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​Chapter 1: House Arrest Hell
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They stuck the devil in a one-bedroom with shag carpet like shredded hair and the scent of other people's unwashed feet ground into the floor. There was nowhere to pace but a straight line—bed to stove, stove to window, window to the front door—and my calves burned from the repetition. My mark, the plastic tumor, rode my left ankle with all the subtlety of a ball and chain. If I moved too close to the threshold, it chirped. Sometimes I imagined it as a little mouth, ready to draw blood.

I spent hours testing the perimeter. They said "twenty feet from the sensor." They said "tamper-proof." They said "We’ll be watching, Mr. Fournier." I said nothing, just smiled with my teeth—a habit I learned in County, when they only came to check your teeth if you grinned. Now, nobody checked anything. Nobody even knocked.

Once, I tried to wedge a butter knife beneath the band. It beeped so loud it sent the pigeons on the sill scattering, like they’d heard the start of the Rapture. I caught a reflection in the microwave—just a flash: me, mouth open, metal in hand, eyes wild, the flames inked on my arms alive and licking up toward my knuckles. The monitor didn’t even leave a mark on the knife. I told myself it meant nothing. The knife was cheap, and I was still just finding the weak spots.

I counted the things in the room that outnumbered my choices. Three cockroach husks in the cabinet, four coffee cups (two chipped, one with a lipstick ring, none mine), five slats on the blind left hanging by a single thread. The only new thing was the ankle bracelet. They’d fitted it with the care of a parole officer snapping a dog collar—professional, but not personal. I ran my thumb along the ridged black plastic. It was the same color as my own tattoos, except these were snakes and sigils and inverted crosses, not product numbers.

By noon, I’d kicked the footstool into the wall three times and watched the paint crumble away like wet newsprint. The monitor left a gouge on my skin. I pressed at the bruise until the ache crowded out everything else.

"You can’t cage the devil," I muttered, to the walls, to the microwave, to the invisible eyes in the air vent. "He’ll just wait until you forget he’s there." The system, the cogs, the faceless suits—they wanted to tame the wild in me. As if there was anything left to break.

From the hall came a shuffle, maybe someone checking the meters, maybe just the echo of my own solitary pilgrimage. I tiptoed to the door and put my ear to the peeling wood. The monitor, cruel as a nun, let out a spiteful chirp—one warning before it would rat me out for good.

"Motherfucker," I hissed, and stepped back. The cord from the lamp tangled around my ankle, static popping against my calf hair. I swung at the air, at nothing, until my chest heaved and the walls glared with old water stains. The room was a tomb, and I was too stubborn to die.

I walked the circuit. Bed to stove, stove to window, window to door. My reflection tagged along, a ghost in every surface—lank-haired, hungry-eyed, wrapped in sleeves of furious color. Sometimes I whispered my name, Toby, just to hear a sound that didn’t beep or click or echo hollow from the linoleum. Sometimes I didn’t say anything at all.

I waited for the day the thing would slip, or loosen, or glitch. Until then, it was me and the machine, locked in the slowest kind of duel. The system had caged the devil himself, but nobody told them how bad the devil’s patience could be.

I’d heard that a real man could scare a mirror, but the bastard in mine never even blinked. Most mornings I stood at the chipped porcelain sink, angling my face through spider-webbed glass, and watched the game begin. My eyes could do a lot: glare, glower, smolder, leer. I tried all of them, sometimes all at once, rolling my upper lip to bare teeth gone blunt from grinding. It always started with the same line—half threat, half promise:

“When I get out of here, they’ll all pay.”

My voice sounded deeper with the door closed, like the acoustics added mass to my chest. I’d clench my fists and the sigils on my arms seemed to squeeze tighter, blues and reds inflamed by effort. In the right light, I looked like a man who’d tear a throat out for sport.

But the thing in the mirror was still just me. Skin with a greasy shine, bloodshot whites, pupils blown wide like a cornered dog. If you ignored the violence in the body, you could almost see a plea in the face.

I practiced anyway. You had to keep the blade sharp. So I hunched over, stared until I saw double, and spit out monologues as if I’d been paid for the role.

“You hear me?” I growled, voice hoarse. “Nobody buries me and walks away clean. Not them, not the doctors, not you.” I pointed at my own reflection, feeling the urge to laugh and break something all at once. “The devil always collects his due.”

The demon on my left arm, a knotted hybrid of snake and goat, snarled up toward my collarbone, the ink black enough to look alive in the medicine cabinet’s dirty light. Sometimes I flexed just to see it writhe. Sometimes I traced its outline with a nail, as if it might spring from my skin and eat the world in one bite.

But then the microwave beeped, a watery, digital peal that sounded even sadder from behind a door. I wilted, shoulders dropping like deadweight. The glamour died on the spot. It was hard to keep your fury burning when the universe insisted on reheating your lunch.

I rinsed my mouth with tap water—lukewarm, faintly metallic—then took one last look at the cracked twin in the mirror. “Tomorrow,” I told him. “Tomorrow we try again.” He nodded, lips twitching at the corners, as if tomorrow might just believe it.

In the kitchen, steam was peeling up from the black plastic tray, beads of condensation pooling in the tiny graveyard of mashed potatoes and off-white turkey. I stabbed a fork through the saran wrap and watched the whole thing collapse, gray meat and all, into its own swamp. The smell was thick, heavy with salt and some preservative sweet that clung to the roof of my mouth.

I brought the tray to the table. It wobbled, plastic softened from the heat. I picked at the skin beneath my monitor, scratching the itch it never let me reach. The table was no table at all—just a flat surface, warped from years of abuse and covered in the cigarette burns of the last three tenants. I planted my elbows in the scorched wood and started eating. Every time I looked down, I saw the red LED winking through my own body hair.

I tried, briefly, to summon menace for the benefit of the blank walls. “This is temporary,” I said, though no one asked. “The devil doesn’t starve in hell.” My voice didn’t sound as good outside the bathroom. Out here, words landed with a wet thud.

I forced down the rest of the meal, pocketed the empty tray under the sink, and let myself stand by the window. The city outside was pale, nothing but heat shimmer and dust above the blacktop. Across the way, a woman yelled at a kid in a stroller. The sound was muffled, but her face—pinched, furious—looked like mine from the mirror. I smirked. Everybody was someone’s monster.

When I caught my reflection in the window, the demon on my arm seemed smaller, less dangerous. I flexed, but it barely moved. Maybe that was the joke: in here, the devil only collected bad leftovers and bad TV, with nobody to threaten except his own reflection.

Still, I let the words out once more before night fell, quieter this time: “The devil always collects his due.” I wanted to believe it would be enough to make the mirror, or the monitor, shudder. Maybe tomorrow it would.

The couch had a way of accepting me. You’d think, from its sorry look—sagging in the middle, covered in cigarette burns and stains from god knows what—that it would resist another body, but it only groaned once as I dropped onto it, then seemed to cradle me. My knees cracked like gunshots. The ankle monitor dug a neat circle into my sock line, the red diode pulsing with each twitch of my foot.

I balanced the steaming tray on my lap. The heat coming off the mashed potatoes was probably the only warmth left in the apartment. With my free hand, I flicked on the TV. The screen fizzed to life with the enthusiasm of an ICU patient; the first image was a soap opera set in some fake hospital, two actors swapping threats over a plastic IV drip. I cycled the volume up and the dialogue ballooned, every consonant sticky with drama.

Between bites, I thumbed the remote, which was held together by three strips of duct tape and, I suspected, more hope than hardware. Channel two: a game show with shrill hosts and desperate contestants. Channel three: talk show, host preening behind a cheap desk. Channel four: infomercials for things nobody wanted. Channel five: static.

Each time the programs changed, a faint surge of hope gave way to the familiar letdown. The TV was older than some of my memories. Its colors bled and faces stretched in weird, funhouse proportions. I watched it anyway. It was the only window I had left, and even if what I saw was a shitshow, it was better than the inside of my own head.

I speared the slab of meat in the tray, which resisted as if it still had a will to live. The fork bent at an angle, threatening to snap. I chewed and tried to focus on the show. Something about a woman cheating on her husband with a lookalike twin; the actors glared, voices climbing over each other in a contest to see who could say the same line the loudest. It made me almost nostalgic for prison, where fights broke out over toothpaste, not scripted betrayals.

With every new channel, the food tasted less like food. By the time I hit public access—a slurry of local news, weather, and dead air—I had gone numb from the salt and disappointment. I set the fork down and stared at my hands. The tattoos rippled in the flickering TV light, demons and pentagrams going blurry at the wrists.

I barked a laugh, the sound ugly in my own ears. "The real devil wouldn’t be reduced to this," I said. I picked up the fork and jabbed it at the tray, as if the food might argue back. "Watching ‘The Price is Right’ and eating salisbury steak that tastes like cardboard." Nobody responded, but the TV audience clapped, a thousand hands coming together for something I couldn’t see.

The red light on my ankle pulsed again, as if applauding. I wiggled my foot to make it stop, but the light just flickered and returned, patient and impassive. I wondered if there was a person on the other side of it, or if it was just another empty machine logging my existence in digital silence.

Time pooled in the cracks of the afternoon. Sunlight squeezed through the blinds, making bands of gold on the threadbare carpet. Dust drifted in slow, lazy eddies, picking up every stray shaft of light. I let my head sink into the cushion, body folding into the couch until I was almost part of it. A kingdom of one, lorded over by failing appliances and a television that needed therapy.

The show changed again. A new face, new crisis, new pitch for a world just outside reach. I watched with glassy eyes, the tray cooling against my thighs. When the commercials came, I didn’t move. The monitor’s diode threw its reflection against the TV screen, a tiny red eye watching me back.

I wondered how long a person could sit perfectly still, if maybe you could fool the system by just refusing to move at all. I tried it for a while, counting the seconds between blinks, the static settling in. My muscles went soft, mind drifting in and out with the commercials and canned laughter.

Eventually, hunger gave up. I set the tray on the coffee table, where it slid across the gouged surface and left a trail of gravy. The fork tumbled to the floor, and I didn’t bother picking it up.

For a moment, I watched the sunlight on the wall and let myself imagine what it might feel like to stand outside, no band on my ankle, no devil in my blood. But the afternoon crept on, the room grew colder, and the shadows pooled at my feet.

I let the TV fill the silence. If the devil had been caged, he could at least wait it out in style. Tomorrow, maybe, I’d try the mirror again. For now, I sat and watched, blinking in time with the red light, counting the hours until the next round.
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​Chapter 2: The Neighbor's Nightmare
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The first law of solitary is to keep your enemies close, and if you had none left, invent new ones. The world outside the window was tenements and wires and a sky the color of dishwater, but I had my own crucible right here: me versus the crumbling architecture, the slouching couch, the slow suffocation of monitored air. To keep the blood moving, I let music blast at volumes designed to sterilize the paint. Today it was something old and Scandinavian, voices shrieked through a ruined amplifier and guitars tuned to the key of apocalyptic rage. The bass hit so deep the walls quivered and flakes of popcorn ceiling sifted down to frost my shoulders.

Sometimes the building creaked along with the music, sometimes it tried to resist. I imagined the neighbors—if any remained—clutching their pets or dialing the landlord, who wouldn’t come. Nothing had authority in these rooms but sound and anger.

I planted myself in front of the mirror, the cracked one, hung so crooked it made my reflection into a chimera: left cheek slung low, one eye doubled, the tattoos on my chest crawling out in mismatched halves. The best way to scare a mirror was to stare it down with nothing but intent, so I contorted my face through every flavor of malice. Teeth bared. Lips curled into a shape you could call a snarl if you had never seen a real wolf.

I made a study of menace. Eyes wide and steady, the eyebrows locked at that precise angle between murder and hunger. The trick was to look like you meant it, even if you’d already forgotten what it was for. Each time I bared my arms, the ink flickered into focus: a black chain up the left, a stitched-on demon down the right, crossbones gnawing at the elbow. They looked expensive in this light, the colors juiced by my fevered skin. I flexed and the demon’s mouth howled in time with the chorus.

I let the music drill into my skull until I could taste metal at the back of my throat. When the song ground to its end, I punched the repeat button with the side of my fist and bared my teeth for the encore. In the mirror, I tried out a new smile—no amusement, just the cold blankness that came from a winter spent in Correctional. The effect was ruined by a drop of sweat running down my brow, but I wiped it off, reloaded, and went again.

If I kept it up long enough, I could almost convince myself there was a devil in the room.

Halfway through the third repetition, a thin spike of noise broke the wall of guitar: three knocks, sharp and spaced as if measured out with a ruler. It took me a second to recognize them. Nobody ever knocked here. Deliveries came to the downstairs box. Friends—if any—would have texted first, or just let themselves in. I froze, fist in mid-air, and listened. Nothing. Then, another knock, softer this time, like someone already regretted it.

I killed the music with a clumsy stab at the remote. The silence swelled so fast it left my ears ringing. For a moment, the only sound was my own pulse, the wet drum of it against my skull.

I should have left the door unanswered. But the boredom was clawing at me, and the idea of a visitor—any visitor—was like the stink of blood to a starving wolf.

I stalked to the door, rolling my shoulders and letting my arms hang loose. The plastic anklet chirped once in warning as I moved, its light snapping on and off like an irritated eye. I ignored it. I swung open the door hard enough that the top hinge shrieked.

Mrs. Johnson stood in the hall. The neighbor from 5B, two doors down. Her hair was a cloud of white that didn’t quite touch her scalp, and the glasses on her face magnified her eyes to the size of golf balls. She wore a knitted cardigan buttoned all the way up, and her hands were folded like she was warding off cold, or maybe judgment.

For a moment she just stared, as if trying to process the exact beast that had answered her knock.

I gave her my best new smile—practiced, predatory, not even a hint of greeting.

She jerked back a half-step. The cardigan stretched with her, buttons straining. Her hands went to her throat and clamped the fabric shut.

“Um,” she said, voice wispy as a TV on mute. “Would you, um... please turn down your music?”

I could see her trying to get the words out fast, like a prayer. Her left hand trembled so hard it rattled the beads on her bracelet.

“My grandson,” she said, “is trying to take his nap.” Her eyes flicked to my arms, the tattoos, the way I filled the doorway.

I leaned into her fear, just for the taste of it. Let my chest swell out, let my face slide into the posture I’d spent all morning refining. “It’s the only thing that keeps the demons at bay,” I said, dropping my voice half an octave lower than usual. “I’ve got to feed them or they start to crawl.”

The old woman’s mouth pinched tight, then opened again. “Please,” she said, almost pleading. “We’re not used to... that volume.”

I stepped closer, until the monitor’s chirp became a steady beep and she could see the device pulsing through my pant leg. She shrank against the wall, her hand scrabbling for the seam between concrete blocks. Her eyes darted to the monitor, then up to my face, as if weighing which part of me was more dangerous.

“You don’t want to know what happens if I get bored,” I said. I kept the words soft, slow, the way you’d talk to a wild animal. “You remember the guy in 6A? That was boredom. I don’t even remember his name.”

Her knees wobbled. For a split second, I thought she might crumple right there, leave a chalk outline on the welcome mat.

But she held her ground. Her lips twisted up, trying to make sense of the situation. “I—I’ll call the police,” she managed.

“Do it,” I said. “Maybe they’ll bring better music.”

She stared at me for another heartbeat. Then, moving with the brittle speed of someone used to dodging punches, she turned and shuffled down the hall, arms clamped tight around her chest. The faint, sweet smell of powder drifted behind her, cut through with the tart reek of nerves.

I watched until she reached the stairwell and vanished, then shut the door and leaned against it. My heart still thumped with the thrill of the show.

In the bathroom mirror, my reflection waited, mouth twitching at the corners, hungry for applause.

I gave him a bow.

There’s a joke about scaring old women: they forget it ever happened, or worse, they forgive you before you get your breath back. After the showdown, I waited for the rage to drain off, but it stuck in my chest like a swallowed toothpick.

The music was still paused, but the walls hummed with leftover bass. I paced the living room, the monitor on my ankle still beeping its little Morse code at me: fuck you, fuck you, fuck you. The sun was gone behind the buildings and everything in the apartment looked washed out, even the tattoos. My face in the mirror sagged under the fluorescent bathroom light, less Satanic, more just tired.

I was halfway through crafting a new speech—something with more subtlety, a performance that could score points for artistry instead of just brute volume—when the knocks came again. This time, they were softer, less certain.

I flung the door open, ready to escalate, ready to frighten the brittle skeleton out of her. But Mrs. Johnson had brought reinforcements.

She stood three paces from the threshold, holding her arms in front of her like a shield. Her eyes, magnified through those thick glasses, jumped from my face to my foot and back. Her lips were moving, like she was rehearsing a script only she could hear.

Behind her, a kid hung halfway up the stairs, watching with the dull interest of someone who had seen every version of this scene a thousand times.

For a long second, no one spoke. Then Mrs. Johnson sucked in a breath, aimed her gaze just above my shoulder, and said, “You’re not going to get very far with that on.”

I followed her stare down to the black plastic monitor, its diode pulsing, and for the first time all day I felt ridiculous. I tried to cover with bravado: flexed my arms, widened the stance, the whole bit. “You think that’s what’s keeping you safe, Mrs. Johnson?”

She flinched at the sound of her own name, but didn’t retreat. “I know what they look like,” she said. “You’re not the first.” The tremor in her voice was gone. “My husband wore one. For five years. All because of some... bad ideas.”

It’s hard to keep menace alive when your history starts matching someone’s grandkid.

She peered past me into the apartment. I blocked the way with my body, but it didn’t matter. She could see the empty trays, the trash heap behind the door, the single mug on the counter. She saw it all and smiled, thin and grim.

“Is it very lonely?” she asked.

I didn’t have a comeback for that. I waited for her to try the police line again, to threaten me with authorities, but she just looked at me, eyes wide and wet.

“Would you like some cookies?” she asked.

It wasn’t a joke. Her mouth was tight, serious. “My grandson is allergic to everything but flour and sugar, so I make them plain. You can have the batch tomorrow.”

That’s when I noticed the difference in her gaze. Not fear anymore, not even disapproval. Just an ancient, terrible pity.

The fury I’d built up wobbled, then collapsed. I tried one last time: “You come to the devil’s door, you might not like what answers.”

She nodded. “I can handle it.” Her voice was barely louder than a whisper. “Just don’t play it so loud after six, okay? My grandson has trouble sleeping.”

She didn’t wait for my answer, just turned and went back to her apartment, her shoes squeaking on the linoleum. The kid vanished down the stairwell, already bored.

I shut the door quietly this time, afraid to disturb the new balance in the air. I went back to the bathroom, stared at the mirror. My reflection didn’t even try to fight me; he just looked tired, shoulders sunken, ink faded to a bruised blue.

On the TV, someone was screaming, but it was canned, an audience cackling on cue. I muted it and sat in the dark, knees pulled up, head between my hands. The monitor’s LED was the only light in the room, blinking steady, never missing a beat.

I replayed the moment in my mind: her voice, the tilt of her head, the way she seemed to see through every armor I’d built. It stung, that look. Worse than anything Correctional ever cooked up.

I thought about what it would be like to have the cookies. What it would mean to open the door and take them, what it would mean to eat one. The idea made me sick, but the thought wouldn’t leave. I realized I was starving.

A few hours later, just after sunset, I went to check the hall. A plate was waiting on the mat, covered in plastic wrap. The cookies inside were flat, perfect circles, dusted with white sugar. No note, just the offering.

I stood there for a long time, hands jammed in the pockets of my sweats. There were probably a thousand things I could have done: thrown the plate, stomped the cookies, left them for the pigeons. But I took them inside and ate every last one, chewing slow, letting the sugar coat my tongue.

I watched the red light on the monitor as I ate, blinking in time with the beat of my own heart.

Maybe tomorrow, I’d try the mirror again.
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​Chapter 3: The Blog of the Beast
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It was late morning, the hour when sunlight oozes sideways through grime and makes a crypt of every bad decision. I stood in the bathroom, hunched over the sink, rehearsing threats in the cracked mirror. Last night’s sugar still coasted my teeth, and my tongue rasped over each molar, as if tasting for rot. The demon tattoo on my bicep leered at me, doubled in the glass, the way all demons do before noon.

I was perfecting a new snarl—a slow, venomous curl of the lips, the kind that said “I’d kill you, but only for sport”—when the door knocked. Not the perfunctory rattle of a delivery, or the dread click of a parole officer. This was sharp, deliberate. An argument waiting to happen.

I checked my reflection, wiped a fleck of dried blood off my chin (yesterday’s accident; the memory brought heat to my cheeks), and strode to the front door. The monitor at my ankle squeaked, a nagging electronic scold that never learned.

Through the peephole, I saw a shape: slim, upright, wearing a jacket so green it hurt the eye. The lens of a camera gleamed just over her shoulder, haloed by strands of dark hair. For a second, I saw her as prey. For a second, I saw her as my new tormentor.

I opened the door.

She was young, mid-twenties maybe, with the stubborn set to her mouth I’d seen on plenty of correctional staff. The camera was old, not some tourist point-and-shoot, but a blocky digital with tape on the battery door and a lens hood that looked stolen from a wildlife show.

"Yeah?" I made sure to fill the frame, shoulders squared, arms crossed. The tattoos swarmed my forearms in a show of force. "You lost or just lonely?"

She didn’t even flinch. "Are you Mr. Fournier?"

I let the silence run, just to see what she’d do.

She did nothing. Didn’t blink. Only shifted her stance and adjusted her grip on the camera. Her nails were bitten down to pink nubs, and there was a streak of ink across the back of her hand. I couldn’t place the accent—if she had one, it was somewhere between public radio and midwestern hockey—but her words had that clipped, professional chill.

"My name’s Lisa," she said, finally. "I sent you three emails. I’d like to talk."

"I don’t read," I said. "Or maybe I do, but not from strangers." The devil in me flared, and I bared my teeth for effect. "Is this about my conviction? I’ve already done the time. You want a quote, call my lawyer."

She fished a phone out of her jacket and flicked her thumb over the screen. "I’m not with the state. I’m a blogger. I do documentary profiles. I’m interested in... home confinement." She aimed the words at my ankle monitor. "People like you."

I laughed, loud and ugly, and pointed at her with my chin. "People like me. You don’t even know what that means." I leaned in, letting her see the sweat beading my forehead, the scab above my eyebrow, the demon flexing as I pressed both fists to the doorframe. "I could eat you alive, girl."

She regarded me with the indifference of someone who has been threatened before, by scarier things than parolees. "Sure," she said. "But would you let me film it?"

I slammed the door hard enough to rattle the glass. Then I paced, three laps from door to fridge, fridge to window, window to door, a fly in a jar with no lid. The devil in me screamed: she’s baiting you. She wants to make you a clown.

But another part of me—smaller, hungrier, the part that counted every hour since County—felt the sting of curiosity. Nobody had knocked for me in weeks. Not even the rent guy.

I pressed my ear to the door. There was a muffled click, maybe the camera shutter, maybe a cough. The silence lingered.

She wasn’t leaving.

I yanked the door open. "You get one question," I said. "And then you fuck off. Deal?"

She smiled, not wide, not showy, just a sliver of teeth like a business card. "Deal." She raised the camera, pointed it at my chest. "What’s the hardest part about being stuck in here?"

A dozen answers came and went. The microwave meals, the ankle monitor, the way my own skin started to itch if I stood still too long. But I knew what she wanted—confession, or at least the performance of one.

"The silence," I said, grinning through the lie. "You can’t even hear yourself bleed in the silence."

She clicked the shutter.

"Good," she said. "Now, can I come in?"

I should have told her to fuck off again. But there was something exhilarating about the intrusion, the idea of being observed. I opened the door wider and stepped back, making her cross the threshold herself. She did, camera still raised.

Inside, the place looked worse than usual. Dishes heaped in the sink, couch half-flayed from where I’d torn the cushions for stress relief. The stink of microwaved cheese hung thick as fog. She took it all in with a single sweep.

"Cozy," she said.

"Depends who you ask," I shot back. "Nobody’s asked me in a while."

She walked to the center of the living room, spun a slow circle, filmed the ceiling, the walls, the banded light from the blinds. For a moment I wondered if she’d touch anything, try to arrange me like a museum exhibit. She didn’t.

She turned and pointed the camera at me again. "So, Mr. Fournier. How do you spend your days?"

I glared at the monitor on my ankle, which glared right back with its dead red eye. "Mostly I walk in circles and invent ways to annoy my handlers," I said. "Sometimes I try to phase through the wall. You ever seen a man run at drywall until it breaks before he does?"

She shook her head. "Maybe later," she said. The camera lens glinted. "What’s the tattoo mean?" She nodded at the demon, its horns twisting up my arm.

I flexed. "Means I made a deal. But I didn’t say with who."

She took a picture. Then she tucked the camera away, just like that, no more than a blink. I felt naked, suddenly, the tattoos only a paint job.

"Look," I said. "I’m not some poster child. If you want tragedy, there’s probably a juicier story in 6C."

She perched herself on the edge of the table, arms folded. Her clothes made a whirr-whirr noise, synthetic and frictionless. "I didn’t come for tragedy," she said. "I’m interested in the after. What happens when you can’t be dangerous anymore."

The word hit like a knee to the teeth.

I grinned wider, took three quick steps so I was looming over her, the devil act back at full volume. "You don’t know me, Lisa. If you did, you’d bring a crucifix and a cop."

She shrugged. "I brought a camera."

I couldn’t tell if she was brave or just bored with the whole concept of fear. It made me furious and alive, both at once. I wanted to shatter her camera, then beg her to keep filming.

Instead, I grabbed the old office chair and spun it to face her. "You want to see what real evil looks like? Fine. But you don’t get to flinch."

She raised the camera again, like a challenge. "Try me."

I sat, foot bouncing, hands clenching and unclenching. The words came easier now, flowing with the thrum of surveillance. "Every day is a test. They want to see if I’ll break. I don’t give them the pleasure. I’ll die in this box before I give them the pleasure."

She nodded, but I could tell she was already writing her headline: "Devil in a Gilded Cage." Maybe worse. Maybe something that made me small and pitiful.

I could smell her, up close. Not perfume. Something like hair dye and wet printer paper. She kept her camera steady, but I saw her hand twitch when she thought I wasn’t looking.

"Why’d you really come?" I asked. "People don’t walk into a devil’s lair for the scenery."

She hesitated. The first crack. "My brother had one of those," she said, nodding at the monitor. "He never got used to it. Said it made his foot feel like it was always asleep."

"He inside now?"

She shook her head. "Gone. Out west, off the grid. Some people get free, I guess." The shrug was smaller, a flicker of sadness she tried to kill.

For a second, I saw her as human.

It passed.

She stood, slinging the camera behind her. "I’ll come back tomorrow," she said, as if the decision was already made. "Don’t eat anyone before then."

I watched her leave. When the door closed, the world shrank again, but I felt bigger in it.

I tried the mirror once more, this time with the devil’s new grin. It was better, but I could already hear her laugh behind the lens.

Tomorrow, I’d show her something worth filming.

Lisa came back the next morning, as promised, just before the sun burned off the night’s layer of smog. She didn’t bother knocking, only jangled the metal handle and called, “Showtime!” through the splintered wood. I let her in, already dressed in my best black shirt—threadbare, but dramatic—tattoos visible all the way to the neck.

She set up fast, camera on a gorilla tripod, then poked at her phone while I waited in the living room, feigning impatience. The monitor on my ankle blinked double time, the diodes almost festive in the half-dark.

“What do you want to film first?” I asked, voice heavy with threat. “Blood rituals? Animal sacrifice? I’m out of virgins but there’s a dead pigeon on the fire escape.”

She didn’t even look up. “Start with breakfast. Most readers like a human element.”

Breakfast was a cup of instant coffee and two slices of bread, untoasted. I slathered them with mayonnaise, staring into the camera like I was about to rip out the lens and
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