bouncing at the promise. I push my door open wider, ushering her in with a crooked grin. “Don’t get too excited—it’s just noodles.”

But the way she beams at me, you’d think I promised her the universe.

I nudge the door shut behind us with my hip, toss the lock, and gesture to the coffee table. Two servings of stir-fry. One of them barely touched—Detective Tall, Dark, and Self-Righteous’s contribution to tonight’s menu. I slide that one toward her.

She climbs onto the couch like she owns the place, tucking her legs under her small frame, hair spilling into her face as she clutches the bowl with both hands. “Thanks.”

“Careful,” I tease, flopping down beside her. “Might taste like responsibility. Don’t choke on it.”

That gets a giggle—bright, bubbling up too easily for someone who’s seven and already knows too much. Then she digs in, no hesitation, like food is too rare to waste time questioning. Which, for her, it probably is. Parents who argue loud enough to rattle the drywall, who vanish for hours or days, each assuming the other’s keeping track. Odds are, they don’t even notice when she’s left on her own.

But she eats, and that’s all that matters right now.

“So,” I say after a beat, twirling a noodle around my chopsticks. “You go to school today?”

She shakes her head, cheeks puffed full of stir-fry before she swallows. “Nope.”

I arch a brow. “Uh-huh. Playing hooky at seven? That’s a record, kid.”

She shrugs, too mature for her own good. “Nobody woke me up.”

I sigh and lean back. Figures. “You want me to take you tomorrow?”

Her eyes snap up to mine, wide and bright like I just dangled treasure. “Really?”

“Yeah, really. I’ve got nothing better to do in the morning.” I grin crookedly and bump her shoulder with mine. “You show me the way, I’ll make sure you don’t end up a dropout before you hit third grade.”

She nods so fast her hair falls into her noodles, and she doesn’t even care. “Okay. Yes. I want that.” And damn if her excitement doesn’t do something strange to me—something warm, something I shouldn’t feel. Not a demon thing. Just… human. Dangerous territory.

She slurps a bite, then looks between our two bowls. “Were you… expecting someone?”

I chuckle, stretching my legs out. “Nah, kid. I was just too excited to see you.”

Her face splits into a grin so wide it nearly swallows her. “Oh. Good.” She takes another mouthful before blurting, “At school, we’re learning about people’s jobs.”

“Yeah?” I tilt my head, watching her swing her little feet against the couch cushions. “And what’s the verdict?”

“You’re an artist,” she says matter-of-factly, like it’s written in the stars. “I told everyone I want to do that too.”

That catches me off guard, enough to make me laugh under my breath. “An artist, huh?” My gaze slides to the corner, where a stack of blank canvases leans against the wall, untouched. The brushes in the jar look guilty, like they’ve been waiting on me for too long. “Well, Kiki, how about after dinner, we practice for your future as a famous artist?”

Her gasp is so dramatic it makes me grin. “Really?”

“Really.” I tap my chopsticks against her bowl. “But only if you finish your noodles first. No starving artists in my house.”


      ***The brushes clink softly against the rim of glass jars, their water cloudy with murky swirls of blue and red. Streaks of paint stiffen across cheap canvas, curling at the edges as they dry. Kiki hums under her breath, lost in her own little world, tongue poking from the corner of her mouth in concentration as she drags a bold stripe of yellow straight through the middle of her masterpiece—half sun, half chaos, every bit of it joy.

Then: ding.

The elevator. At this hour, there’s only one likely answer.

Kiki freezes mid-stroke, eyes flicking to me. I give her a little nod—calm, casual. “Probably your mom.”

Sure enough, a voice drifts down the hall, weary but warm. “Kiki?” Then footsteps. A sharp knock rattles my door before the handle turns, testing. I never lock it when she’s here. For this exact reason.

The door swings open, and in breezes her mother—Elena, smile bright despite the exhaustion carved into her face. She looks like she’s been running on caffeine and sheer willpower for twelve straight hours.

“There she is,” Elena sighs in relief, eyes softening when they land on her daughter. “Hi, Mara. I’m so sorry—I thought Mark would’ve been home already.”

I set my brush aside and lean back in my chair. “It’s no problem. Your daughter’s better entertainment than the television I was planning to fall asleep in front of.”

Elena chuckles, running a hand through her tangled hair. “You’re a lifesaver. Again.”

“Don’t mention it.”

She gestures toward the hall, and Kiki—grinning, but a little reluctant—closes the lid on her paint cup. Then she bounces up, gives me a quick hug around the middle. Not unusual, but it still squeezes something soft in my chest.

“See you, Mara!” she calls before darting after her mother. The door closes behind them with a muted thud.

I cross the room, thumb brushing over the lock until it clicks. Silence settles again, heavy and welcome. I exhale, slow, and finally tug up my shirt hem. My tail unfurls from around my waist with a shiver of relief, slipping free to curl lazily behind me.

Freedom. At least for tonight. Brushes clatter as I gather them up, rinsing the paint-clouded water down the sink until it runs clear. My tail slips loose at last, swaying behind me in lazy arcs—like it’s as relieved as I am to stop pretending.

The canvases lean against the wall, crooked little windows into borrowed joy. A crooked sun. A smear of yellow that still seems to glow even in the dim light.

And me? I’m left with quiet. Too much of it.

My eyes catch on the magazine lying by the couch, the one Detective Charming left behind. A breadcrumb of his nerves. I nudge it with my toe, smirking. Could almost hear his voice still snapping at me, trying so hard not to crack. He came for a fight, and somehow he left me with this.

I let out a low chuckle, tail curling slow as smoke. “Guess I won that round.”

The laugh doesn’t linger long. Quiet creeps back in, filling the corners. I stretch, pad barefoot across the floor, and toss the magazine onto the counter.  “Congratulations, Mara,” I mutter under my breath. “You’ve got a gun clip and an empty apartment. Try not to party too hard.”

The bathroom light flickers when I flip it on. Figures. The mirror greets me with a face I know too well—paint smudged on my cheek, hair in a mess, shadows under my eyes. And on the tiles, streaks of dried black that look like oil spills in the wrong light. My blood. Always leaving its stains behind like it’s desperate to remind me I don’t belong.

I grab a rag, soak it under the tap, and kneel down, scrubbing until the lines smear, fade, finally vanish. The metallic tang clings, though—like it always does. I wrinkle my nose. “Yeah, that’s not creepy at all. Totally normal.”

The smell drags me back, whether I want it to or not.

Seven years old. Too small for the tail that curled around my ankle like it had a mind of its own. Too young to know why my blood ran black instead of red. My brother had found me in the kitchen, tail swishing like a cat’s while I reached for a cookie jar. His face had twisted, horrified, like he’d caught a stranger wearing his sister’s skin.

The pot flew before I even understood he’d grabbed it. Cracked against the wall beside me, clattering to the ground. His voice—hoarse, desperate—“What did you do with her? Where’s my sister?”

I’d cried, of course. Tried to explain. Mother had come quick, smooth lies on her tongue, scooping me away before I could choke on my own terror. She was always good at hiding things. Especially me.

I scrub harder at the tile, knuckles white around the rag.

It’s been what—eight months since I last spoke to him? A birthday, maybe. Or was it Christmas? The kind of family that shows up on holidays and half-remembers each other in between. He never asks, and I never offer. Safer that way.

Still, I wonder.










