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  Dedication


To my grandfather.

I miss you. 

Thank you for teaching me to be me. 








  
  sav·age


Adjective: (of an animal or force of nature) Fierce, violent, and uncontrolled: “a savage beast.”
Noun: (chiefly in historical or literary contexts) A member of a people regarded as primitive and uncivilized.
Verb: (esp. of a dog or wild animal) Attack ferociously and maul: “ewes savaged by marauding dogs.”
Synonyms: wild - ferocious - fierce - brutal – barbarous.







  
  In the most savage places...


“I swear to you, by the earth which I inhabit, and by you that made me, that with the companion you bestow, I will quit the neighborhood of man and dwell, as it may chance, in the most savage places. My evil passions will have fled, for I shall meet with sympathy! My life will flow quietly away, and I shall not curse my maker in my dying moments.”

Mary Shelly Frankenstein
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  Author's Notes


My writing journey began in the wild, untamed corners of the early internet, when RPG message boards were sacred ground and fan fiction archives felt like hidden cities. I was the geek refreshing the screen at midnight, wondering if anyone would respond to the scene I had just posted. We wrote in threads, in character, often without outlines and fueled by too much caffeine. It was messy, electric, and collaborative, and it felt like magic. 
Those early communities taught me the fundamentals of storytelling. If a post was boring, people simply vanished. If dialogue felt false, other writers pointed it out immediately. It was a fast, honest education in pacing, voice, and learning how to share imperfect work. If you are starting out as a writer, especially if you are considering the self-publishing path, find your people. Join writing communities, exchange critiques, and be willing to share work that is not perfect. Growth happens when you allow yourself to be the beginner in the room.
Savage began as a half-formed idea scribbled in notebook margins while I taught during the day and wrote at night. Long before that, it lived under blankets with a flashlight and stacks of monster books I probably should not have read alone, but did anyway. I have always loved monsters. They are the misfits, the cursed, the too-much and not-enough of the world. They live on the edges and refuse to follow the rules. In many ways, Savage is about those same things. It is about the outcasts, the rule-breakers, and the shadow-dwellers. The obsessions you carry from childhood often become your creative compass and guide you toward the stories only you can tell.
Maria Villalobos grew out of my love for imperfect heroes. I never wanted a chosen one destined for greatness. I wanted someone stubborn, scarred, loyal, angry, and sometimes a mess. Maria is a detective, a werewolf, and a woman trying to make sense of a world that constantly asks her to become something more dangerous than she wants to be. Let your characters be messy. Let them feel too much. Those are the characters readers remember.
This book took ten years to finish because I had to grow enough to write it. I lost the manuscript twice along the way and came dangerously close to giving up more than once. There were moments when I thought the story might simply remain something that lived only in my notebooks and imagination. But every time I stepped away, I found myself returning to it. I came back because I loved the world, the monsters, and Maria too much to abandon them.
For a long time, I believed traditional publishing was the only real path for a writer. Like many authors, I imagined querying agents, sending letters into the void, and hoping that one day a publisher might take a chance on the book. I began researching that process and preparing for it. Along the way I discovered something unexpected. I found the self-publishing community.
What I expected to be a lonely path turned out to be the opposite. I found a network of writers, artists, editors, and readers who shared knowledge, warned each other about mistakes, celebrated victories, and supported newcomers finding their way. The more I learned about independent publishing, the more I realized that it offered something powerful. It gave me creative freedom and the ability to build stories exactly as I imagined them.
That discovery eventually led to the creation of Feralis Press, my small press dedicated to bringing stories like Savage into the world. What began as a practical decision about how to publish one book slowly grew into something bigger. It became a creative home for the worlds and characters I hope to explore for years to come.
If you are considering the self-publishing path, remember that talent alone is not enough. Persistence matters just as much. You will rewrite scenes you once loved. You will question your instincts. You will stare at the same paragraph for an hour wondering if any of it works. That is normal. Writing is rarely a straight path.
The one thing I believe most strongly is this. If you do not love reading, you cannot become a strong writer. Read widely in the kinds of stories you want to create. Study how authors build tension, develop characters, and shape scenes. Reading teaches rhythm, pacing, and voice in ways no guidebook can. More importantly, it keeps your imagination alive.
Be a fan first. Be a nerd about stories. Writing is what happens when that love for storytelling needs somewhere to go.
And always keep writing.
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  1
Night of the Wolf

Oct. 5, 2015 – 8:43 PM


The moon was rising, and something inside me was rising with it. The moon clawed its way into the sky, pale and pitiless, and I felt something inside me answer. I stood before the warehouse as the last light choked out, the city left to rot in its own shadow. Broken windows watched me like dead eyes that never learned how to close. Cold gnawed at my scars, each one whispering how easily skin splits. The air reeked of rust, wet concrete, and that copper-slick promise that never means mercy. Shadows clung to my boots, breathing when I breathed. I told myself it was just the dark. The dark has always loved that lie. 
Time slowed down. I could hear a heavy drumbeat in my ears with every passing second, each moment stretching and swelling with dread. My heart responded with a primal rhythm, a thrumming undercurrent in my veins, as old as the moon itself. It called to me, that moon: not yet visible, but near, its presence pressing behind my eyes and in my bones. I felt it rising, ancient and relentless, stirring the monster waiting beneath my skin. My senses stretched thin, strained to pick up the night’s secrets: the scuttle of rats behind a dumpster, a siren wailing blocks away, the distant laughter of mortals unaware of what truly lurks on their streets after dark. This was the hour of creatures hiding in the dark, the time for things that bump at night.
I closed my eyes, just for a second, letting the moon’s pull wash over me. It wasn’t a feeling; it was a compulsion, savage and electric, as impossible to ignore as an electric current running through bone. Fighting it was as pointless as resisting the tide or denying the first pangs of labor. The need gnawed at my mind, clawed at my insides, a hunger, a terror, and a promise all tangled together. I drew a lungful of cold air, the biting chill at my throat, trying to ground myself in the city’s endless noise, in the rough scrape of denim at my knees, in the steady weight of the pistol at my hip. Exhilaration and fear warred in my gut, a tangled knot I knew all too well. I was both monster and woman, trembling on the edge of a change I could never quite control.
Still, a fragile hope fluttered in my chest. Maybe this time, just this once, I could cling to the edges of myself a little longer. Maybe I wouldn’t lose everything to the wolf. But deep down, I knew hope was for mortals, not monsters. The moon would rise, and I would answer.
A voice rumbled beside me, low and grounding, a presence as solid as the ground beneath my boots. “You sure you want to do this, Maria?” Derek Jordan stood at my shoulder, his bulk a comforting wall of warmth against the creeping chill. There was a steadiness in his tone, a deep certainty that came from someone who’d walked through darkness and come out the other side, scarred but not broken. At six-two, Derek loomed even in shadow, his skin the rich, deep shade of black coffee. He looked carved from muscle and resolve, a wide-shouldered silhouette suggesting the power of an ex-linebacker, but his movements, deliberate and unhurried, hinted at a different kind of discipline. Under the faint glow of streetlights, his shaved head gleamed, perfectly contrasting with the midnight-blue suit stretched across his broad frame. His eyes caught the light like polished obsidian, steady and unreadable, but never cold.
At first glance, he seemed fit for a boardroom or courtroom, more likely headed for success in business or law than wandering the city’s darkest areas. His beard was neatly kept, and his tie was perfectly tied. If you didn’t know better, you might think he was a lawyer, a professor, or someone untouched by the decay that’s hard to miss in New York. But beneath the suit, behind his quiet smile and steady voice, Derek was more than most assumed. He was a Medium, what the department called a Shaman. The real deal, not just a ghost hunter with a badge and urban legends. His bloodline stretched back to Gullah rootworkers and Lowcountry shamans, and his spirit guides, Mawu and Lisa, whispered secrets to him through every shadow and flicker of neon.
There was a stillness to Derek, a patience that made him feel like he was carved from something older than brick and steel. Calm was his armor. He never raised his voice, never hurried unless lives were at stake. When he moved, it was with deliberate grace, with strength coiled and waiting. Years of discipline shaped him where most men wear down. Even now, with tension crackling in the air, his breath remained steady, and his hands were loose but ready. A silver ring on his pinky caught the light, a charm from his grandmother meant to keep his heart tied to home.
If you listened closely, you could still hear the Carolinas in his vowels, soft even when he described a crime scene or dropped a hard truth. His presence grounded me, making me believe the world wasn’t ending tonight. Most people underestimated Derek. They saw the suit, the easy smile, the casual walk. I had seen the shift, how his jaw tightened, his eyes sharpened, his whole body coiled and ready to strike. The scars on his face told stories the city would never print: a faint line along his jaw, another beneath his eye, pale against dark skin. And still, when he looked at me, humor danced in his gaze, a reminder that no matter how tough things got, we weren’t finished yet. Derek was more than backup. He was my anchor to the other side, the one who saw the dead and warned me when shadows weren’t just shadows. He kept me steady. Without him, this job would have swallowed me whole.
Then the warehouse glass reflected my image. Sharp. Wary. Eyes flecked with gold from the lurking moon. A reminder that while Derek stood solidly by my side, I was the one unraveling, the wolf just beneath my skin. Derek’s gaze met mine in the dim light, steady and knowing, refusing to look away. In two years as partners, I had come to rely on him more than I ever thought possible. He was the one who stayed, who didn’t flinch at the monster I was becoming. My actual brother couldn’t do that. Joaquin had drifted, his love worn thin by secrets and silence. We still spoke sometimes, but the bond we built as kids was unraveling, frayed by fear and words we could no longer say. Derek wasn’t blood, but he was the brother who stood beside me in the dark.
I turned back to the warehouse, breath fogging the air, pulse pounding in my ears. The city seemed to hold its breath with me. The moon was nearly up, and soon, all bets would be off. I gave Derek a tired smile. “It has to be me, Der. Burt’s too unstable. He could change and tear you apart if you go in.”
Derek squinted at the warehouse, his jaw tight. It loomed ahead like a carcass left to rot, sheets of rusted corrugation curling at the edges, corners swallowed by shadow. The kind of place where bad things weren’t just hidden. They thickened in the air, bitter and slow, like something foul left to curdle in a sealed stein. You could almost smell the violence steeping inside, waiting to be poured.
“I still don’t like it,” he muttered, voice low and dry.
I stepped closer, gravel grinding beneath my boots like bones under pressure. I reached out and gave his forearm a brief squeeze, steady and grounding. “I know,” I said, keeping my eyes on the building. “Neither do I.”
He huffed, sharp and tight, like he wanted to argue but knew better. His eyes flicked over me. “You got this? And by ‘this’ I mean not going full Big Bad on me.”
“Relax.” I gave myself a quick pat-down, more habit than need. “Badge, gun…” I dug into my jacket, fingers closing around cold metal. The inhaler came free with a rattle, and I held it up like a magician. “Ta-da. Your favorite party favor.”
Derek’s lip curled. The wolfsbane inhaler had saved our asses more times than I could count, but neither of us liked what it did. “Just don’t forget those puffs come with a side of lung pain,” he warned.
I snorted, tossing the canister between my hands. “More like five minutes of feeling like I swallowed a blender,” I muttered. “But worth it if it keeps you from freaking out.”
The truth? Wolfsbane was no joke. One wrong dose and I’d be face-first in the dirt, courtesy of anaphylactic shock. But in small, carefully vaporized amounts, it could delay the Change for a few precious minutes. Not that I’d ever let it get that far. One perk of being born a werewolf was that I got to decide when and how I Changed, even on full moons. But Derek was the ultimate Boy Scout, always prepared, always thinking ten steps ahead. I carried the inhaler more for his peace of mind than mine. It also spared me from his well-meaning but endless lectures. Honestly, I’d rather risk the wolf.
“So, we good?” I asked, slipping the inhaler back into my pocket and flexing my sore hand.
Derek exhaled, the corners of his mouth twitching. “Yeah, we’re good… just don’t make a habit of going in solo, okay? Next time I’m dragging your ass out myself.”
“Promises, promises,” I replied with a half-smile, turning to the warehouse, its rusted shell and shattered windows a reminder of the world we worked in. A place where predator and prey were often the same. The air was thick with saltwater, rust, and the metallic tang of blood. The warehouse was a graveyard of forgotten things, and tonight it would serve as the stage for another kill. This was New York after the Turn, where monsters were real and the law had learned to adapt. The Supernatural Crimes Division exists because old laws can’t keep up. Mortal courts aren’t built to handle vampires who can charm juries, sorcerers who erase memories, or werewolves who claim the moon makes them do it. So the city gave us teeth. As an SCD detective, I carried authority most cops couldn’t even imagine; judiciary execution, the power to enforce a kill order on supernaturals too dangerous to let live.
It wasn’t a privilege; it was a burden.
Every kill order went through layers of review, evidence, reports, witness statements, triple-checked before the paperwork reached my desk. Only then, if every box was checked and every doubt cleared, was the sentence signed by the DA and stamped by the board. That was the line between justice and murder. Burt’s file had cleared all hurdles. Clean. Irrefutable. His DNA on two dead women. No alibis. No excuses. His kill order wasn’t up for debate. It was a certainty. No trial. No second chances. If I didn’t end him tonight, someone else would be dead by morning. “Mawu says Burt’s alone inside, waiting for you,” Derek said, his voice steady but serious.
I nodded. Mawu. One of Derek’s twin spirit guides, and the one who always had the last word on these late-night missions. As a medium, or shaman, Derek had the unique ability to see and communicate with spirits, but his bond with Mawu and her brother Lisa was entirely different. They weren’t just guides but deities worshiped by the Fon and Ewe people in West Africa. Mawu, the sister, was a spirit of the night and moon, while Lisa, her brother, represented the day and the sun. Derek only ‘saw’ Mawu after the sun went down. Her presence was as natural to him as breathing. Lisa took over with the first light of dawn. These twin spirits had been with Derek since he was a boy, guiding, protecting, and making him one of the most powerful mediums on the East Coast. Most mediums were lucky to have one spirit guide. Derek had two. And while I couldn’t see, hear, or even sense Mawu, I knew better than to doubt her. If she said Burt was alone inside, then Burt was alone. Period.
I gave the dark sky one last lingering look, then nodded to Derek and started walking toward the abandoned building. I didn’t look back. He knew the routine by now. When the suspect was too dangerous for him to handle, it was my job to make the arrest and, if necessary, carry out the kill order. After all, I was the tough, beastly partner who grew fangs and claws when things got intense. Sure, Derek had his spirit protectors, but sometimes even they weren’t enough. Extrasensory perception was a powerful advantage, but it didn’t heal broken bones in an hour. Derek was smart enough to know when to let me take the lead, even if he didn’t like admitting it. And besides, this case was personal.
I’ve known Burt for nearly four years. He was one of my first arrests after joining the SCU. Supernatural Crimes Unit. I’ve been a detective with SCU for about five years now. The SCU was a unit the NYPD created back in the mid-eighties, ten years after the U.S. government revealed that supernatural beings were real. I’d arrested Burt more times than I can count. The last time, though, he swore it would be the last. And for a while, it seemed like he meant it. A year of living clean, holding down a job, and going to therapy. I truly thought he was going to make it. Then the murders happened. Two prostitutes, one torn apart, the other with her neck snapped. When the DNA pointed to Burt, it felt like a punch to the gut. I couldn’t believe he’d fallen so far, so fast.
Crossing the street, I approached the door to Burt’s hiding spot. It used to be a textile factory, long abandoned, now a refuge for junkies and the homeless. It was one of Burt’s favorite spots when he was using. He knew I’d remember it. What I couldn’t figure out was why he’d come here now. Was it guilt? Or had he just run out of reasons to fight? I guess I was about to find out. I stepped into the gloom of the abandoned factory, letting my eyes adjust to the dark. My eyes glowed yellow, reflecting the moonlight like eerie beacons. Unlike humans, weres have a tissue layer in the eye that reflects visible light, making everything brighter. It’s what allows me to see in the dark.
As the darkness lifted, I scanned the factory, my sensitive ears catching every sound: wind rattling against broken glass, rats scurrying through the corners. The air was stale, filled with the stench of rotting wood, rust, and old urine that clung to the inside of my nostrils. I pushed it aside and reached down to pull out Lucy. Lucy was my sidearm, a SIG Sauer P226 that had seen me through more scrapes than I cared to count. She didn’t have the over-the-top kick of a Desert Eagle or the raw, destructive power of a Magnum, but Lucy had her own tricks. Hollow-point iron bullets with a silver inlay and a holy-water core. Yeah, I was ready for whatever nastiness decided to show its face tonight. I named her Lucy because, well, what’s funnier than “I Love Lucy”? Nothing. What’s funny about my Lucy? Same answer. Absolutely nothing.
That’s when I saw him. Burt. He was standing alone at the far end of the factory, just as Mawu had said. Waiting. For me. The silence of the factory was broken only by the distant hum of the city outside and the faint creak of the building settling. Knowing exactly where this was headed, I saw no point in hiding. With a resigned sigh, I stepped out into the open, the pale moonlight filtering through broken windows casting long shadows across the dirty factory floor. Empty beer bottles and scattered debris cluttered the ground like fallen leaves, remnants of a different kind of decay.
Burt Andrews hadn’t changed much from the skinny, pale junkie I remembered, though the years had not been kind to him. He was in his mid-50s now, and it showed. His skin was stretched too tight over his bones, with deeper lines on his face that looked like the years of hard living had finally caught up with him. Tonight, he’d traded his usual filthy Wal-Mart getup for a simple black suit. The suit hung off his shoulders as if it was draped over a coat rack, his frame too thin to fill it out. But his eyes caught my attention, haunted, dark blue-grey eyes that stared at me hollowly. Whatever had happened to Burt in the last few weeks had drained his life out, leaving behind a shell of the man he’d tried to be.
“Nice suit, Burt,” I said, skipping the pleasantries. “Where’d you get it?”
Burt stared at me for a moment, then swayed slightly like a man who’d been sucker-punched. As I watched him, I noticed the rapid thudding of his heart, each beat pounding in my ears like a drum. The scent of his fear and a faint chemical odor lingered in the air, a smell I recognized all too well. Oh, great. He was using again. “It belonged to my Dad,” he finally replied, his English accent fractured. He’d been born in London but moved to the States in his late twenties, chasing the American dream. Sadly, all he found was pain. “So. You here to kill me, Officer Villalobos?”
Damn. He doesn’t waste any time, does he? “Why’d you do it, Burt?” I asked softly. “A year clean. Why this? Why now?” Why murder?
And that was it. Burt broke down. I don’t think he expected me to ask that, to make it personal. He stumbled, his body swaying like a tree caught in a strong wind, his sorrow and shame spilling out as he sobbed into his hands. “I don’t bloody remember doin’ it!” he cried. “When I got wind that you lot were lookin’ for me, I asked around and found out why. But I swear to you, Villalobos, I don’t remember doin’ it!”
Then he started pacing, quick, erratic, like a caged animal sensing a storm about to break. I’d seen Burt like this before, more times than I could count, back when he was just a troublemaker I hauled in after a bar fight or a bad moon. There’d always been a sadness in him, something bruised but salvageable. Now, though, his movements had a wild, desperate edge, as if he was already halfway to losing himself.
“I’ve been havin’ trouble sleepin’ these past couple of months,” Burt stammered, his voice raw, laced with bewilderment and rising panic. “Blackin’ out. Wakin’ up places I don’t remember gettin’ to. But, kill two girls? No. No, that’s not...” He clutched his head, fingers digging into his scalp as if he could force the truth out or drive the horror away. “I don’t remember doin’ it! Kill two girls? Are you mad? I could never, never! I didn’t do it, Maria, I swear! I couldn’t! No, no, this can’t be right. Not me. Never, never...” He paused mid-step, staring up at me from beneath the flickering light. The face was still Burt’s, but the eyes. God, the eyes were wrong. Blue irises swallowed by inky black, the pupils edged with that unnatural, sickly yellow. What looked back at me wasn’t the man I’d arrested, warned, even laughed with after he sobered up. The wolf was in control now, a thing ancient and merciless.
I felt time slipping away, but for a moment, I only saw a man I’d known for years, broken by what lived inside him. I took a breath and met Burt’s gaze, trying to give him some kind of closure, even if the words tasted bitter. “Your DNA was on the girls, Burt. Forensics checked it twice. There’s no mistake.” The truth hung heavy between us. Two girls dead, and a kill order that didn’t care about regrets or lost time. This was it.
Burt let out a long, shuddering breath. He nodded, jaw clenched, the fight gone from his posture. “Well. Fuck it,” he muttered, voice empty now, scraped hollow. “If ye say I did it, then I bloody did it. No sense cryin’ about it. So. What happens now? You kill me, right? Well. Get on with it then.” He straightened, shoulders squared, eyes already somewhere else, somewhere far from this room, this ending.
I stared at him, my breath catching in my throat. For a few seconds, I couldn’t speak or move. Goddamn it. The hopelessness of everything weighed on me like a stone. I wanted him to be the one to make it, to prove that even in this dark, twisted world of murder, magic, and monsters, someone like him, someone like me, could find redemption. But that hope was just a dream, as fragile and fleeting as the fairy tales my mother used to tell me. This was reality. Cruel, unforgiving, and utterly pointless.
“Albert Andrews,” I began, my voice steady as I drew Lucy from her holster. “I, Maria Villalobos, detective of the NYPD’s Supernatural Crimes Division, find you guilty of the murders of Melisa Holbrooke and Alyssa Hernandez. By the power vested in me by the state of New York, I sentence you to death by gunshot. Do you have any final words?”
Silence. The warehouse pressed in, damp and heavy, with the stench of rust and rot thick in my lungs. Then a sound. Wet. Splintering. Wrong.
Oh, fuck.
I looked up. Burt was on his knees, convulsing, his skin crawling like something inside wanted out. His complexion soured to a sickly yellow, veins bulging black and restless beneath the surface. Foam spilled from his mouth. His jaw cracked wide as fangs punched through his gums, tearing flesh as they came.
The Change had him. And I was already too late.
One moment, Burt was a trembling figure, his face contorted in an inhuman mask of agony, eyes bloodshot, skin mottled and discolored. The next, Burt was gone, replaced by a living, breathing nightmare. Bitten werewolves are nothing like those of us who are Born. For us, being a werewolf is a natural state of being. We were born this way, and our transformations are as effortless as breathing. But for them? For those who were once human? The Change is an abomination. Unnatural. A twisted, violent corruption of what they once were. Burt’s suit had been shredded during the transformation, the fabric hanging in tatters from his horrifically altered frame. A monstrous, misshapen figure remained, limbs jutting back at unnatural angles. His ribcage, shoulder blades, and pelvis, structures meant for bipedal movement, were now grotesquely jumbled together in a form that was meant to crawl on all fours. Contrary to popular belief, werewolves are usually quadrupeds. We were rarely able to pause the transformation and stay on two legs. When changed, our bodies undergo a complete metamorphosis from face to skin and organs to bone structure. But Bitten werewolves, they don’t have that luxury. Their change is a cruel, imperfect mimicry of what we are. Where I would emerge as a large, powerful wolf, Burt was now a horrendous amalgamation of man and beast, more a mad jumble of limbs and fur than anything resembling a natural creature.
I could see Burt’s skin heaving under the ragged shreds of his clothing, his body struggling to hold itself together. If Bitten werewolves ever grew fur during the Change, it did so in mangy patches and clumps, exposing much of the skin: dark, wrinkled, and dotted with blood clots and spider veins. The rest of his skin was pale and paper-thin, stretched taut over horribly misshapen organs, yet somehow still functioning, visible through the translucent membrane of his ribcage. Burt crouched on all fours, one arm grotesquely thicker than the other, one hand ending in a malformed paw, the other still resembling a human hand but missing several digits. His legs were unnaturally long, angled in ways that defied nature, almost insect-like, as if they belonged on a spider or some other unholy abomination. Broken and misshapen, the creature before me embodied a Bitten werewolf, a beast that put all other beasts to shame, the ultimate perversion of nature’s design. Nothing that looked like this should still be breathing. And yet, here it was, alive and snarling, a twisted testament to the cruelty of the curse that had taken hold of Burt Andrews.
I knew I was in trouble when Burt looked up at me, his mad, yellow eyes locking onto mine, blazing with unhinged fury. His face was grotesquely distorted, more Quasimodo than canine, with one eye sitting higher than the other, making his entire visage look crooked and wrong. Oh God, those eyes. They were filled with rage and agony, and I knew the image of them would haunt my dreams for years to come. There was no trace of the man I once knew; only the beast. Before I could backpedal and aim Lucy, Burt let out a deafening roar and charged.
If I had been human, that would have been my end. But I’m not human. Never have been, never will be. I’m the wolf in human clothing; this was my world, my arena. I’m the monster that kills monsters, and this was not my first rodeo.
I used my smaller frame to my advantage, darting out of the way just as Burt’s fangs snapped shut on the spot where I’d been standing. I reached into my pocket with my free hand, pulled out the wolfsbane inhaler, and shoved it into Burt’s eyes, quickly squeezing out four bursts. An agonized roar followed. I growled. Wolfsbane to the eyes hurts like hell, doesn’t it, Burt?
But my victory was short-lived. Burt swung a massive arm at me, the blow connecting with my temple, sending me flying back three feet. A pained grunt slipped past my lips as I crashed to the ground. I was lucky I could still breathe. It meant the rib was cracked, not shattered.
Ignoring the stars in my vision, I forced myself to roll to my knees, just in time to see Burt charging again, mouth open wide. I barely got my arm up in time. I winced as his giant jaws clamped down, the leather of my jacket shredding under the pressure, fangs digging into the meat of my arm.
“Arg!” I snarled in pain. But I forced myself to push it aside. My free hand moved instinctively, and I brought Lucy into play. Burt thought he had me. He was wrong. Just as Burt was about to give me a shake, one that would likely tear the flesh and muscle clean off my arm, I shoved Lucy under his jaw, aiming upward, and fired. The sound of the gunshot was deafening, but I didn’t stop. I fired repeatedly until the gun clicked empty. Burt lay next to me, his jaws still clamped down on my arm, a ragged, bleeding hole where the top of his skull used to be. It was over. He was dead.
I don’t know how long I lay there. Minutes. Maybe hours. It felt like forever. A dead werewolf’s jaws were still clamped around my arm, his teeth buried deep in torn flesh while my blood dripped slowly onto the concrete. I stared at the ceiling, too empty to move. 
Then Burt’s body began to change. The monster collapsed in on itself, bone twisting, fur melting away. Black fluid leaked from his mouth and nose as the virus that made him a beast finally released its hold. When it was over, there was only a broken man on the floor. His jaws slipped loose from my arm. I lifted the mangled limb into the dim light and watched the wound slowly knit itself back together. In an hour it would be gone, as if none of this had happened. I only wish the rest of me healed that easily.
Sirens wailed somewhere in the distance. Footsteps were coming. I forced myself to stand. My jacket hit the floor, soaked with blood that was not all mine. I closed my eyes and called the wolf. Bones shifted. The Change answered. By the time Derek and the others arrived, there would be nothing left here but a body. And the monster who killed it would already be gone.
I am the monster that kills monsters.
This is my life.
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The Undertaker’s Mark

Oct. 5, 2015 – 9:35 PM


Some nights, no matter how hard you scrub, the blood seeps to the bone and remains there, a stain the city refuses to erase. The factory reeked of saltwater, rust, and death, and I moved through it on autopilot. Duty forced me to work, even with Burt’s gore still wet on my skin. 
After Changing back and getting dressed, I bagged evidence with hands still half-feral, claws itching beneath the flesh. Snapped photos of what was left of him, never human enough for forensics to call a body, too monstrous for memory to release. Each flash lit the room in sterile white, shrinking the world to a smear of blood and broken things. The walls pressed closer with every click. No matter how much I scrubbed, the stink of iron and sweat clung, a primal brand etched as deep as the scars under my jacket. Derek worked beside me in silence, steady as stone. His shadow stretched long across the carnage, a quiet anchor letting me take the lead. He didn’t need to speak. He knew the rule written into nights like this: monsters kill monsters, and no one asks questions.
The cleanup was mechanical, bags sealed, photos cataloged, each grisly step destined for a file that would gather dust. But under the flicker of dying lights, with Burt’s body still twitching in death’s aftershock, what haunted me wasn’t the blood or the violence. It was how easy it felt, how natural. My wolf purred beneath my skin, satisfied, while I stood there with a camera in one hand and a gun in the other, pretending I still belonged to the world outside this room.
By the time the job was done, I was running on fumes. The kind that don’t refill no matter how deep you dig. Once the paperwork was filed and Burt was zipped into a bag, I stepped out into the night feeling hollowed out, like something essential had been scraped clean and left behind.
The air had turned sharper while I was inside. Colder. It pressed against my skin as if the city itself had taken notice, watching in that quiet, patient way New York has when it’s deciding what to do with you next. I swung a leg over my motorcycle and let the engine rumble to life beneath me, the vibration traveling up my spine as I pulled away from the warehouse and its lingering stench of blood, rot, and bad endings.
The ride home was too quiet.
The streets were nearly empty, traffic lights cycling pointlessly through red and green for no one at all. Storefronts sat dark and shuttered, their glass reflecting my headlight back at me in warped, fleeting shapes. The city felt paused, like it was holding its breath. Even the usual background noise, distant sirens, shouting, the low hum of life that never really stops, had thinned to almost nothing.
I should have welcomed it. Instead, unease crawled up the back of my neck.
Every shadow felt heavier than it should have been. Every alley mouth seemed deeper, darker, like something might peel itself free if I looked too long. My instincts kept whispering, soft but insistent, that this night wasn’t finished with me yet. That something was moving just out of sight, lining itself up with my path.
Nothing happened. And somehow, that was worse.
By the time I reached my brownstone, my shoulders ached from holding tension I hadn’t realized I was carrying. Inside, I stripped off my blood-soaked clothes and let them fall where they landed, the silence pressing in thick and suffocating. I didn’t bother turning on lights. I didn’t need them.
The shower burned me raw, hot water sluicing over bruises and half-healed wounds, but it didn’t wash the night away. The stink of blood lingered. So did the scrape of claws, the wet sound of bone snapping where it never should. I stood there longer than necessary, letting the water run until my skin was tender and numb.
When I finally collapsed into bed, damp and aching, my bedroom felt too quiet. Empty. The kind of quiet that listens back. Sleep came eventually, but it was thin and fractured, a shallow thing haunted by teeth and snarls, by the certainty that this was only the beginning.
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I rose before dawn. 
Necessary or not, I couldn’t stand the thought of staying home, trapped with ghosts. By the time the sun bled over the skyline, I was already heading back into SCD, shadows heavy beneath my eyes, the weight of the night pressed into my skin. This morning, the memories clung to me like blood under my fingernails. I paused outside the captain’s office, last night still clinging like a second skin—blood, sweat, and guilt ground into me where no amount of scrubbing could reach. I woke alone, as always, moving through the morning like a shadow, every step stiff, the copper stink never fully leaving my nose.
The mirror caught me as I passed. I flinched. My hair hung in damp tangles, curling where it dried against my cheekbones. My olive-toned skin looked waxy in the light, stretched too tight over cheeks hollowed by exhaustion. A fresh cut gleamed pink beneath my jaw. My eyes, amber and faintly rimmed in gold, caught the light with a restless hunger, the circles beneath them sharpening my features into something harder, leaner. My lips were pale from biting through pain. A fading crescent tattoo, my mother’s sigil for protection, peeked from beneath my collarbone. The badge on its chain didn’t make me look official. It made me look marked. Half-feral, half-broken muscles wound tight beneath my blouse and jacket.
I saw strength in the glass, but no softness. The city had carved that away. What stared back was no victim, but a survivor, someone who wore scars like jewelry and carried the animal stink of guilt as naturally as breath. Alone, I walked into SCD with death still trailing me, another ghost in the halls.
At this hour, SCD was waking up hard. The overnight shift looked like death warmed over, slumped at their desks with empty coffee cups and thousand-yard stares. Screens glowed with last night’s carnage, blue light painting haunted faces. The day shift staggered in, still shivering in their coats, blinking against the city’s autumn chill. Voices stayed low, trailing off as I passed. I didn’t blame them. The wolf never really went back to sleep after a kill, and I could feel her beneath my skin, pacing. I moved through the room like a rumor, a shadow brushing the edge of the ordinary, dangerous, silent, never quite belonging.
The smell of bleach tried and failed to drown out the odors of sweat, iron, gun oil, and fear. File cabinets slammed shut. Someone cursed at a jammed printer. The radiators clanked, fighting a losing battle against the morning chill. The squad room was always noisy, but today every sound hit me like a bruise, raw nerves twitching, heart a metronome for regret. Paperwork piled up in thick bureaucratic stacks, the stench of red tape stronger than bleach. Nothing in those reports mentioned how my hands trembled or how the night’s cold clung to my bones even as my wounds healed. No form could capture what it means to be the lone wolf, the executioner who can never truly go home. Not in this city. In New York, monsters don’t break. You just keep moving until there’s no one left to see you fall apart. And this is life at SCD, caught between the city’s panic and its needs, a weapon shaped by regret, haunted by memories, moving through the motions because the job demands it. Every day is the same: a slow march through fluorescent-lit hallways, the endless shuffle of files, fear, and ghosts, the silent hope that today, at least, I won’t have to become the thing they all expect me to be.
I drifted to my desk, its metal frame chipped and scarred, covered in crime scene photos and spent pens, a battered mug still half full of cold coffee. I slumped into the chair, feeling every bruise and phantom ache from last night’s hunt, my whole body tuned to the city’s restless energy. The hum of computers and the click of keyboards never stopped here. Every screen flickered with unfinished business. Vampire assaults in the Lower East Side, another coven war in Harlem, werewolf pack feuds in Queens that never really ended, only went underground. Our world was layered, danger stacked over secrets, human and not, with SCD patching the cracks and mopping up the blood.
Supernatural New York was a city within a city. On the surface, nothing appeared different. There were still yellow cabs, rush-hour crowds, and steam rising from manhole covers. But underneath the noise, something older thrived. The vampires held court in nightclubs that never closed, with politics as ruthless as anything at City Hall. Shifters prowled back alleys, running protection rackets or settling old scores with claws and teeth. Witches kept to themselves, trading favors in languages older than the subways, always on the brink of war with the necromancers in the Bronx.
The SCD was where everything collided. We were the line, the buffer, the city’s last half-hearted apology for letting monsters walk the streets. Most of the humans in the precinct still believed the badge meant something, that the rules could keep the shadows out. But the rest of us knew better. Every night blended into the next. Every morning, another file landed on my desk, another name scribbled in red, another reminder that monsters like me didn’t get to choose sides. I kept the peace because someone had to. Because I understood what happened when you let the moon control you, when the hunger swallowed your name.
I looked up and met the eye of a rookie officer, his skin pale, eyes haunted, a paper charm tucked into his shirt collar as if it might save him. He looked away quickly. Even here, the other monsters gave me space, as if they could smell what I’d done or see the truth in the scars and the tired set of my mouth. The lone wolf, the enforcer, the city’s reluctant executioner.
I rubbed at the ache in my arm, feeling the bone and muscle beneath the skin already healed. The wounds would fade, but I’d still carry the memory, tucked away with all the others. Out the window, the city shuddered to life. Sirens wailing, taxis honking, the skyline lit gold by the morning sun that never reached the shadows where I worked. This was my kingdom. A city of monsters and men, and me caught somewhere in between, trying not to lose myself with every case, every kill. Sometimes I wondered if the city itself could feel if it recognized something broken and hungry in me that matched its own. Maybe that was why I belonged here, in the SCD, on the bleeding edge of normal. Maybe this was all I’d ever be: the wolf in the hallway, the badge with blood on her hands, the one who couldn’t stop hunting, even when all she wanted was rest. But rest was a luxury for the dead. And in this city, at least I was still moving.
New York has always been filled with things that go bump in the night, long before the Turn revealed every secret with a roar. Back then, monsters hid in alleyways and legends were whispered in quiet corners of the city. Now? The world seeks peace, and the price of peace has never been higher. Supernaturals don’t just haunt shadows anymore, they own them. They’ve swapped crypts for penthouses, sewers for pawn shops. They run hedge funds and halal carts, and slip through nightclubs as bouncers or power players, all fighting to stake their claim in New York’s endless midnight. And for the first time, the rest of the world is watching.
Supposedly, things were shifting. I’d heard whispers about a kind of Supernatural Summit for weeks, with little rumors exchanged over cold coffee and late-night reports. This wasn’t just another Council quarrel or some local pack drama. Every major player, from London’s vampire factions to the old South American witch circles, sent someone to New York, even if to watch us fall apart in person. Word in the bullpen was that this summit could reshape the supernatural landscape. If the city’s supernatural council got it right, we might finally achieve real peace. But if they messed up, the fallout could extend far beyond the five boroughs.
It was more than just headlines. The real tension was in our streets, lurking in alleyway brawls and bleeding out on concrete where no one bothered to file a report. Rumors said the Summit’s true goal was to keep a lid on the pack violence that was ready to explode, especially among the North American shifter clans. There had been incidents: rival wolves from Chicago to Toronto testing limits, hired muscle showing up at Brooklyn raves, bodies floating in the Hudson that never hit the news. Everyone knew the Calder family, the NYC pack, had been trying to mediate, but something had stalled the process entirely. Rumor had it that this summit was the local Alpha’s last-ditch attempt to stop a shifter war from erupting across state lines. It would be the chaos that would make the old Vampire-Werewolf treaties seem tame.
In the bullpen, the gossip burned hotter than a witch’s hex. Was the summit being sabotaged by old enemies? Was someone, vamps, fae, maybe even humans, paying to keep the talks deadlocked? Every time plans seemed set, something happened: a gas leak at the venue, an accidental blackout, a key shifter leader suddenly out of town. Some said the European packs were eager to see the summit fail, hoping to profit from the chaos. Others blamed a rogue werecat crew out of Montreal.
My lips curled into a silent snarl as I pushed my thoughts away. Whenever someone mentioned the local pack, I felt a mix of contempt and old pain. The Alpha used to call himself my father’s friend, but all “pack life” had ever given me was betrayal disguised as family. I kept my head down, pretending to be indifferent, but the truth gnawed at me. I grew up seeing what happens when peace falls apart, first in Madrid, then in Brooklyn, where one wrong word could leave blood in the streets. The city’s alpha, Matthew Calder, had once been like family. He held my hand at my parents’ funeral and whispered promises that we’d find justice. I hadn’t heard from him since. No call, no letter. Just rumors and headlines. Maybe he was out somewhere, still trying to keep the city’s fragile peace intact. Or maybe he moved on, like everyone else. But one thing was sure: no one was strong enough to keep the US shifters in check without him. If the Summit failed, New York wouldn’t just burn; the pack wars would spread across states and into Canada and Mexico. Every supernatural on this continent would feel the fallout. Maybe the whole world. The Council was still scrambling to find an Abettor who could keep the table honest, but I doubted anyone would step up. There hadn’t been a volunteer in nearly a year since the last Abettor had mysteriously turned up dead.
My thoughts were interrupted by the thump of a paper bag and the unmistakable aroma of bacon, egg, and cheese. New York’s unofficial breakfast perfume. The scent sliced straight through the fatigue and leftover adrenaline in my veins, waking up my appetite and something more feral beneath my skin. I didn’t even have to look up; Derek’s familiar cologne, something earthy with a bite of sage, mixed with the dark roast tang of real coffee before the mug touched my desk. 
I glanced sideways, a tired grin tugging at my lips. “You read my mind,” I said, my voice coming out rough and grateful.
Derek sank into the battered chair at his desk, sitting so close that our arms nearly touched. “Honestly, you looked like you could use something that didn’t come from a precinct vending machine,” he said. He nudged the bag closer, the grease spot blooming through the thin paper. “And before you ask, yes, there’s mayo-ketchup.”
I pulled out the sandwich, still steaming, the cheese oozing over my fingers. One bite and the world got a little quieter. Salt, fat, runny yolk, the smoky comfort of bacon. If goodness was left in this city, it tasted like this. For a second, I almost felt normal again.
Derek sipped his own coffee, watching me with that steady calm that never quite wavered, even when things got weird. “You know, Maria, you keep eating like that, they’ll have to start issuing werewolves cholesterol meds.”
“Ha. Like HR could even spell ‘lycanthropy,’” I replied, mouth full. “Besides, you’re the one drinking sludge and calling it breakfast.”
He shrugged, eyes crinkling with that tired, gentle humor I’d learned to trust. “Coffee’s a food group… I think… You going to eat the other half?”
I shook my head, polishing off another bite. “Touch my sandwich and see how fast you lose a finger.”
Derek grinned, unfazed. “Guess you’re not that civilized after all.”
I flipped him off, the gesture as casual as breathing. 
I wiped cheese from my mouth as the city’s noise filtered in through bulletproof glass, horns blaring, a subway rattling beneath my feet, and the low, thrumming energy of New York coming alive. Outside, witches argued over deli lines, and vampires haggled for synthetic blood in Chinatown. Inside, SCD was where the cracks in the world were patched with caffeine, sarcasm, and, if you got lucky, something that almost tasted normal. As I picked at my bacon, I took a moment to watch the morning chaos in the bullpen unfold like a strange supernatural sitcom. Of course, there was never a laugh track for me. My coffee had gone lukewarm, but I kept sipping anyway. Old habits die hard.
The SCD squad room was always a whirlwind of energy and arguments, especially when the magic users began. Mai and Andre, our magick users, had already taken over the whiteboard, debating the latest evidence with the kind of fierce, musical intensity only spellcasters could pull off. Allen, our part-time seer, hovered nearby, lost in his visions and cryptic notes—a constant reminder that the future was never as clear as we wanted it to be. Humberto, one of our necromancers, maintained his quiet dignity as he sifted through obituaries, performing his work with a reverence that made even the hardest detectives pause. Across the room, Cleo and Mouse—the brains of our operation—were surrounded by half-assembled tech and glowing runes, always searching for answers the rest of us couldn’t see. Our ‘fearless leader,’ Captain Elijah Brooks, watched over us all, impossible to read and fool, while my partner Derek drifted in just as the chaos peaked—late, grinning, always with food in hand. This was the SCD, my strange little family. And on days like this, as magic and mayhem collided, it almost felt like home.
As I finished my breakfast, I listened to the hum of the bullpen. I allowed myself to feel the rhythm of the only ‘pack’ I’ve ever truly belonged to, even if I would never quite fit in. Most days, I was the one they called when things got ugly, hen the nightmares overwhelmed everyone else. Somebody had to clean up the mess, and it might as well have been the wolf who knew the darkness best. Undertaker. That was the nickname the bullpen gave me, whispered with a mix of respect and fear. I wore it like a second skin.
I was twenty-eight, born and raised in Brooklyn, with Spanish blood on both sides and a name that didn’t open doors so much as make people double-check the locks. Raised without a pack, not by choice, not exactly. I had family in Spain. The Villalobos pack practically ran Spain. But there are rules in that world, and I had broken more than my share by the time I was old enough to realize how little they cared for girls like me. I still speak Spanish in my sleep. The cadence of old lullabies and curse words I learned at my mother’s knee still curls off my tongue when the pain gets too deep to filter. Martial arts came later, as did firearms training, but they were just different dialects in the same language. Survival. Control. The illusion of power in a city that eats weakness for breakfast. I could shoot straighter than half the squad and read a lie the second it slipped past someone’s lips. My nose picks up on things no spell ever will. Magick shifts. Chemical fear. The metallic hum of a soul under strain. Sometimes I wonder if that’s all I am now, a bloodhound for pain, addicted to the scent of wrongness in the air.
I remember the night everything changed with perfect clarity. My father’s badge was still warm in my hand, its shape pressing into my palm as its weight settled into my chest. His blood was on me. Under my nails. Caught in the seams of my coat. The sirens were already fading into the city’s noise, swallowed like everything else this place tries to forget. I pressed the badge against my ribs and swore something soft and sharp into the dark: I won’t let the monsters win. Not while I still had breath. Not while my hands still worked. Not while I could still feel that heat, fading second by second, from the man who taught me how to stand. After the funeral, I stole my parents’ case file. Cold case, barely even that. A handful of notes, a few half-hearted photos, a couple of theories with more holes than sense. I tucked it in the back of my closet like a secret altar. 
Night after night, I laid it out on the floor like a puzzle with no corners, hoping some new angle would click. Something I’d missed. Some detail that would whisper its secret if I stared long enough. But the truth never came. Only silence. And memory. And pain. The bullpen always felt like the crossroads of a hundred different worlds colliding in one impossible office. Hard tile underfoot, scuffed from countless boots and clawed soles, held spells etched between the grout lines like magical mortar. City sunlight tried and failed to filter through the tinted, ward-etched windows, leaving the room lit in a dim haze of flickering fluorescents and ambient charm-glow.
Every inch of the air was electrified with the tension of so many supernatural egos crammed into one precinct. You couldn’t swing a banshee’s tail here without hitting something classified, Cursed, or caffeinated. It was never peaceful, never normal, and this morning was no exception. 
The Okoye twins burst in loudly and unapologetically then, laughter cracking through the air like a whip. Werehyena energy trailed behind them like a heatwave, restless and feral. Among shifters, werehyenas were rare—an oddity even in the supernatural world—and the twins wore that wildness like armor. Zuri’s dreadlocks, tipped in gold, shimmered faintly from a leftover glamour spell, but her glowing eyes betrayed the beast beneath. Nuru sported a leather jacket that looked like it had been freshly mauled—probably by himself—and his fangs showed sharp even in human form when he grinned. Both carried the faint markings of their other selves: faint, dusky spots across their skin, like ghosts of the hyenas that haunted their blood.
They split their time between Lagos and Crown Heights, carrying both places in their blood. Most of the squad still had no idea which language they’d get scolded in next—Yoruba, Pidgin, or that special kind of Brooklyn sarcasm. 
“Give it back, Zuri,” Nuru whined as he lunged for a gold can of imported Red Rain. He missed, of course. “You tripped every alarm last time you breached containment. My ears are still ringing.”
“That’s what happens when you try to out-hyena a professional,” Zuri replied with a sharp grin, flipping him off. “Besides, you only want the first shift because that necromancer from last week has a thing for you.”
“Like you’re one to talk,” Nuru muttered, nose wrinkling as he inspected an evidence bag. His nostrils flared, and the faint stripes along his cheekbones darkened. “Who the hell spiked the blade with glamour? This smells like a love potion brewed by a drunk satyr.”
Mouse froze. He was our tech mage, always in a hoodie two sizes too big, with wild blue curls and a look behind his speckled eyes like he expected the building to explode at any moment. He turned pale. “It wasn’t me. I swear. I haven’t touched any cursed artifacts since the fridge incident. I even labeled the potions this time.”
Before anyone could escalate that particular disaster, the room changed. The energy shifted as Commander Garrick Thorn entered with the calm presence of a descending thunderstorm. Seven feet of half-orc bloodline and ancient magical nobility moved through the room in a tailored charcoal suit that fit like an oath. He was all angles and control, with that sharp, aristocratic British accent that could make death threats sound like invitations to tea. He once shattered a minotaur’s jaw with one hand, then quoted Shakespeare while adjusting his cufflinks. Garrick was a contradiction stitched together in scar tissue and etiquette. Orc muscle. Fae manner. And enough British reserve to freeze a fire elemental solid.
The Okoye twins and Garrick Thorn served as SCD’s version of a supernatural SWAT team—if SWAT had fangs, claws, and a preference for magically reinforced armor. Zuri and Nuru Okoye were werehyenas, swift, vicious, and unnervingly synchronized, capable of breaching a warded stronghold or neutralizing a rogue necromancer faster than most of us could grab our gear. Zuri took care of most of the explosives and charm-breaking, while Nuru specialized in scent-tracking and close-quarters takedowns. They were chaos in tactical gear, grinning even when blood hit the walls. Garrick, on the other hand, embodied control. A half-orc born into one of Britain’s oldest magical families, he brought Fae-level etiquette and battlefield brutality to every mission. He led from the front, calm and unshakable, wielding high sorcery with one hand and a silver-lined halberd with the other. Together, the three of them were SCD’s first response when things went south fast—supernatural containment, extraction, and elimination. If you saw them suiting up, it meant something worse than bad had just crawled out of the city’s underbelly.
Garrick stopped by Mouse’s desk and set down a silver teapot engraved with runes next to a clutter of crystals, USB sticks, and half-melted charm cores. With a quick flick, he opened Mouse’s rune-locked safe as casually as opening a tin of shortbread. “Next time, reinforce this properly. The last protection charm you bought screamed when I touched it. Unbecoming.”
He then turned toward me, mug in hand. Steam lazily curled from its rim, faintly scented with bergamot and something older. “Tea, Maria? Strong enough to banish trauma. Her Majesty would approve.”
I raised my battered NYPD coffee cup in salute, the inside stained darker than most crime scenes. “Thanks, Garrick, but I need something with teeth if I’m going to keep pace with these maniacs.” I took a long sip of bitter, over-brewed coffee. “Besides, I’m Spanish. We do everything stronger. Coffee, curses, and comebacks.”
Zuri let out a high-pitched hyena-like cackle, her sharp canines flashing. “Keep drinking that sludge, chica, and you’ll grow fur on your tongue.”
Nuru nudged her. “As if she doesn’t already out-wolf half the damn unit. Hey, Wolf, you gonna’ let someone else take the next big bust, or are you hoarding all the glory again?”
I let my lips pull into a slow, toothy smile that flashed just enough fang to be a warning. “If you want the next bloodbath, get there first. I don’t wait for stragglers.”
Zuri snorted and threw herself onto the edge of Mouse’s desk like she owned it. “You heard her. Last time I checked, she cleared an entire vamp nest before we even entered the front door. Showoff.”
Mouse made a high-pitched noise, rubbing a warded talisman between his fingers like a rosary. “At least she doesn’t leave fur in the evidence room. You two keep setting off the motion detectors. I’ve replaced the anti-miasma charms three times this month. My overtime is crying.”
Garrick stayed calm amid chaos, sipping tea as if the universe made sense. “You could all learn something from Maria, you know. Efficiency, grace under pressure, and a noble disdain for bureaucracy.”
I raised my cup again, caught between a toast and surrender. “I only fill out reports because Cleo threatened to hex my badge into a paperweight.”
Across the room, Cleo Yates didn’t even look up. Our forensic pathologist had her thick curls pulled back in a no-nonsense braid, wardlight casting a pale shimmer across her features as she dissected what looked like a haunted thumb drive with surgical precision. “Because none of you fill out the damn chain-of-custody logs,” she snapped. “Last week, someone smeared vampire blood across my notes. I'm hexing someone if I find it on my coat again.”
Zuri flashed a grin. “It’s always Nuru’s fault.”
“Lies!” Nuru whined. “I’m the ‘responsible’ twin,” he said with air quotes.
Both Zuri and I burst into laughter at that, the sound echoing off the walls and cutting through the heaviness in the room. Garrick, usually guarded and tense, let out a soft chuckle of his own. His eyes softened, and the corners of his mouth lifted into a genuine, easy smile that lasted longer than I expected. For just a moment, the weight I’d been carrying felt lighter. Amid all the SCD’s chaos, these people were my family, no matter how monstrous the world might see them. Despite the pain, guilt, and scars etched deep in each of us, I realized I was exactly where I belonged. For that one fragile moment, I allowed myself to feel it—a quiet, stubborn flicker of happiness shining in the shadows.
I started with the evidence log because if it wasn’t in the system, it might as well not exist. Spent rounds, photographed, and bagged. Swabs from the blood spatter, labeled by quadrant of the scene. Even the strip of torn fabric from my jacket went in, still stiff with someone else’s life. Each entry had to be timestamped, signed, and cross-checked before the lab would handle it.
Across from me, Derek sat with his case notes, heavy boots kicked under the desk. On the surface, he looked calm
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