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    Chapter 1 
 
    I ducked down just in time to avoid having my head clawed off, and the creature’s bony, rotted fingers instead raked five thin lines across the wooden planks of the cabin wall.  
 
    I didn’t want to think about what would’ve happened to my face and eyesight if I’d been too slow. 
 
    “You okay?” Carmen yelled to me as she grappled against her own adversary. Despite the fact it was missing one of its forearms, it was still putting up a pretty intense fight, and its teeth gnashed furiously as it tried to take a bite out of her shoulder. 
 
    “Fine!” I shouted back as I raised my foot and kicked the thing in the chest hard enough that it staggered back a few paces, far enough that it bumped into the back wall of the tiny cabin. 
 
    This place really was a box, a one-room wooden shed in the middle of a forest. There was a front door, a back door, and two windows, though only one of the windows still had glass in it, and the panes were warped and yellowish with age. 
 
    The silver knife I held in my hand was one I’d borrowed from Kylah, a badass half-faerie and my girlfriend, and the blade glittered in the light that shone through the holes in the cabin’s roof. This would have caught the creature’s attention if it had enough brain function left to notice anything other than ‘food,’ but it didn’t, so I slashed wide. 
 
    It would have been a clumsy move if I’d actually been trying to injure the creature, but I wasn’t. I was instead trying to corral it to the back door of the cabin so I would have some space to move. 
 
    “Leo, behind you!” Kegan suddenly yelled, and I whipped around just in time to see another creature lunging for me from behind. I stabbed the silver dagger into its stomach, deep enough to rupture something vital, and I realized my mistake a second later, when the thing didn’t so much as flinch. 
 
    They were called revenants, reanimated human corpses. They hadn’t been resurrected, because they had no mind or soul, nothing that would constitute real humanity. They were neither thinking, feeling creatures nor simple puppets, because no one was controlling them. A necromancer, I’d learned, bound a soul to a body, and the soul became the strings by which the necromancer could control the body. But a revenant was, by definition, soulless. 
 
    I’d been a little uneasy and a lot shocked to learn necromancy was a real thing. It encompassed any kind of magic that interfered with the dead. Not the bodies, but the souls. So calling upon ghosts and spirits was necromancy, but creating a revenant was not. 
 
    All of this meant my learned attack patterns were useless here. I’d spent years in the army learning how to wound people in a variety of ways with a variety of weapons. I could take out an enemy both lethally and non-lethally, with my hands or a knife or a gun, but none of that was of any use here. A revenant didn’t feel pain, and the magic binding it together meant it would keep moving even if I split its limbs off from its body. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw as the disembodied forearm of Carmen’s revenant dragged itself across the floor, and I knew it was still bent on killing us all. 
 
    So my instinct to stab the second revenant in the stomach was useless, if not dangerous. 
 
    I yanked the knife back and out of the creature’s torso, and then I made a wide slash. Kylah’s daggers were so sharp, the blade cut cleanly through the leathery, blackened skin of the revenant’s neck, and its head literally rolled off its shoulders and onto the floor, where it snarled and gnashed its teeth at me furiously, but ultimately harmlessly. 
 
    I literally kicked it out of the way, punted it like a football, out of the back door and into what could generously be called the cabin’s ‘back garden.’ 
 
    “Thanks, K!” I called out to Kegan, since he’d been the one to warn me of the revenant sneaking up on me from behind. As Kylah’s twin brother, he was also a badass half-faerie, and despite having been stabbed only three weeks previously, he was holding his own pretty well. 
 
    Unlike me, the blond man’s fight training had focused on nontraditional adversaries, ones that might not be able to be subdued by aiming for pressure points but instead needed to be literally dismembered. It was obvious in the way he moved and attacked the revenants he’d been trained to fight supernatural enemies, whereas my training focused on human ones. 
 
    Also three weeks previously, my own twin, Carmen, and I had asked to join the organization known as the Order of the Eye. Kegan and Kylah were raised in the Order, since half-fae were broadly disliked by other supernaturals, and they were thus some of the best-trained Eyes to have ever lived. But they’d left two weeks ago once it had become clear that, for all the Order liked to think of itself as a benevolent protector, there was something rotten at its center that neither of the fae siblings wanted anything to do with. 
 
    Now, barely a fortnight later, the four of us, plus our resident researcher and translator, Asami, found ourselves slap-bang in the middle of rural Oregon while hunting basically-zombies in the woods. 
 
    Kylah and Asami weren’t actually present with us at the moment, because this revenant problem wasn’t actually our main job. We’d sort of stumbled across it while investigating a completely separate job and figured we might as well help out while we were here. So, while Carmen, Kegan, and I attempted to clear this forest of reanimated corpses, Kylah and Asami were researching our primary job back at the motel. 
 
    I was willing to admit, though, I wouldn’t have minded Kylah being here at the moment. There were more revenants here than we’d anticipated, and since they needed to be split into pieces rather than dealt ‘fatal wounds’ that would incapacitate a living creature, it was a lot of work. 
 
    “Why are there so damn many?” Carmen demanded as she shoved back her revenant and ducked low to slash at its knee. Her knife, another dagger borrowed from Kylah, dug deep into the muscles and tendons, and the creature staggered sideways as its ability to walk was suddenly severely impaired. As it tried to approach Carmen again, it limped and shuffled so much that it looked like a Hollywood zombie. 
 
    Sadly, real-life zombies were a lot faster than what The Walking Dead would have people believe. 
 
    “There must have been a lot of people buried in this area,” Kegan said as he slashed at one revenant’s arm, and the arm literally dropped off its shoulder. “Whatever curse seeped into the land and poisoned it, it poisoned the bodies, too.” 
 
    I didn’t know a great deal about curses or poisonous magic yet, since my training had focused more on learning how to fight the various dangers of the supernatural world. Asami was the expert in magical theory, more so than Kegan and Kylah, because their own magical knowledge focused heavily on faerie magic, which Asami, Carmen, and myself couldn’t do. 
 
    “Yeah, but why would anyone bury people here if the land is cursed?” Carmen huffed as she went for her revenant’s other leg. It staggered again and this time fell to its knees as it was reduced to crawling. “There must be rumors or bad vibes or something.” 
 
    “Not everyone is a walking vibe-check, Monkey,” I pointed out as I returned my attention to my first revenant and continued trying to lead it out of the cabin’s back door and into a more open space. 
 
    Every supernatural creature had a magical affinity, some kind of magic that they were naturally a bit better at. Since we were humans with the second sight, Carmen and I were technically supernatural creatures, and her affinity was something we hadn’t quite figured out yet. As best we could tell, she possessed some sort of premonition ability and was able to sense danger, or a plea for help, or just general concepts about something. It had been her idea to even come out to this cabin to deal with the revenants, because she’d sensed something deeply wrong with the magic here, something cursed and twisted. 
 
    Evidently, cursed and twisted enough to raise the dead. 
 
    My own affinity was a broader mystery. I was somehow able to amplify other supernaturals’ auras, like some kind of battery that made their own magic a little bit stronger. Asami had explained to me how there were some scholars who believed someone’s personality was influenced by their magical affinity, or maybe their affinity had an impact on their personality. If that was true, I guess it meant I was there to support my friends and have their backs, thereby making them stronger, and the group as a whole more likely to succeed. 
 
    That was one of the few things I’d actually really liked about the army-- the sense of camaraderie. The knowledge that no matter what, you had guys who would look out for you, and you would look out for them. I’d hated the endless orders, the rigid submission to all authority figures, but I’d liked the feeling of belonging.  
 
    A sense of family. 
 
    I’d only realized a few weeks ago how I’d been craving a sense of family for a long, long time. I’d been trying to fill some void in my life or my heart or whatever without even realizing how the void really got there. When we’d been eight, Carmen and I had lost our parents in a house fire and been put into the foster system. I’d been trying to fill the hole left by my family ever since, but it had been deeper than that, because our parents also possessed the second sight, and they hadn’t gotten around to telling us about the supernatural world that lived just under the surface of the regular world. 
 
    So, for over half of my life, I’d desperately tried to find something to replace that, without even knowing what I was trying to replace. But once Carmen and I met Kylah and Kegan, once we’d been introduced to the Order and the supernatural world, it had all just clicked into place. 
 
    Now I found myself trying to kill something that was already dead in a shack in the middle of an Oregon national forest. 
 
    I’d almost managed to coerce the revenant out of the cabin’s back door when it decided to pounce on me. I hadn’t been anticipating such a direct line of attack, but since the bastard couldn’t feel pain and didn’t even have a self-preservation instinct, it made sense he would go for the risky moves. 
 
    Somehow, despite being mostly kind of rotted away, the revenant was pretty heavy, and I was caught off guard enough that I toppled backward and landed harshly on the floor. Then I drove Kylah’s dagger upward so the revenant couldn’t lower its head enough to bite me. 
 
    Contrary to what TV would have you believe, being bitten by a revenant would not turn you into a revenant. But it would definitely give you a really nasty infection that could poison or kill you, so I was eager to avoid getting bitten. 
 
    I managed to angle the dagger and pushed it forward so it pierced the revenant in the middle of its throat. But since it couldn’t feel pain, this just meant the shrieking sounds it kept making became weird, breathy wheezes that honestly sounded creepier. 
 
    “I hate these things!” I shouted to Kegan and Carmen. “They won’t fucking die!” 
 
    “They’re already dead, Pip!” Carmen shouted back, and then she let out a yelp as her revenant grabbed her by the shoulders and made to sink its teeth into the side of her neck like it was a vampire. 
 
    I barely had time to feel panic when a knife whizzed out from the side and embedded itself in the revenant’s skull with so much force its entire body was pulled sideways with the momentum, and it was pinned to the cabin wall by its head. 
 
    “Less talking, more dismembering,” Kegan told her as he kicked the revenant he’d just stabbed in the throat so its body was torn free from its head. The body slumped to the ground and began scrabbling blindly for a new target, so he stomped on that, too, until it was barely shuffling. 
 
    Meanwhile, I’d managed to wiggle my own dagger around enough to have made a sizable hole in the throat of the revenant trying to pin me down. I maneuvered my feet up under its torso as I reached up to grab its head with both of my hands, and then I kicked my legs outwards, which shoved the body back hard enough that I ripped its head right off its shoulders. 
 
    I threw the head to the side, where it just snapped at me uselessly like the other one had, but this was a temporary solution since the separated body parts were still very much a danger. We hadn’t hiked all the way out here to just tear these things to pieces and leave them shuffling around. 
 
    Since revenants were caused by cursed magic, the only way to actually get rid of them was to fix or destroy the cursed magic. Which meant figuring out the origin of the curse, which meant a whole lot of research. 
 
    When we’d arrived in Oregon for our main job two days ago, we’d come up to investigate a slew of killings and disappearances that had been plaguing the nearby forests. Since the mortal authorities attributed the deaths to animal attacks, the Order hadn’t bothered getting involved and outsourced the job to supernatural bounty hunters to get the local magical population to shut the hell up. 
 
    However, in our-- or, mainly Asami’s-- research, we’d found a separate set of killings had been occurring in another part of the forest. Every year, for the week around the Spring Equinox, which was around late March, there would be a rash of unexplained disappearances or even deaths in this small region. Unlike the case that brought us to Oregon, no bodies had ever been found in the Equinox disappearances, or at least, no intact bodies. And when Carmen saw old newspaper accounts of these deaths, her bad vibes radar had pinged like crazy, and we’d known this was something we needed to take care of, since it was obvious the Order wasn’t going to bother, and if mortals tried, they would certainly get themselves killed. 
 
    As the Boy Scouts liked to say: Be Prepared. 
 
    Asami eventually discovered a man by the name of Jonathan Rowe had built and lived in this cabin in the late eighteenth century. His wife, Olivia, and daughter, Prudence, were both killed by some sickness epidemic that had swept the local area and, heartbroken by the loss of his family, Jonathan buried them beneath a wizened old tree behind his cabin and then hanged himself from it. Since he’d been so far away from the rest of the village, and since the illness meant people weren’t really able to pay house calls, his body went undiscovered for several weeks. 
 
    Apparently, this kind of disregard for proper funeral rites, combined with an unjust death-- such as a suicide or a particularly violent murder-- was prime real estate for curses and curse magic. Which in turn were the most common ways to cause revenants. 
 
    The very land had become poisoned by Jonathan’s death and the fact he hadn’t received his proper rites, so now, every year, around the time of his death, any bodies buried around the tree became temporarily reanimated. 
 
    They couldn’t stray too far from the tree, the source of the curse, without the magic that held them together just breaking down, like a weak phone signal. This meant the danger was fairly self-contained. But if an unlucky set of hikers or campers came across this cabin at the wrong time of year, they became revenant chow, and the following year, they would join the horde, since their bodies would have been left on the cursed land, and they would not have received their own last rites. 
 
    I’d asked Asami about the significance of religious rites, and if this pointed to some kind of ‘One True God’ or not, but she’d explained how it was less about the truth or accuracy of the religion and more about the person who’d died. A violent death, or a suicide, or a death that was not properly marked according to the person’s cultural practices would lead to a restless spirit. And restless spirits could very easily poison land or create curses. 
 
    Kylah’s dagger had clattered to the floor when I’d beheaded the revenant, so now I snapped it up and turned my attention to the revenant’s shuffling body. Then I tried to emulate what I’d seen Kegan doing. I wasn’t trying to cause pain or subdue an enemy, I needed to literally take this thing to pieces if I wanted to win. 
 
    Or, scratch that, if I wanted to survive. 
 
    Having been at this ‘bounty hunting’ thing for a couple weeks now, I reckoned I better understood why the Council that ran the Order of the Eye had been so reluctant and ultimately refused to let Carmen and I join. I’d been confused because I had a decent amount of combat training from the military, and Carmen was plenty strong, since she worked as a mechanic, but now I understood. 
 
    It wasn’t so much that we were untrained, it was the fact we’d been trained wrong. Our instincts were totally off, because my opponents had always been other humans. I would need to unlearn a whole lot of stuff in order to be an effective Eye, and that was an investment in time they hadn’t been willing to make. 
 
    No, they were instead perfectly happy to pay Carmen and me to take care of exactly the same problems, just as ‘independent contractors’ rather than ‘employees.’ That way, if any of us got fucking killed, the Order couldn’t be blamed. 
 
    It was a total insurance scam, but it paid well, and it meant I didn’t have to take orders from anyone. Plus, with Kylah, Kegan, and Asami on our team, all of whom possessed extensive experience in both the supernatural world and the Order itself, Carmen and I had a pretty decent advantage. 
 
    I gripped Kylah’s dagger as I carefully edged toward the revenant’s shuffling body. It scratched at the walls of the cabin as it searched for a living target to dismember, but now that its head had been removed, it was a considerably lesser threat, so I lunged forward with enough force to knock it backward, like it did to me earlier, and I stabbed down hard into the joint of its shoulder. 
 
    It twitched horribly, not out of pain but because the knife was jerking around nerves and muscles, and I bit back the urge to gag a little at how it moved. But I didn’t let up, and I wiggled the blade back and forth until its right arm was fully severed. Now with no torso to anchor it, the arm flopped uselessly to the ground, with its fingers flexing around nothing, like an upturned turtle. I then turned my attention to the other shoulder and did the same. 
 
    By the time I was done, what was left of the revenant no longer had the means to even stand up. It was a pretty gruesome sight to behold, the combined handiwork of my twin sister, Kegan, and I, but since the bodies were all so old and dry, little more than skin stretched over bones, there was no blood.  
 
    In some ways, they really did look like cheap Hollywood zombies, the sort that couldn’t be too human, otherwise the movie would get too high an age rating. 
 
    “Wow, remind me to never get on your bad side,” Kegan remarked as he dug his own borrowed dagger into a revenant’s spine and twisted so its entire lower half suddenly stopped moving. It tried to crawl forward and drag itself on its hands, but he copied what I’d just done and severed its arms. 
 
    The cabin had already been small and cramped, but now there were several pieces of dismembered revenant on the floor, so we really needed to watch where we stepped. I kicked stray arms and heads out of the way, toward the back door, as I tried to get out there myself. That was where the tree was, where Jonathan hanged himself, and where most of the bodies originated. 
 
    Out here, it was a considerably less ‘goofy, cheap movie’ scene. Many of the revenants here were from recent years, not too deep under the ground. Some of them looked disturbingly still human, with modern clothes in bright colors and chunks of hair still matted to skulls. One of them even still had fairly intact eyes, and they bored into me with an animalistic intensity that looked so deeply wrong on a human’s face. 
 
    I felt a wash of pity even as my skin crawled. These people hadn’t done anything to deserve this. They’d just been at the wrong place at the wrong time. And it was the Order, whether by being overworked or not caring enough or a combination of both, that allowed these people to die. 
 
    I didn’t let myself think about it any longer as I got to work aiming for joints like hips and shoulders and knees and necks. Kegan and Carmen came out shortly behind me, and we congregated in a tight formation with our backs to one another as we worked as much to protect each other as ourselves. Carmen and I had a better sense of how to deal with the revenants now and were able to keep pace with Kegan, though I suspected this was as much to do with the fact he was still recovering from his stab wound as it was about my sister and I improving. 
 
    “It’s good we’re dealing with these things,” Carmen said eventually. “But this isn’t sustainable. They’re still alive. How do we get rid of them for good?” 
 
    “We have to find the source of the curse,” Kegan answered as he dragged his dagger across a revenant’s torso and severed it clean in two. The legs staggered for a few steps before they just tipped over, and the upper half of its body tried to drag its way toward us until I stomped on its head to crush its skull. It made a considerably wetter, squelchier sound than the revenants inside the cabin, and I tried not to think about what I would be cleaning off my boots later. 
 
    “If we destroy the source, the magic holding these things together will dissipate,” Kegan went on. “They’ll just crumble into bones and dust. They’ll be normal bodies again.” 
 
    “Do we need to give all of them their last rites?” I asked the blond man. 
 
    “Asami said that was an important part of this,” my sister added as she stabbed a revenant in the shoulder. Its head kept coming toward her, though, so with her knife occupied, she punched it in the face, and its nose slid off. “Ewwww!” 
 
    “I could give a small blessing to mark their deaths, but I don’t think we’d be able to give everybody a full rite,” Kegan said and ignored Carmen’s cry of disgust. “It wouldn’t work, anyway. Rites are more about being acknowledged than getting the details correct, but revenants don’t actually have souls. Their spirits are gone. It’s Jonathan Rowe’s spirit that’s doing this.” 
 
    “So, we find his body,” I said. “Burn it, or give him his rites, and they go away, right?” 
 
    “Normally, burning a body would be enough to sever the spirit’s connection with the mortal plane,” Kegan agreed. “The body is the anchor, and last rites are a way to sever that anchor without destroying the body. But Jonathan’s body has long-since rotted away entirely. So last rites won’t work anymore.” 
 
    “So, how do we get rid of his spirit?” Carmen asked. She surreptitiously tried to wipe her hand on my jacket sleeve, but I shot her a glare and dared her to just try wiping zombie snot on my clothes. She flushed with embarrassment and looked away. “It’s obviously still here, or these bastards wouldn’t be trying to eat us!” 
 
    “Something else must be his anchor,” Kegan said. “Maybe the house, or maybe a piece of jewelry, like a wedding ring. If we destroy that, we can sever the connection, and his spirit will be forced into the next life, where it can have proper peace.” 
 
    I stabbed an encroaching revenant in the throat and tried not to vomit as thick, black blood oozed out of the wound. Then I jerked the knife harshly to the side, which severed the head from the body and sent the revenant staggering sideways. As it did, I looked up, out across the tiny ‘back garden’ that wasn’t marked by any fence or wall, and at the ancient, gnarled tree with sparse leaves and brittle-looking branches. 
 
    “That tree’s dead,” I said. “Or dying. Look at it. It’s barely got any leaves.” 
 
    “That’s the tree Jonathan must have hanged himself from, then,” Kegan said. 
 
    “Yeah, I can sense death on it,” my sister added. “Its aura is so fucked. Bad vibes are off the charts, boys.” 
 
    I squinted a little harder at the tree when Carmen mentioned aura, and sure enough, the wispy, glowing lines that denoted the presence of magic were, in a word, fucked. They tangled around the base of the trunk, but something about how they moved just looked wrong. Sickly. 
 
    “That’s his anchor,” I said aloud. “The tree. That’s Jonathan’s anchor. He hanged himself from it, and after his body was gone, the spirit stayed tied to the tree.” 
 
    Actually, now that I’d said it aloud, it seemed kind of obvious, and I was a little embarrassed none of us had realized it earlier.  
 
    But, then again, we were all on a learning curve. Carmen and I had only known about this world for weeks, and Kegan’s first field mission was the night we’d met him and Kylah, which ended with him getting stabbed. So we all still had stuff to learn. 
 
    “Burn it, then!” Carmen cried out as she flailed a hand at the tree. “It looks dry enough to go up in smoke as it is.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Kegan grunted and dodged another swipe from a revenant. “We’ll cover you. Do you have matches? A lighter?” 
 
    “No, but I did enough wilderness training to know how to start a fire without ‘em,” I replied.  
 
    Truthfully, it had been a long time since I’d had to do something like that, but surely it was just like riding a bike, right? 
 
    I lurched forward when there was a gap in the onslaught of revenants. Most of them were more interested in Kegan and Carmen, but some came after me, and I beat them back with wide slashes of the dagger and well-aimed stabs when that wasn’t enough. More goopy, black blood sprayed everywhere, and I flinched when I felt something wet splatter across my cheek.  
 
    I’d never been squeamish with blood, but this was considerably more gross than an ordinary stab wound. 
 
    Luckily, I made it to the tree unbitten, and I began searching around in the earth by the roots for a small stone and some kindling. 
 
    Flint-and-steel was an old bushcraft technique for starting fires that dated right back to the Iron Age. It was primitive, but it did work. 
 
    Since the old tree was already all dried out, I snapped a few twigs off a low-hanging branch and laid them against the base of the trunk, and then I began striking the dagger against the stone to produce sparks. I saw the tip of the blade became a little scratched with each blow, and I made silent apologies to Kylah in my head for damaging her beautiful knives.  
 
    I was confident she’d understand, though. 
 
    After a few attempts, I managed to get a spark going, and a tiny blaze started at the base of the tree. Since it was only small for now, I would have to be careful, and my objective went from making sure I didn’t get bitten to making sure none of the revenants accidentally extinguished the flame by landing on it or something. These revenants, the newer ones who weren’t entirely rotted yet, were far too damp from being under the earth to make good kindling.  
 
    I continued slashing and stabbing, with errant pieces of bodies flying this way and that, until I felt the oppressive, dry heat of a real fire behind my back, and I turned to see the ancient tree going up in smoke. 
 
    Was I imagining it, or could I hear a wailing? A second later, I realized I actually could hear wailing as the revenants all began to shriek and scream. They stopped trying to attack us as they trembled and threw their bony arms up into the air. Then, one by one, they fell to the ground, and they were twitching like they were the ones burning, even though there were no flames. 
 
    Carmen had been right, the old tree was dry as tinder and went up quickly. I was torn between watching the golden flames lick up the bark, slowly turn it to black, and make it crumble, and the morbidly fascinating sight of the revenants writhing and screaming until finally, all at once, they went still and silent. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    In the aftermath of the attack, I felt slightly out of sync with the world. Every cell in my body was humming with adrenaline, and I almost didn’t hear Carmen speak because of the ringing in my ears. 
 
    “You okay, Pip?” she asked me, and I had to focus on how her lips moved to actually hear the question.  
 
    I blinked slowly as my adrenaline-filled brain took a moment to process what she’d said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said finally, and then I shook myself and repeated more firmly. “Yeah, I’m good. I didn’t realize they’d… react like that.” 
 
    “At least Jonathan Rowe can properly rest now,” my sister sighed and wiped at her brow. “And stop controlling those poor people’s bodies. I’m just glad their souls weren’t tied to them. Can you imagine being trapped inside your own rotting corpse?” 
 
    “I’d rather not,” I said flatly as I walked over and punched her shoulder. “No scratches then?” 
 
    “Nope!” she answered and popped the ‘p.’ She then turned to Kegan. “And how are you feeling, big guy?” 
 
    Kegan shrugged in an unconcerned manner, but then he winced and put a hand to his side. 
 
    “I guess I still have a little stiffness there,” he said as he took his hand away.  
 
    That was more than fair enough, it had only been three weeks since he’d been stabbed, and since he was half-faerie, healing magic didn’t quite work the same way on him as it did on normal humans. 
 
    “Not that I could tell when we were fighting.” I smiled at him encouragingly. I supposed Carmen and I had only been able to keep pace with Kegan during the fight because he was still not at one hundred percent, meanwhile my sister and I were still learning the ropes of fighting magical dangers. 
 
    But we were learning those ropes fast, and by the time Kegan was back to full health, I was confident we would still be able to match him, no problem. 
 
    Carmen pulled her phone out of her pocket and snapped a few photographs of the burning tree and the limp, unmoving bodies strewn across the forest floor. Showing Renée a picture of the job flyer and photos that proved we completed said job was a lot easier than mailing the actual flyer and a dismembered revenant head via USPS. 
 
    And also far less likely to get us arrested. 
 
    “That’s another thousand in the bank,” my sister said cheerfully as she waved her phone at us triumphantly. “Pretty tidy for two days’ work.” 
 
    “Well, it’s two hundred, technically,” I reminded her.  
 
    We’d all agreed it was only fair to split all our job earnings five ways, but still, two hundred bucks wasn’t bad for an hour’s worth of work. It would certainly pay our motel bill while we worked on our main job, the reason we’d come all the way to Oregon in the first place. 
 
    I was hoping Kylah and Asami would have made progress while Kegan, Carmen, and I had been dealing with the revenants, but mostly I just wanted to sit down, have some food, and maybe take a nap and a shower while I was at it since the smell of smoke from the burning tree didn’t quite cover the stench of partially-rotted bodies. 
 
    “We should rebury the bodies,” Kegan said once Carmen had successfully sent off the pictures. 
 
    “Yeah, we don’t want rangers to find them and think there’s been a mass murder,” I agreed.  
 
    Not to mention, our DNA was probably all over the scene. 
 
    “I was more thinking along the lines of it being more dignified for the dead,” Kegan deadpanned. “But that, too.” 
 
    Fortunately, there was a pair of shovels in the wooden cabin, as well as an iron pot that had probably been set over cooking fires, back before Jonathan Rowe’s family died. I grabbed one, and Carmen took the other before Kegan could get it. He frowned and clearly didn’t appreciate how Carmen was fussing over him in a similar way to how Kylah had been fussing over him these past two weeks, but he said nothing. 
 
    “I expect you and Kylah wouldn’t show up in a police database?” my sister asked Kegan as she and I dug. “Cause, like, Leo and I are in the system since we were fostered. But you and Kylah don’t interact much in the human world.” 
 
    I already knew he and Kylah owned social security and birth certificates, because their father was human, however that seemed to be the extent of contact they had in the human world. 
 
    “We don’t,” Kegan admitted. “But I’d prefer if they didn’t get my DNA on file from this.” 
 
    “Seconded,” I said with a grunt as I continued to dig.  
 
    As a general rule, I tried to avoid law enforcement. 
 
    After a while, Carmen and I had dug a decently-sized hole, and the three of us began to drag the bodies-- and their various pieces-- into it with as much dignity and respect as possible. 
 
    Which, if I was honest, didn’t seem like very much. At the end of the day, it was still a mass grave. 
 
    Once they were all in, and Carmen and I packed down the earth, Kegan said some vague blessing that could generously be considered last rites, and we headed back to the motel. 
 
    Despite the fact we’d been gone for several hours, it didn’t seem like Kylah and Asami had moved from their positions on the floor. They were surrounded by a sea of newspaper clippings, police reports, and everything else we’d been able to get our hands on over the past couple of days. 
 
    “I take it you were successful?” Kylah asked as she looked up at the three of us.  
 
    I grinned, walked over to her, and then ducked down to kiss her forehead. 
 
    “Very successful,” I told her. “Poor Jonathan won’t be bugging any more tourists from now on.” 
 
    Carmen pulled out her phone to show Asami and Kylah the photographs with the enthusiasm of someone who had just been on a fabulous holiday, rather than someone who’d spent their day dismembering corpses. 
 
    “That’s another grand for Team Rivera!” she told Kylah and Asami cheerfully. 
 
    “Since when are we Team Rivera?” Kegan asked with a frown. 
 
    “Because there are two Riveras on this team.” Carmen smirked as she shoved her phone back into her jeans. “We’re forty-percent Rivera.” 
 
    “We’re also forty-percent Campbell,” Kegan pointed out and crossed his arms over his chest. “Why not Team Campbell?” 
 
    “Ugh, typical,” my sister said with an expression of pretend disappointment. “And it was Leo and my idea to go freelance, anyway. So we’re Team Rivera.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what we’re called,” I interjected with a meaningful look at Carmen. I’d realized in the past two weeks that teasing Kegan had rapidly become her new favorite hobby, but I wasn’t sure the blond enjoyed it as much as she did. “We got a job done, we’ve saved lives, and we made some money doing it.” 
 
    “Of course you say it doesn’t matter, it’s your name,” Kegan muttered with a petulant frown, but Kylah cleared her throat pointedly, and he rolled his eyes. 
 
    “I’m sure we can come up with a non-name-based team name,” Asami said with a small, amused smile. “In the meantime, this job needs doing.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Kylah said firmly. “We haven’t been able to find any kind of pattern to the killings. Sometimes the bodies aren’t found at all, sometimes they’re found whole but mauled, sometimes organs are missing-- but which organs are taken seems totally random.” 
 
    “Could it be like Phoenix?” I suggested. “Multiple people working together?” 
 
    “It could…” the blonde woman admitted, but her tone was skeptical. “But this doesn’t seem like a group effort. Not enough bodies are going missing to support several supernaturals.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s one individual, but they’re super picky,” Carmen suggested. “Anything about the blood types of the people who went missing? Or the organs that were taken?” 
 
    “There’s a lot of variation,” Asami sighed. “No common factors-- not that we could see, anyway.” 
 
    Unlike the revenants, there was no pattern to these killings. No time of year, or type of person, or even method of death. But Carmen had sensed something was off when she’d seen the story in a newspaper back in LA, and I trusted my sister’s gut as fully as I trusted my own. 
 
    “I don’t suppose the Order have changed their mind and decided to weigh in on this?” I asked as I sat down heavily in one of the chairs by the window. I was more exhausted from the fight than I realized, now that the adrenaline rush had worn off. 
 
    “Not unless you consider putting up a flyer for twenty thousand dollars,” Kylah answered wryly. 
 
    I couldn’t help that my interest piqued. “Twenty thousand?” 
 
    “I guess they must really care about all these helpless civilians they’re refusing to actually help,” Carmen scoffed. 
 
    The Order liked to present itself as the last and greatest defense between oblivious humanity and dangerous magic, but I was realizing more and more that this was more than a little selective. Its primary function was to keep humanity ignorant about magic, to uphold the integrity of the veil. Protecting supernaturals and protecting humanity was only a side effect, and only sometimes. As long as these murders were being written up as ‘animal attacks’ by the human authorities, the Order wasn’t going to do shit to help stop them. 
 
    I picked up a nearby newspaper with one of the killings on the front page. This had been one of the more high-profile examples because a body was actually found. Carmen had done her radar thing over as many missing persons reports as we could find, and sometimes the only evidence recovered by the police had been bloody scraps of clothing. This particular case talked about how the body was mauled by a very large creature, such as a bear or a mountain lion. 
 
    “Could a werewolf do this?” I asked and showed the paper to Asami and Kylah. 
 
    “Maybe, if they were very large,” Kylah said. “But werewolves can only turn on the full moon. That killing happened a week and a half after the full moon.” 
 
    Another thing Hollywood apparently got wrong: werewolves couldn’t change shape whenever they liked. 
 
    I’d only properly met one werewolf since I’d learned about the magical world, and that had been Ralph Chander, a gym owner who was friendly and built like a brick shithouse. While he was certainly large enough to do something like this to a person, he hadn’t given me the slightest impression he actually would. 
 
    “Sometimes, in cases where a werewolf is turned by being bitten-- instead of being born-- the transformation can damage their minds,” Asami said, and she scribbled something down onto her notepad. She was, I realized, left-handed. “The intensity of the damage could be explained by a rogue werewolf, but only on the nights of the full moon. We’ve found a lot of theories that can explain part of the killings, but nothing explains everything.” 
 
    “I guess we’ve just got to keep digging, then,” Kylah said as Kegan crouched between her and Asami. “Just as well we have the Order’s best former researcher on our team.” 
 
    “We absolutely do,” I added with a warm smile, and I noticed that while a slight pink blush had dusted Asami’s cheeks at Kylah’s words, she went almost bright red at mine. 
 
    “I was hoping the internet would be more useful in piecing everything together,” the Japanese woman then said with a sigh, and she rubbed at her temples. “But just sifting through the fake sources to actually useful stuff takes up so much time. At the Sanctuary, I already knew everything had been vetted for accuracy.” 
 
    “Maybe we need to get you to a library,” I said. “Something where the academic quality will automatically be higher.” 
 
    Carmen perked up. “We’re close to the University of Oregon.” 
 
    “We are,” Kegan agreed. “Their student library must have a history and mythology section.” 
 
    “True,” Asami admitted and chewed on her lip. “But I’m not a student. I wouldn’t be able to get in.” 
 
    “We can figure out how to get you to a proper research source later,” I said as I got to my feet. “You two don’t look like you’ve moved in hours, and I think I’ve earned a little break after fighting off revenants all morning.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Kegan said firmly as he, too, stood up. “Give me five to wash the smoke and zombie guts off me first, though, yeah?” 
 
    “Actually, I wouldn’t mind a shower, either,” I said. I’d already noticed the smell, but now that the blond man mentioned zombie guts, I felt especially unclean. 
 
    “You can use the one in our room,” Kylah said at once.  
 
    The five of us had gotten two motel rooms and, for sake of ease, we split our group by gender. Kylah and Asami shared a bed in one room, like they did in my and Carmen’s apartment back in Los Angeles, with Carmen taking the other bed in that room. Meanwhile, Kegan and I shared the adjoining room, which was the one we were all standing in now. 
 
    “Awesome, thanks,” I said with a smile, and I headed through to the girls’ room.  
 
    Kylah followed me, and once the door closed behind us and we were alone, I shot her a wry grin. 
 
    “Care to join me?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe another time,” she replied with a smirk. “Fun as that sounds, you do smell like rotting corpses.” 
 
    “Fair.” I winced, but that smell didn’t stop her from stepping forward and kissing me on the lips. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re okay,” she said softly. 
 
    “Course I am,” I said, and I brushed my nose against hers. “I was with Monkey and Kegan. We were fine.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” she said, but she bit at her bottom lip, and her hands slid up my arms to rest on my shoulders. “I just… you and Carmen are still very new to this. You have combat training, true, but…” 
 
    “But it’s for fighting against human opponents,” I finished for her, and I remembered coming to that same conclusion while fighting off the revenants earlier. “I know. I’m working on it, though. And with examples like you and Kegan to learn from, I reckon I’ll be just fine.” 
 
    “I know you will,” she agreed with a smile, and she kissed me again before she pulled away. “But you can’t blame me for worrying. I worry about Kegan, too. And Sami.” 
 
    “Well, Asami’s a little different,” I pointed out. “She wasn’t a combat Eye, not like you and Kegan.” 
 
    “And yet we’ve dragged her into this,” Kylah sighed, and she twisted a lock of blonde hair around her finger, a nervous tick I’d long since learned to recognize on her, so I reached up, pulled her hand away from her head, and tugged it instead to my lips to kiss her fingers. 
 
    “One thing I learned in the army was not to worry over possibilities,” I told her. “You can plan for things to go wrong. You can have contingencies. But if you worry too much about things fucking up, they’re more likely to get fucked up because you were distracted. Asami’s researching for now, she’s nowhere near any combat. And you’ve seen her in a fight before. She can hold her own when it comes to that.” 
 
    “I know,” the blonde woman said. “But I still worry. She… she’s like family to me. Like Kegan. And you. And Carmen.” 
 
    “And you’re all family to me, too, which is why I can promise you I’ll do everything to keep you all safe. Just like you’ll do the same for me.” I cocked an encouraging smile. “With everyone looking out for one another, I’m sure we’ll be safe.” 
 
    Kylah finally seemed to be a little assuaged by this, and she gave me a tentative smile. Then I kissed her fingers one last time before I let go of her hand and headed into the motel bathroom. The water pressure wasn’t great, but it was still a relief to feel the hot spray against my skin and know all the death and panic was being rinsed away. By the time I emerged a few minutes later, toweling my hair dry, I practically felt like a new man. 
 
    I walked back into my and Kegan’s room to see the other four all ready to go. Kylah had thrown on her leather jacket, probably because it meant she could carry two of her silver knives, which strapped to her inner forearms, and they would be hidden by her jacket sleeves. Kegan was in the process of shoving another knife into his boot, which would be hidden by his jeans, and Asami, unarmed, was scrolling on her laptop and frowning at what were probably more garbage ‘sources’ on how to hunt monsters. 
 
    Carmen had also gone for a shower, I noticed, since her dark hair was damp and messily braided over her shoulder. As I threw my towel onto the rack in my bathroom, I peered into the cubicle and hoped she hadn’t blocked the shower drain. She’d been such a shit for that before I’d left for my tour. 
 
    Luckily, it seemed she hadn’t, and the five of us headed into the center of the little town in search of food. 
 
    Now that we were out of the thick forest, I could properly appreciate the nice weather. The sky was azure blue and cloudless as we walked, and it was cool without feeling cold. Having lived my entire life in California, I preferred warmer weather, but Carmen had always hated feeling hot and sweaty, so much so she’d taken it upon herself to fix the air conditioning unit in her previous mechanic garage on several occasions, since the owner had been too cheap to fork out for one that wouldn’t break every three months. 
 
    But while the weather was nice, Eugene, Oregon was much smaller than LA and over eighty percent white, which meant our little group got more than a couple second looks as we walked down the street. Or maybe that was just because Kegan and Kylah had this strange, almost inhuman beauty to them. 
 
    Faeries, I now knew, were almost grotesque-looking. They were elongated and pointy, human ideals of beauty taken to extremes so they became kind of horrifying. But half-faeries just looked elegant and more than a little entrancing, and I still caught myself staring at Kylah, just awed by how graceful she was. 
 
    Either way, it meant people looked at us as we took seats at an outdoor table. I caught one guy-- probably a student at the nearby university if the backpack and laptop were any indication-- staring very unabashedly at us, and I realized after a few seconds that he wasn’t staring at Kylah, but at Carmen, and I glared at him until he returned to minding his own business. 
 
    A polite waitress with a smile that said ‘I’m not paid enough’ took our order, and then we got down to business. 
 
    “I managed to speak to a couple local magicals while you guys were dealing with the Jonathan Rowe thing,” Kylah told us once she was confident no one was eavesdropping. “Apparently, there have been several local attempts to try and figure out what’s killing those hikers and how to stop it, but none of the people who go into the forest are heard from again.” 
 
    “For all the Order likes to advertise hefty monetary rewards, freelancing really is dangerous,” Asami said meaningfully. “A lot of people do die when they take up those jobs.” 
 
    I remembered the bar in Colorado, with all the flyers corked to the bulletin board. There had been a lot there, and at first I’d wondered why anyone would pass up the opportunity to do what the Order did, only for money and on your own terms.  
 
    But having spent the past several days looking over this case, I now understood perfectly. 
 
    “Probably whatever’s killing those hikers is doing the same stuff to whichever magicals are trying to stop it,” I said grimly, but Kylah frowned in a thoughtful way and began twisting her hair around her finger. 
 
    “I’m not so sure, actually,” she said. “All of the bodies that have been recovered, either partially or wholly, have been human.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Asami said with a nod. “Kylah and I have been looking over the records of who’s disappeared, and all the people whose bodies have not been recovered, all the people who are being treated as missing rather than dead, they’re supernaturals.” 
 
    “Seers, mainly,” Kylah added. “But not entirely. A few werewolves, vampires, harpies, and so on.” 
 
    “Do you think whatever’s killing those people is… using the magicals?” Carmen asked with a disgusted expression. 
 
    “What would they be using them for, though?” Kegan asked. “These humans are being found mangled and eaten. It’s not like they were used in some kind of experiment.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a group,” I reiterated. “And the magicals aren’t going missing, they’re being recruited.” 
 
    Asami looked very unconvinced, and she pursed her lips slightly. 
 
    “Whatever’s going on in Phoenix apparently has magicals of multiple species working together,” she said after a moment of thought. “But that’s… well, it’s unprecedented. There’s never been a large-scale example of something like that before. Even in the LA community, it’s mostly coexistence rather than actual cooperation. Interspecies marriages are still pretty uncommon. I don’t think we can treat a multispecies collaboration as a standard. It’s an exception.” 
 
    “Is the magical world just super racist or something?” Carmen asked bluntly. 
 
    “Not… exactly…” Kylah said with a grimace. “There’s very little outright hostility, aside from general mistrust of humans. It’s just… people generally gravitate to people who are similar. Similar politics, similar life experiences. So while a werewolf might have friends and acquaintances who are seers or vampires or so on, they’re most likely to have close friends and partners who are also werewolves.” 
 
    “But that’s not always the case, is it?” I said. “Ralph, the werewolf from the gym, is married to a phoenix. Uh… Conleth, right?” 
 
    “Right.” The blonde woman nodded. “Similar to interracial marriages in the human world.” 
 
    “My first boyfriend was from a mixed family,” Carmen remarked with a fond expression on her face, and she propped up her head on one fist as she reminisced for a moment. “His dad was Cuban, and his mom was Jamaican. He had the nicest accent.” 
 
    “And your second boyfriend was a white kid from high school whose dad was a banker,” I reminded her with a grin, just to keep her humble.  
 
    Carmen flushed with embarrassment and shot a glance at Kegan, who was looking at her with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “We’re getting off topic,” my sister said hastily. “Sami, you still think this is one individual, and if it’s multiple, it wouldn’t be a mixed group?” 
 
    “I’m almost certain,” Asami replied with a nod. “One creature seems to be the most likely, though I can’t figure out what. Sometimes it attacks like a werewolf, other times like a harpy, or a vampire, or something else entirely.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a human,” Kegan suggested. “Someone varying their attack patterns to disguise their true goals.” 
 
    “Which would be… what?” Carmen asked pointedly. “To kidnap supernaturals? Why kill humans and kidnap supernaturals?” 
 
    “There have been cases of experimentation on various magical species in the past,” Kylah said, and her pale skin looked faintly greenish. “It was theorized for a while that it would be possible for vampires to be ‘born’ by turning a pregnant woman.” 
 
    “Oh, god,” I muttered with a grimace. “What happened?” 
 
    “Most commonly, the fetus would be turned into a vampire, which is technically the desired result,” Asami said slowly. “But the result would be a creature that aged much, much more slowly than a normal human. If they survived the transformation at all, they usually… ate their way out of their mother.” 
 
    “Fuck.” Carmen winced. “What kind of sick fuck wanted to make a vampire baby anyway?” 
 
    “I think people just wanted to see if they could.” Asami shrugged. “Experimentation for the sake of sheer curiosity. Science for science’s sake.” 
 
    “That’s what Victor Frankenstein did, and he ended up freezing to death in the Arctic after almost his entire family got murdered,” my sister said flatly. 
 
    “You know that book was fiction, right?” I teased, but then I paused and turned to Asami. “Frankenstein was a work of fiction, right?” 
 
    “Oh, entirely,” the Japanese woman assured me. “By all accounts, Mary Shelley was a perfectly normal human being. Not even a seer.” 
 
    “What about Bram Stoker?” Carmen then asked, and her eyes had gone wide with fascination. “He wrote about vampires. Was he a vampire? Did he have the second sight and know some vampires?” 
 
    “No, but Doctor Van Helsing was based off a real person,” Kegan answered. “Funnily enough, though, the Van Helsing line is actually one of the oldest vampire families in Europe.” 
 
    My sister’s mouth twitched in a smile, and I could tell she was doing her best not to burst out into obnoxiously loud laughter. 
 
    “That’s hilarious,” she finally said in a deadpan tone. 
 
    “Wait,” I then said. “I thought vampires couldn’t have kids. You just told us that nightmare shit about babies eating their way out of their mothers’ wombs.” 
 
    “Vampire propagation focusses less on sex and biological parentage than on siring,” Asami explained. “If you were turned into a vampire, the vampire who turned you would see themselves as your parent, and you as their child. It’s no small thing to turn a human into a vampire, you know. It’s seen as quite a sacred milestone. Many vampires never sire any children, because training a fledgling is a big responsibility.” 
 
    “In Europe, it’s fairly common for a vampire to take a protégé under their wing,” Kylah told me. “Usually, a human with no biological family, or none they want to acknowledge. They’ll have a few years of preparation, they’ll wait until they reach their physiological prime, and then they’ll be turned. That’s how the Van Helsings do it, anyway.” 
 
    “Werewolves are known for having large family units, but vampires are also very protective of their heirs and sires,” Kegan added. 
 
    “Well, it’s nice there’s a strong sense of community, at least,” Carmen snorted. “But that doesn’t bring us any closer to figuring out what is attacking those people and why.” 
 
    The waitress chose this moment to reappear with our food and drinks, and conversation halted as we politely waited for her to get out of earshot so she wouldn’t think we were crazy, or murderers, or crazy murderers. 
 
    “I’m still not sure if it’s just one thing, though,” I said. “I told you before, whatever aura I’ve seen in the woods is… weird. It’s… spotty. Inconsistent. Like it can’t decide what species it’s from. Or if there even is an aura at all.” 
 
    “I know,” Asami said with a sigh, and she gloomily dripped a French fry in some ketchup. “But I don’t know of any magic that can hide or change auras, so it’s not some kind of shapeshifter. I’m still sure it’s a powerful illusion spell tricking you into thinking you’re seeing an aura.” 
 
    That was a possibility. I was still new to this world and still figuring out the extent of my abilities. I was only just starting to learn how to differentiate between different species’ auras, because the differences were very subtle, and maybe what I thought was an unusual aura was actually totally normal for a species I hadn’t yet encountered, or-- as Asami suggested-- a convincing illusion. 
 
    “But I still have no idea what could even create an aura or an illusion like that,” Asami lamented. “I need access to more rigorous sources. Stuff that isn’t clogged up by wikis from fantasy series.” 
 
    “Wait, so you’re telling me real vampires don’t sparkle in the sunlight?” Carmen asked with a shit-eating grin.  
 
    I groaned and rolled my eyes, but Kegan snickered. Honestly, I was surprised he knew what my sister was referencing. 
 
    “I still think we should try and get you into the university library,” I said to Asami. “The Sanctuary library was full of old historical stuff, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “It would certainly be more useful than the public library,” Kylah said, and her tone was half-sheepish and half-amused.  
 
    We’d tried that a few days ago, but the only books involving magic, vampires, werewolves, and fairies had been in the Fantasy section. What we needed were historical accounts from the time before the veil was put up, when magic had just existed as part of the world. 
 
    “Then we need to get you into the university library,” Kegan said, and then he stood up. “I’m going to get a glass of water.” 
 
    The table we’d sat at was actually right on the edge of the sidewalk, and there was no divider between the end of the restaurant’s seating area and the bit of the sidewalk left for pedestrians to walk on. As a result, when Kegan turned away from the table, clearly meaning to walk inside and get a drink of water, he collided right into a young man-- the student guy who’d been staring at Carmen earlier-- who’d been walking past our table at that moment. 
 
    “Shit!” Kegan gasped as he and the young man bounced off one another. “Sorry about that, I didn’t see you there!” 
 
    The young man, though he seemed a little dazed, was unhurt, and he shot Kegan an easy grin. 
 
    “Oh, it’s no big, man. I should’ve been looking where I was going.” He waved his cellphone at us to show that he’d been in the middle of composing a text. 
 
    Kegan clapped him heartily on the shoulder both to steady the guy and in an apology. “Same goes for me. Sorry again. You have a good day.” 
 
    “You, too!” the young man said cheerfully, and he gave us all a wave before he continued down the street.  
 
    Kegan then sat back down at the table. We all stared at him for a moment in total silence, but he said nothing. 
 
    “Uh, I thought you said you were going to get a drink of water,” my sister finally said to him. 
 
    “I did,” the blond man admitted, and he took a nonchalant sip of his soda. “I lied.” 
 
    He then reached into his pocket and pulled out a plastic object the same size and shape as a credit card, only it wasn’t a credit card. It had a picture of the guy Kegan just bumped into, along with his name and a barcode. 
 
    It was a student ID card. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    Kegan was evidently a man of many talents, because I hadn’t noticed anything remotely suspicious when he’d bumped into the young man, whose name was apparently Jake Haystead. I hadn’t seen Kegan’s hands go anywhere near the oblivious kid’s wallet or pockets or anything. 
 
    And it seemed Jake Haystead hadn’t noticed, either, because despite the fact my sister was staring after him with absolutely no subtlety, he didn’t turn around, or pat at his pockets, or do anything other than keep walking. 
 
    “This should get you into the library, no problem,” Kegan said as he passed Jake Haystead’s student ID to Asami.  
 
    I knew students would often lend and borrow their friends’ ID cards if their own was lost or forgotten at home, so I knew no one would be suspicious if they saw Asami didn’t match up to the photo-- assuming anyone even noticed. I couldn’t imagine that was the most pressing thing on the minds of the library staff. 
 
    “I’ll be able to get into the older collections, too, with this,” Asami said as she took the ID card. “Proper research and historical accounts, stuff we can actually use.” 
 
    “I wonder if they’ll have any books by supernaturals in there,” Kylah mused. “There are quite a few who are known in human academic circles, too.” 
 
    “It would be handy if there were,” Carmen said. “We’d be able to rely on that properly, rather than Twilight or whatever.” 
 
    “You know, I have a vampire friend who actually really likes those books,” Asami said with an amused smile as she slipped the ID card into her back pocket. “They’re total nonsense, of course, but she thinks they’re funny.” 
 
    “A lot of supernaturals find human takes on magic very interesting,” Kylah explained to Carmen and I. “Sometimes it’s actually quite accurate, maybe because someone involved in the writing actually is a supernatural. But a lot of the time it’s just… wrong. And it’s funny!” 
 
    “I get that,” I said with a grin. I liked the idea of a vampire explaining the inaccuracies of vampire pulp romance. “But it’s not super useful for figuring out whatever the hell is killing random hikers in the woods.” 
 
    “That it isn’t,” Kegan agreed, and he pointed at me. “So, Sami, you’ve got this?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” the Japanese woman said with a firm nod. 
 
    If I was being honest, the research part of this monster hunting business didn’t appeal to me. I loved learning about the magical world and the people within it, but actually researching, looking through old books for the tiny nugget of information we needed, that was not my idea of fun. 
 
    Unfortunately, though, it was the only way we were going to stop these murders, because it was uncomfortably obvious the Order of the Eye wasn’t going to do shit to help. 
 
    I remembered what Amaryllis, a Seelie faerie who’d tried to have Kylah, Carmen, Asami, and I killed, had said a few weeks ago. She’d talked about the veil that separated the human world from the magical world and how the separation was unnatural. She’d been convinced humanity was naturally subservient to magic, and that faeries-- and other magical species, but mainly faeries-- should rule over humans. Before the veil, humans had known about magic, and they’d feared and respected it, and it was a time she clearly missed. 
 
    But since I’d never much liked being told what to do, I reckoned I preferred the world as it was now. 
 
    The veil wasn’t very popular with other supernaturals either, though. Many believed the separation of magic and humanity was wrong, and that they were meant to intertwine. On the far other end of the spectrum to Amaryllis were people like Jamison Hawthorn, a half-fae we saved who apparently believed seers and human-magical hybrids such as half-fae were the natural order, the inevitable conclusion we were all slowly creeping toward. 
 
    But the Order had been established explicitly to protect the veil and what it stood for. Humanity possessed weapons of mass destruction and advanced technology and billions of people. Magic had arcane forces and power over the natural elements. I knew if the veil ever fell, the most likely outcome would be conflict, and a war between humanity and magic would devastate the planet and probably render both sides practically extinct. 
 
    So, insofar as ‘preventing the apocalypse’ went, I supposed I appreciated the veil and the Order. The Order were also the people paying us to hunt these monsters, and while they only did that because they didn’t want to deal with those problems themselves, they were paying a lot. 
 
    That reminded me, actually. We still needed to go to the Sanctuary and get paid for the revenant problem we’d just cleared up. 
 
    Kegan had evidently had the same thought, because he turned to me. 
 
    “Do you want me to mirror you to the Sanctuary? So you can give Renée the photos?” 
 
    “That would be great, thanks,” I said to him, and I was relieved I had a decent excuse to get out of research. Plus, I knew we would be in very safe hands with Asami. Carmen and Kylah could trawl the internet for other useful sources, or try to get access to more detailed police files instead of just what was available to the public. 
 
    Ideally, we needed a police officer who was also a supernatural, but I had a sneaking suspicion we would be out of luck. Otherwise, the disappearances and murders would have been brought to the Order’s attention a lot sooner. 
 
    “Okay, so Kegan and Leo will head to the Sanctuary to speak to Renée, Asami will masquerade as a student to research in the university library, and Kylah and I can do a little on-the-ground detective work,” Carmen said in a conclusive tone. 
 
    “You read my mind,” I joked, and she grinned at me.  
 
    Being my twin, she obviously knew me better than anyone else in the world, but it was still funny to pretend like twin telepathy was a thing. A lot of kids at our high school had asked us if we were psychic, and we’d quickly learned not to lean into the joke after all the stuff about the silver lines only we could see. 
 
    “It would help to speak to more local magicals,” Kylah agreed. “Or human law enforcement. We could pose as reporters.” 
 
    “I was more thinking FBI,” Carmen said with a mischievous grin. “Could you make us invisible and sneak us into the precinct’s record room?” 
 
    “I could make myself invisible while you distract the officers for good measure,” the blonde woman suggested, and Carmen pointed at her. 
 
    “I like it! Alright, so we’ve all got our assignments. Meet back at the motel in a couple hours?” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I said. “Is there anything Kegan and I should pick up from the Sanctuary, though? Books, clothes, et cetera?” 
 
    “Since we’re no longer Eyes, we no longer have access to their resources,” Asami sighed gloomily. 
 
    I could understand her frustration. I wasn’t even obsessed with books, but even I had been taken aback by the Sanctuary’s library. The sheer size of it, the impossible number of books, and the grand architecture had made it feel like something out of a fairytale. 
 
    But Asami was a researcher, and it was clear to anyone who talked to her for even a few minutes that she adored books. And now she couldn’t access any of them. 
 
    This was another thing I disliked about the Order, and another thing that made it so obvious that helping people wasn’t really what they were about. If they really wanted magical threats to be taken care of, they would lend their resources to anyone and everyone. 
 
    Instead, they played gatekeeper, which meant people who were less fortunate than Carmen and I, people who didn’t have three Eyes on their teams, including a researcher, got killed. 
 
    I didn’t know how yet, but I vowed to get Asami all the books she could ever possibly desire. 
 
    Once we’d all finished, Asami headed to the library to get started on research, Kylah and Carmen made for the police precinct, and Kegan and I returned to the motel. 
 
    I was familiar with mirror magic by now, but it still fascinated me. It was a particularly complex type of magic, but it was Kegan’s ‘affinity.’ I still didn’t know exactly how his being a half-faerie affected his magic, other than it meant healing magic didn’t work on him the same way it did on regular humans, but I wondered if his faerie blood had impacted his affinity. 
 
    Carefully, he used one of Kylah’s silver daggers to cut a shallow slice along the back of his arm, and he then dabbed a symbol on the mirror in our shared motel room. I was still taken aback by the way a mirror looked when it became a doorway, like liquid mercury that rippled and shifted but didn’t fall out of the frame. 
 
    I was used to mirror traveling by this point, but it still wasn’t a sensation I particularly enjoyed. It was similar to being trapped in a sort of bubble, because I could feel the liquid mirror around me, but I didn’t get wet, and it didn’t stick to me. 
 
    After several seconds of discomfort, I emerged into the entrance hall of the Sanctuary, located in Denver, Colorado, about thirteen hundred miles east of where I’d been standing only moments before. 
 
    Kegan stepped out of the mirror just behind me, and I saw him tense as he took in the hall. His shoulders bunched up ever so slightly, and his jaw twitched as he clenched it just a little tighter than normal. 
 
    I could understand that. This place had been his home, the only one he’d ever really known, and two weeks ago he and Kylah had just… left. Walked out and left it all behind. 
 
    I couldn’t imagine what he was feeling because Carmen and I hadn’t really had a home since we were eight years old. Our foster parents Theo and Maria were kind, but they’d never quite felt like family. 
 
    Then again, the Sanctuary had never been much of a home for Kylah and Kegan, either. I’d seen first-hand how some of the other Eyes treated them, mistrusted them for being half-faerie. 
 
    I wondered what that felt like for the Campbells to never truly have a place where they belonged. Carmen and I had the memories of our parents to compare Theo and Maria to. Kylah and Kegan had only known the judgment of the Order. 
 
    “You can wait in the motel, if you want,” I said to Kegan. “I’ve just gotta show Renée the photos. I can do that by myself.” 
 
    Kegan paused a long time before he answered, and I knew he was carefully weighing his options. 
 
    “No,” he said at last. “I’ll come with you. This was my home for years. I refuse to let it haunt me.” 
 
    I supposed that made sense. Haunted things were so much bigger and creepier in your head than in real life. If Kegan allowed the Sanctuary to become this Forbidden Place in his mind, it would only worsen how he felt, and it might even cloud his judgment going forward. 
 
    I clapped my hand on his shoulder, half-comforting and half-impressed, and then the two of us headed down the winding hallways toward Renée’s office. 
 
    The Sanctuary, on account of not actually being on the physical plane, was ever-changing. It was anchored at the front entrance to a dilapidated church, which also happened to be what the Sanctuary looked like to mortals, or non-seers. 
 
    All of this meant the corridors shifted, and rooms would become closer or further to walk to. I’d never actually seen any of them change in front of my eyes, but I knew they did. 
 
    Renée’s office seemed eager to see us, or perhaps the Sanctuary didn’t want Kegan and I within its walls any longer than strictly necessary, because we arrived quickly. Kegan knocked on the enormous doors, and they swung open to reveal Renée sitting at her desk, which was covered in paperwork, and she looked surprised when she noticed who’d just walked in. 
 
    “Kegan,” she said in a slightly stunned tone. “And Leo Rivera. What are you two doing here?” 
 
    “Collecting payment,” I answered, and I pulled the flyer for the revenant job out of my back pocket, plus my phone. Carmen had sent me the photos since her phone’s camera was better than mine, and the true horrors of poisoned magic were artfully rendered in close-ups of dismembered limbs and rotting innards. 
 
    Renée’s face didn’t even flicker as she looked at the photos, but given that she’d been doing this for a lot longer than two weeks, I had to imagine she’d seen far worse. 
 
    “Who was the initial spirit who poisoned the land?” she asked after several long seconds. She didn’t look up from my phone, just flicked over to the next photograph. 
 
    “Jonathan Rowe,” Kegan answered. “Hanged himself after his wife and child were killed by a disease outbreak.” 
 
    “Hanged himself? So he was tied to a tree, then?” 
 
    “He was,” I said, and inwardly I had to fight not to stare at her, because she’d figured out Jonathan Rowe’s anchor in about two seconds, and she hadn’t even seen the place where he’d died.  
 
    But again, she’d been doing this for a lot longer than I or the Campbells. 
 
    “He must have been truly heartbroken that his death was enough to poison the land there,” Renée said after a moment as she handed my phone back to me. “Even without being administered last rites, many spirits still pass peacefully to the beyond.” 
 
    “Well, now he has,” I said. “So you see the proof, the revenants.” 
 
    “And you reburied them?” Renée asked, and she raised one eyebrow. “Or at least didn’t leave them strewn across the forest floor?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, and Renée smiled encouragingly. She projected a very motherly demeanor, albeit a mother who was quite firm and strict, and I could sense there was real pride as she looked at Kegan and me. 
 
    Pride, and maybe relief. 
 
    Despite my issues with the Order, and my dislike for the way it handled things, I did genuinely like Renée. I could tell she honestly cared for Kegan and Kylah, and I also got the sense that she didn’t agree with everything the Order did, either. She’d been in favor of Carmen and I becoming real Eyes, of us being allowed to train properly and use the Sanctuary’s extensive resources. 
 
    She was also one of the very few members of the magical community I’d met who didn’t have a problem with the Campbells being half-fae. 
 
    And she’d known my father when they’d been kids. Not well, but she had known him. 
 
    Part of me wanted to ask Renée a barrage of questions every time I saw her, to try and get every scrap of information I could, because my own memories of my father were blurred with time and my having been so young. But another part of me wanted to preserve the idea of the perfect, caring man who had taught Carmen and I how to ride a bike, who had pretended to be a monster coming to eat us, who had cooked the best chili I’d ever tasted. 
 
    The idea that I could learn something that might lower my opinion of him kind of scared me, because those memories were all I had, and the last thing I wanted to do was somehow taint them. 
 
    Or worse, taint Carmen’s memories of him. 
 
    “You work fast, the little team you’ve put together,” Renée said as she sat back down in the large chair behind her desk and gestured for Kegan and I to sit.  
 
    I was contemplating whether to say we couldn’t stay, because I’d seen how uncomfortable Kegan had been to be back in the Sanctuary, but the blond man sat down before I could say anything. 
 
    I sat, too, and Renée looked at us both over steepled fingers, and I thought she seemed a little less motherly and a little more authoritative now. 
 
    “I’m impressed by the work you five have done,” she said. “Thanks to your efforts, the missing half-fae in Los Angeles have been reunited with their loved ones, and we are keeping tabs on any known vampire associates of Sullivan Scratch.” 
 
    Not for the first time, I remembered that day in Scratch’s safehouse-slash-base-of-operations-slash-dungeon. He’d imprisoned as many half-faeries as he could get his hands on and had drunk their blood so he could withstand sunlight. When we’d found him out and hunted him down, he’d tried to bargain for his life with information on whatever was going on in Phoenix, Arizona. 
 
    We’d learned the Phoenix group was more than one type of magical species, and they were a group hellbent on taking down the veil, on reintroducing magic to humanity. 
 
    Many people in the magical world liked that idea, but only the most radical would agree with what Phoenix was trying to do, because there was no finesse to it, no delicacy. It would uproot everything humans thought they knew about the world, it would throw everyone and everything into chaos, and that wasn’t even getting into the fact the Phoenix group intended to subjugate, enslave, and possibly exterminate humanity. 
 
    Needless to say, I wanted to stop them. And I would stop them, as soon as we figured out exactly what their plans were. 
 
    “However,” Renée then said, and her voice pulled me out of my thoughts. “I want to remind you both not to get too brazen. You have had early successes, and saved lives, but you have still chosen an immensely dangerous path, and I don’t want those victories to go to your head. You, Kylah, and Kegan are still very capable of being hurt and killed, even with all your training.” 
 
    “Believe me, I know,” Kegan answered, and he put his hand to his side, where he’d been stabbed a few weeks ago. “We’re not being brash. This was a job we came across while doing something else in Oregon.” 
 
    “We decided to help, since we knew we had the means,” I added, and I tried to keep my voice pleasant, tried not to sound too judgmental and pointed, but I only half-succeeded. 
 
    “And that is admirable, but it’s still dangerous,” Renée told us. “You don’t have the resources of Eyes anymore. You don’t have the luxury of backup, and I am not in a position to change that.” 
 
    I got the sense Renée’s hands were more tied than she was technically allowed to admit. She was the head of this Sanctuary chapter and a member of the Council, but she was beholden to the votes of her peers, such as Councilman Samuel White, whom I knew had a personal dislike of ‘half-breeds’ such as half-fae like the Campbells. 
 
    “We are being as careful as our choices allow,” Kegan assured Renée. “But Kylah, Asami, and I… we can do much more good and help many more people outside of the Order.” 
 
    “I know why you chose to leave,” Renée said, and her voice softened a little to sound more parental again. “And I’m heartened to see you all have such strong moral convictions. But you can’t blame me for worrying when you are putting yourselves at a marked disadvantage.” 
 
    Kegan frowned a little, and his lips pursed. Whereas Kylah twisted a lock of her wavy blonde hair around her finger when she was nervous, Kegan tended to curl his hands into fists like he was physically restraining himself from fidgeting or giving a tell. 
 
    Which was, in itself, a tell. 
 
    “It’s getting worse, isn’t it?” he asked after a long moment, and though he technically phrased it as a question, his voice was grim with confirmation. “Phoenix.” 
 
    I could see in the way Renée’s brow furrowed ever so slightly that Kegan had hit the mark dead on, and I wondered if Renée steepled her hands like that so she, too, would not fidget and indicate what she truly felt. 
 
    “Since you are no longer a member of the Order, I am not at liberty to discuss the confidential details of active cases,” she finally answered in a very measured, rehearsed sort of voice. 
 
    When Kylah, Carmen, Asami, and I had infiltrated Sullivan Scratch’s operation, it had been via the fae Amaryllis. She was a noblewoman in the Seelie Court, and supposedly the Seelie were the benevolent faeries, but having seen Amaryllis for myself, I knew the Seelie weren’t so much ‘benevolent’ as ‘less likely to hunt humans for sport and eat them.’ 
 
    But as best as I could tell, no one knew of Amaryllis’ involvement with Scratch. She’d deliberately kept a decent distance from it because, as a full-blooded faerie, she could not lie. And because of her status, no one would dare accuse her without hard proof. 
 
    Arguably, the fact she’d tried to kill the four of us-- primarily Kylah-- was fairly good proof, but we’d agreed not to bring that forward to the Order. Amaryllis was powerful and dangerous, and Asami and Kylah had pointed out to Carmen and I that the Fae Courts would not take such an accusation lightly, even if Amaryllis was guilty. Which she was. 
 
    It was all about appearances and manners and permissions. Even saying Amaryllis had been working with Scratch could spark a diplomatic incident, and the fact Kylah and the other targets of Scratch’s operations were half-fae meant few supernaturals would jump to their aid. Many viewed ‘half-worlders’ such as half-faeries and seers as less-than, as people who would not decide which world to belong to, and therefore people who belonged to neither. 
 
    As a Mexican-American who’d spent the latter half of his childhood in a white foster home, I could relate. 
 
    So, we’d kept quiet about Amaryllis. The Order possessed resources we didn’t and surely already knew Amaryllis was somehow involved, and they were either waiting for an opportunity to act on that information or-- and this was probably the more likely option, given the Order’s general policy of ‘not my problem’-- had decided not to act on that information at all. 
 
    In the meantime, I was eager to take down everyone who was involved with Phoenix, everyone who wanted to see innocent people hurt for the sake of gaining a little power. 
 
    “So, it is getting worse,” I said to Renée. “You guys haven’t made any progress.” 
 
    I liked Renée, despite her position, but I didn’t trust the Order with any of Scratch’s files we’d found. The records all detailed what little he knew of Phoenix’s operations, what disasters they’d been involved with, some people he thought were members of the group, and all kinds of weird and creepy experiments on magic. 
 
    I hadn’t read any of the files, but Asami was slowly working her way through them. She’d mentioned to us things like vampires artificially inseminating half-faeries in an attempt to get ‘natural daywalkers’-- vampires who were permanently unaffected by sunlight, because they had faerie blood. 
 
    Kylah actually needed to leave the room to throw up at that part. 
 
    There was no way I was trusting the Order with that kind of information when people like Samuel White were on their Council. They cared about keeping humans and magic separate, keeping the veil up. By and large, they didn’t care if the magical world tore itself to pieces in the process. I wanted to help people, and I would, but with two half-faeries on my team, I had to think about their safety, too. 
 
    “Is the Order’s intense focus on the Phoenix problem why some of the other things up north have been neglected?” I asked with absolutely no attempt at subtlety. Renée knew exactly where I stood, and if I pretended otherwise, it would be as much an insult to her as to myself. 
 
    Still, she fixed me with a warning look in her eyes before she answered. 
 
    “The Order is not as large as you seem to think, Leo,” she said. “There are not many members who are qualified to deal with such dangerous things, so we have to prioritize. Phoenix has a large body count and is attracting a lot of unwanted attention from human law enforcement.” 
 
    “There’s something up in Eugene, Oregon with a large body count, but you guys just slapped up a flyer for twenty grand and basically told the locals to shut up,” I said in a voice that was a little more petulant and sour than I would have liked. But I wasn’t going to pretend like I wasn’t frustrated by this setup, even if I did like Renée as a person. 
 
    Even those who meant well could be caught up in bad systems and perpetuate issues. It became a moral failing when you realized you were enabling those problems and didn’t act to change it, and Renée knew the Order had problems. 
 
    “And I’m sure the two of you, along with Carmen, Kylah, and Asami, will handle it as effectively as you handled poor Jonathan Rowe,” Renée said in a slightly chilly voice. 
 
    “So, you admit the Order has to rely on bounty hunters and freelancers risking their lives with a fraction of the support?” I asked, and I met Renée’s eyes unflinchingly. 
 
    “Just because a system is not perfect does not mean it should not exist,” she answered unintimidated. “The Order of the Eye is one of the very few barriers that keeps order in the magical world. You know full well what would happen if magic was reintroduced on a large scale. Many people-- myself included-- would love to one day see a world where magic is once again allowed to coexist with humanity. But right now, it is safer for everyone if they are kept separate. And something like Phoenix is definitely not how we would want humans to rediscover magic. It is something that needs to be handled delicately, and preferably without a body count in the hundreds.” 
 
    “But Phoenix isn’t the only issue!” I insisted. “There are so many other problems, and you don’t even try to fix them.” 
 
    “I will not apologize for not having the resources to give every incident the same attention,” Renée said flatly. “As much as I would like to. Ralph Chander, I believe you know him, don’t you, Leo? He was in the same seat you are now only a few days ago, asking me to help him try and locate his missing niece. He is a nice man, and his husband, Conleth, is a friend of mine, but I could not help Ralph because there is nothing about the disappearance that would justify the Order’s involvement.” 
 
    “That’s precisely why Kylah, Asami, and I left,” Kegan said, and he made no attempt to try and hide the bitterness in his voice. “We were tired of how removed the Order is. The Eyes don’t care about Chander’s niece, and they didn’t care about the half-fae going missing, and they don’t care about whatever’s happening in Eugene right now. It markets itself as protection, as a place people can come to if they need help, but it’s not. It’s just there to prop up a system you yourself admit is flawed.” 
 
    “Flawed is better than nothing,” Renée argued. “Without the Order, there would be nothing to stop any supernatural individual with ill intent from carrying out a string of murders that could garner worldwide attention. The secrecy of the magical world could not survive a Jack the Ripper of the twenty-first century.” 
 
    Renée then rose from her seat and placed her hands very firmly on the top of her desk, and I knew she was going to dismiss Kegan and I before she’d even opened her mouth. 
 
    “You have my gratitude for handling the issue in Oregon. I will see you are properly paid by the end of the week. In the meantime, I wish you all well, and again remind you to move with caution.” 
 
    Kegan and I both stood up, and I saw the blond man square his shoulders to meet the woman he regarded as a surrogate mother with the same cool indifference she projected onto him. 
 
    It was a difficult thing to love someone when you were so convinced they were wrong and you were right. I was impressed Kylah, Kegan, and Renée were so insistent on doing it. 
 
    “Thank you, Councilwoman Beckett,” Kegan said in an even voice, and he turned on his heel and walked out. 
 
    I followed right behind him, and we walked back to the mirror in the entrance hall in total silence. Again, the corridors seemed to be shorter than before, and now I was pretty sure it was because they wanted us gone ASAP. 
 
    Fine by me. I was getting more and more sick of this place by the minute. 
 
    It was a relief to step back into the motel room and see Carmen and Kylah sitting on Kegan’s bed and giggling like college girls in a shared dorm, and when Kegan and I emerged from the mirror, they both turned to us with Cheshire cat-like smiles. 
 
    “How’d it-- oh.” Kylah’s question died on her lips, just like her smile did, when she saw the forlorn expression on her twin brother’s face.  
 
    I crossed the room and kissed her forehead hello before I shook my head. 
 
    “We… had an ideological disagreement with Renée,” I told them. “But we’re getting paid for the revenant job, at least.” 
 
    “She seems to like the work we’re doing, even if she fundamentally disagrees with it,” Kegan said, and again he didn’t bother to mask the bitterness in his tone. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Carmen raise her hand as if she meant to reach for Kegan, to squeeze his shoulder and comfort him, but she let her hand drop after a moment and said nothing. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Kylah said encouragingly to her brother and me. “Renée… she loves us. I know she does. But when you’ve dedicated so much of your life to something… it can be hard to admit it has problems. It’s human nature.” 
 
    “Sunk-cost fallacy,” my sister added. “But I think I know something that might cheer you both up.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” I asked, and even that simple statement from Carmen was enough to make a wry smile tug at the corners of my mouth. “And what’s that?” 
 
    “We just got a text from Sami,” Kylah answered. “She’s in the library, and she’s found a whole lot of very promising books. We’re finally making real progress on this job.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    “Sami doesn’t want to risk getting flagged in the system,” Kylah said as she read the texts off her phone. “So she’s not going to try and check out any books with the stolen card.” 
 
    “She’s going to be doing all that research all on her own?” I asked with a frown, because that was a lot of reading, and even for someone who loved books as much as Asami Tanaka did, it was a daunting task. 
 
    The sheer breadth of information she would need to sift through would be immense. She didn’t have a password for Jake Haystead’s login, meaning she wouldn’t be able to use the internet and skim-read e-books by searching for useful terms. Admittedly, the Sanctuary hadn’t seemed too big on technology-- insofar as digitizing its resources went-- but even with access to an academic library, there would still be a lot of wrong stuff for Asami to sift through. 
 
    Kylah gave a soft little laugh that reminded me of a tinkling bell, and she twisted a lock of hair around her finger as she put her phone back in her pocket. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said with a knowing smile. “She’ll be fine. And if she isn’t, Kegan can just steal another student ID, and one of us can go help.” 
 
    “Not it,” Carmen said immediately, and I shot her a look, but she just shrugged. “What? I don’t like research. Don’t like reading. I’m more of a hands-on, practical learner.” 
 
    As a matter of fact, I knew exactly how ‘hands-on’ my sister liked to be with her learning, because she’d disassembled the engine to our foster father’s prized 1930s Cadillac when we’d been fourteen. Allegedly, this had been so she could compare the differences between its engine and that of a modern Cadillac, but I still didn’t know where she’d gotten a modern Cadillac engine from and for many reasons, I didn’t want to. 
 
    Theo had not been pleased about the engine. He’d been slightly less not-pleased when Carmen reassembled it flawlessly. The day my sister turned fifteen, he’d helped her get a part-time mechanic job at a nearby garage, and she’d gone full-time upon graduating high school, while I’d joined the military. 
 
    Even if we’d had the money for college-- which we hadn’t-- neither I nor Carmen were the academic type. I didn’t much like research, either, but I still felt a bit guilty about Asami doing that much work all by herself. 
 
    “She really will be alright, Leo,” Kylah insisted with a smile. “There’s nothing Sami likes more than to be surrounded by piles and piles of old books.” 
 
    Kegan walked over to sit at the end of the bed, right next to where Carmen was sitting, cross-legged. The blond man peered over my sister’s shoulders for a few moments, and then he looked over at Kylah with a grin. 
 
    “Well,” he said to Carmen in a low enough voice that Kylah didn’t seem to hear it, but I did. “I reckon I can think of one-- maybe two-- things she’d prefer to be surrounded by. Don’t you?” 
 
    I had no idea what Kegan was referring to, but evidently my sister did, because she let out a snicker, and when I shot her another look, she just smiled at me as pleasantly and innocently as possible. As if butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. 
 
    That crap wouldn’t work on me. I knew her almost better than she knew herself. I’d seen her try to charm friends and teachers and guardians for years with that exact same look. When she’d broken Theo and Maria’s ten p.m. curfew on her first date, when she’d forgotten to do her homework and lied about spilling a drink over it, when she’d been trying to get her friend Jack to ask out his crush by needling him constantly about how much the girl obviously liked him. 
 
    “Care to share with the class, Monkey?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Nah, I’m good,” Carmen replied breezily. “Now, while you and Kegan were putting up with the Order of the Sticks-Up-Their-Asses, Kylah and I made some progress of our own.” 
 
    “You did?” I asked and grinned at Kylah. “What did you find?” 
 
    “Well, the precinct was a bust, because their records room requires an ID to even enter, which we don’t have,” my sister explained to Kegan and me. 
 
    “So, instead, Carmen and I just went to a local supernatural bar,” the blonde woman said with a shrug. “Chatted to people, asked for information.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised how forgiving people are with details when you genuinely want to help with a problem that’s been terrorizing their community,” my sister said in a bland tone. “They were all too happy to cough up information when we complained about how ineffectual the Order was being.” 
 
    “Ask a question, you get nothing, state an opinion, you’ll have answers galore,” I agreed with a nod. 
 
    “Exactly,” Kylah said with a smile.  
 
    I ducked down and kissed her again since I was impressed. 
 
    “So, Kylah and I made notes on everything the locals told us, and we managed to get a rough timeline of events,” my sister said. 
 
    “That sounds an awful lot like research,” I remarked with a grin that only got wider when Carmen glared at me. 
 
    “We’ve managed to narrow down the first attacks by this creature to about a year ago,” Kylah said, and they both led Kegan and I through to the room they shared with Asami. On the wall, they’d tacked up a huge expanse of newspaper clippings and what Carmen had been able to learn through a rudimentary internet search, which had unexpectedly included some police case files that were illegally leaked to the public about six months ago. 
 
    “One of the humans who got ‘mauled by a mountain lion,’” Kylah said with extremely dramatic air quotes, “was the son of the dean of the nearby university, so his father was able to kick up enough of a fuss and circumvent enough bureaucracy, got ahold of the file, and published it online with a number for anonymous tips.” 
 
    “Which were of course flooded with total garbage, because the only people who actually know what is going on are not going to touch human authorities with a ten-foot barge pole,” Carmen added unnecessarily. “All of the ‘information’ was from people just trying to fuck with him.” 
 
    “Bit fucked up,” I remarked with a frown. “His son died.” 
 
    “His son was embroiled in three separate sexual assault lawsuits,” Carmen deadpanned. “Daddy decided to settle in all three cases. Somehow, those allegations didn’t even make the papers until after the murder file was leaked.” 
 
    “His dad was able to pay for a cover-up until he antagonized the cops,” I said with a nod. “But we have the case file, then?” 
 
    “I don’t know how useful it is, since the autopsy is ruled as an animal attack,” Kylah said with a frown. “I do wonder what the excuse would be if we were in a state that didn’t have cougars.” 
 
    “Bears, freak case of migration, anything that doesn’t make the coroner look like a crazy guy,” Carmen said as she waved her hand back and forth carelessly. “But the timeline is actually pretty useful. People talk about sighting weird aura or feeling an unusual magical signature on a pretty regular basis, about every six weeks.” 
 
    “However, this doesn’t line up with any species’ timeline we know of,” Kylah told Kegan and me. “Vampires need to feed at least once every two months, but it’s more common for them to act weekly. Werewolves can only change form on the full moon.” 
 
    “And the last attack was about five-and-a-half weeks ago,” my sister added. “So the next attack will probably be within the next few days.” 
 
    “It’s good we’ll have more overt signs to track,” I said carefully. “But I’m not too enthused about the idea of being on a hard deadline.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Kegan nodded. “We don’t want anybody else getting hurt, and we don’t have enough information yet to guarantee we’ll be able to save them in time.” 
 
    “And you’re absolutely sure it’s just one species?” I asked with a pointed look at Kylah. 
 
    “Frankly, I’m becoming more and more convinced that it’s just one creature,” the blonde woman answered, and her brow furrowed with displeasure. “I’m not the researcher, so I can’t make as educated a guess as Sami. Hopefully, she turns something up at the library.” 
 
    “She will,” I said with confidence. 
 
    “There’s just the question of whether she does before the next attack,” Carmen said, and she looked over at the papers with a frown. “Do we want to try and catch this thing ourselves? If someone could get seriously hurt, or even killed, we should be moving to attack, shouldn’t we?” 
 
    “I don’t know if we have the resources to mount an effective attack on this thing,” Kegan told her and cocked his head to look at where she was looking, at one of the pages from the police file that had been leaked online. “We only have one official case file.” 
 
    “We can try again once you pickpocket some cop,” my sister said with a grin and elbowed him encouragingly. 
 
    “Better yet, one of the people who actually work in the records room,” I added, and I folded my arms as I, too, grinned at Kegan. “But I don’t think we should try to attack or capture this thing. We don’t have enough information, and we definitely don’t have enough people or weapons. We’re too in the dark, and if we get caught off guard, we’re fucked.” 
 
    I was used to risking my life by now, but when it came to the lives of my sister, my friends, my team, I was a lot more careful. If we charged in, guns blazing, and someone got hurt, I knew I would never forgive myself. 
 
    “You said the aura looked weird,” Kylah said with a nod. “I think this is a job that should be approached with caution, even if we’re on a tight deadline.” 
 
    By the way her mouth twisted, I could tell Carmen was uneasy at the idea of someone getting hurt because of us wanting to be careful, so I reached out and put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “We’re not leaving this alone,” I promised her firmly. “We’re just being careful. We won’t just stand back and let people get hurt, but if we only go in with half the information, we’re the ones who will get hurt.” 
 
    “And no one else will be left to try and stop this thing,” Kegan added.  
 
    I nodded to him in agreement, and Carmen managed a small, rueful smile. 
 
    “Alright, I see you guys’ point,” she eventually said with a sigh, and she patted my hand. “We’re playing it smart.” 
 
    “And you’re one of the smartest people I know,” I said to her, and she grinned. 
 
    “Only when it comes to an internal combustion engine,” she snorted, but I could tell she was pleased. 
 
    “So, if we’re not going to make an offensive move on this thing tonight, what d’you want to do?” Kegan then asked me. “Shall I steal another student ID so we can give Asami some backup?” 
 
    “Let’s see what she comes up with tonight, first,” I said. “You’re still technically on R-and-R, dude, you shouldn’t even have been out hunting the revenants.” 
 
    “I feel fine,” the blond man said as he frowned at me in a slightly petulant way. “There’s not any damage left, physically anyway.” 
 
    “No, but we don’t want to put strain on you, or Sami,” Kylah said. 
 
    We all knew that while the Japanese woman knew some basic healing magic, it was only basic, and a severe injury would be too complex and too exhausting for her to try to heal. None of us wanted to put any more stress on Asami than necessary, which was just another item on the long list of Reasons To Not Be Stupid. 
 
    “It’s psychosomatic,” Kegan said in a stern tone as he looked at his sister. “I got hurt on a field mission, it’s going to flare up more when I’m stressed about field missions. I have it under control.” 
 
    “I’m serious, Kegan,” I said as I matched his tone. “We don’t want anyone to get hurt, and we don’t have the ability to fix serious injuries if someone does.” 
 
    “Then I need to practice,” the blond man said like it was obvious. “I need experience in the field. I’ve been training for years, I have the skills, just like Kylah. All we need is the opportunity to put what we learn into practice.” 
 
    “Our foster mother used to always tell us that the first year after you pass your test is when you actually learn how to drive,” Carmen said. “So, if you guys leaving the Order is passing the test, this year is you actually learning to drive.” 
 
    “At least we know how to operate the car,” Kylah said with amusement, and with a grin, Carmen flipped the blonde woman off. 
 
    “My point is, I don’t want anyone on our team taking on more than they can handle,” Kylah said. “That goes for Sami with her healing magic, and you, Kegan, because you’re still recovering.” 
 
    “Okay, so we take tonight off,” my sister then suggested with a shrug. “Strictly non-combat activities, and we wait to see what Asami turns up at the library.” 
 
    “You know, I wouldn’t mind a break,” Kylah admitted in a sheepish voice, and she twisted a blonde curl around her finger again as she bit her lip. “It’s been kind of non-stop ever since… well. Ever since Kegan and I met the two of you.” 
 
    “It really has,” I said, because the realization only dawned on me as Kylah said it. But man, I was actually exhausted. I’d barely had a chance to sit down and think in the past three weeks, and no chances at all in the past two. 
 
    “Tonight off it is, then,” Kegan said, but I could tell he was a little frustrated the decision had been partly based on the fact he was still recovering from an injury. “As long as you lot don’t force me to take it any easier than you all do.” 
 
    “Fully egalitarian, you have my word.” I smirked, and the blond man smiled dryly at me. 
 
    “In that case, I’m going to a bar,” Carmen announced, and she stood up from the bed and grabbed Kegan’s hand. “And you’re coming with me.” 
 
    “I am?” he asked, though he didn’t look remotely bothered by the idea. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Carmen replied with a decisive nod. “You haven’t been able to drink for weeks because you got shanked. You have some catching up to do, and I’m gonna help you do it.” 
 
    “Well, that’s that, then!” Kylah said, and she let out another tinkling laugh. “You two have fun!” 
 
    “We’ll hit up that supernatural bar,” Carmen told her. “See if we can get any more information from the locals. If not, I’ll drink blondie here under the table.” 
 
    Kegan very pointedly looked Carmen up and down and gave a small scoff. He was about an inch taller than me, albeit more slender, and my sister was a half-foot shorter than me. She wasn’t short by any stretch of the imagination, but she was still a lot smaller than Kegan. 
 
    I, however, knew better, and when Kegan scoffed, I grinned. 
 
    “First mistake,” I warned him with a laugh. 
 
    “He’s right,” Carmen agreed in a faux-serious tone. “There are two things no one can beat me at: car repairs, and drinking.” 
 
    “In that case, we’ll know to pick the pair of you up from the hospital after Kegan has his stomach pumped,” Kylah giggled. “You guys have fun.” 
 
    “Back atcha.” Carmen grinned, and when she shot me a very unsubtle wink, I glared at her. 
 
    It was true, though, that in the past two weeks, Kylah and I had no time alone together. It hadn’t made sense for her, Kegan, and Asami to blow all their money living in a hotel when Carmen and I had a perfectly decent apartment, so the five of us squeezed into the two-bedroom, with Asami sharing Carmen’s room, and the Campbells sleeping in my room, since I refused to let a guy recovering from a stab wound sleep on a couch. 
 
    As a result, when Carmen and Kegan pulled the motel room door shut behind them, and left me and Kylah alone together for the first time in two weeks, I wasted no time in leaning forward and kissing her deeply. 
 
    She smiled against my mouth and curled her hands into the lapels of my jacket to pull me closer. 
 
    “Getting right to it, are we?” she teased softly. 
 
    “Are you complaining?” I asked as I pulled away from her lips to mouth kisses down her neck. I was looking for that little spot that would make her give a soft whimper and tremble in my arms, and I grinned into her skin when I found it.. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” she answered in a breathy voice, and her arms slid up over my shoulders, around my neck, to hold me close. “I just-- I thought you would want to go talk to locals, too?” 
 
    I hummed against her neck like I was pretending to actually consider this, and my hands slid slowly up and down her back as I kept kissing along her throat. 
 
    “Nah,” I said after a few seconds. “I trust Kegan. And Monkey. They’ll handle it just fine. And he said he needed the chance to practice, right?” 
 
    “He did,” Kylah murmured as she tipped her head back a little to give me better access, and one of her hands reached up to tangle in the hair at the base of my skull and pushed my mouth closer to her neck. 
 
    I rolled my hips into hers to let her feel just how much I’d missed her like this, just how much I wanted her like this, and she gave a small, gasping moan as she tried and only half-succeeded to choke it back. 
 
    And fuck, had I missed her. 
 
    Top priority for our group now was a place where we could live without being crammed on top of one another. Carmen and I had a bit of money from our parents, but not enough to buy an apartment in LA. But maybe, now that we’d teamed up with three magically-gifted badasses, that could change, and Kylah and I could have a room to ourselves more frequently than once every two weeks. 
 
    “Do that again,” Kylah muttered, and her other hand gripped desperately at my shoulder as she pressed herself against me. “God, Leo, I…” 
 
    “What?” I asked in a vaguely teasing tone as I kissed my way back to her mouth and crashed her lips against mine. “What do you want?” 
 
    “You,” she breathed back as she held my face in her hands, and my lips brushed against hers as she spoke. “Want you.” 
 
    “You have me,” I swore to her as I walked her back toward the bed, and my hands were palming at her hips and ass and pulling her close against my crotch.  
 
    I wanted her so bad it was almost physically painful. 
 
    Kylah let herself fall backward onto the bed, and she pulled me along with her with one hand in my hair and the other around my shoulders while scratching lightly at my back. I knelt over her and pressed frantic kisses to her neck and collar before I grew frustrated by her neckline and reached for her hips to rip her shirt off over her head. 
 
    Her hands went to my shoulders and tugged meaningfully at the jacket I was still wearing, and I scrambled to shrug it off my shoulders before I let Kylah pull at the hem of my t-shirt and remove that, too. 
 
    Our kiss broke only for a moment as I pulled the shirt over my head and threw it carelessly aside, but I leaned back down to devour her mouth with my own as if I hadn’t seen her in years. I put a hand behind her knee to hike her leg up around my hips and pressed against her again, and even through my jeans and hers I knew she could feel how hard I was for her, because she let out a low moan. 
 
    “Off,” she panted. “Jeans off, now.” 
 
    “Fuck yes,” I groaned and kissed her again. Her hands scrabbled to unbuckle my belt and undo my fly, and even that slight relief of pressure was enough to make me moan a little into her mouth. 
 
    It was graceless and awkward as I kicked off my jeans while trying not to break our kiss, but I did manage it, and Kylah shuffled further up the bed as I undid the button of her fly and tugged her pants down by the belt loops. I kissed my way down her stomach as I went, and by the time her jeans were falling off her ankles and to the floor, I was mouthing kisses over her abdomen, and her hand was scratching the base of my skull in a silent plea. 
 
    I nuzzled her stomach with a grin before I crawled my way back up to her and let my hand slide under the cotton of her panties to brush lightly over her clit. 
 
    “Fuck, you’re so wet,” I murmured as I kissed her. 
 
    “I want you so bad,” Kylah whined and wrapped her legs tight around my hips. “Please, Leo, don’t-- don’t make me wait, fuck.” 
 
    When she was begging me like that, who was I to refuse?  
 
    I slid one finger inside her and grinned as she shuddered and moaned, and her head rolled back against the pillows. I slowly pumped in and out a few times before adding a second, until she began to claw at my shoulders. 
 
    “Please,” she panted into my ear, and before I could answer or tease or do as she asked, she shoved me hard in the shoulders so I flipped onto my back. The next thing I knew, Kylah was straddling me and grinding her hips down against mine so hard I couldn’t stop the low moan that ripped itself from my throat. 
 
    The blonde woman then leaned down to kiss me, hard and desperate, and when she pulled away she whispered, “Take off your boxers.” 
 
    I was only too happy to comply, and I shuffled them off as she reached behind her back to remove her bra. I sat up to kiss her sternum, and each of my hands squeezed at her breasts, which distracted her from taking off her panties as she arched her back and clung to me. She seemed to remember her original goal after a while and pushed me down onto my back so she could shimmy them off, and I took one of her nipples into my mouth and rolled the other between my fingers. 
 
    “Shit,” she groaned and pressed herself closer to me. “Shit…” 
 
    I grinned as I pulled away from her chest and tipped my head up to kiss her mouth again, but my smile turned into a shaking gasp when Kylah reached down between us to grab hold of me and stroked me a few times. 
 
    “Oh, fuck…” I breathed against her mouth. 
 
    “Yeah?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I answered quickly. “Yeah, fuck yeah. Please.” 
 
    With that, she sank down onto me, and we each let out a moan. Kylah’s hands dug into my shoulders and mine into her hips. It took every fiber of my self-control not to thrust up into her, but I let her take the pace as she adjusted, and soon she was moving on top of me. Her breath punched from her chest with every stroke, and her burning emerald eyes were staring into mine while her mouth dropped open in a perfect little ‘o.’ 
 
    “Oh, god,” she groaned as she rolled her hips into mine and forced me deep. “Right there, fuck, fuck, right there.” 
 
    After two weeks of barely more than a couple of kisses, I knew I wasn’t going to be able to hold out for very long. Kylah was too hot, too tight, too perfect, so I wrapped one hand around her back and pulled her down over me, and my other went between us to rub at her clit. 
 
    “Shit!” Kylah let out a high-pitched squeal, and her fingers dug hard into my shoulders. “Fuck, Leo!” 
 
    “You close?” I asked her and bit her lower lip gently.  
 
    She hissed into my mouth and pushed herself ever closer to me, with hips still rolling into mine. 
 
    “Yeah,” she breathed. “Yeah, I-- god.” 
 
    “Come on,” I encouraged, and I sped up my hand a little, just enough to make her start to shudder in my grasp. “Wanna-- wanna see you. Wanna feel you cum for me.” 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed desperately, and I felt her begin to spasm around me, so I had to grit my teeth to hold on just a little longer. “Yes, yes, yes-- oh!” 
 
    Kylah pushed her hips into mine as she came with a cry, and a moment later I followed her over the edge and came so hard my vision went white. We undulated against each other as I filled her up, and I felt the blonde’s teeth dig into my shoulder as she spasmed on top of me. 
 
    By the time I returned to earth, Kylah had, too, and she stared at me, panting hard, with her hands braced on my chest. I managed a slow, lazy smile and leaned up to give her a slow, lazy kiss. 
 
    “Fuck…” she breathed against my mouth as she kissed me back. “That was… intense… Feels like you poured a gallon of sperm into me.” 
 
    “Maybe we should always leave it two weeks, then,” I teased, and she swatted me. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” she warned. She eased off me carefully and shifted so she was lying on the bed beside me, and I turned onto my side to pull her into my arms and nuzzle the crook of her shoulder. 
 
    “We need a shower,” I told her. “Care to join me?” 
 
    “That sounds nice.” She smiled and kissed me. “But let’s use the one in your room. Ours is a bit weird.” 
 
    I grabbed my towel and followed Kylah into my and Kegan’s room. After the intensity of the sex, I was content to hold her in my arms under the hot water and pepper soft kisses over her cheeks and shoulders, and we both found we were so tired from the non-stop action of the past fortnight that we couldn’t even be bothered to get dressed or even return to the girls’ room, so we crawled naked into my bed with still-damp hair. 
 
    “We definitely need to get a place with more than two bedrooms,” Kylah said as she absently ran her hand up and down my sternum. 
 
    “Carmen said the same, don’t worry,” I yawned. “I think we could all use a little more privacy than what our current situation gets us.” 
 
    “I haven’t shared a room with my brother since before we came to the Sanctuary,” Kylah told me, and I tipped my head to look down at her. 
 
    “You remember?” I asked her, and my eyebrows raised. “Your life before you came to the Sanctuary?” 
 
    “A little.” She shrugged. “Not a huge amount. But I remember our father didn’t have a very large house, so Kegan and I shared a room.” 
 
    “Do you… like those memories?” I asked her carefully. 
 
    “I don’t have any particularly good or bad ones,” she said. “Just neutral stuff. Sharing a room with Kegan. Playing at the beach one summer. I don’t know. Kegan remembers more than I do.” 
 
    “I get the sense he doesn’t like your father much,” I admitted. 
 
    “He doesn’t,” Kylah said with a nod. “I’m a little more neutral, but I think that’s mainly because I don’t really remember him. You can’t hate someone you don’t know.” 
 
    “He’s not worth it,” I said. “Your hate, or Kegan’s. You guys have your own family without him.” 
 
    Kylah tipped her head up to smile at me, and she leaned forward to peck my lips. 
 
    “You’re right,” she said and nuzzled my shoulder. “We do.” 
 
    The peace of this moment was shattered a second later when Carmen burst into the room, opened her mouth to announce something, noticed Kylah and I were naked in bed, and interrupted herself before she’d even started speaking to let out a horrified yell. 
 
    “Leo!” she shouted and clapped her hands over her eyes. “God! What the fuck, dude?” 
 
    “What do you mean what the fuck?” I demanded. “It’s my room, Monkey!” 
 
    “It’s also my room,” Kegan said from the doorway, and while he grimaced at the sight of his twin sister in bed with a guy, he didn’t totally freak out like my twin sister had. 
 
    “I thought you guys were at a bar,” Kylah said as she pulled the blankets up to her chin. “What happened?” 
 
    “I’m not talking to either of you when I know you’re both naked under there,” Carmen said, still with her hand over her eyes. “Put on some clothes, then we’ll explain.” 
 
    “You know, we’re naked under clothes, too,” I told her, and with her free hand she flipped me off. 
 
    “Just get dressed, Pip!” she said, and she stopped flipping me off to grasp around behind her for Kegan. She shoved him toward the door that adjoined our group’s two rooms and then began groping for the doorknob to shut it behind her. “We have information about the creature attacks!” 
 
    “You do?” I asked, and all thoughts of embarrassing my sister vanished. “What?” 
 
    Carmen finally located the doorknob and began to pull the door shut, but before it closed entirely, Kegan called out from the girls’ bedroom.  
 
    “There’s going to be one tonight.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    “What?” I cried out loudly, loudly enough that I knew Carmen and Kegan would be able to hear me in the next room. “Tonight?” 
 
    “We think so!” Carmen called back as I jumped up from my bed and began looking around for a clean pair of boxers. “We spoke to a couple locals and-- ew, ew, ew! Used underwear! Gross!” 
 
    “Oh, my god, just don’t touch it!” I groaned. I’d located a pair of boxers and had begun looking for my jeans when I remembered they were on the floor of the next room. “Can you toss my jeans through, actually?” 
 
    “And mine!” Kylah added.  
 
    Since this wasn’t her room, she had nothing but her towel to cover herself with. 
 
    The dividing door opened, a pile of clothes was tossed through, and then it slammed shut again. I rolled my eyes at my sister’s childishness, but after a moment I supposed I wouldn’t be much better if I walked in only to find her naked in bed with someone. 
 
    I located my jeans in the pile, and the rest of the clothes were clean from Kylah’s suitcase. We hurriedly got dressed and then came through to the other room where Kegan was sitting on Carmen’s bed, looking preoccupied, and Carmen was standing by the door, looking traumatized. 
 
    “You can freak out later, what did you hear about the attacks?” I asked my sister, and just like that she went from a cringing young woman to the no-nonsense professional who fixed cars and killed monsters. 
 
    “A couple people at the bar we went to were talking about weird signs in the woods today,” Carmen told Kylah and me. “Based off the patterns we’ve already established, that thing is going to attack tonight, and someone’s going to get hurt-- we have to act now.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said firmly. “But we still need to be careful. Get weapons, I’ll call Asami.” 
 
    “On it.” Kegan nodded, and he went through to his and my room to get his things, while Kylah went to retrieve her set of knives. 
 
    I pulled my phone out and dialed Asami’s phone, and even though it could only have been a few seconds before she picked up, it felt like an eternity with how my blood pounded in my ears, how my body thrummed with the need to move, to act. 
 
    “Hey, Leo,” Asami’s voice came through my phone. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” I answered. “Carmen and Kegan ran into some locals who said they saw a weird aura in the woods. Based off the timeline of previous attacks--” 
 
    “You think the creature is attacking tonight, and you need to know if I have any information about what it might be, or how to stop it,” Asami finished for me, and I could practically see her nodding and the slight purse of her lips as she concentrated. 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “So, what have you got?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, not very much so far,” she sighed. “There’s a lot of stuff here about auras that’s from accurate sources-- academics who were magical, that sort of thing-- but nothing about how auras might shift or be spotty. They’re like signatures, or fingerprints, and they can’t be disguised through shape-shifting or glamour spells.” 
 
    I knew the thing about glamour spells, because that was actually part of how Asami, Kylah, Carmen, and I had stopped Sullivan Scratch a few weeks ago. We’d used Kylah’s ability to make herself invisible to sneak her and Carmen in, but I’d still been able to track them both because Carmen and I could see auras more clearly. 
 
    “But it has to be possible,” I insisted. “I know what I saw. The aura faded in and out, it was erratic, and it had a mix of magical signatures.” 
 
    “I know, which is what’s making this so frustrating,” Asami said, and I heard the rustle of paper as she turned the page of a book or something. “There will be other sources, though. I just have to find them. There’s a lot here I think will be useful.” 
 
    That was certainly a relief, and I had no doubt Asami would find everything that could help this case in even the smallest way, but I still needed something now, just so we wouldn’t be going in totally blind. 
 
    “Do you have anything that might help?” I pressed. “Any kind of weaknesses or vulnerabilities something like this might have?” 
 
    “Well,” Asami mused, “I have yet to hear of a creature that’s completely bulletproof.” 
 
    “Bullets it is, then,” I said firmly. “We’ll keep you updated, Sami. You keep looking.” 
 
    “Stay safe, Leo,” she replied. “Keep Kylah and the others safe.” 
 
    “With my life,” I promised and then hung up.  
 
    By the time I turned to face the room, Kylah, Kegan, and Carmen were all ready to go and were looking at me expectantly. 
 
    “She’s not sure yet,” I told them, even though they must have already put that together from overhearing my end of the conversation. “But she’s going to keep looking.” 
 
    “She’ll figure it out,” Carmen said with a confident nod. “In the meantime, we need to find this thing and stop it from hurting anyone.” 
 
    We did, so the four of us headed toward the edge of the forest armed to the teeth and with strict instructions not to leave one another’s sight. 
 
    The sky was cloudy, and the canopy of the trees was thick, which meant it was almost pitch black in the trees. I could only see where Kylah and Kegan were because of the silvery lines of their auras, and since Carmen was my identical twin, I couldn’t see hers at all. 
 
    “Kylah,” I said as loud as I dared, because while we were looking for this creature, I didn’t want to accidentally attract it by being too loud, not when I could barely see three feet in front of my face. “Can you give us some light?” 
 
    “Sure thing,” came her answer off to my left, and a moment later a small orb made of pure light bloomed into existence above the blonde woman’s palm, cast stark shadows across the planes of her face, and illuminated the trees. “Can you all see me?” 
 
    “Yes,” I, Kegan, and Carmen replied in unison. 
 
    “Alright then,” Kylah said. “Leo, you’re the best aura tracker. Carmen, you have your…” 
 
    “Vibe radar?” my sister suggested, and I couldn’t see her face from where I was standing, but I knew she was smirking. 
 
    “Vibe radar,” Kylah agreed, since we didn’t really have any better idea for what to call it. She passed each of us one of her glittering knives and kept two for herself, while the orb of light floated above her head not unlike a halo. “You keep feelers out, or however you sense danger. Leo, Kegan, and I will follow you.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. “Stay close, you guys.” 
 
    They all nodded, and we carefully began to move forward, ever deeper into the forest. Kylah made the light orb as dim as she dared-- just enough that we could all see, but not so bright as to attract too much attention. 
 
    Probably thanks to their training, Kylah and Kegan were both very light on their feet and moved completely silently over the ground. I was almost-silent, thanks to my military experience, but Carmen made me cringe a little. 
 
    It made sense, since she’d spent her entire adult life working in a noisy mechanics’ shop, but it still made me wince slightly whenever she stepped on a particularly crunchy leaf, or had a particularly heavy footfall. We wanted to attract the creature, but I was wary of the fact that it could easily find us before we found it. 
 
    “Monkey, do you sense anything?” I asked in an undertone as we moved. 
 
    “Not really,” Carmen’s voice said from behind me. “Everything here is just… weird magic. Bad vibes. I can’t pick anything out in particular. There’s a lot of weird shit in here, and I don’t know how much of it is due to the creature, and how much is other stuff like Jonathan Rowe.” 
 
    “Stay alert, then,” I told her, and we continued moving forward.  
 
    After a few minutes, I caught a glimmer of an unfamiliar aura and pointed. 
 
    “There,” I said in a hush. “Do you guys see it?” 
 
    “I see it,” my sister said after a moment, but out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kylah’s blonde curls bobbing as she shook her head.  
 
    The light from the orb glinted off them as if they really were made of gold. 
 
    “I can’t,” she said. 
 
    “Me neither,” Kegan added. “It must be a really weak aura if we can’t see it.” 
 
    “It’s that patchy shit,” I said. “Just a splotch of it over there. I… I can’t tell what species it’s meant to be from here, but if it’s spotty, it must be the creature.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand how an aura could be in patches,” Kylah said. “Is it somehow flying short distances? Teleporting?” 
 
    “We can ask it when we find it,” Kegan said grimly, and he drew the dagger Kylah had given him. It glittered menacingly in the light. “Leo, where is the aura leading?” 
 
    I looked around for the next patch of silvery light. This one was slightly brighter, meaning it was more recent than the first, and I pointed.  
 
    “There!” 
 
    The three of them followed after me as I carefully walked the winding path through the trees. Kylah dimmed the light of her orb even more as we walked, and I couldn’t help the goosebumps that erupted over my skin from the sheer tension of what we were doing.  
 
    I half-wanted the creature to burst out from the trees and attack us just to end the suspense. 
 
    The trail of aura blobs eventually led to a section of the forest where the trees began to thin out, and I came to the edge of a clearing. Then I raised an arm for Kylah and the others to stop behind me. 
 
    “Wait here,” I said, because I was so acutely aware of how exposed we would all be if we stepped into that clearing. The reports of ‘animal attacks’ and supernaturals being murdered had made us all fairly sure the creature was quite large. With the thick trees, we-- as smaller targets-- had the advantage. In a clearing, however, we were far more at risk. 
 
    “Leo,” Kylah said from behind me, and I felt her hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said and raised one hand to cover her fingers with my own, while the other gripped the knife I’d borrowed from her. In the flickering illumination of her light orb, I could see the tiny scratches on the tip, from where I’d struck it against flint to ignite the tree behind Jonathan Rowe’s house. 
 
    Had that really been only this morning? 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” I whispered, so Kylah let her hand drop from my shoulder, and I stepped forward. 
 
    Nothing happened. There was no sound of an oncoming attacker, no rustling of a large creature in the trees. I looked around and saw the next splotch of the thing’s inconsistent aura was on the other side of the little clearing, and I quickly waved Kylah and the others forward. 
 
    The instant Kylah stepped into the clearing, her light orb winked out. 
 
    “Kylah?” I said at once and stepped forward, only to walk right into her. 
 
    “Leo!” she said softly and reached to grab my shoulder. “God, are you alright?” 
 
    “Kylah? Leo?” Carmen’s voice came from a little further away. 
 
    “We’re here! We’re both here.” I shuffled forward as I kept Kylah’s hand on my shoulder. “You and Kegan, you’re alright?” 
 
    “What happened?” My sister’s voice was a little closer this time, and I felt something prod my shoulder blade once, twice, thrice. “Is that you?” 
 
    “Quit poking me,” I said. “What happened?” 
 
    “Kylah’s light orb went out,” Kegan said, and as my eyes began to slowly adjust to the darkness again, I could just make out the vague shape of his silhouette in front of me. “I watched it. Like it was sucked right out of existence.” 
 
    “I felt it,” Kylah whispered. “That’s not what happens when I dispel them. They’re supposed to… burst, sort of. Like into sparks.” 
 
    There had been no bursting and sparks that I’d seen, and my grip on her hand tightened. 
 
    “No worries,” I said. “Just make another one. We’ll move slowly, okay?” 
 
    “We’ll follow your lead,” Carmen said, and she prodded me again. 
 
    Kylah squeezed my hand before she let go, and I squinted at her dim silhouette as she raised her hand, but nothing happened. 
 
    “I… can’t,” she said blankly after a few moments. “I just… I can’t. The light won’t come.” 
 
    “What do you mean it won’t come?” I asked her. 
 
    “There’s no magic here,” Kegan said quietly, and I could hear the stunned realization in his voice. “No magic at all. I don’t see your auras.” 
 
    “I can’t see anything, either,” Carmen muttered. “And the bad feeling I had when we were walking… well, I still have a bad feeling, but it’s just a regular bad feeling, you know? No radar sense or anything.” 
 
    “So, we’re standing in a… a magical dead zone?” I asked. Asami had never mentioned anything like that. “How is that even possible? I thought magic was a force of nature. As natural as the ocean or whatever.” 
 
    “It is,” Kylah said. “Which is why this is bad. I’ve never felt this… this absence of magic before.” 
 
    “Is something sucking it away?” Carmen asked. “Or just blocking it?” 
 
    “I feel… pulled at,” Kegan said. “Kylah?” 
 
    “‘Pulled at’ sounds right,” she agreed. “Something must be feeding on the magical energy here; siphoning it.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s the creature?” I asked. 
 
    “It could be,” Kegan said. “But I don’t know of any creatures that feed off magical energies like this.” 
 
    “I know something does,” Kylah muttered, and through the gloom I saw she had put her hand to her head as she thought. “But I can’t remember what. They don’t hunt like this, though. No bloody bodies, certainly no pieces of bodies. Nothing consumes both flesh and energy.” 
 
    “So, there’s no such thing as, like, a magic vampire?” Carmen asked. “Something that feeds off magic instead of blood?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t match the profile,” Kylah said. “We’ll have to ask Asami.” 
 
    “No signal out here,” I said. “And we don’t have time to go back to the main town. The creature is attacking tonight, and someone’ll get hurt if we’re not here to stop them.” 
 
    “Kylah and Kegan could go to Asami while you and I--” Carmen started to say. 
 
    “No,” I cut her off. “We’re not splitting up. We’re already in the metaphorical and literal dark about this thing, the last thing we need is to weaken ourselves by splitting into smaller, more vulnerable groups.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Kegan said. “We deal with this for tonight. Tomorrow morning, when it’s light, we’ll ask Asami what she knows. We just need to make sure the creature doesn’t take any more victims.” 
 
    “If we’ve entered a magical dead zone, we must be close to it,” Carmen mused. “It can’t just be coincidence that these woods have one in addition to a creature we can’t identify.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Kylah said with a nod. “Which probably means if I was to attack it with magic, it would be unaffected. We’d probably need weapons that are made to end curses.” 
 
    “Do we have weapons like that?” I asked, and in answer, Kylah held up her knives. 
 
    “They’re silver plated for vampires and werewolves,” she said. “But the steel underneath was imbued with curse-breaking magic.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said and looked down at the dagger in my own hand. “These are even fancier than they look, then.” 
 
    “Heirlooms usually are,” Kegan said in a somewhat grim tone.  
 
    This statement raised any number of questions, but I knew now was not the time to ask them. 
 
    Honestly, the fact that no magic was usable here didn’t concern me too much, since Kylah was the only one of us four who really fought with magic, and even then, I’d only seen it used primarily against vampires, since faerie light incinerated them. Kegan, Carmen, and myself relied much more heavily on physical weapons, and Kylah was highly trained with those as well as with magic. 
 
    “Then I guess we do what we were doing before,” I said as I pulled out my phone and set the flashlight to the lowest possible setting. “Stay close, stay alert.” 
 
    “Got it,” Carmen said, and she hissed and blinked when I shone the torch at her to make sure she and Kegan were there. 
 
    We continued across around the very edge of the clearing, because I was now even less eager to enter exposed territory, with Kegan bringing up the rear of the group. We’d just made it to the other side of the clearing, and I could see the splotch of silvery aura, when something struck me. 
 
    “I can still see the creature’s aura,” I said, and I turned to look at the others. “I can’t see yours, but I can see that.” 
 
    Kylah frowned like she was personally disgusted by this. 
 
    “Are we even sure this is actually an aura, then?” she asked, and she turned to Kegan, evidently seeking a second opinion, but the blond man just shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know much magical theory,” he said. “As far as I know, auras are meant to be unbroken and consistent. This one is neither of those things.” 
 
    I knew we needed to be cautious, but I was beginning to wonder if going after this creature was just plain suicidal. It wasn’t acting in any of the ways we would expect it to, and now its aura, its magical signature, had gotten even more bizarre. 
 
    I was very uneasy, and a large part of me wanted to send Carmen, Kylah, and Kegan back to the motel, but I also knew none of them would abandon their objective for their own safety, and they definitely wouldn’t leave me to take care of it alone. 
 
    Not that I reckoned I could, because this thing was considerably more formidable than a single vampire. 
 
    My free hand went to the holster I wore under my jacket, where I kept my gun. Asami had said she didn’t know of any creatures impervious to bullets, but I was beginning to wonder if even that would work on this thing. 
 
    “The aura’s pretty bright,” I said to the others. “Carmen, can you see it?” 
 
    “Kind of,” she said slowly. “You’re right, it does look super weird. And I can’t see Kegan or Kylah’s.” 
 
    “The more we discover about this case, the more questions we raise,” Kylah said. “Maybe this is connected to Phoenix. It sounds just as bizarre as those incident reports we found in Scratch’s records.” 
 
    “One disaster at a time,” Kegan sighed. “We need to find this thing before it kills another innocent person.” 
 
    Almost as if it had been waiting for Kegan to say that, something crashed through the forest. 
 
    It was the final word on irony. The moment Kegan finished speaking, a great hulking mass exploded from between the trees, and we all dove away from it and narrowly avoided being crushed or crashed into. 
 
    I couldn’t really tell, because the only lights we had were those of our phones, but this thing was easily the size of a bear, and possibly even bigger. There was no way a single person, let alone an unarmed civilian, could put up a significant fight against something like this. 
 
    Between the trees, I caught only glimpses of the thing. Just enough to know that while it might have been the size of a bear, it was definitely not actually a bear. No bear had grayish scales over its skin, or front legs that seemed almost humanoid, or enormous claws as long as my hand was wide. 
 
    It was like nothing I’d ever seen or even heard of, and judging from the horrified expressions on Kylah and Kegan’s faces, it was nothing like anything they’d ever seen or heard of, either. 
 
    “What in the actual fuck,” Carmen said in a perfectly flat voice. If it hadn’t been for the fact her left hand had a death grip around my right arm, I might have believed she wasn’t even scared, just confused. 
 
    “I think that’s the creature that’s been killing all those people,” I muttered. “Its visibility doesn’t seem very good, what do you think?” 
 
    “I think we need to kill that thing before someone uses it to summon Cthulhu,” my sister hissed back. “Why would I give a fuck about how well it can see?” 
 
    “Well, seeing as it not being able to see very well is probably the only reason it’s not currently tearing us to shreds, I think it’s a pretty important thing to note,” I shot back irritably. “Stay down and stay quiet. If it can’t see, it’ll rely on hearing and smell--” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, alright, I’m not a complete idiot,” Carmen said, but I could see how nervous she was, and I could feel her almost trembling next to me. 
 
    I understood why. A massive nest of vampires was definitely intimidating, but vampires looked mostly human, and that had been in the daylight anyway. This was some hell-creature that looked like it had fallen right off the cover of a death metal album. 
 
    “We’re gonna be okay,” I told her in an undertone. “Alright? You me, Kylah, and Kegan. We’ve got this. Yeah?” 
 
    “We’ve got this,” Carmen agreed with a nod, and she seemed a little steadier now. 
 
    I moved around slowly so I didn’t disturb the leaves on the floor of the forest and give away my position. The creature had definitely heard us talking or smelled us or something, because it had been running when it crashed through the trees, but now it was walking slowly. Stalking us, really.  
 
    A hunter stalking its prey. 
 
    Kylah and Kegan had jumped in a different direction than Carmen and me, so now the creature stood between us and the Campbells. I saw Kylah peeking around a tree, her blonde hair the only way I could make her out in the dimness, and I waved to catch her attention. I raised the dagger she’d given me and then pointed it toward the creature.  
 
    If this thing was made from a curse, then a dagger designed to break curses would kill it, right? 
 
    From the way Kylah raised her own hands, with a knife in each, I was taking that as a yes. Then we both moved out from behind our trees so we were standing behind the creature, with me on its left, and Kylah on its right. 
 
    It was standing on the edge of the clearing now, and I wondered if it could sense the magical dead zone in some manner, if it actually didn’t have anything to do with the gap in magic, because it seemed almost hesitant to enter the clearing. 
 
    No matter, hesitation meant it was distracted.  
 
    I looked at Kylah and raised three fingers on my free hand. 
 
    Two. 
 
    One. 
 
    Zero. 
 
    Kylah and I pounced forward at the same time and lunged for the creature’s back. Kylah had jumped high up enough that she managed to sink the point of her knife deep into its flank, above one of its hind limbs, and the creature let out a strange, haunting wail that was more like someone trying to do an impression of a wolf howl than an actual wolf howl. I remembered reading once about how fox screams were unnervingly human, and I wondered if this was the same thing. 
 
    Only this creature was definitely not a fox. 
 
    My knife slashed across the tendon on the back of one of its legs, but the limbs were impossibly muscular, and despite its pained shriek, it still moved quickly, almost too quickly, and Kylah and I had to dodge to avoid being hit by its huge, misshapen snout as it turned to face us. 
 
    “Kegan!” I cried out, because there was no point in trying to maintain secrecy now. We could barely see the creature in the darkness, and our phone lights weren’t much use when we had to keep moving to avoid getting mauled. 
 
    “That is not like any creature Renée ever told us about,” Kylah told me as we moved away from its front limbs. Its claws were more like talons, but the angle of the first digit still looked eerily human, like a thumb. 
 
    “Is there any chance it could be some kind of crossbreed?” I asked. “Like… like a werewolf mixed with something?” 
 
    “Different magical species can’t crossbreed,” the blonde woman explained. “A human can have a child with a werewolf, but a faerie can’t. You don’t get half-werewolves, half-faeries-- shit!” 
 
    She said this as we darted behind a tree to avoid another lumbering blow from the creature’s snout, and she narrowly avoided its claws as they lunged forward to slice at her ankles. 
 
    It was rapidly becoming obvious the creature was too big and too quick for us to attempt anything other than wearing it down slowly over time. As four people, we had higher stamina and could distract it, just as Asami said. 
 
    Just as Asami said… 
 
    Again, I remembered what she’d told me about bullets. 
 
    “Bullets,” I said to Kylah. “I could shoot it.” 
 
    “It’s dark.” Kylah looked unsure, and it was probably only because she held a knife in each hand that she didn’t reach up to tug on a lock of her hair. “Are you… what if you miss? You could hit Kegan, or Carmen?” 
 
    “That thing is a big target, and I’m a good shot,” I promised her. “Just make sure both Kegan and Carmen are behind me.” 
 
    “Leo!” Carmen’s voice rang out, and I whipped around just in time to see my sister sprinting toward me as Kegan distracted the creature by deepening the slash I’d made to one of the tendons on its back leg. “Don’t!” 
 
    “Don’t what?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t shoot!” she cried out, and she practically collided into me and shoved Kylah and me back behind a tree. “It’s got someone!” 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Kegan saw it,” my sister said. “It’s got a person in its mouth! We can’t shoot it!” 
 
    “Well, we can’t let it go!” Kylah argued. 
 
    “I know, but we could hit them if we shoot at the creature,” Carmen insisted. “We need to keep up this… this evasive-maneuvers-distraction thing.” 
 
    “Little help!” Kegan shouted, as if on cue. 
 
    “Fuck,” Kylah muttered, and she sprang up to run to her brother’s aid. This time, her knives found their targets in the creature’s belly, but even from a distance, and in the dim light, I could see the scales on its underside were thick and hard enough that Kylah didn’t do much damage. 
 
    “Seriously,” Carmen huffed. “What the hell is that thing?” 
 
    “I think ‘hell’ might be accurate,” I answered grimly, and then I ran forward, too.  
 
    As I did, I saw the creature turn and got my first proper look at its snout. 
 
    The snout was still definitely misshapen, but not as bad as I’d thought earlier. What I’d mistaken for some grotesque protrusion was in fact the limb of whatever sorry son of a bitch had been snapped up into the creature’s jaws. One of their arms was pinned to their side, while the other dangled free, and their dark jacket was close enough in color to the creature’s skin that I still struggled to make out exactly where the creature’s mouth ended and its victim’s body began. 
 
    Then I caught a glimpse of its teeth. 
 
    They were longer than my hand was wide and jutted outward at some unnatural angle. There were also far too many of them, crammed into its jaws like needles. I had no idea if the person in its mouth was unconscious or dead, but they’d definitely lost a lot of blood, which meant our initial plan to wear the creature down was not going to be feasible. 
 
    “This will take too long,” I said to Kylah, Kegan, and Carmen as the four of us darted around the thing and slashed at its limbs and torso. It felt like we were a swarm of mosquitoes bothering a hippopotamus-- little more than pests. “That person could die by the time we take this thing down!” 
 
    “I agree, we need to act quick, but what do you have in mind?” Kegan asked. In the darkness, the spray of blood splattered across his face looked black. Or maybe it actually was black, and this creature bled ink. 
 
    “Stand back,” I ordered, and I pulled my gun. 
 
    “Leo--” Carmen began, but Kegan grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her away. 
 
    “Behind him,” the blond man told her. “Get behind him. Bullets can ricochet off trees.” 
 
    “Listen to him, Monkey!” I shouted as I took aim. I’d shot Sullivan Scratch in the head and killed him instantly. Surely a headshot would do the same to this thing. 
 
    The creature was moving less quickly now as it shuffled around and tried to locate the annoying mosquitos that had suddenly stopped bothering it. How much was its capacity for intelligence? Did it understand tactics? Retreats? 
 
    I aimed right between its eyes, which were all-yellow, except for pupils that contracted to vertical slits every time it caught a flash of one of our torches. 
 
    Right between the eyes. 
 
    I pulled the trigger. I hit my target. 
 
    And the bullet bounced off. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    I couldn’t believe my eyes. 
 
    For a second, I just stood there, numb, and then my reflexes kicked back in, and I scrambled back out of the creature’s striking range to where Carmen and the others had retreated. 
 
    “What the fuck just happened there?” my sister asked me with wide eyes. 
 
    “It-- bounced off,” I answered blankly. “The bullet ricocheted right off.” 
 
    “So, on top of possibly creating a magical dead zone, being insanely strong and fast, and having those killer claws, it’s bulletproof?” Carmen gaped. “What kind of creature even is that?” 
 
    “Harpies have very thick scales, they’re sometimes bullet-proof,” Kegan said. “But that thing is definitely not a harpy.” 
 
    I’d yet to encounter a harpy first-hand, but I’d read about them. They, like werewolves, vampires, and faeries, were another common species within the supernatural world. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what it is, we can’t kill it with a gun, and it has a hostage,” Kylah said firmly. “If we can’t kill it, we can continue what we were doing to slow it down.” 
 
    “But we don’t know if the victim has enough time for that plan,” Carmen said as her brow furrowed.  
 
    For a split second, I found myself wondering if she looked like our mother when she did that. I could hardly remember our mother’s face these days, she’d died so long ago, but I reckoned Carmen did look like her. 
 
    “I know,” Kylah admitted heavily. “But it’s the only plan we have right now. And we have to move.” 
 
    “We do, so move,” I said with a nod, and the four of us split up and headed in four different directions to surround the creature.  
 
    We had to move as quickly as our plan would allow if we were to have a chance at saving the creature’s latest victim. 
 
    Kylah struck first, and her knives glinted in the light from our phones as she drove the blades deep into the creature’s back leg. It let out another horrible yowling noise and swung for her, but she dodged out of the way just in time at the same moment as Carmen surged forward and slashed at the creature’s front leg. 
 
    Again, the creature lunged for the cause of the sudden pain in its limbs, and again we were too fast for it. We might have been pesky nuisances, nothing more than mosquitos, but combined, our efforts would be something far more substantial. 
 
    Slowly but surely, we began to see an effect on the creature. Its reactions to our attacks slowed down, and its gait became ever heavier as it lost more and more blood. We were still a far cry from killing it, but we had definitely made progress. 
 
    Some part of my brain that was still running on automatic itched for my gun, and my fingers twitched with the desire to pull it from its holster again and try shooting, but we were all moving far too much. If I shot another bullet, it could ricochet and hit one of the others, or the person in the creature’s mouth. Or I could miss altogether from how much we had to dodge to avoid the creature’s huge fangs and even bigger claws. 
 
    Suffice it to say, that was a risk I wasn’t willing to take. 
 
    “We need to get that thing to drop him!” Kylah said at last, as she ran toward me after dealing another shallow slice to the creature’s ankle. Even directly under the flashlight of my phone, the blood looked ink-black, and it also oozed and dripped just a little too thickly to be regular blood. 
 
    Which also meant it probably clotted well, and all our little cuts were unlikely to cause significant blood loss. 
 
    “I know,” I said. “But I can’t risk shooting again, not with so many other people running around.” 
 
    “You can’t,” she agreed and grabbed my shoulders as if she was steadying me. “Stand here, alright?” 
 
    “Still?” I asked. “Kylah, we need to keep moving or--” 
 
    “Kegan!” she called out to her brother. “Carmen! Direct its attention toward us! We need it facing here!” 
 
    “Got it!” Kegan called back, and I just glimpsed my sister as she gave Kylah a salute and then turned to her task of distraction. 
 
    “You better not be using me as bait, Kylah,” I warned sternly as Kegan and my sister began to attack the creature’s front legs-- or possibly, with those unnervingly hand-like claws, they were arms-- and slowly moved it around so it was facing Kylah and me. 
 
    “Have a little faith, love,” the blonde woman told me with a smile that was just a little too nervous to be coy. “Crouch down and cup your hands when I give you the signal, alright?” 
 
    At her words, my mind clicked, and I understood what she intended to do. She and I focused our attention on the creature as Carmen and Kegan carefully directed it toward us. They worked well as a team, I noticed, and moved fluidly in and out of one another’s way with an easy rhythm. 
 
    Just as well, because if they didn’t, they probably would have been dead already. 
 
    As the creature began to face us properly, with its attention still on Carmen and Kegan and how they continued to deal irritating cuts to its limbs and torso, I began to make out some details of the person clamped in its jaws. Under the blood smeared over the person’s head, probably from a head injury, I could make out fair skin and dark hair. They were wearing a coat that had once been blue but was smeared with red and black now, and the victim looked to be a young man. 
 
    I hoped to god he was still alive. 
 
    “Leo,” Kylah said from behind me, and I turned to look at her, secure in the knowledge that Kegan and Carmen had it covered. The blonde woman had taken several steps back from me, out of the clearing and into the trees, and then she broke into a run and sprinted toward me. 
 
    I crouched on one knee and cupped my hands down low, and when Kylah stepped one foot into my grasp, I stood up with as much momentum as I could and forced her into a high jump.  
 
    At the same moment, Kegan drove his knife into the creature’s stomach, and its head reared up in pain just in time for Kylah to stab it in the underside of the mouth. The creature let out a horrible, gargling shriek as its mouth opened, and the young man in its jaws dropped to the floor like a stone. 
 
    “Shit!” I cried out, and I ran forward to put myself between this guy’s body and the hell-beast that had tried to make him its dinner.  
 
    Kylah had stuck her knife deeply into its unarmored lower jaw, and she hung there for a moment before her weight pulled the blade out of the creature’s flesh. She dropped to the ground and rolled into the fall, and we were both splattered with uncomfortably warm black blood as the creature snarled and wailed again. 
 
    It was clearly in too much agony now, and I debated for a moment trying to shoot it again, but the likelihood of a bullet getting all the way through its lower and upper jaws and into its skull seemed pretty slim, and its attention was too focused on the pain from this newest wound to give a shit about the people who’d been attacking. I didn’t want to waste this opportunity and risk this guy’s life until I was absolutely sure we had a way to kill this thing. 
 
    “Get back!” I yelled to the others, and Kylah and I crouched down to grab one of the guy’s arms each and half-lift, half-drag him out of the clearing and into the protective cover of the trees. “It’s distracted!” 
 
    “Should we go after it?” Carmen asked as she and Kegan jogged over to meet us.  
 
    The creature was staggering around aimlessly, disoriented from pain, and it was still howling so loud it didn’t even seem to hear us. 
 
    “No,” I said, and I attempted to wipe some of the creature’s black blood off my face, but I probably just smeared it around more. “We don’t have the resources, and we have an injured civilian with us now, too. We’ve harmed it, we’ve got to take that victory.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Kegan said. “It won’t be hunting tonight. A hurt creature will retreat to its nest to lick its wounds.” 
 
    I had to agree this thing didn’t appear to have much in the way of higher reasoning, and now that we had this injured human to take care of, I was going to have to cross my fingers and hope the blond man was right. 
 
    We watched silently and hoped the stench of the monster’s own black blood would mask the smell of ours and the man’s. The creature lumbered around some more, shrieked and bellowed, and then it staggered off into the other side of the clearing and vanished beyond the reach of our phone torches.  
 
    After a few moments of distant crashing, the woods fell silent. 
 
    “Thank fuck,” Carmen breathed as her shoulders sagged. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Kegan said with a nod. “I don’t want to spend any more time in this dead zone than I have to.” 
 
    He took one of the young man’s arms from Kylah, and he and I carried the guy further into the trees with Kylah and Carmen following behind us. Both of them acted as guards and periodically glanced back over their shoulders to ensure we were still alone, but nothing else jumped out at us. 
 
    Once we were all satisfied that we were far enough away from the creature to be safe, we set the injured guy down and propped him against a tree. Then Kylah conjured a small bubble of light, and I ducked down to examine his wounds. 
 
    My experience with injuries wasn’t as extensive as someone who had, say, trained as an army medic, but I still had a decent amount of field knowledge. I found the guy’s pulse, and I winced at the quick, hammering pace, like a rabbit’s. 
 
    “He’s lost a lot of blood,” I told the others. “His pulse is fast, but not very strong, and he might have a few broken ribs. Maybe a wrist.”  
 
    I’d broken my left wrist when I’d been thirteen while I’d been trying to practice a trick on my bike, and the injury had looked similar to this guy’s wrist now. 
 
    “Should we try to wake him up?” Carmen asked. 
 
    “No,” I said and shook my head. “He’ll be in a lot of pain, and he’ll probably just panic more, which will make his heart rate spike further and increase the amount of blood he’s losing. We need to call someone.” 
 
    “I can try and make an emergency call,” my sister suggested with a slight grimace. “But the signal out here is kind of crappy.” 
 
    “We need proper medical assistance,” I told her. “And emergency signals are usually more robust than plain phones.” 
 
    “I think there’s a park ranger cabin near here,” Kylah said, and the orb of light followed her around like a helium balloon as she took a few steps to the right, frowned, turned, and then pointed off to her left. “That way, I’m fairly sure.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Carmen then said. “We’ve spent days looking at the maps of this place. We can get help there, or at least a sat-phone to contact someone.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I said, and Kegan nodded. We both picked the guy up again, and Kylah and Carmen led us about a half-mile through the trees.  
 
    From the position of the stars-- what few I could see between the gaps in the tree canopy-- we were going west, and we eventually came to a small wooden cabin that was either adorably rural or nightmarishly far from civilization. 
 
    “This actually looks like something from a horror movie,” my sister remarked as we stepped into the small clearing. There were lights on inside the cabin, which was handy, and the four-- or perhaps five-- of us stepped toward the door until a realization hit me, and I stopped. 
 
    “Wait, shit,” I said in a low voice, and I turned to Kylah and Kegan. “We have weapons. We’re armed to the fucking teeth. If we show up like this, it won’t matter what we say to them, they’ll think we did this to this guy.” 
 
    “We can’t just leave him on the doorstep like a baby outside an orphanage,” Carmen said in a hushed, but nonetheless exasperated tone. 
 
    “Of course not,” I said. “But we can’t walk up and pass ourselves off as concerned citizens when we have knives. Kylah, can you make our gear invisible if we give it all to you? Oh, shit-- and this black crap?” 
 
    The last thing we needed was some mortals freaking out because we were all covered in demon blood, or whatever this black shit was. 
 
    “We’re out of the dead zone, so I reckon so,” the blonde woman answered. “As long as you don’t expect me to move around too much. We’re multiple people, plus carrying everything at once will be difficult.” 
 
    “No problem, we just need to make sure we don’t come off like serial killers,” I said, and I passed her back the dagger I’d borrowed from her. Kegan and Carmen did the same, and these three blades slid back into their typical sheaths-- one on her right thigh, one on her left calf, and one across the base of her spine. 
 
    The rest of our weaponry was more difficult, since Kylah didn’t have a ready-made sheath for the likes of Kegan and Carmen’s extra knives, nor my gun-- though my holster made carrying that a little easier, even if it was clearly sized a bit too large for Kylah. She shrugged it on under her leather jacket and even without a glamour, it was hard to tell she had any weapons on her side. 
 
    “Just don’t move too quickly,” she said once she had a solid grip on everything, and she closed her eyes for a moment. There was a sort of shimmer, then what little we could see of her daggers and my holster vanished, along with the knives in her hands. Now, she just looked like she had her arms folded, rather than holding a collection of blades. 
 
    “Alright, let’s go in,” I said, and I hefted the still-unconscious hiker guy more securely onto my shoulder. “Remember, we’re concerned citizens.” 
 
    “Got it,” Carmen said with a nod, and then she knocked on the cabin door. 
 
    A few moments later, a man in a park ranger uniform opened, and he blinked at us in surprise. He was no doubt going to politely ask if he could help us, but then he saw the hiker propped between Kegan and me, covered in blood. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” he said in a stunned tone. “Are you all alright? What happened to this guy?” 
 
    “Not sure,” I said. “We’re camping about a mile east of here, and we heard a scream and found him like this.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” the ranger said again, and he stepped aside to let us into the cabin. “Come on, we have a small first aid station, and I can radio for proper medical assistance. 
 
    Kegan and I stepped into the cabin gratefully, and as I passed the ranger, I saw the brass name tag on his shirt read ‘Nguyen.’ 
 
    Carmen entered behind Kegan and me, and I exchanged a momentary concerned glance with her as Ranger Nguyen closed the door of the cabin behind her, because maybe giving Kylah all our weapons and leading her into the cabin had been shortsighted. It might have been better to have her and Carmen wait outside while Kegan and I dealt with the rangers, or to just hide the weapons outside to retrieve later. 
 
    But I’d been in the military for too long, the sort of environment where everything you had, you carried on your person at all times. Even now, I found myself reluctant to throw things away sometimes, in case I needed it later. I’d never been wasteful, but years in the army had still restructured my thinking a bit, and those habits would take a while to break. 
 
    “Just lay him down there,” Ranger Nguyen instructed, and he gestured to a small cot in the far corner of the cabin, above which was a shelf of basic medical supplies, like a first aid kit and some rubbing alcohol. 
 
    As Kegan and I lay the hiker guy down on the cot, Ranger Nguyen reached for a clunky-looking radio that was sitting on the desk and put it to his mouth. He spoke so quickly and so mumbled that I didn’t actually catch what exactly he was saying, but I was fairly sure I heard ‘medical’ and ‘immediate.’ 
 
    “Help is on the way,” he said when he set the radio back down on the desk, and Kegan and I moved out of his way as he went to examine the hiker guy’s injuries. “ETA about ten minutes. Good god. And you guys didn’t find him a moment too soon.” 
 
    “Will he be okay?” Carmen asked from where she and Kylah were standing by the door and trying to look as inconspicuous as possible.  
 
    I supposed my sister’s thought process had been that Kylah staying still wouldn’t look as peculiar if she, Carmen, also stayed in one spot. 
 
    “Hopefully, he will,” Ranger Nguyen told her. “He might end up with some nasty scars, but he doesn’t look to have lost too much blood, I think. They’ll patch him up at the local hospital and work from there, I imagine.” 
 
    “That’s a relief,” my sister said, and the air in the room felt abruptly awkward as no one quite knew what to say.  
 
    What was the social protocol for when you dragged an unconscious, bloodied stranger into a cabin in the middle of a national forest? 
 
    “About a mile east of here, right?” the ranger then asked as he peeled away the hiker guy’s jacket to reveal a deep slash across the unconscious man’s chest. “Could one of you get the--” 
 
    “Here,” Kegan said before Ranger Nguyen could finish, and he thrust the rubbing alcohol and some gauze from the first aid kit at the man.  
 
    Nguyen took both and began sterilizing the wound, and I wondered if the creature, being something magic, had possibly transmitted any kind of curse or disease to the hiker by clawing at him. Moreover, if it had, could Nguyen pick it up by attempting to dress the wound? 
 
    I couldn’t exactly explain why this guy couldn’t treat a massive chest wound, so I stepped forward.,  
 
    “Let me,” I said. “I have some experience in field medicine.” 
 
    “You do? Then be my guest.” Ranger Nguyen moved aside. “I’m afraid we only get taught basic first aid and what sort of plants are poisonous.” 
 
    “No plants, just a massive fucker of a mountain lion,” my sister told him, and Ranger Nguyen looked at her with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “You saw what did this to him?” he asked, and Carmen cringed. 
 
    “Well, not exactly,” she admitted. “But like, look at him. It’s gotta have been a cougar or a bear or something, right?” 
 
    I shot my sister a glare over my shoulder in a bid to silently get her to stop talking. She might have been trying to help, but she was coming off as a little too eager to pass this off as an animal attack, and the last thing we needed was some park ranger thinking we had something to do with this man getting hurt. Our jobs would be ten times harder if we became wanted for assault and were entered into a criminal database. 
 
    Luckily, Carmen seemed to get the idea, because she added, “That’s what all the papers have been saying, anyway.” 
 
    “It is,” Ranger Nguyen agreed with a nod. “But I’ve never seen statistics as high as they are here. An attack every couple months is pretty rare, animals usually like to keep to themselves and steer clear of humans. Whatever’s doing this almost seems to be seeking them out-- never mind the disappearances.” 
 
    He paused then and frowned a little before he turned to me. I was still treating the hiker guy’s injury, but I met Nguyen’s gaze evenly. I had nothing to feel guilty about, since I hadn’t hurt this man, so I felt calm despite the scrutiny. 
 
    “You guys read about all these animal attacks, and you still decided to go camping?” Ranger Nguyen asked me. 
 
    “Well, we’d heard about ‘em, but we didn’t think it was all that bad,” I answered. “You know how papers like to spin things. It’s all sensationalism. We’d figured it was a couple attacks against people who didn’t know to leave bear cubs well enough alone or something.” 
 
    “Like you said,” Kylah added, and I knew if she wasn’t holding an armful of disguised knives, she would have been twisting a lock of hair around her finger by now. “Animal attacks are usually rare, they like to steer clear of humans.” 
 
    “We didn’t expect to, like, actually encounter an animal attack ourselves,” Carmen then continued. I noticed she was laying on a slight Valley Girl accent as she spoke, and I realized she was playing up the slight stereotype of a naïve twenty-something from Southern California. 
 
    I had to commend that, honestly. It was a good way to direct focus from our otherwise suspicious presence. 
 
    “No one does, but they still happen,” Ranger Nguyen advised her, and my sister nodded with an earnest expression on her face that the ranger clearly bought.  
 
    I struggled for a moment not to burst out laughing, because this slightly-vapid woman was such a hilarious far cry from my sister’s real personality. 
 
    “We’ll probably go get our stuff and pack up tonight, to be honest,” Kegan said. “We don’t want to end up like this poor bastard.” 
 
    “That you don’t,” Ranger Nguyen agreed. “So, you guys didn’t actually get a look at what did this to him?” 
 
    “I don’t think we’d be standing here talking to you right now if we had,” I said. “Why?” 
 
    “We’ve been struggling to locate the damned thing,” Ranger Nguyen sighed as he ran a hand through his short black hair. “An animal like this is clearly too habituated to humans, which poses a danger to hikers and campers like yourselves, and threatens to upset the natural balance in the animal population. We don’t want that kind of behavior catching on, for obvious reasons, so the most merciful course of action is usually to track the animal down and kill it.” 
 
    “Aw, no, that’s so sad,” Carmen gasped, still in the Valley accent. She even pouted slightly, and I had to focus my gaze entirely on the poor hiker guy whose wound I was still sterilizing in order not to snicker. 
 
    “A lot of people have been hurt, and more are still missing,” Ranger Nguyen said. “It really is a mercy at this point. The animal’s probably rabid, or at least not right in the head. We don’t want that spreading to other members of the population-- it could decimate the ecosystem here.” 
 
    Just then, there was a knock at the cabin door, and Ranger Nguyen opened it to reveal a pair of paramedics and another uniformed ranger. 
 
    “Jason, these two say they’re-- Jesus Christ,” the other ranger said this in exactly the same cadence as Ranger Nguyen had said earlier. He, too, had noticed the bloodied hiker guy on the cot. 
 
    “These four campers found the guy about a mile east of here,” Nguyen told the other ranger, no doubt his partner, as the paramedics pushed into the cabin with a stretcher to presumably take the hiker guy to an ambulance. 
 
    In doing so, they almost brushed up against Kylah, and she had to step away from them without looking too awkward. Luckily, it came off more like she was worried about being in their way, and they paid her no mind. 
 
    I stood up from where I’d been crouching by the cot and stepped aside for the paramedics, who were already talking to one another in curt voices as they took stock of the hiker’s various injuries and began carefully moving him onto the stretcher. 
 
    “Another goddamned animal attack, huh?” the other ranger said to Nguyen as he shook his head in disapproval. As he stepped into the cabin-- which was now getting quite crowded-- I saw his brass name tag read ‘McCormack.’ “It seems the rest of you folks were lucky.” 
 
    “We’re going to be packing up our stuff and getting a motel room,” I said to McCormack. “We could easily have ended up in the same boat as this poor man.” 
 
    “A wise idea,” McCormack said with a nod. “We’ve been trying to get the National Park Service to issue a blanket ban on hiking and camping in the area until the problem is taken care of, but you know how the government can be about these things.” 
 
    “What on earth is this stuff?” one of the paramedics asked the room at large, and I saw she was gesturing to the black inky stuff smeared across the back of the hiker guy’s jacket. He’d been splattered slightly when Kylah had stabbed the creature in the underside of its jaw. 
 
    “We just found him like that,” I said, which didn’t sound especially suspicious to my ears. 
 
    “Very well, then,” the paramedic replied. “This man needs a hospital, but he should be fine. None of his major organs were ruptured, and his concussion seems mild.” 
 
    “The police will probably want to take a statement for their ongoing missing persons’ cases,” Ranger Nguyen pointed out, and the paramedic’s face twisted like the very idea of this made her stomach turn. 
 
    “We’ll make sure the hospital contacts the necessary authorities once this man is in a condition to give a statement,” she said. “The priority is notifying his family of his condition. Are any of you friends or relations?” 
 
    “No, we just found him like that,” Carmen said, and her Valley accent was a little less prominent now as genuine concern bled into her tone. 
 
    I knew only family was permitted to ride in an ambulance with the patient, so it wasn’t a surprise to me when the paramedics both picked up the stretcher and walked out of the cabin without another word. McCormack gave Nguyen a sort of exasperated look as he went after them, no doubt because the paramedics were showing a fairly flagrant disregard for their own safety while carrying a man who was covered in blood. 
 
    “Do you four want an escort to your campsite?” Ranger Nguyen asked me. 
 
    “No, we’ll be alright,” I said, and I hoped he didn’t press the issue because I had no idea how to explain the fact that we didn’t have a campsite, and that if Kylah moved around too much, she might accidentally reveal how she was carrying a small arsenal. “We’ll just get out of your hair.” 
 
    “If you say do,” Nguyen said. “I’ll just need your contact information, to pass it along to the police in case they want to get in touch with you about making a statement.” 
 
    I panicked for a moment, because if I knew one thing, I knew I didn’t want any more of my actual personal information anywhere near this thing. I wasn’t even working an official job, as far as the government was concerned, and I didn’t want them to be able to track me and my movements in case it made me look suspicious. 
 
    “Yeah, no problem,” Carmen said cheerfully, and she read off a number, which Nguyen jotted down.  
 
    I didn’t even have time to shoot her an annoyed look before she marched out of the cabin and left Kylah, Kegan, and me to follow her. 
 
    “You guys be safe out there,” Ranger Nguyen warned me, and I nodded. 
 
    “We will, we’ll be back in town within an hour, I reckon,” I said, and with that, he let me go. 
 
    As soon as the door of the cabin was shut behind us, Kylah let her glamour drop, and I walked over to her to hold her face in my hands and check her face. She looked a little more drawn than usual from expending so much magical energy-- first the light orbs, now a complex glamour-- but otherwise fine, which meant I could focus on my sister. 
 
    “Fake number?” I asked. 
 
    “I do it all the time,” my sister chuckled. “My go-to fake number is a vet clinic in Pasadena. The cops will just assume the ranger guy wrote it down wrong or whatever. They’re not gonna launch a national manhunt for one statement for a case that’s been stumping them for a year.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” I said, and I pulled out my phone to call Asami. 
 
    This time, she picked up almost immediately. 
 
    “Leo!” she said in a slightly panicked voice. “I was beginning to worry! Are you guys alright?” 
 
    “We’re fine,” I assured her. “We’re all fine. We found the creature, it had some poor random dude in its maw, but we managed to scare it off. We had to let it go to make sure the guy didn’t die, though.” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Asami muttered. “I’m glad you’re okay. And that man?” 
 
    “The paramedics reckon he’ll be okay, once he gets patched up,” I said. “But the creature was weird.” 
 
    “Super weird,” Carmen agreed, even though I suspected she was too far away from me for my phone to pick her voice up. 
 
    “I shot at it,” I said to Asami. “The bullet ricocheted off. It’s bullet-proof.” 
 
    “Bullet-proof?” the Japanese woman echoed, and I could picture her eyes going wide with confusion and fascination. “The only magical creatures with any kind of resistance to bullets are harpies.” 
 
    “I… don’t think this thing was a harpy,” I said, and I glanced over at Kylah and Kegan, who both shook their heads emphatically. They had said as much earlier. “It was… big. Bigger than a bear. Its skin was all gray and scaly and hard to pierce, but it had really weird front-leg-hand things with massive claws. Huge teeth. I have no idea what it was.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not a harpy,” Asami said firmly. “They look human, only they have wing feathers that sprout from their arms and clawed, bird-like feet. Plus, they don’t eat humans.” 
 
    “Alright.” I tried to swallow an irritated groan and pinched the bridge of my nose. “So I guess we’re back to square one, then.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Asami told me. “We’re eliminating possibilities. I just need to do more research.” 
 
    “Don’t tire yourself out, though,” I said. “We did save the guy, he’s gonna be alright. You need to rest just like we do.” 
 
    Asami might not have been out in the field the way I, Carmen, and the Campbells were, but she was still working incredibly hard, and she needed time to relax and recharge if she was going to be able to keep working. At the same time, though, I knew she was the type of person who hated stopping before she had answered all of her questions. 
 
    “I’ll meet you guys back at the motel in… an hour,” she told me. “I’ll try and pull some more books based off this description. Was there anything else you guys noticed about it?” 
 
    “Uhh… it bled black,” I said. “Like, thick black stuff. More viscous than regular blood.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” Asami didn’t sound all that inspired. “That’s… unusual. Most creatures bleed red, like humans. Hemoglobin, you know? To carry oxygen in the blood?” 
 
    Truthfully, my biology knowledge kind of began with “how do I kill shit with bullets” and ended with “how do I stop people I like from bleeding out,” but I nodded and gave a mumbled confirmation anyway. Asami was the sort of person who needed to talk out her theories with someone else to make them fit together in her head. I’d seen her talk at Kylah for close to twenty minutes, once. Kylah had said nothing, but just by talking aloud, Asami had figured out the answer. 
 
    “Alright,” the Japanese woman then said to me. “I’ll do a little more research before I head back to the motel. See you soon!” 
 
    “See you soon,” I agreed. “You keep safe.” 
 
    “And you,” she answered and then hung up.  
 
    “She’s gonna meet us back at the motel around midnight,” I said, and I turned back to the others as I put my phone back in my pocket. “She’s gotta pull some new books given the information on the creature.” 
 
    “The fact that it’s entirely unlike anything we’ve encountered before?” Kegan asked in a dry tone. 
 
    “Yes, that,” I deadpanned, and we shared a wry smile. “Now, shall we head back?” 
 
    “Please,” Carmen groaned and plucked at her stained t-shirt. “I need to wash this shit off me.” 
 
    “So do I.” Kegan nodded. The black stuff had gotten into his hair, and half of his blond waves were now damp and sticky with dark goo like a partially-done dye job. 
 
    We made it only a couple minutes to where we knew the edge of the forest was when Carmen placed her hand on my shoulder suddenly and pulled me back. 
 
    “Leo, I can sense something coming,” she murmured, and her brow was again furrowed in that way that made me think of our mother. 
 
    As soon as my sister had spoken, the rest of us drew our weapons, ready for a fight. 
 
    “What do you sense?” I asked. “The creature?” 
 
    “No,” she answered. “I don’t think it’s dangerous. It’s… familiar, I think. But it’s coming for us, fast.” 
 
    That just confused me, and I turned to look at Carmen while Kegan and Kylah continued to scan the terrain, with their weapons raised defensively. 
 
    “What do you--” I began to ask, but I was cut off when a figure burst out from between the trees and tackled me to the ground. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    I couldn’t help but grunt as the air was forced out of me on impact, and the next thing I knew, I felt the hardpacked earth of the ground slamming up against my spine. Something large and heavy was on top of me, something too large and too heavy for me to move. 
 
    “Fuck!” I heard Carmen yell, and there was scuffling, but I couldn’t really see what was going on because Kylah hadn’t cast a light orb. She was too drained from how much magic she’d expended tonight already, and even as I struggled against whatever had pinned me to the floor, I could hear her mutter under her breath as she tried to cast an orb of light. 
 
    “Come on, come on--” 
 
    “Where is she?” The creature, or person, or whatever it was that had attacked me snarled around their question. “What did you do with her? Where is she?” 
 
    “Who?” I cried out, and I tried to pry their hands off my shoulders, but they were too strong and too securely planted.  
 
    I swore I could feel claws digging into my flesh, and I tried to get a hand free to go for my gun, but by the time I’d wriggled one arm loose from their grip, I remembered I didn’t have it, because Kylah was still holding all our weapons. 
 
    “Tell me what you did with her!” my attacker roared, and one of their hands grabbed me by the face, lifted my head a few inches above the ground, and slammed it back against the earth.  
 
    I groaned as the pain lanced across the back of my skull and scattered my vision, what little vision I had in the darkness, anyway, and I used my free arm to backhand them across the face.  
 
    I felt my knuckles collide with a cheekbone as their head snapped sharply to the side, and I was rewarded by a pained grunt and then another furious snarl. The hand that hadn’t grabbed my face was still digging into my shoulder so my attacker’s enormous weight was still pinning me to the ground, and I felt the claws of their other hand grab for my free arm.  
 
    I was pinned, but I was fast, and I scratched at their own face, enough to make them rear back just enough that I could brace my arms under their torso and shove them off me.  
 
    “Kylah!” I cried out as I scrambled to my feet. 
 
    She knew what to do without any kind of instruction, and I felt my gun pressed into my hands, the metal cool and smooth against the warm, dirt-and-blood-streaked skin of my palms. I cocked the hammer and brought it up to shoot in one smooth motion, and at the same moment as Kylah finally managed to spark an orb of light into existence. Then we got a look at our assailant. 
 
    My jaw dropped, and I lowered my arms.  
 
    “Ralph?” I said blankly, and my gun hung unused from my hand as I stared. 
 
    Ralph Chander, gym owner, wall of muscle, and werewolf, was staring at me, Kylah, Kegan, and Carmen with just as dumbfounded an expression as we were all staring at him. 
 
    “Leo?” he asked me in the same tone, and then he pointed to Kylah. “And Kylah, right?”  
 
    “Yes,” the blonde woman said, and she waved an arm toward Kegan and Carmen.  
 
    They both lowered their weapons, and Carmen shot me a baffled, slightly concerned look as she stuffed the small knife she’d pulled back into her boot.  
 
    “What in Lycaon’s name are you doing here?” Ralph asked us, but his gray eyes were focused mainly on me. 
 
    “We could be asking you the same thing,” I told him as Kylah shrugged off my holster and passed it to me. “You’re the one who just ran out from the trees and tackled me.” 
 
    I shoved my gun into the holster before taking off my jacket to put it on. Once the jacket was over the top, it was almost impossible to tell I was carrying, unless you knew where to look for it, which most people didn’t. 
 
    But from the way Ralph’s eyes lingered on my side, the way he scrutinized how my jacket hung from my shoulders, I suspected he was one of the people who did. Most of those people were ex-military, law enforcement, or something similar, and I wondered what his life had been like before he’d married a phoenix and opened a gym for magicals. 
 
    At the words ‘tackled me,’ the werewolf man gave a slight grimace and rubbed at his chin in a slightly sheepish way. “Sorry about that.”  
 
    “Hey, no harm done,” I said and raised my hands in a shrug. “But I wouldn’t mind knowing what you’re doing out here-- we’re pretty far from Los Angeles.” 
 
    Ralph’s expression darkened at that, and he suddenly went from a friendly guy who just happened to be big, to a deeply intimidating opponent. I remembered how he’d challenged me to a fight a few weeks ago when Kylah and I had come to his gym looking for information on the then-missing half-faerie Jamison Hawthorn. I’d won the fight, but there was no mistaking that he was a seriously dangerous opponent, and the last few minutes had proved this truth even further. 
 
    “I know,” he said to us. “But I’d rather not discuss it out here, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “We have a couple rooms in a motel,” Kylah suggested in a kind, soothing voice. Anyone could tell the werewolf man was more than a little antsy. “And I think we could all use a sit-down and a break.” 
 
    The walk back to the motel was fairly quick and fairly uneventful, and once we got back out onto actual roads with street lamps, Carmen fell into step beside me and punched my shoulder to get my attention. 
 
    “When you said Ralph guy was big, I didn’t realize you meant that big,” she remarked. “He’s a tank.” 
 
    “He is,” I agreed. “I’m lucky he didn’t rip my throat out when he tackled me.” 
 
    “Well, you heard him,” my sister said. “He’s looking for someone.” 
 
    “Wait, you think one of the disappearances was someone he knew?” I asked, and I turned to look at her with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “I don’t think he came to a forest nine hundred miles from Los Angeles in the middle of the night just for a walk,” Carmen deadpanned. “If he’s here because of the disappearances, then this thing is starting to get beyond the bounds of the local community, and not just the local supernatural community. Human law enforcement from outside Eugene-- hell, outside Oregon-- might start getting involved.” 
 
    “If the out-of-state cops think these are just animal attacks, the Order won’t give a fuck,” I reminded my sister. 
 
    “I know,” she said. “But it looks bad for them. The Order. That so many people are going missing, or being killed, and they don’t care.” 
 
    “Yeah, because they don’t,” I reiterated. “Their main focus is Phoenix, and outside of that, they’re there to keep humans in the dark about magic, not to keep the magical world from destroying itself with infighting-- or whatever the fuck that thing was.” 
 
    I sighed, dragged my hand down my face, and felt suddenly exhausted. This day had been pretty eventful, and I was desperate for a bed and a real rest. My little interlude with Kylah had been awesome, but I needed actual sleep now. 
 
    Then I remembered something. 
 
    “Ralph,” I said, and I looked over my shoulder to meet the werewolf’s gaze. He’d been walking in silence behind Carmen and I, but in front of Kylah and Kegan with his hands stuffed in his pockets. 
 
    “Yes?” he asked. 
 
    “I was in the Sanctuary earlier today, speaking with R-- with Councilwoman Beckett,” I said. “She mentioned you were in Colorado to ask for her help with--” 
 
    “With your niece,” Kegan said softly as the realization dawned on him, too, and he looked at Ralph urgently. “Did she go missing here? In Oregon?” 
 
    Ralph looked at Kegan, then at me, then nodded stiffly. I could see a muscle in his jaw twitch as he clenched his teeth. 
 
    “Yes,” he finally said in a bitter tone. “Helen de Luna. She’s seventeen. She lives with my sister and her father in Vancouver, Canada. She left home a week ago to come visit Conleth and me, but… she never arrived.” 
 
    “Oh, god…” Kylah muttered, and she put a hand to her mouth.  
 
    Ralph’s hands came out of his pockets and curled into nervous fists, and he didn’t look at any of us as he continued speaking. 
 
    “We haven’t heard anything from her in days,” he explained. “Not since she stopped off in Eugene to visit a seer friend of hers who goes to the university here. But her friend said Helen never arrived. Renée-- the Order-- they can’t do anything, or they won’t, so I came here myself. Once I started asking around the local community, I… I heard about the disappearances.” 
 
    “So you started hunting around the woods on your own to try and find her,” I finished with a nod. “I get your concern, Ralph, truly, but it’s seriously fucking dangerous out here for someone on their own, even someone like you.” 
 
    “What do you expect me to do otherwise?” the werewolf snapped at me. “She’s seventeen! And she’s alone! Her mother has been worried sick for days, and we have no idea where she is or what’s happened to her. She could be injured, or-- or--” 
 
    He broke off, not able to bring himself to even say it. I reached up to put a hand on his huge shoulder, and he didn’t shrug it away. 
 
    We’d arrived at the motel by this point, and the five of us walked into my and Kegan’s room to find Asami sitting at the table and looking over some of the research Carmen and Kylah had collected over the past couple days. She looked up with a cheerful smile when we entered, but the smile withered when she noticed our grim expressions, and Ralph. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked gently, and she looked at me. “I thought you said everyone was okay.” 
 
    “Everyone is,” I said to her. “Well, the lot of us, anyway. But Ralph-- this is Ralph, by the way. And Ralph, this is Asami.”  
 
    I gestured between the two of them as I made a hasty introduction. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” the Japanese woman said, and Ralph nodded tightly.  
 
    “And you,” he said. “I’m sorry to… I’m sorry I’ve not been more polite, but… I’m preoccupied.” 
 
    Kylah stepped around Ralph to give Asami a hug hello and sit on the bed beside her. The half-fae beauty had clearly pushed her magic to her limits tonight, and she practically sank into Asami’s embrace as the Japanese woman hugged her back. Honestly, even though Kylah and Kegan were the palest of our group by a margin, the blonde looked a little too pale now. 
 
    “Ralph has a niece,” Kylah explained in a tired voice. “She went missing near here, and it might be related to the other disappearances. Whatever that creature has been doing with them.” 
 
    “Creature?” Ralph echoed, and he turned to stare at me. “You’ve seen the thing that’s taken her?” 
 
    “Well, we saw the thing that’s been killing the locals,” I said carefully. “Helen might have gone missing from coincidence.” 
 
    “I don’t believe in coincidence,” Ralph said flatly. “Her friend said Helen never arrived at her apartment, but Helen was going to stay there for a night to break the journey from Vancouver to Los Angeles.” 
 
    In all honesty, I didn’t believe much in coincidence, either, but I didn’t want Ralph spiraling into panic or self-destruction out of a desperation to find his niece. He’d already been running around the woods alone at night and attacking anything he came across. If he’d actually come across that creature, it didn’t matter how good a fighter he was, he would’ve been alone, and he would’ve been killed. 
 
    “I agree that it’s the most likely outcome,” I said to the werewolf man. “But you need to be smart about this, or you’ll get yourself hurt, and then your sister will be worried sick over two people. But we’re here, the five of us, and we’re investigating the disappearances and the killings because the Order said they wouldn’t. That’s what we do.” 
 
    “You’re freelancers,” Ralph said with a nod, and he looked at me desperately. “You found Jamison and the others. Could you find Helen?” 
 
    “We can certainly try,” I said.  
 
    Ralph clapped both of his hands on my shoulders, and I was so tired from the day that my knees almost buckled from the force of it.  
 
    “Thank you,” he said earnestly, and he shook me slightly as if trying to physically convey his gratitude. “Thank you. She’s a sunbeam of a girl, the light of her mother’s life. I… oh, good god, I tackled you, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Well, I hadn’t been going to mention it, but since you brought it up…” I said with a sheepish grin, and Ralph took a hand from my shoulders to cover his eyes. 
 
    “Lycaon…” He said this in the same way someone-- maybe an Oregon park ranger-- might say ‘Jesus Christ.’  
 
    “It’s fine, really,” I told him. “No harm done.” 
 
    “I don’t see any significant injuries, but I can heal a few scrapes and bumps if you need me to,” Asami added in an encouraging tone.  
 
    By this point Kylah had rested her head on Asami’s shoulder and looked about ready to drop off to sleep. If she hadn’t fallen asleep already. 
 
    “I smelled something… foul on you,” Ralph said as his gray eyes studied me. “I didn’t know what it was, but it was so… so wrong-smelling. Poisonous magic, but somehow worse.” 
 
    “Probably this stuff, then,” I said, and I gestured to the smears of black blood from the creature that stained my clothes and hair, as well as the clothes and hair of Kylah, Kegan, and Carmen.  
 
    All of us were definitely in need of a shower. 
 
    “You came after us because you could smell it?” Kegan asked in a curious tone. “Did it smell familiar to you? Did you think it was related to Helen?” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t know for sure, but I supposed it was as good a lead to follow as any,” Ralph said. “Or, rather, I smelled something fucked up near where my niece vanished, and I decided to hunt it down.” 
 
    That was probably more accurate. I didn’t want to assume, but the guy who barreled through a near-pitch-black forest and tackled the first person he encountered to the ground didn’t seem like he was doing particularly refined detective work. 
 
    “So, you don’t know for sure if this is what took your niece?” Kegan asked as he plucked at his blackened shirt, and Ralph shook his head. “But you could track this scent if you caught it again?” 
 
    “Unless someone masked it with strong magic, or punched me very hard in the nose,” the werewolf answered with another small grimace. 
 
    “Try not to worry about that for now,” I advised. “It’s late, and we all need rest if we’re going to be effective at finding Helen, or this creature.” 
 
    “It was awful, Sami,” Kylah murmured. She really did seem to be only barely clinging to wakefulness. “So gross. Never seen anything like it. We need to be on our A-game.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said with a nod. “Ralph, do you have a place to stay?” 
 
    “I’m at a different motel a few blocks over,” he said.  
 
    “Go there, get some rest,” I instructed, and I used my best impression of my old superior officer as I said it. “We’ll handle this, and we’ll keep you updated.” 
 
    The werewolf clearly looked like he wanted to protest, but he was self-aware enough to realize that running around the forest alone at night was not an especially effective way to try and find someone, so he nodded, and after Kylah reached out to squeeze his hand encouragingly, he left. 
 
    “Fucking hell, I’m exhausted,” Carmen said as soon as Ralph was gone. “I need about sixteen hours of sleep and three showers.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Kegan groaned, and he tiredly dragged his hands down his face before he remembered they were smeared with gore and cursed loudly. 
 
    “We do need to rest,” I said. “First thing tomorrow, we’ll make a plan, and we’ll decide how to attack this thing. The situation, I mean.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think we should be attacking that creature until we actually know what it is,” Carmen said with a nod, and she looked over at Asami. “I know you only had like, an hour, but did you find anything?” 
 
    “Nothing just yet,” Asami admitted. She’d put her arm around Kylah’s shoulders now and was rubbing Kylah’s arm absently, and Kylah seemed entirely dead to the world now. “Just more stuff about how auras aren’t meant to be inconsistent and can’t be disguised.” 
 
    “We’ll figure this shit out,” I said with confidence, because I knew we would.  
 
    Right now, we were tired and gross-feeling after a long day, but we had made progress, and we needed to remember that. 
 
    And, maybe it was a little callous, but now that I had a personal connection to this case, I felt all the more determined to solve it. Logically, I knew that was just how psychology worked-- it wasn’t feasible for everyone to care for everyone in the same capacity, our brains wouldn’t be able to cope with feeling such deep empathy for everyone we came across. But because I knew and liked Ralph, and he was clearly terrified for Helen, I now had a renewed determination to kill this creature and stop these awful attacks. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Carmen said, but her own voice sounded pretty drowsy. “I’m gonna go for a shower first, though. If I’m not out in fifteen minutes, I’ve probably fallen asleep and drowned.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll have a nice funeral,” I told her, and I reached out to catch her as she walked past me so I could pull her in for a quick one-armed hug. It might’ve been a bit sappy, but after hearing how scared Ralph had been about his niece, some part of me needed to be reminded that my sister was here with me, and she was safe.  
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’ll shower, too,” Kegan then said as Carmen shuffled off sleepily to the room she shared with Kylah and Asami. The blond man reached up to stretch, and I heard several joints pop and crack back into place. “Unless you want to go first?” 
 
    “Go ahead,” I said, and I waved toward the bathroom.  
 
    Kegan shot me an appreciative smile and walked in, and a few moments later, I could hear water running. 
 
    “She’s totally out,” Asami then told me in a quiet voice, obviously referring to Kylah. Each time the Japanese woman shifted her posture, Kylah’s head shifted, too, and when I crouched down at the end of the bed and took one of the blonde woman’s hands in both of my own, I could hear her slow, regular breathing. 
 
    “I don’t think we should wake her up,” I told Asami in a low voice. “She really pushed herself to her limits today, she needs the rest. She can shower tomorrow morning, anyway.” 
 
    “She does look exhausted,” Asami agreed, and she raised a hand to gently brush a blonde curl behind Kylah’s ear.  
 
    Kylah didn’t really wear her hair back at all because she liked to hide her ears. They were ever so slightly pointed, which provided a clue to her half-faerie heritage and made her a target in many supernatural circles.  
 
    Which was a shame, because I thought she looked nice with her hair back, and her ears were cute. I reached up and pressed a tiny kiss to her temple, but she didn’t stir in the slightest. In fact, her breathing didn’t change rhythm at all. 
 
    “I’ll take her,” I said to Asami, and I stood up from my crouch to wrap one arm around Kylah’s shoulders and another under her knees. I swept her up in a bridal carry, and Asami opened the door for me to carry the blonde woman through to her room. Carefully, I laid Kylah out on the bed, removed her jacket and boots, and tucked her under the covers. 
 
    She looked very peaceful, but against the clean sheets of the motel bed, she also looked quite dirty. Black blood from the creature was matted in her hair, and it streaked across her face along with dirt from the forest floor.  
 
    I still thought she was beautiful, though. Almost like a princess sleeping in a fairytale, who’d wake if given a kiss from her prince. In many ways, she kind of was a princess. She had cool magical powers and a certain calm, gentle temperament. She would have made an excellent princess. 
 
    “You take my bed tonight,” I said to Asami when I finally managed to tear my gaze from the blonde woman. Since my thoughts were turned to beauty, I couldn’t help but notice Asami’s, too. She was pretty in a different way to Kylah-- curvy and soft where Kylah was athletic and slender, but no less lovely. Her eyes were dark pools, round and innocent as a doe’s, and she had the cutest little button nose. Her hair was so black that it almost looked blue sometimes, like a raven’s wings, and her silver nose stud winked at me in the dimmed light. She was a heroine from a different fairytale-- perhaps the mysterious scholar of magic who helped a brave prince slay a dragon. 
 
    I turned away and looked back at Kylah. 
 
    “I’ll sleep in the chairs or something,” I continued to Asami. “You’ll get dirty if you sleep in the bed with her. And I think I might stay up to do some research, anyway.”  
 
    I wanted to see if the internet would garner anything useful if you could be bothered to sift through all the fantasy story wikis Asami had complained about before. 
 
    “I can’t let you do that,” the Japanese woman said in a disapproving tone. “You need sleep as much as the rest of us. I’m not kicking you out of your own bed.” 
 
    “It’s fine, really, Sami,” I insisted. “You spent the entire day at the library, looking through books. That’s intense work, and you’re our best hope for figuring out how to stop this thing. You need rest more than I do.” 
 
    “Don’t sell yourself short,” she warned with a pout. She looked impossibly cute when she pouted. “You’re a member of our team, too, and you matter exactly as much as I do, or Kylah does. You can’t sacrifice your own well-being for others constantly. How can you help others properly if you don’t take care of yourself first?” 
 
    “I know that,” I assured her. “Really, I do. But it’s one night. I don’t want you getting covered in creature-gunk.” 
 
    “Then I’ll sleep in the chair, and you sleep in your own bed,” Asami argued. 
 
    “No chance,” I told her flatly.  
 
    For a second, an idea popped into my head, but I shoved it aside before it even really had time to fully form.  
 
    We could both sleep in the bed. 
 
    I had to resist the urge to physically shake myself, because that was ridiculous. Of course, we would just be sleeping, because we were both so exhausted, but it was still inappropriate. Asami was Kylah’s best friend, and Kylah was my girlfriend, and the last thing I wanted to do was make Kylah think she couldn’t trust me or Asami by pushing the boundaries of what was acceptable. 
 
    “Take my bed,” I said to the Japanese woman firmly. “Please. I’ll shower and sleep in the chair. I want to keep an eye on Kylah and Carmen, anyway.” 
 
    “You need rest, Leo,” Asami insisted. “Don’t be a hypocrite. If you’re going to stay up and do research, then so am I.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to say I wasn’t being a hypocrite but then frowned. Unfortunately, I couldn’t think of a good argument to refute her point. 
 
    “Fine,” I then said, just as Carmen came out of the bathroom, already dressed in her pajamas and with her hair wrapped in a towel. I snatched a clean towel from a rack. “I’ll shower, then we’ll work.” 
 
    “Work?” my sister asked me, and her brow furrowed with disapproval. 
 
    “I won’t be able to sleep tonight,” I told her. “Tonight’s gonna be a bad night, I think. Army-wise.” 
 
    Carmen knew what that meant. After tonight-- after what Ralph had said-- I wanted to keep my sister especially close. I knew it was irrational, but it was another holdover from my military time that had become exacerbated by the situation.  
 
    Before, when I’d come back from previous, shorter tours, I’d gotten into the habit of checking in on Carmen every night like she was a five-year-old, just to quiet my mind and tell myself she was okay. I’d been convinced that something bad would happen in the night, and she would get hurt because I was in the next room, too far to save her.  
 
    Even without this whole thing with magic and the Order, I suspected I probably would have ended up sleeping on our living room couch anyway. Not because my bed hadn’t been available, but because I wouldn’t have been able to sleep without knowing my sister was being guarded. 
 
    “You do need to rest, though, Pip,” my sister told me, and she squeezed my arm. “You’ll try to sleep, won’t you?” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll conk out eventually,” I answered, and I couldn’t quite bring myself to look at her. “Asami said she’d stay up with me, so I won’t be alone.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good at least,” Carmen said in a slightly warmer tone than before. “Just promise me you’ll wake me if things get too bad, alright? And don’t lie. I can always tell when you lie.” 
 
    “I promise,” I said honestly, but only because I was sure things wouldn’t get too bad. “I’ll wake you.” 
 
    “Alright then.” My sister nodded. “Go shower. I’m gonna hit the hay. Want me in here, or should I take your bed?” 
 
    “Take my bed,” I said. “But… leave the door open.” 
 
    Carmen pulled me into a quick, tight hug and nodded when she pulled away. “You got it. Night, Pip.” 
 
    “Night, Monkey,” I said, and I kissed her forehead.  
 
    Then she went into the other room, where I could see Kegan had already fallen asleep in his own bed, and made sure to leave the door ajar so I could see inside.  
 
    I showered quickly, just enough to get the creature-gunk off my skin and out of my hair, and came back into the room to see Kylah was still asleep, and Asami was sitting cross-legged on Carmen’s bed with a folder of papers spread out before her. 
 
    “How do you feel?” she asked me when I came in. 
 
    “Better,” I said. “Cleaner.” 
 
    That wasn’t what she’d actually meant by ‘how do you feel,’ but I didn’t want to plumb the depths of that right now. We had work to do, and sometimes it was just better to give in to a relatively harmless compulsion than expend energy fighting it. I knew from experience that I would only get more restless and more distracted, and we needed to focus if we were going to find Helen and the creature. 
 
    Asami, thankfully, seemed to recognize this, because she just smiled at me and nodded. 
 
    “Okay then. Let’s get to work.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Kylah and Asami had not been exaggerating when they’d said the internet was probably more trouble than it was worth as a research tool. Any search about vampires or werewolves or anything remotely magical would turn up hundreds of pages from TV show fanfics, books, mythology, folklore, or just straight-up weird nonsense from some new internet trend. 
 
    Asami had said repeatedly how there was no magic that could alter the appearance of a creature’s aura, and I believed her. She hadn’t been a research expert at the Sanctuary for nothing, after all, so we had to figure out whatever creature had a naturally spotty and inconsistent aura, like what Carmen and I had seen in the woods. 
 
    That old quote from Sherlock Holmes came to mind: once you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be true. 
 
    It was just a question of figuring out what ‘improbable’ actually meant. 
 
    “The magical dead zone you described is what confuses me most,” Asami said as I continued clicking through pages of internet search results, each more useless than the last. “I don’t know of anything that can just… shut off magic.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what the veil does?” I asked, but Asami shook her head. 
 
    “It separates humanity from magic the way a border separates two territories,” she explained. “People can cross it, but it’s still there. It acts as a visual barrier, an extra level of glamour over places with strong magic. But no humans had their magic taken away. There are still seers, after all, and many magical species, like werewolves and vampires, are part-human.” 
 
    “So what we encountered, it wasn’t a mini-veil then?” I asked her, and again she shook her head. 
 
    “It sounds to me like you stepped into some rudimentary spell meant to drain magic,” she said. “But rather than draining your magical abilities directly from you, it drained the energy from any magic you attempted to perform, like Kylah’s light orbs, or your second sight.” 
 
    “Wait, there are spells that can siphon magic?” I asked with wide eyes.  
 
    Asami nodded enthusiastically, and I could see the glint in her dark eyes that made me think of a scholar getting to show off their field of expertise. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she told me. “There’s a whole school of magic dedicated to figuring out how magic manifests. It’s hereditary to some extent, obviously, but the specific family lines magic shows up in seem to be arbitrary at best. There’s no common ancestor, there’s no record of a magical parent like a faerie several generations back, nothing.” 
 
    “How does that relate to siphoning magic then?” I asked as I clicked through yet another page of useless results. One of the webpages advertised a ‘sure-fire’ way to boost your aura until it was visible to even the most un-spiritual, un-magical person you knew. 
 
    “Well, humans are all about legacies, aren’t they?” Asami said with a shrug. “Magic is broadly inherited, but magical affinities aren’t, and neither is power. A very talented seer might have a child whose magical talent is quite mild, or vice versa. So there have been attempts to take magic from a person and transfer it to someone else, the way you inherit a parent’s house and money after they die.” 
 
    “Has it ever worked?” 
 
    “I’ve read several mixed reports,” the Japanese woman answered with a slightly dubious expression. “Some say it does, some say magic is tied to the soul. It certainly is in a manner of speaking, because not everyone’s magic is transferable to everyone else. It might have to do with an individual’s aura.” 
 
    “What, like, their auras have to be similar enough?” I asked. “Like an organ donor?” 
 
    “Actually, that’s a pretty apt comparison,” Asami said with a smile. 
 
    I grinned at her as I continued looking through the internet results, and she skimmed over the papers Carmen and Kylah had amassed. Despite the urgency of our task, it was nice to be spending some quiet time with Asami. Naturally, she was a quieter individual than Kylah and my sister, but she was no less determined to see this creature stopped and these people made safe. 
 
    “Kylah said there was a creature that could siphon magic,” I said to Asami. “But Kegan said no creature would feed off both magic and blood. Is that true?” 
 
    “It is,” the Japanese woman said with a nod. “And if this creature is killing and eating people, which we know it is, then it can’t be responsible for the magical dead zone.” 
 
    “Could the magical dead zone be responsible for it instead?” I suggested. “Like… it popped up naturally and mutated a regular magical creature into that… thing.” 
 
    Asami frowned thoughtfully, and I noticed when she was deep in thought, she tapped her fingertips against whatever she was holding. There was a distinct rhythm to how she moved, like her fingers were playing out the echo of a melody only she could hear. 
 
    “That’s… not entirely beyond the realm of possibility,” she eventually said in a slow, considering voice. “But I don’t see how a lack of magic could have turned a normal magical individual into something like that. Being separated from one’s magic creates psychological symptoms, not physical ones-- certainly not physical mutations.” 
 
    “But it can be bad for you?” I asked. “To be separated from your magic?” 
 
    “If you are inherently magical, yes,” Asami said. “Like Kylah. She’s half-fae, so her magic is innate. She can just ‘do’ light magic, she just needed to practice controlling it. Seers like you and I need to cultivate our power and learn how to call it forward, which means we can survive without magic in a way Kylah could not.” 
 
    “Would she die?” I asked, and I was suddenly terrified for the blonde woman in this hypothetical situation. 
 
    “Only in an extreme case,” Asami said, and she, too, looked a little distressed. “She would become mentally unstable, first. Then she would become ill. It’s hard to separate a creature from their magic, and harder still to maintain that separation long enough to kill them. This dead zone sounded considerably milder than that-- and again, it was siphoning from your spells, rather than you directly.” 
 
    “Do you think that was intentional?” I asked her, and she shrugged. 
 
    “A magical dead zone doesn’t just appear. There has to be a reason. Maybe someone created it, but if that’s what happened, I don’t think anyone who went to the trouble of creating a dead zone would be happy to just leave it if they got it wrong.” She sighed deeply and rubbed at her temples, and I could understand her frustration because we clearly had so many of the pieces, but we couldn’t quite see how they all fit together yet. “I can’t figure out why they would need one in the middle of Oregon, and how it relates to that creature.” 
 
    “Maybe someone tried to use it to weaken the creature,” I suggested. “A lot of people have said its magic was… poisonous. Wrong. Maybe this was an attempt to split it off from that magic so people could kill it.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Asami said with a nod. “But this is a lot of hypotheticals. For now, we just need to figure out what it is and how to kill it.” 
 
    It was the practical approach, and I could tell she was dying to have all her questions answered in detail, but we both knew what was on the line here, and neither of us could afford to get distracted by our own curiosities. 
 
    I turned my attention back to the computer screen and saw something that caught my interest. It was a discussion on an online forum that, when I clicked on it, appeared to consist of werewolves discussing how best to deal with their forced monthly transformations at each full moon. 
 
    “Is this real?” I asked, and I turned the screen toward Asami. “Or is this some, like, super over-the-top role-play thing?” 
 
    “No, that appears to be real,” Asami answered as she skimmed the page quickly. “You can see here, they mention how they are unable to shift at will. That’s accurate, so it’s a good sign. A lot of human pop culture likes to imagine that werewolves can change at any point they choose, even in the middle of the day.” 
 
    She looked down a few posts further and then pointed to a username. 
 
    “I know that handle,” she said. “My friend Artemis uses that name online. She’s a werewolf.” 
 
    “So, this is a real discussion forum,” I said. “There are supernaturals who connect over the internet to chat about stuff like this?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Asami said enthusiastically. “It’s more the younger generation, since older people tend to be less technologically literate in magical communities as well as mortal ones, but globalization has done more to change the structure of those magical communities than any other phenomenon except the creation of the veil.” 
 
    That made sense. With the rise of the internet, people have been able to connect almost absurdly easily. There were married couples from opposite sides of the planet who’d met online, digital friends who had gotten to know each other through a single shared interest, and long-lost families reunited through ancestry sites that mapped family trees. If I’d had to deal with something as specific and life-altering as being a werewolf, I reckoned I would have liked an online community to speak with, vent to, and ask advice from. 
 
    “This is kind of… cool,” I said with a sheepish smile. “You know, all the stories about magic I grew up with, all the fantasy worlds and stuff, they had no technology. No lights, no internet, nothing. The idea of a magical person knowing how to use a computer seems kind of… weird.” 
 
    “The magical world is not so separated from the human world that technology didn’t breach the divide,” Asami told me, and she seemed a little amused by what I’d said-- not that I could blame her. Even as I said it out loud, I knew it sounded ridiculous. “Supernaturals make efforts to stay in touch with human friends and relatives, and to live as normal lives as possible. It would be stranger if magicals didn’t know how to use computers.” 
 
    “That’s fair,” I said with a laugh. Then I scrolled down the page and saw a link leading to similar forums and clicked one at random. The page turned to a different discussion page in which vampires appeared to be trading tips on how best to put up with sunlight and human acquaintances while keeping their vampirism secret. 
 
    “I wonder if I knew any vampires or werewolves,” I murmured. “Like, if any of my friends had to look up tips like these because I’d asked if they wanted to hang out because the weather was nice or whatever.” 
 
    “I imagine you would have noticed,” Asami said thoughtfully. “You and Carmen are able to see auras much more clearly than people raised in the magical world. Even after you repressed your sight, if you were regularly hanging out with supernaturals, you would have seen something was different about them. And they might have seen the same in you.” 
 
    That was something of a relief, honestly. I didn’t like the idea that I might have had numerous opportunities to find this world and just been too blind to see it. I already felt like some of my culture and heritage had been stolen from me, and the fact I might have just missed it by not paying close enough attention… well, it stung. 
 
    “So, the magical communities are really concentrated then, huh?” I said, because I’d seen a lot of silvery lines around the bits of Los Angeles Carmen and I now frequented, and parts of Eugene, too. 
 
    “Oh, extremely,” Asami said with a nod. “Which is why things like these discussion forums are so interesting. Magicals don’t really travel and spread out the way humans do, because they’re so much sparser. It’s more comfortable to live in a small town or city borough where everyone is magical or at least knows about it. Being on watch constantly would be mentally exhausting.” 
 
    Having spent a year abroad having to always watch my back, lest I be caught off guard and killed, I knew a lot about being mentally exhausted, and I nodded firmly. 
 
    “So, these forums are a way for communities that would otherwise be very isolated to connect,” I said, and Asami grinned at me. 
 
    “Precisely. And a more connected world makes for stronger ties.” 
 
    I looked back at the screen for a moment, and a thought struck me. 
 
    “I guess this is how Phoenix is able to happen,” I said, and Asami looked at me with a slight furrow between her dark eyebrows. 
 
    “How do you mean?” she asked me. 
 
    “Well… this,” I said, and I gestured to the discussion boards. “Like-minded people can find like-minded people. You said magical species tend not to mix too much because it’s just easier to stick with people who are more similar to you. But here, people can join up based on their politics rather than their magical type. There are a lot of people who hate the veil and having to hide, so Phoenix would appeal to a lot of them. Some of them would get drawn in through discussions like these.” 
 
    Asami looked dismayed by this, and I could tell she hadn’t considered the negative side of this increased connectivity until now. I kind of felt bad for helping her realize that, but she had to see my point. 
 
    “People like having their beliefs affirmed, not challenged,” I went on. “There are supernaturals in little towns where everyone’s a werewolf and everyone’s hiding, and some of them will feel like they shouldn’t have to hide, but they won’t be affirmed by anyone in their town, so they go online to seek that approval, the promise that they’re not crazy. But it can easily turn into something darker. What starts out as irritation might turn into righteous anger, and they might become willing to do some desperate things in order to destroy the veil.” 
 
    “Phoenix clearly has no qualms about taking extreme measures,” Asami said with a reluctant nod. “I… I hadn’t thought about that. I suppose every new tool is a double-edged sword. It can be used for good or for bad.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I said. “But that wasn’t what I meant. What-- what if we could figure out more about what they’re doing?” 
 
    Asami stared at me blankly. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Like this,” I said, and I gestured to the discussion forums. “If we made a fake account or something and posted stuff that would get Phoenix people to notice us and try to recruit us. Between that and Scratch’s records, we might have a real lead about what exactly they’re doing, and what exactly they’re planning when they say they want to bring down the veil.” 
 
    “Oh…” she said quietly. “Oh. That… that might actually work. It could… be something. But it doesn’t help us find this creature. This isn’t a group of angry supernaturals venting to one another in an online chatroom. You’ve seen it for yourself, it’s just one creature.” 
 
    “I know,” I said with a heavy sigh, and I rubbed at the back of my neck. I was beginning to feel a little drowsy now, so maybe sleep wouldn’t be so bad. But I doubted I could convince Asami to take a break. Perhaps she could do research here on Carmen’s bed until she fell asleep, and I was more than happy to take the chair. As long as the door to the other room, where Carmen and Kegan were sleeping, remained open. 
 
    “You should rest,” Asami said when I rubbed my eyes. 
 
    “Not before you do,” I said with a frown. “We still need to figure out what the hell this thing is. It could’ve killed that guy.”  
 
    It could have killed Kylah. It could have killed Carmen. 
 
    There had been no point in my life at which I’d genuinely considered what a world without my twin sister would be like. I’d been the one to go off to dangerous countries on military operations. Carmen had been the one who’d prepared for the very real possibility that one day she would get a letter or a call saying I’d been killed in action, and the last piece of family she had left was gone forever. But now with this line of work, hunting down the magical threats the Order didn’t care about, I knew I would have to readjust my thinking. Carmen could get killed just as easily as I could. I might have to live in a world without her. 
 
    As a result, she’d actually adjusted to our new line of work well-- arguably better than I had-- because she was already used to the constant terror in the back of her head. 
 
    ‘What if he dies?’ 
 
    ‘What if he dies?’ 
 
    ‘What if he dies?’ 
 
    I, meanwhile, had no framework. No idea how to cope with it. I’d agreed to start out small, with jobs like the missing half-fae, for her sake, so we would both get used to this life and hopefully not get ourselves killed. I was only now realizing just how much of a kindness that had been to me, and for my sake. 
 
    “Well, I’m not resting until we get answers, either,” Asami said firmly. “You’re not the only one terrified for everyone else here. I’ve known Kegan since I was a little girl, and Kylah is my best friend in the world. If she were to get hurt…” 
 
    She looked over at the sleeping blonde woman with glassy eyes, and I realized after a moment that she was on the verge of tears. Without pausing to think, I reached forward and pulled Asami into a hug. 
 
    “Hey, hey,” I said gently. “Don’t think like that. I mean… I know it’s easy to fall into those pitfalls, and what we’re doing is dangerous, but we’re all skilled. Kylah especially, she’s probably the best fighter we have.” 
 
    “I know,” Asami said in a slightly wobbly voice. “But I still worry. You must know what it’s like, with Carmen. You can’t help but worry about the people you love.” 
 
    “I do, and you can’t,” I agreed, and I pulled back just enough to meet Asami’s dark eyes. “I worry about all four of you. Like, constantly. Why did you think I asked Carmen to leave the door open?” 
 
    Asami looked a little baffled by that. “You… worry about me? But I don’t go out into the field. Not usually, anyway. I’m just sitting here doing research.” 
 
    “I still worry about you,” I said. “You’re the brains of this whole operation. We’d be running like headless chickens with no idea what to do if we didn’t have you on our team.” 
 
    A blush of pink appeared over Asami’s cheeks, and she looked away from me. She raised one hand to wipe at her teary eyes, and I shifted so I was no longer hugging her, but my arm was still slung over her shoulder protectively. 
 
    “I worry about you, too,” she murmured. “It’s… strange. I feel like I’ve known you as long as I’ve known Kylah, but it’s only been a few weeks.” 
 
    I shrugged as casually as I could, but inwardly I was deeply pleased. Something inside me felt flattered and almost kind of excited. 
 
    “Some people you just click with,” I told her. “I clicked with the three of you. So did Carmen. That’s why we make such a great team. We watch out for one another because we really care, not because we’re obligated to.” 
 
    I knew the difference because I’d lived it. While in the army, I’d had my squad, my team, the fellow soldiers I would have laid down my life to protect and who would’ve laid down theirs to protect mine, because that was how it worked. But there had been some I hadn’t liked, and there had been some for whom the obligation felt like an obligation-- it was the way things were done, it was the expectation. 
 
    Here, though? With Asami, Kylah, and Kegan? I knew deep in my heart, in my very soul, I would do anything I could to keep them safe. Cheesy as it sounded, it was true. 
 
    Asami leveled me with a very firm gaze. Her expression was so intense, and I was so captured by it, that for a moment I reckoned I forgot how to breathe. 
 
    “I’m not here because I feel obligated to be,” she told me seriously. 
 
    “Good,” I said, and my voice was softer, gentler, than hers, but no less serious. “I wouldn’t want you to be.” 
 
    I hated the idea that I might have dragged her into this chaos and uncertainty because she felt like she had to follow. The Sanctuary had many problems, but it was still far safer and far more secure than what the five of us were doing now. 
 
    There was a strange little pause in our conversation then. Something about the way Asami looked at me just made me… stop for a moment. I opened my mouth to say something, or at least I thought I was going to say something, but nothing came out, and I just kept looking at her. 
 
    Asami then shifted slightly under my arm, and the peculiar moment was over. 
 
    “We should get back to work,” she said and turned back to the papers she’d been looking over, though she didn’t move away from me. “Unless you want to sleep?” 
 
    “I’ll sleep when we have answers,” I echoed her earlier sentiment, because the idea of letting this go didn’t sit easy with me. I would force progress in some manner or another, because I’d promised myself I would keep people safe and do what the Order was too scared or too arrogant to even try. 
 
    “That goes for both of us,” Asami replied in a similarly determined tone, and I moved my arm from around her shoulders so I could continue scrolling through the web forums in the hopes that one of them would turn up something about the bizarre creature we’d encountered in the forest. 
 
    None of the discussions mentioned any kind of aura-shifting abilities or inconsistencies, but I hadn’t really expected them to, even as I dove deeper and deeper into the supernaturals’ side of the web. 
 
    I learned vampires didn’t drink different types of blood because of the flavors of the different types, but because they needed to drink the same type as their own blood. One vampire recounted a story in which his ‘sire’-- the vampire who’d turned him-- hadn’t been around to tell him stuff like that, and so he’d drunk himself sick from the wrong blood type for weeks before he’d figured it out. 
 
    I learned one faerie had gone to Harvard law after getting help from a seer who worked in admissions to do the entrance exams privately, since the fae’s incapability of lying meant they were experts at twisting the truth in their favor. 
 
    I learned a seer had an infestation of mildly restless spirits-- not enough to cause revenants or poltergeists, but enough to be troublesome-- and she’d had to figure out the precise ratio of different herbs to burn to make sure she banished the spirits without further disturbing or angering them in case they became more dangerous. 
 
    But I didn’t see anything about auras. 
 
    “Is there seriously nothing about how auras might be able to change?” I finally sighed in exasperation. Lack of sleep was beginning to make me irritable, and I rubbed at my eyes in frustration. 
 
    “Not that I know of,” Asami reiterated for probably the eighth time or something, but I kept coming back to the strange aura, because it had to mean something, we just couldn’t make it make sense. 
 
    “I know what I saw, though,” I said. “And we all saw that it was one creature. I saw the trail.” 
 
    “Which is what makes it so bizarre,” the Japanese woman groaned. “I just know we have to be missing something. The dead zone itself must be a clue, too, because it can’t be a coincidence.” 
 
    “And it’s not a mutation?” I asked her. 
 
    “From what you described, the creature is nothing close to human. Separation from its natural magics couldn’t do anything like that to a human or human-like species.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said dubiously. “Fae are pretty weird.” 
 
    Asami giggled but then put her hand over her mouth almost in embarrassment, and she shot a look over at Kylah, who was still fast asleep. 
 
    “Ky would agree with you,” Asami confessed to me. “But you still shouldn’t say stuff like that! Words mean a lot to them, and it’s dangerous to invoke their ire.” 
 
    “They invoked my ire when Amaryllis tried to kill us,” I said dryly. “And Kylah would be correct. They’re weird. I know she and Kegan don’t speak to their mother.” 
 
    Asami’s amusement withered a little at that, and she nodded solemnly. 
 
    “They don’t have the best relationship with either of their parents,” she told me. “In some ways, Renée is the closest thing they’ve ever had to a proper parental figure, and because they chose to leave the Sanctuary, she’s practically had to disown them. I think it’s been a lot harder on them than they’re letting on.” 
 
    “I bet,” I said softly, and I made a mental note to check in with Kylah about that as soon as possible.  
 
    I knew she was the type to focus on everyone else first, and I didn’t want her handicapping herself because of it. 
 
    “I don’t know much about their mother,” I admitted. “Just that she was a Seelie fae, and they don’t talk. I thought the Seelie kind of… hated humans.” 
 
    “Hated is more the Unseelie,” Asami said. “The Seelie… some of them really like humanity, they’re kind as can be. Others have a… cool disinterest, maybe. But I think Cassia really did love their father, at least for a time. Most half-fae have human mothers, not because fae women don’t take mortal lovers, but because most faeries wouldn’t bother to carry a half-human pregnancy to term.” 
 
    That made me pause for a moment. I hadn’t considered the fact faeries might have their own version of Plan B. I wondered if it was a spell, or just some herb. 
 
    “Cassia,” I said aloud, to push those thoughts aside. Jamison Hawthorn had called Kylah ‘nic Cassia’ when we’d liberated him from Scratch’s dungeon a few weeks ago. “Did she ever try to stay in touch with them?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Asami answered. “But probably not. Even if she loves them and wants to have a relationship with them, it can be dangerous for half-faeries to consort with the Courts. Their parent might love them, but many view them as… well. You saw Amaryllis.” 
 
    “I did,” I said grimly. “But my point was that she’s a full-blooded faerie and clearly not human. Could her magic have done something like that? Made the dead zone or something similar? That thing can’t be a natural occurrence, even aside from its weird aura. It must have mutated or be a hybrid like a half-fae or--” 
 
    I stopped talking, because Asami’s jaw had dropped, and she was now staring at me with wide, horrified eyes. 
 
    “Oh, my god,” she said softly. “Oh, my god, I can’t believe I-- how did I miss it?” 
 
    “Uh… what did you miss?” I asked in confusion. “Was I right? Could that thing have been created with fae magic?” 
 
    “No,” Asami answered. “But it could be a hybrid of some kind. It could be a chimera.” 
 
    “Chimera?” I repeated. “What, like the thing from Greek mythology?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” the Japanese woman said. “Chimeras are… god, if I’m right… but this is the only thing that explains why the aura would be so bizarre. I hadn’t considered it because, well, they’re supposed to be theoretical.” 
 
    I winced. “What do you mean… theoretical?” 
 
    “Chimeras are… combinations, hybrids, like you said,” Asami told me. “They used to be… they used to be human. Human and vampire and werewolf and a host of other things. Magically combined, shoved into one body and consciousness. It renders them mad and hungry. They don’t just pop into being. Like you said, they’re not natural occurrences.” 
 
    Something cold and unpleasant dropped into the pit of my stomach. I knew what she was going to say next, but I didn’t want to hear it. I didn’t want to have to consider it. 
 
    “Someone made that thing, Leo,” Asami said, and her face was tight with worry. “Someone took people and… I’ll bet that’s why the first cases are just disappearances instead of murders. Why no bodies were ever found.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. “What… why would someone do that? What does a chimera do that they would want?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Really, I have no idea. But they’re bastardized magic. Poison magic.” She shook her head and looked unsettled, and her dark hair fell in a sleek curtain over her face. “It’s not like the curse from Jonathan Rowe’s death, it’s not like an immune response. It’s a disease. Maybe someone… they might be trying to put a curse over the entire state with a chimera of that size…” 
 
    “Curse Oregon?” I asked, and my eyes widened with horror. “The entire fucking state? So, what, there will be revenants everywhere?” 
 
    Asami looked up at me. 
 
    “Or worse.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    “Worse?” I echoed. “What’s worse than a bunch of soulless, reanimated corpses running around killing people?” 
 
    “What a curse of that size will do to the people it doesn’t kill,” Asami suggested uneasily. “There’s no way the veil would be able to remain intact if something like that happened. The magical world would be exposed. Everything and everyone would be thrown into utter chaos.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. “Do you think that’s why it was made?” 
 
    “I can’t say,” she answered. “I have no idea what would motivate anyone to do something-- to create something like this. But even if exposing magic is not the purpose of the chimera, even if it’s just someone going mad with experimentation with no regard for ethics, it’s a dangerous creature, and it’s killing people.” 
 
    “We need to stop it,” I said flatly. “You know what it is now, do you know how to stop it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Asami confessed and chewed on her lower lip. “Like I said, they’re just supposed to be theories.” 
 
    “The thing we all saw in the woods looked pretty real for something that was only supposed to be theoretical,” I told her as I ran a hand through my hair. It was getting just long enough that it was getting wavy again, like Carmen’s.  
 
    “I mean, I suppose it’s possible someone could have attempted to create a chimera…” Asami said slowly. “As in, they could have put the theory to practice. It’s not physically impossible, but surely any creature would have died shortly after being created.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s what the continued disappearances are about,” I said. “Whoever’s making this thing is trying to keep it patched together by feeding it, or… or grafting on new people.”  
 
    I shuddered at the thought and pushed it away. It was one thing to see dead bodies or injuries, but quite another to imagine that thing we’d encountered had once been human.  
 
    Humans. Plural. 
 
    “But it makes sense how this has gone under the radar for so long,” Asami said. “I didn’t even consider it might be a chimera until you suggested it. And the Order wouldn’t bother to look too closely at an incident that doesn’t threaten to expose the magical world. It would have continued going largely unnoticed until…” 
 
    “Until it was too late for anyone to stop it,” I finished grimly. “Which means it’s up to us.” 
 
    We both knew the Order wouldn’t be interested in this job any more than before, even if we now knew what the problem was. The Council would continue to spout their rhetoric that the Order’s job was not to safeguard the supernatural world, but to hide it. They’d only care about the chimera once it became too big a problem to contain. 
 
    Asami rubbed her hands over her face and let out a long sigh.  
 
    “This at least explains why your gun didn’t do anything,” she said to me, and she propped up her chin on her fist. “One of the missing cases was a harpy man. He must have been… added to the chimera, and it must have gained impervious skin.” 
 
    “Not all over, though, surely,” I said. “I could shoot it in, like, the eye.” 
 
    “At this point, even that might not work,” she murmured as her brow furrowed in thought. “Something of that size, it’s so far beyond the things that made it-- far more than the sum of its components. You saw its blood, and you told me about how you all attacked it with Kylah’s knives. They barely did any damage, and I’d bet that was only because they’re imbued with curse-breaking magic.” 
 
    I frowned, because Asami was probably right. She was right about pretty much everything, after all.  
 
    “So, what?” I asked. “We need something with stronger curse-breaking magic?”  
 
    “Theoretically,” Asami replied, and she smiled a rueful smile, because ‘theoretically’ didn’t seem to count for much right now. She then gave a large yawn. 
 
    “You should sleep,” I told her. Honestly, we both needed it, but now that I knew just how dangerous this thing was, I was even more determined to stay up and keep watch. It was unlikely the chimera would come anywhere near the motel, and we would certainly hear it coming, but even so, my mind had shifted into ‘guard-mode’ and was loath to let me relax. 
 
    “We both should,” Asami argued. “I will if you will.” 
 
    I frowned at her. “Asami--” 
 
    “Leo,” she said in the same tone. “I know I’m pushing myself beyond my limits, but you are, too, and you’re just as valuable to our team. If you want me to take a break, you have to, too. Or we can both continue like this.” 
 
    I thought this over for a long moment, and I looked at the papers and laptop that surrounded us both.  
 
    “Ten more minutes,” I finally said. “Then we sleep. Both of us. And I take the chair, you sleep in Carmen’s bed.” 
 
    Asami looked like she wanted to protest, if the way she pursed her lips was any indication, but she didn’t. Instead, she nodded.  
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    So, we got back to work. 
 
    The next thing I was really aware of was a slight ache in the left side of my neck, and I opened my eyes to see light streaming in through the gaps in the curtains. 
 
    After a few moments, I realized I must have drifted off when Asami and I had still been researching. The laptop had run out of battery and died, and a couple of papers were in Asami’s lap, where they’d presumably fallen from her hands after she, too, had fallen asleep. 
 
    Her head was resting on my right shoulder, and at some point my head had been tipped to rest against hers, hence the crick in the left side, which had been stretched at an odd angle. I slowly lifted my head and winced as the stiff muscles protested, and then I rolled my shoulders a little to loosen them up. 
 
    “Hey,” I said softly to the woman still sleeping soundly on my shoulder. “Sami.” 
 
    When she didn’t respond, I jostled her lightly and said her name a little louder. “Asami.” 
 
    “Mmf?” she mumbled quietly and didn’t move.  
 
    “We fell asleep on the floor,” I told her. 
 
    That made her move. She raised her head from my shoulder and blinked at me a few times, seeming dazed. 
 
    “We… slept?” she asked. “On the floor?” 
 
    “I guess we were more tired than we thought,” I said with a sheepish smile. “That, or researching is even more dull than I realized.” 
 
    My statement had the desired effect, and she huffed a little and swatted me on the arm.  
 
    “Ungrateful!” she accused when I laughed at her reaction, which only made me laugh harder. “My research has saved your neck more times than you could count!” 
 
    “Oh, I’m well aware,” I promised her with a grin. “You have my unending thanks, Asami Tanaka.” 
 
    This seemed to soothe her irritation, and she smiled at me. 
 
    “In that case, you’re very welcome, Leo Rivera,” she said, and when she finally shifted to sit up properly instead of leaning on me, she grimaced. “Oh, god, I hurt everywhere.” 
 
    “Yeah, this really isn’t the most comfortable floor,” I agreed. The problem was I’d been sitting in this position for so long that it would be even more sore to move into a more comfortable one. “I think I need help up.” 
 
    “Weren’t you military?” Asami teased around a soft groan as she shuffled onto her hands and knees so she could push herself to standing. “I thought you’d be used to sleeping on hard surfaces.” 
 
    “An uncomfortable bed is different to a motel floor,” I chuckled and I rolled my shoulders again. Something clicked, loudly, but I felt a little less stiff afterwards. “Soldiers aren’t much good if they all have back and shoulder problems from sleeping weird.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but the pair of you looked very sweet like that,” a voice said, and I turned my aching neck to see Kylah walk out of the bathroom, wrapped in a towel with her blonde hair dripping onto her bare shoulders. 
 
    “Hey, you.” I grinned up at her and tipped my head back onto the foot of Carmen’s unused bed. Kylah bent down to kiss my lips quickly. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Better, now that I’m rested and clean,” she replied, and her green eyes slid over to Asami. “What about the pair of you? You must’ve been up pretty late to fall asleep on the ground.” 
 
    “We were,” Asami answered. She’d stood up by this point, and her words came out amidst a groan of appreciation as she stretched. “But we made progress.” 
 
    “Oh, good.” Kylah smiled, and she stepped forward to pull Asami into a quick hug. Asami hugged her back, and when they broke apart I noticed the Japanese woman had gone a little pink in the cheeks. “What kind of progress?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you once we’re all awake and dressed,” I promised her as I stood up. The base of my spine ached quite a bit, and between the fact              I’d only had a hurried wash last night, and that I’d slept on the ground, I was eager for a proper shower to soothe my muscles. “Mind if I wash in your bathroom?” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Kylah said. She was already digging through her bag for a clean set of clothes, since everything we’d been wearing last night was probably irreparably stained with chimera blood. 
 
    I showered a little less quickly and a little less frantically than I had last night, even though I probably had more reason to be scared now. It was probably the fact that I was slightly less sleep-deprived, and when I emerged from the bathroom and walked into the room I shared with Kegan in search of fresh clothes, I saw the other four were already dressed and ready to discuss the day. 
 
    “A chimera,” Kegan said to me when I entered. “You and Asami reckon it’s a goddamn chimera.” 
 
    “It seems to be the only thing that makes logical sense,” I said as I scooped up some clothes and walked into the bathroom to dress. Then I raised my voice so they could hear me from behind the door. “And I trust Sami. If she thinks it’s a chimera, I believe her.” 
 
    “I know,” the blond man replied. “I do, too. It’s just… aren’t they supposed to be theories? I swear I read about a guy who tried to create one, and it died within a couple of hours.” 
 
    “Souls aren’t meant to be bound together like that,” Asami said with a nod. “But there are no descriptions of a chimera’s aura because no one’s had one around long enough to take proper note. It’s possible it could look the way you guys all described it-- patchy and like it belongs to a number of different creatures.” 
 
    “Because it’s made of different creatures,” Carmen muttered. She was staring down at the floor and looked more than a little sickly. “That’s… god, that’s fucking sick.” 
 
    “It is,” I agreed. “Which is why we need to kill it and stop whoever made it.”  
 
    Frankly, at this point, it felt more like putting a tragic creature out of its misery than claiming victory over some enormous foe.  
 
    “Do we even know if whoever made it is still around?” Carmen then asked with a frown. “What if they just skipped town?” 
 
    “It’s possible,” Kylah admitted. “But surely they would want to observe the activities of what could well be the first chimera to live for a significant period of time.” 
 
    “If they’re insane enough to attempt making one, they wouldn’t just leave it alone to roam wherever,” Asami said while nodding. “But they’re also highly likely to have powerful allies.” 
 
    “You think this is connected to Phoenix?” Kegan asked her. 
 
    “It’s not impossible. Scratch’s files wouldn’t have been comprehensive.” Asami shrugged. “We can probably assume whoever made the chimera is similar to Scratch, in that they’re either known to the Phoenix group or actually involved.” 
 
    “Which means he’ll have someone like Amaryllis to keep an eye out on the ground and maybe provide backup,” I said with a frown. “So, we need to play this carefully. First Frankenstein’s monster, then the good doctor himself.” 
 
    “You know he wasn’t actually a doctor,” Asami told me. 
 
    “One thing at a time,” Carmen sighed and held up a hand. “We need to find this thing, and kill it, and quickly. Remember, Ralph came all the way up from LA to try and find his niece? What’s the likelihood she’s been eaten by this thing? Or turned into part of it?” 
 
    “She’s more likely to have been eaten than added to it,” Asami said. “Since a chimera would become more and more unstable-- both magically and mentally-- with each added creature. She might even still be alive.” 
 
    “What, like it’s saving her as a snack for later?” I asked, and the Japanese woman gave a shrug as if to say ‘yeah, if you want.’ 
 
    “There’s… no way we’d be able to save her if she had been added to that thing, is there?” my sister asked with a nervous look at Kegan. “She… she’d be lost. For good.” 
 
    “She would,” Kegan said in a sober voice. “The kind of magic required to make a chimera is extremely powerful and complex. If it’s even possible to undo, it would be far beyond the skill of anyone except maybe the person who created the chimera in the first place. Maybe.” 
 
    “Then let’s operate under the assumption that the chimera is keeping her alive for later,” Kylah said in a determined voice. “Ralph’s a reasonable man, he won’t hold on to false hope, but we can’t crush what hope he has, either.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said. “So, where does that leave us for today?” 
 
    “Well, first we need to figure out how to kill a chimera,” Asami sighed. “Which means I have to do more research. And the four of you need to figure out where it’s lurking. Attacking it during the day, when it’s sleeping, will be easier than when it’s hunting.” 
 
    “It’ll also be safer for any nearby hikers or park rangers,” I added. Not to mention, it would minimize the risk of any mortals seeing something magical, which would risk our exposure and get us in seriously hot water with the Order.  
 
    “You guys should go talk to that guy we rescued,” Carmen then said, and she looked at Kylah and me. “See if he remembers seeing anything about where the chimera was taking him. If it’s lurking in the middle of a magical dead zone, we won’t be able to track it with auras or my radar-thing.” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” I said and pointed at her. “In that case, you and Kegan can run recon on the locals some more. See if anyone saw Helen-- where she went, who spoke to her. If we can figure out where she was before she went missing, we might have a better sense of the chimera’s patterns of movement.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Kegan said with a nod, and he looked at my sister with what I considered to be a slightly too eager expression considering they were being sent to talk to locals about a missing teenager. He then gestured to the door. “Shall we?” 
 
    “Know any magical breakfast bars near here?” my sister asked with a grin, and the pair of them strolled out. 
 
    Kylah’s giggle made me turn away from the door, and I saw she’d raised a hand to her mouth in a vague attempt to hide how she was laughing.  
 
    “What?” I frowned. 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” she said with a smile. “Just thinking of how sweet an older brother you are to Carmen.” 
 
    “Very concerned for her wellbeing,” Asami added while nodding sagely.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes at them both, but they just kept smiling innocently, which made me even more sure that something was up. Both of them had a capacity for mischief, and I’d learned quickly that this capacity increased considerably when they were together. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at the pair of them and snatched up my jacket and mobile phone. “Alright then. Hospital?” 
 
    “Hospital,” Kylah agreed, and then she turned to Asami. “Do you want to come, too? The morgue might have some useful information. If we know what creatures make up the chimera, we might be able to kill it more easily.” 
 
    Asami looked a little doubtful and paused for a moment.  
 
    “Potentially,” she said after a long pause. “But if it’s managed to stay alive for this long, it’s probably more due to the sheer magical power. It’s probably just held together by that magic, like tape and safety pins. The individual weaknesses of its component creatures might not factor in anymore.” 
 
    “Sure, but it couldn’t hurt, right?” I pressed. “The chimera had harpy skin, which made it immune to bullets. Maybe it’s part faerie and has a weakness for cold iron.” 
 
    “True,” Asami admitted. “Alright. I’ll come with you two, then head to the library later.” 
 
    “Good, but we’re getting food first,” I said. “Monkey mentioned breakfast, and now I want pancakes.” 
 
    We found a place that claimed to do the ‘best pancakes in the state,’ and to their credit, they were pretty damn good pancakes. I noticed as the three of us ate that Kylah had a real sweet tooth and loved to smother her pancakes in copious amounts of maple syrup. Asami, meanwhile, preferred fruit, and she covered her own stack in so many berries I could barely see the pancakes themselves. 
 
    “I never really understood why Americans always had dessert for breakfast,” Asami admitted as she nibbled on a blueberry.  
 
    “Because it tastes good,” I said with a shrug. “Waking up early in the morning is already bad enough, you might as well save the depressing healthy stuff for lunch when you’ve at least had coffee.” 
 
    Asami frowned thoughtfully as I asked our waiter for the bill, and after we’d paid, we made our way to the hospital. Kylah stopped us at the last moment to buy a small bouquet of flowers, since she reckoned it was rude to show up empty-handed. 
 
    “Hi,” I said to the man at the reception desk when we arrived. He looked to be only a little older than me and had reddish hair. “We’re here about a young man who would’ve been admitted in the early hours of this morning? He was attacked by a large animal?” 
 
    “You press?” The receptionist frowned at us. “We don’t allow press inside.” 
 
    “We’re not press,” Kylah said quickly, and she stepped forward a little. “We’re the people who found him in the woods. We wanted to make sure he was okay.” 
 
    The man frowned like he sincerely doubted Kylah’s story, but then he looked her up and down and blinked a few times. For a second, he seemed kind of dazed. 
 
    “I’ll need to see some ID,” he said at last. “Prove your identities and whatnot.” 
 
    “Here,” I said, and I pulled my driving license out of my wallet, which happened to have a veteran designation on it 
 
    I passed it over to the receptionist, and I saw his eyebrows raise slightly as he recognized the designation. When he passed it back to me, he nodded.  
 
    “All good. Thank you for your service.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I shoved my license back in my wallet. “Which room, then?” 
 
    “Thomas Carter, room 204,” the receptionist answered, but he’d already turned back to his computer and was engrossed in another task. 
 
    Once we were past the double doors, Kylah began speaking to Asami and me in a low voice. 
 
    “Sami, can you glamour yourself and get into the morgue, or do you want me to do it?” she asked. 
 
    “I can do it,” Asami answered. “It’ll be better that way, too, if I can see the evidence for myself. I have a clearer sense of what to look for. We need you and your charm on the front lines.” 
 
    She said this last bit with a cheeky grin, which Kylah then returned, and I looked between the two of them with a surprised expression. 
 
    “Wait, is that not hyperbole?” I asked, and my eyes widened. “Did you actually pull some faerie magic on that guy?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say magic,” Kylah said with a wry smile, and she curled a lock of blonde hair around her finger. “I just… encouraged his more generous side.” 
 
    “Faeries have incredible powers of persuasion, kind of similar to vampire hypnotism,” Asami explained. “It’s subtler on half-fae. Like a mental nudge.” 
 
    “You are devious.” I smirked at Kylah. “Remind me never to get on your bad side.” 
 
    “Never,” she promised me with a smile, and then she leaned forward to kiss my cheek. “Now, Sami, are you ready?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Asami answered, and a few moments later she faded from view. It was only because I knew where she was standing, and probably also because I had the second sight, that I could still notice she was standing there. But it was like my mind didn’t want to notice her, like my perception was being shifted away from her as she walked down the hall, following the signs that said ‘morgue.’ 
 
    Kylah and I followed the signs for room 204, and when we knocked on the door, we heard a voice say, “Come in,” which was a good sign. We couldn’t exactly question a guy who wasn’t conscious. 
 
    When we entered, Thomas Carter was sitting up in his bed with bandages covering the right side of his face, but he seemed pretty cognizant for a guy who’d almost been torn to shreds twelve hours ago. 
 
    “Uh… hi,” he said blankly, and he looked between Kylah and me. “Are you nurses?” 
 
    “No,” Kylah said, and she stepped forward like she had with the guy at the reception desk earlier. She held the bouquet of flowers out at arm’s length, and Thomas Carter took them with a small smile of thanks and placed them to one side. “I’m Kylah, this is Leo. We’re the people who… found you.” 
 
    “Oh.” Thomas Carter’s face-- or what we could see of it-- fell a little. “Right. Well… thanks, I guess. I probably wouldn’t be here if not for you guys.” 
 
    I knew for a fact he wouldn’t have been, but I decided not to say it aloud and instead let Kylah continue to work her literal magic. 
 
    “We were wondering if you could tell us anything about… about what you remember,” Kylah said delicately.  
 
    “Why?” Thomas asked. He was turning over a small object in his hands, something pen-shaped with a button on one end and a wire on the other. 
 
    “We’re trying to find someone who went missing in the forest, too,” I said. “We need a better idea of her pattern of movement to do that, so we were hoping you could tell us your planned route or something.” 
 
    Thomas looked more than a little uneasy. “I dunno. I’m sorry, man, but if you haven’t seen your friend, she’s probably dead. You’ve heard all those stories. I thought I’d be fine, y’know? I never thought something like that would happen to me, but it did. You’d be better off staying away and letting the cops try to figure it out.” 
 
    “We appreciate the concern,” Kylah told him, and she took another step forward so she was close enough to gently rest her hand on Thomas’ arm. “But we’re done waiting for the police. They’ve gone months without making progress.” 
 
    Thomas sighed and then winced. He pressed the button on the pen-like object, and a few seconds later his pained grimace relaxed. I realized then that it must have been a morphine drip. 
 
    “I guess I can’t really argue with you guys, considering you’re the ones who saved me,” he sighed. “That was a really fucked-up night.” 
 
    “You have no idea,” I said with a nod. “We’re just glad we found you before it got too bad.” 
 
    “So am I,” Thomas said. “But I don’t know how helpful I’m gonna be, anyway. I don’t really remember what happened, and, well, what I do remember is…”  
 
    He trailed off, and I frowned and couldn’t help but cock my head as I took a step forward, too. 
 
    “What do you remember?” I asked him. 
 
    Thomas’ expression was curiously uncomfortable, and he was silent for a long moment. 
 
    “I was scared, and I’d lost a lot of blood,” he said at last. “Plus, I’ve got a fair amount of painkillers in my system right now. I don’t know how credible a witness I am.” 
 
    “We’re not gonna think you’re crazy if you saw something strange, Thomas,” Kylah said in a gentle tone. “It was a traumatic event. But we need you to be totally honest, even if you think what you saw isn’t exactly what actually happened.” 
 
    Thomas sighed, and he carefully raised a hand to brush over the bandaged side of his head. 
 
    “I… it was a bear, I think,” he said. “But… not. It was bigger than a bear, and it was… maybe it was the light, or something, but it just looked wrong.” 
 
    “Wrong how?” Kylah prompted. 
 
    “Like… like it was just fucked up,” Thomas said with a shrug. His posture was defeated and tired. He knew what he’d seen contradicted everything he knew, everything that was logical and ‘real.’ 
 
    “You don’t think it was a natural creature, do you?” I asked, because he’d probably be more willing to talk to us if we broached the idea of the supernatural first. “It didn’t look like one to me.” 
 
    Thomas’ eyes went very wide. “You saw it?” 
 
    “I did,” I said. “And it didn’t look like any bear I’d ever seen.” 
 
    “We want to find our friend, and we know this thing is… dangerous,” Kylah said carefully. “So, please, any information you have.” 
 
    Thomas swallowed shakily and then nodded. 
 
    “I was… I was doing research,” he said once he’d gathered his courage. “On the soil. In the woods. I’m a PhD student at the university. I was taking samples, I think… I think two days ago. It was late at night and… and that thing just attacked me out of nowhere. I think I hit my head or something because, well, the next thing I knew I was in some… pit.”  
 
    “Pit?” I asked. 
 
    “Like this… cave. This bunker thing or whatever, this basement to a cabin, maybe. Like, it definitely hadn’t been dug by some animal, it was… I dunno, like someone had lived there ages ago, but they’d abandoned it. I was alone there.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but glance at Kylah then. She and Asami had both spoken about how the chimera’s creator would probably want to observe it. Maybe the chimera was living out of its creator’s old laboratory or something. 
 
    “We found you in the woods,” Kylah then said. “Did the creature drag you out? Was it moving you somewhere?” 
 
    “No, I… I think I tried to make a break for it,” Thomas said as he furrowed his brow. “But that thing found me, and it was bringing me back when… when you guys found me, I guess. That’s the last thing I remember before I woke up here a couple hours ago.” 
 
    He shrugged and then looked furtively over at Kylah and me. His eyes darted between us almost nervously, like he was expecting us to burst out laughing or call him crazy, but Kylah just smiled and touched his arm again. 
 
    “I know this must be really hard for you,” she said to him. “Something like this… it’s awful. But thank you so much for telling us that.” 
 
    “I want you to find your friend,” Thomas said with a nod. “That place was horrifying. There was… there was blood everywhere. It had seeped into the wood or whatever-- you could smell it. I wouldn’t wish that place on my worst enemy.” 
 
    We thanked Thomas for his time and left his room, and there was an unmistakable tension in the air between Kylah and me when we looked at one another. 
 
    “This thing is intelligent enough to take prisoners and save them for later,” I said. “That’s… pretty scary. But it hopefully means Helen is still alive.” 
 
    “Does it?” Kylah asked with a furrow between her eyebrows. She was twirling a curl around her finger again, so I reached up to take her hand in my own and squeezed her fingers gently. “Thomas said he was alone.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean Helen is dead,” I said. “The chimera must have been bringing people back to wherever it… woke up. Wherever it was first made. It could easily have been more than one room, or Thomas forgot he saw someone else there.” 
 
    “You think?” Kylah asked me. “You… you really think that?” 
 
    “I have to,” I said simply. “We have to hope. Not falsely, but we can’t let it be crushed, either.” 
 
    Ralph was maybe the toughest son of a bitch I knew. He clearly adored Helen, and for that I was willing to bet she, also a werewolf, was pretty tough, too. So she was alive, I was sure of it. 
 
    We just had to find her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    Asami was waiting for Kylah and me outside Thomas’ hospital room, and I had to admit with her hair pulled up into a messy bun and a firm expression on her face, she did look like she could’ve been a junior doctor, or a first-year resident, or whatever it was they called someone who’d just graduated medical school and was new to the field. Add in a glamour to make her less noticeable, and no one would have questioned her. 
 
    “How was he?” she asked me when we stepped out, and her brow was already furrowed with worry for this man that she had never even met. 
 
    “Pretty lucid, considering the amount of opiates in his bloodstream right now,” I answered. 
 
    “He’s doing well, according to his charts,” Kylah added as she stepped forward to put an arm around the shorter woman’s shoulders and squeezed comfortingly. “I’m sure he’ll be just fine, once we kill this thing and make sure it can’t hurt any more people.” 
 
    “Speaking of, did you find anything useful in the morgue?” I asked as Asami tipped her head to rest it on Kylah’s shoulder and looked up at me with her large, dark eyes. 
 
    “Well, I had a look through the records of the bodies they recovered,” she said. “Which isn’t much, since so many of the cases are disappearances, and several more only recovered parts, rather than an entire body.” 
 
    Asami must have seen my disheartened expression then, because she rushed forward, out of Kylah’s embrace, and put an arm on my shoulder in encouragement. 
 
    “No, no, I did find something,” she told me. “It’s just… well, I don’t know how useful it’s going to be yet, but no information we uncover will be bad information, you know?” 
 
    I agreed with that, and I nodded as I raised a hand to cover Asami’s. My skin was a few shades tanner than hers, and my hand was considerably larger. For a moment, the contrast fascinated me, and the world around me and all its difficulties narrowed to the sensation of her skin against mine as I held her hand. 
 
    “What did you find, then?” Kylah asked in a soft voice, and I looked up sharply and somehow felt like I had crossed some line, but she was just smiling at me kindly when I met her green gaze. She then turned to Asami and continued. “Anything we can use now?” 
 
    “Yes, actually,” the Japanese woman replied encouragingly. “There was an unusually small amount of blood in all the bodies recovered. Even accounting for those who were eaten and dismembered, not to mention the fact some of them were pretty intact.” 
 
    “Missing blood?” I said. “So, we have a vampire involved.” 
 
    “Yes and no,” Asami answered. “I think one of the… one of the components of the chimera is-- or, was-- a vampire. Some traits of the original creatures remain, like the hard scales of a harpy. In this case the chimera sustains itself by feeding on the blood of its victims.” 
 
    “But that wouldn’t explain the eating,” Kylah said. “Vampires don’t eat flesh. Sometimes rogue werewolves do.” 
 
    “Then there must have been a werewolf involved in the creation of this chimera, too,” Asami replied simply. Her skin had gone a little too pale, now, and she looked slightly ill.  
 
    Not that I could blame her. This whole thing was, at minimum, disgusting. 
 
    “That would explain the bite and claw marks we’ve seen,” Kylah said with a nod. “But… I’m confused. I know chimeras were all supposed to be theoretical, but all the accounts I’ve heard of talk about combining only two creatures, and they become more unstable with more creatures added to it. You said it yourself, Helen is quite possibly still alive because of that.” 
 
    “I did,” Asami agreed. “But just because theoretical chimera experiments only spoke about using two creatures doesn’t mean this chimera is only two.” 
 
    “Yeah, from what we’ve seen, it’s gotta be at least three,” I said grimly. “A harpy, a werewolf, and a vampire.” 
 
    “And that’s assuming there is only one of each kind,” Asami added. “It’s easier to bind creatures with similar auras together, such as two werewolves, and given the size of the creature you all described to me, it could well be more.” 
 
    “Wait, the law of conservation of mass applies to magic?” I asked. 
 
    “Magic is just energy,” Kylah said with a shrug. “Energy can neither be created nor destroyed, and you can’t make something from nothing.” 
 
    “Not for lack of trying,” Asami said with a roll of her eyes, and her nose stud winked at me. “There are still people who are convinced alchemical transformation is possible. A lot of them think the key to alchemical immortality can be seen in vampires-- never mind the fact that vampires aren’t truly immortal, because they’re ultimately human, and no human is immortal. Something in vampire venom just slows down the aging process to such a ridiculous degree that they seem immortal, but they’re not truly immortal because they can still be killed. Obviously, Leo, you know that, since you killed--” 
 
    “Sami,” Kylah interrupted the Japanese woman gently. “Not to derail your train of thought, but alchemy isn’t going to help us much right now. We need to kill this thing, not try and make it immortal.” 
 
    “And we need your genius mind to do it,” I added with a grin, and Asami smiled at us both gently. 
 
    “Well, if this thing is composed of many creatures, it’s even more of a feat of magic that it exists and has stayed alive for so long,” she said to Kylah and me. “A chimera will become less controllable with more creatures added to it. The mental strain of combining two minds will eventually cause them to just… snap. Break under the pressure. Having multiple psyches will only accelerate the process and make the inevitable fallout much worse.” 
 
    “Is this the fallout?” I asked. “These attacks? Or is this still a creature somewhat under control?” 
 
    I knew what her answer was going to be even before I asked the question, but some part of me still foolishly hoped that we were going to have luck on our side, and I needed to know. I needed to hear it from her mouth. 
 
    “Whoever made the chimera is clearly gone, or at least distant,” Asami said. “But this creature still has a mind. It hasn’t broken yet, somehow. But it will.” 
 
    “How long do we have, then?” I asked, and I swallowed hard. “Before it goes on an all-out rampage or gets poisonous enough to raise revenants?” 
 
    Basically, how long did we have before this thing had the potential to upturn and expose the entire magical world? 
 
    Asami grimaced, and my heart sank. 
 
    “Not long,” she answered after a long moment, like she was apologizing for having to deliver this bad news. “I don’t know an exact timetable, so much about chimeras is just theory, but… it can’t be long. It’s a miracle it’s lasted this long.” 
 
    “Then we need to work fast,” I said firmly. “We need to find some… something curse-break-y in order to kill it. Something that won’t be affected by harpy skin or vampire healing or black goddamn blood.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Asami said with a nod, and the furrow in her brow went from concerned to determined. 
 
    “Wait,” Kylah then said as she raised a hand, and Asami and I both turned to look at her. “If this thing’s mind and self is only being held together with magic, and the only way to kill it is with curse-breaking magic… what if we just remove whatever is holding it together? What if we unleash its full destructive power? What if we try to kill it, and we just… make it worse? Break its mind or something?” 
 
    “That… is a possibility,” Asami admitted, and she grimaced again. “But we can’t just leave it out here. Even if it wasn’t a timebomb all on its own, it’s still killing people now.” 
 
    “I know that,” Kylah said. “But I just… we need to handle this carefully. Very carefully. If we do this wrong, we could just make things worse for a lot of people.” 
 
    “We absolutely need to have caution,” I agreed. “But that doesn’t change the fact we’re on a time crunch. It’s like yesterday-- we wanted time to research this thing, but we had to move quickly because we knew an attack was imminent.” 
 
    “Fast but cautious,” Kylah said. “Is that sort of thing possible?” 
 
    “It’ll have to be,” I said. “If we want to keep Eugene, Oregon from becoming the epicenter of a magical apocalypse or some shit.” 
 
    “Leo…” Asami said quietly. 
 
    “We can do it,” I told her. Both of them. “I know we can. We found those half-fae and stopped Scratch’s entire operation inside of a week with practically no resources. This is the same thing. We know what we’re dealing with now. We just have to figure out a way to stop it, and quickly. There can only be so much research on chimeras, right?” 
 
    “Yes, but that could be exactly the problem,” Asami insisted. “There’s no practical research for me to base my theories on. Curse-breaking magic is a broad concept. You saw how Kylah’s knives barely did any damage. We need something stronger than that.” 
 
    “Okay, then,” I said. “So, find me something stronger. Tell me what the strongest curse-breaking spell you know is, and we’ll do it.” 
 
    Asami curled her hands into loose fists, then relaxed them, then curled them back into fists. 
 
    “I… don’t know,” she finally said. “I don’t know what I’m doing. All of this is theory and-- and I’m not supposed to be out in the field! I’m not trained to shoot vampires or kill chimeras or any of that! I’m a researcher! I translate things, and I-- I--” 
 
    She broke off into a choked sob and pressed both of her hands over her face to hide her tears, but Kylah and I could easily tell she was upset. 
 
    “Oh, Sami,” Kylah sighed, and she stepped forward to pull the shorter woman into a tight embrace.  
 
    I did, too, and I wrapped my arms around the pair of them, with my mouth pressed to the crown of Asami’s head. Flyaway strands from her messy bun tickled my nose, but I didn’t care. 
 
    How could I have been so foolish? Of course she wasn’t ready for shit like this. Carmen and I had chosen to throw ourselves into the deep end with this bounty hunter gig. Asami had followed us because she was our friend, because she was the Campbells’ friend. She’d said she wasn’t with us because she felt obligated to be, but how much did that really count for when her two closest friends were leaving? 
 
    I had my military training, and Carmen had always been the kind to scrap around and stand her ground. Asami was tough and resilient, I knew from experience, but that didn’t change the fact this was all a lot to deal with. She’d just found out a dangerous creature that was supposed to only be a theory was real, and she was now our only hope on how to stop it. And if she didn’t, the entire magical world could be at risk. 
 
    “It’s gonna be okay, Sami,” I murmured into her hair. “We’ve all got this. We’re here to support you.” 
 
    “Not just in your research,” Kylah added. “You’re our friend, and we love you.” 
 
    “I can’t let you down,” Asami sniffled, and her voice shook with tears. She still had her hands pressed over her face, perhaps out of shame, and I wanted to pull them down and kiss away each tear on her cheeks.  
 
    From how distressed Kylah looked at the sight of her friend so upset, I reckoned she would let me, or even help. 
 
    “You won’t,” I said. “You haven’t yet. We know you’re doing everything you possibly can, and that’s all we can ask for. We’re not going to expect more than what you’re capable of.” 
 
    “I think we all need to sit down and have a rest,” Kylah said in a soothing voice. “You two barely got any sleep last night, and I’m sure that didn’t help.” 
 
    “I’m not a child,” Asami said into her hands, but I could hear the slightest hint of amusement, or even teasing, in her voice, and I smiled against her hair. 
 
    “We know you’re not,” I said. “You’re a fucking badass. You can read Cuneiform. And you’re going to figure out how to kill this thing, I know it.” 
 
    Kylah grinned up at me despite the tears in her own eyes, and I shifted to kiss her cheekbone gently. When I pulled away, she mouthed, ‘I love you,’ and for a second I swore my heart didn’t beat. 
 
    This was the first time either of us properly said it. The ‘L’ word. In that explicit context. I couldn’t remember the last time a girlfriend had said that to me. Or the last time I’d said it to a girlfriend. Honestly, I could barely remember the last time I’d had a girlfriend and not just a date or a hookup. 
 
    The army hadn’t exactly facilitated a healthy dating life. There had been a couple women in my unit, but I’d made a point never to come on to them or flirt with them or anything. I’d heard enough horror stories of what women in the military had to put up with, and I refused to contribute to that shit. 
 
    Now, I just mouthed back ‘I love you, too’ and pulled both women even closer. Kylah gazed at me happily for a moment longer, and then she turned her attention back to Asami. 
 
    “Come on,” she said. “Let’s get back to the motel, have a think, and a rest. We’ll work from there.” 
 
    Asami had finally pulled her hands from her face, and Kylah took them in her own and kissed Asami’s knuckles sweetly. The Japanese woman managed a tiny smile as she looked at Kylah and I, and then she gave a tentative nod. 
 
    “Alright,” she said in a small, slightly choked voice. “Yeah. Have a think. I just… I need a second to figure this out. To recharge, y’know?” 
 
    “I know,” I assured her, and I kissed the top of her hair the way I often kissed Carmen’s.  
 
    I was very familiar with how the stress of something that Could Not Fail got to someone, if they let it stew for too long. The military had been a real crucible in terms of learning to properly manage stress, because that shit could be as deadly as a bullet if it went unchecked. People had mental breakdowns, made stupid mistakes that cost people their lives, couldn’t eat or sleep. There was no end to the way stress could get you killed, even someone who wasn’t in a combat role, like Asami Tanaka. 
 
    Back at the motel, I was a little surprised to see Carmen and Kegan were also there. They were sitting in the armchairs by the window, with to-go coffee cups between them, and Carmen was hunched over her laptop. I couldn’t see what was on the screen until we were in the room, at which point my sister slammed the laptop shut. 
 
    “Oh, my god,” I deadpanned. 
 
    “Shut up!” she squawked at me. 
 
    “Oh, my god!” I repeated, louder. 
 
    “No!” Carmen told me. “It’s relevant! It’s helpful for this goddamn case!” 
 
    “Monkey!” I groaned exasperatedly. “You can’t keep hacking into government databases! You’re gonna get arrested!” 
 
    “It’s not hacking if it’s that easy to crack into,” my sister insisted. “A four-year-old could do this! They need better security-- hell, any security!” 
 
    “Their security did seem ridiculously easy to bypass,” Kegan said and was extremely unhelpful. “I’m not very good with computers, but I reckon I could’ve done it.” 
 
    “I don’t care if you do it, I care if my moron twin sister gets thrown in jail for digital espionage or treason or whatever the fuck.” I scowled. 
 
    “It’s not treason if I don’t give it to foreign governments,” Carmen said with a roll of her eyes. This was a conversation we’d had many times before, but I had no patience for her childishness, because I refused to let her get carted off to jail when she was the only family I had. She wasn’t allowed to be this dumb. “And it’s just the police records! Kylah and I couldn’t get into the precinct record room, remember? It’s a lot easier to cut out the magical middle man of stealing a keycard or whatever.” 
 
    I dragged both my hands down my face and let out a long groan. “You hacked into the local police files?” 
 
    “Hacking seems to be a generous term for what I did,” my sister scoffed. “This security really is dogshit. Anyway, do you want to know about the first case who went missing almost a year ago? The first one who could reasonably be considered the start of this fuckery?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, fine.” I waved an impatient hand. 
 
    Carmen opened her laptop up again and turned the screen around so Kylah, Asami, and I could all see a mugshot. 
 
    “Meet Neil Johnson,” my sister announced. “Current arrest record includes three counts of assault, the most recent of which was two years ago and included him biting his victim.” 
 
    “So… he’s a vampire?” 
 
    “Werewolf, actually,” Carmen corrected me. “And more than a little unstable. His family has a history of aggression issues. His dad was a mortal, as far as I can see, but he had a rap sheet longer than my arm. Anyway, Neil went missing just under a year ago while he was in the woods. A week later, a mortal--” She tapped the screen, and the mugshot became a picture of a smiling middle-aged man. “--by the name of Oliver Mitchell, an avid hiker, also went missing. Couple weeks after that, the first ‘animal attack’ of this nature was reported to the police.” 
 
    “So, whoever created the chimera, they started off with a werewolf and a mortal,” I said, and I turned to Asami. “Why would they want a mortal in a chimera? Wouldn’t that fuck with the magic binding it together?” 
 
    “Humans aren’t anti-magic,” Asami told me. “They just lack it. They can regain it in some capacity in the right circumstances-- such as being bitten by a werewolf or a vampire. Still, it is curious a human was one of the original components.” 
 
    “So, we can assume some of the missing humans were added to the chimera, and that they weren’t just eaten,” I said. “And we’re already working under the assumption that some of the kidnapped magicals are being used as food instead of additional components. So… what is this weirdo trying to build?” 
 
    “A purely magical chimera would have many conflicting signatures, maybe the humans were added as a way to… even it out,” Asami suggested. “Make the overall creature more stable.”  
 
    “Like a buffer,” I said. “If vampires and werewolves and so on have different magical signatures, padding them out with non-magical signatures would be a good way to give them ‘space’ so they don’t make this thing go on a rampage or whatever.” 
 
    “Does that mean it’s deliberately been created as a massive weapon?” I asked. “Is upheaving the magical world this guy’s explicit intention, then?” 
 
    “It could be, but I somehow doubt it,” Kegan said. “The disturbance would be more effective in a more populous area, like Los Angeles-- maybe even Colorado, since it’s got the Sanctuary and animals that may attack humans.” 
 
    “He came out here for privacy, then,” I said. “Far away from the Sanctuary. He wants to go as unnoticed as possible, maybe. But still, why make a chimera? That’s going to turn into a beacon eventually.” 
 
    “We’re going in circles,” Carmen said with a frown. “We can ponder the philosophy of a crazy guy after we kill his monster.” 
 
    There was a knock at the door just then, and the five of us looked around at each other because if we were all here, then who was coming to talk to us? 
 
    “Come in,” I said dubiously, and a second later my fears were assuaged when Ralph walked in. He was so tall and so large he had to duck around the hanging light, and Kegan got up from his seat so Ralph could sit down without knocking into something. 
 
    “I wanted to ask if I could help,” the werewolf man said to me once he was settled. He leaned forward with his elbows on his knees, and his face was a mask of parental concern. “And if you’ve made any progress.” 
 
    “We have,” I said. “We’re pretty sure the thing that took Helen is a chimera.” 
 
    “A what?” Ralph gasped, and he put one hand to his mouth to cover how his jaw had dropped open. 
 
    “A chimera,” I repeated. “We reckon it took Helen as… We believe it intends to eat her at some point.” 
 
    “Oh, god,” Ralph muttered, and he pressed both hands to his face now. He dragged them slowly down and then looked at me. “You don’t think--?” 
 
    “We believe she’s still alive,” Kylah interrupted, before he could even voice the idea. “We spoke to a human who was attacked and managed to escape, and the creature has some kind of den, some base where it keeps people for… for later.” 
 
    “We’re trying to locate it, and once we have a way to kill it, we’ll go in and get her out,” I said. 
 
    I’d expected this to put Ralph at ease a little. Not entirely, because his niece was still missing, but given that we had a clear plan of action, and we clearly cared, I had hoped he would be a little less terrified and stressed. 
 
    I didn’t expect him to glare at me. 
 
    “What?” he demanded, and his voice was cold. 
 
    “We’re… we’re going to get her out,” I repeated slowly, and I blinked at him. “Once we figure out a way to kill it.” 
 
    “You’re going to wait until you can kill it?” Ralph growled. “A chimera? Those things aren’t even supposed to be real, it could take you days to find a proper way to kill it? Helen won’t have ‘days!’ She’s already been missing for ‘days!’” 
 
    “We know,” Kylah said in a mollifying tone. “But we have to be careful with this, Ralph. If we charge in without a real plan on how to fight this thing, people could get hurt or killed-- including Helen.” 
 
    “But you can’t just sit here and wait!” Ralph snapped. “She’s seventeen! She’s all by herself! She has no idea if anyone’s coming to rescue her!” 
 
    “Easy now,” I said, and I raised my hands in a gesture that was as much an attempt to de-escalate the situation as it was a slight warning. “You know we’re doing everything we can to find her. But Kylah’s right, we need to be smart.” 
 
    “You need to be fast!” Ralph spat, and he jumped up from his chair. “You need to move before she gets torn to pieces by this thing-- this thing that isn’t even supposed to exist!” 
 
    He looked around at us all and then pointed at Asami. 
 
    “You’re the goddamn researcher, aren’t you?” he demanded. “What do you have? What have you found out?” 
 
    “Hey!” I said sharply. “Don’t talk to her like that!” 
 
    “I’ll talk to whoever I have to, however I have to, in order to get my niece home safe,” Ralph snarled, and his eyes flashed as he turned his gaze on me.  
 
    I knew how strong he was, and for many reasons I did not want this to devolve into a physical fight. But I could see how worked up he was, and how scared he was for Helen, and he owned a gym, so of course he was used to venting his frustrations by hitting something. 
 
    “You need to sit down and chill out, Ralph,” I said sternly, and I took a slight step forward, just enough to push the others behind me.  
 
    Carmen was still sitting in her own seat, on my left, and not moving, but her eyes darted from me to Ralph and back again. 
 
    “You need to give me some information I can use to save my niece,” Ralph told me in a growling voice. “If you won’t do it, I will. By myself, if I have to.” 
 
    “If you go out there by yourself, you’ll die,” I said flatly. “That thing is too big and too powerful for one person.” 
 
    “I will not leave my niece out there while the five of you quibble over details.” Ralph bared his teeth. “You don’t need to kill it right now, you just need to get her out of there.” 
 
    “And the other people who might be in there?” I asked. “The other people who could be kidnapped between us rescuing Helen and us killing it? We need to act decisively. If we let it know we know where it is, it could move, and it would probably kill all its hostages before it did. We need to be smart.” 
 
    “We don’t have time for smart!” Ralph shouted. “She’s a teenager, damn you! A kid! And she’s in danger!” 
 
    “You think I don’t know what it’s like to be terrified?” I asked. “To feel like you’re going to die and no one can come save you? I had that when I was eight years old. Someone saved us, and we made it out, but those firefighters would’ve killed us and collapsed the house on top of Carmen and me if they’d just barged in. They did what they could as fast as they could, and they did it right. They did it carefully.” 
 
    “I know your story, Rivera.” Ralph narrowed his eyes. “I know who your father was. Would he say the same thing about that night? The night he and his wife were killed?” 
 
    “Hey,” Kegan said sharply in warning, and he reached over to put a hand on Ralph’s shoulder, but Ralph shrugged it off and kept his gaze fixed squarely on me.  
 
    I didn’t waver, and I forced my clenched fists to relax. 
 
    “You’re upset,” I said in a measured tone. “You’re scared for Helen. I get that. But you don’t get to lash out and try to hurt me because of it. We’re helping you, and we’re helping Helen to the best of our ability. You can’t ask more than that, and we can’t give it.” 
 
    “Then why did I even come here,” Ralph spat, and he surged forward, shoved past me, and knocked hard into my shoulder. 
 
    That was apparently the last straw for Carmen, because she shot up out of her seat and yelled, “Hey!” 
 
    “What?” Ralph turned back to glare at her. 
 
    “We’re trying to help you, asshole!” she cried out. “You and your niece! You don’t get to act like we’re not doing enough or not taking you seriously. The Order wouldn’t even hear your case, but we’re doing everything we can. We’re not the bad guys here.” 
 
    “The bad guys are whoever tries to stop me from saving my niece,” Ralph told her. “Since the five of you are too cowardly to do it yourselves.”  
 
    “Ralph,” I said sternly. “You can’t go there. You’ll just get yourself killed.” 
 
    “That’s a risk I’m willing to take,” he said flatly, and he turned away again and made for the door. 
 
    “Ralph--” I said again, and I reached to grab him, but the moment my hand closed around his arm, I felt a sharp pain jolt into my jaw, and white spots scattered across my vision. 
 
    The next thing I knew, I was sprawled on the floor of the motel room, Carmen was swearing loudly, and Ralph was looming over me, with his face twisted in a snarl.  
 
    I raised a hand to my stinging chin and realized Ralph’s punch had split my lip. 
 
    “Oh, hell no,” I growled. I got to my feet, and before reason could tell me not to, I wound back a fist and sunk it right into Ralph’s cheekbone.  
 
    His head snapped sharply to the side, and he let out a growling noise that seemed more indignant than anything else. Then he grabbed the front of my shirt with both hands and slammed me into the wall. 
 
    I groaned at the impact, but I didn’t let up and shoved my knee up into his gut. He coughed and slackened his grip just enough for me to break free and shove him back. Ralph recovered quickly, though, and backhanded me across the face hard enough that my head spun. I staggered to the side and threw a punch that was admittedly sloppy, and it missed, but still I managed to dodge Ralph’s next punch and landed my own on his jaw, right where he’d hit me the first time. 
 
    “Enough!” I finally realized there was a voice crying out, and dazedly I turned to see Carmen, Kegan, Asami, and Kylah watching Ralph and I in horror. Kylah was the one who’d spoken, and she said it again. “Enough, both of you! Are you seriously going to be that childish?” 
 
    Ralph and I both looked at one another, and the anger suddenly fizzled away. I stared at him, slightly confused, and he stared back at me. 
 
    “I… I’m sorry,” he said in a subdued voice. “I… I don’t know what came over me, that was… I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, too,” I muttered as I rubbed my jaw. “But I still think you’re an idiot for wanting to go there by yourself.” 
 
    Ralph’s brow furrowed with a momentary flash of anger, but by this point, Kylah had jumped between us and raised a hand in either direction, as if fending us off. 
 
    “Sami, you take Leo through to the next room,” she instructed. “We’ll clean up Ralph, and the mess you both made.” 
 
    Only then did I really see how much destruction our short brawl had caused. Papers were everywhere, there was a spray of blood across the carpet from where someone spat it out, chairs were upturned, and the last dregs of the to-go coffees were spreading across the little table and slowly dripping onto the floor.  
 
    I looked up sheepishly at Kylah and the others, wiped perfunctorily at my bleeding lip, and nodded. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said again as Asami began to lead me through to the girls’ room and closed the door behind us. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    My head felt a little fuzzy from the dregs of the adrenaline and the pain from being hit, but it was clear enough that I knew I should have been the bigger man and not hit back. In my defense, though, policy in the army had been if someone else hits first, it was fair game, and I wasn’t going to let Ralph disrespect my friends and Carmen like that. 
 
    I knew Carmen well enough to know she would be on edge after that, and she would probably stalk off for ‘some goddamn peace and quiet’ to some bar so she could have a drink in peace. I couldn’t say I blamed her. I’d let my emotions get the better of me, and I’d been trained to react more sensibly than that. In the army, in the field, acting so blindly and rashly got you killed. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said to Asami as I sat down on the end of Carmen’s bed, against the foot of which Asami and I had stolen our precious few hours of sleep that morning. I’d apologized to Ralph, but not to her. I knew I must have freaked her out a little. 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize to me,” she said. “You’re under as much stress and pressure as the rest of us. Ralph lashed out because he’s worried, you did the same.” 
 
    “It’s not bad that he or I feel worried, but it’s bad we acted on our emotions like that,” I sighed. “So I do owe you all an apology. I’m sorry.” 
 
    She regarded me for a moment with a raised eyebrow and then nodded. “Alright, then. Apology accepted. Now, let’s get you cleaned up.” 
 
    Asami went over to the bathroom and returned a minute later with a cloth soaked in warm water. Between the blood Kegan had smeared on the mirror so we could travel to the Sanctuary, the black chimera stuff on half of the towels, and the blood I was about to stain the washcloths with, we were definitely going to be charged extra when we left this little motel. 
 
    I couldn’t help but hiss a little at the sting of the cloth against my split lip. My eye socket was throbbing, too, from when Ralph had backhanded me, and it was sure to come up in a purplish bruise within a day or two. 
 
    “Sorry,” Asami murmured, and she tried to dab at my face a little more gently. “But we have to disinfect it before I can heal it.” 
 
    “I remember,” I said, and I managed a smile. “That’s how we met, remember? I had a cut on my arm, and you healed me.” 
 
    “I remember.” A soft smile touched Asami’s mouth. “Kegan might’ve died if not for you and Carmen.” 
 
    “Luckily, we’ll never have to find out,” I said, because I knew it was a dangerous thing, to entertain ‘maybe’ and ‘what if’ in a line of work such as ours. “So, is healing magic that specific? You can’t disinfect injuries?” 
 
    “I can’t, but more trained healers can,” Asami answered. “Healing magic is incredibly complex. You need a working knowledge of the human body, on par with a doctor, and it gets even more complicated when you bring in variations in physiology, like werewolves or half-faeries.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I remember that,” I murmured. I was trying not to move my mouth too much so Asami could clean my lip properly, but even just the warm water stung. She hadn’t even put the peroxide on yet. “Kylah mentioned as much when Carmen and I first came to the Sanctuary.” 
 
    “A fully trained healer is a rare thing,” Asami said. “And it’s a lot of work. I could only stick with it for a year or two before I decided it wasn’t for me.” 
 
    “You wanted to become a healer?” I asked her, and she nodded. 
 
    “Sort of. My father wanted me to.” 
 
    “I remember you said your father was a researcher at the Sanctuary,” I said. “He would read aloud as he translated, and you picked some of those languages up, right?” 
 
    “Yes, he did.” A soft blush appeared on Asami’s cheeks as she nodded. “But as far as a hierarchy goes, healers are better respected and better paid than researchers. He wanted something more… impressive for me. Better.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what every parent wants for their child?” I asked. “A better life than what they had? A nicer world to leave behind?” 
 
    “I suppose it is,” she admitted. “But I was always more interested in books than biology. I only mastered the basics in my healer’s education before I finally confessed to my father that I wanted to switch disciplines. He… he was a little upset that I wanted to be ‘just a researcher’ like him, but he still let me choose my own path.” 
 
    I frowned a little, and I raised a hand to gently push away Asami’s hand as it continued to dab at my lip. 
 
    “I don’t think you’re ‘just a researcher,’” I told her. “We’d be dead ten times over without your help. And so would half the Sanctuary.” 
 
    Asami gave a shy, pleased smile. “Regardless of how true that might be, it doesn’t change the fact healers are in higher demand than researchers.” 
 
    “Well, it is,” I said firmly. “And the Order are idiots if they don’t recognize your contributions. As is your dad. He’s a researcher himself, right? He must understand how hard you work, how good you are at your job.” 
 
    “He does, but he still wanted something that would promise… more for me,” she said with a shrug. “Honestly, I think he’s still a little disappointed that I joined the Order in general. He didn’t really want me involved with the magical world at all.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked, and my eyebrows raised. “But he himself was a part of it.” 
 
    “He was,” Asami confirmed with a nod. “Which also means he had a front-row seat to the difficulties faced by humans in the magical world. Many find it difficult to… straddle the line. They’re too human to be magical, or too magical to be human. They are of both and neither world.” 
 
    “I know exactly what you mean,” I muttered. It was the same shit Kylah and Kegan had to put up with as half-faeries, the same shit Carmen and I had been putting up with for our entire lives as Mexican-Americans. “But who cares what the separationists think? You’re human and magical, you belong to both.” 
 
    “As are you,” Asami pointed out. “But it’s still… difficult. Every day is a battle, when you don’t fit neatly into one box. I think that’s what my father’s problem was. That I would have to fight.” 
 
    “I get that. You don’t want the people you love to have to struggle.” If I’d been able to, I would have fought all of Carmen’s battles for her. But I also knew if I said such a thing out loud to her, she’d punch me in the arm and tell me to stop being such an overprotective, self-sacrificing wet blanket. 
 
    “That’s why Ralph is so scared,” Asami said softly. “His niece is struggling, and he has no way to help her. Not until he finds her. She’s on her own until then-- and like you said when he insisted on trying to find her by himself, if you’re alone out there, you’ll likely get yourself killed.” 
 
    “Hey,” I murmured. “We’re going to find that kid. And we’re going to kill the chimera, alright? You’re the cleverest researcher I know, and no matter what your dad or anyone else says, you’re meant to do this. There’s no way you could’ve been a better healer than you are a researcher.” 
 
    “You say that,” Asami said with an amused smile. “But when I was a young child, before I moved to the United States, I wanted to be a doctor. It was only when my father joined the Denver Sanctuary that I took an interest in the Order myself.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “How come?” 
 
    “I think it’s because I didn’t really know about it before then,” she admitted. “My mother died when I was seven. We lived in southern Kanto, but we moved to America shortly after. I’d never known much about the Order until then. My father had been a researcher for the Tokyo Sanctuary, but I’d never accompanied him until after we came to America.” 
 
    “What was that like?” I asked her. “Being so… uprooted like that?”  
 
    Carmen and I had been uprooted, sure, but we’d at least stayed in the same country and had been able to speak the language. 
 
    “It was… a lot,” Asami said slowly. “Daunting. But I loved it. I picked up my English fairly quickly, and then when my father began to take me to the Denver Sanctuary, I picked up the others. Latin. Greek. Sumerian.” 
 
    “And you met Kylah and Kegan,” I added with a grin. 
 
    “And I met Kylah and Kegan,” she confirmed. “That was part of it, I think. Meeting people who were my age. The idea there were others who understood part of what I was going through. People who struggled to be part of two worlds. Magical and mortal. Human and faerie. America and Japan.” 
 
    “I’m glad you had that.” I smiled. “I… I don’t know where I would’ve ended up if I hadn’t had Carmen with me.”  
 
    Honestly, I didn’t want to consider that possibility, the version of events where she’d also died in the fire and left me all alone in the world. 
 
    “And I’m glad you and Carmen have each other, like Kylah and Kegan do,” Asami said before she bit her lower lip. “I know I… I’m the newcomer in that dynamic. But I like to think I can trust you guys the way you trust one another.” 
 
    “Of course you can,” I swore. “Family doesn’t mean blood, you know that, right? You’re as much a part of our team as anyone.”  
 
    I reached forward, put an arm around her shoulders to pull her close, and kissed her forehead. 
 
    “I’m glad,” she whispered into my chest. “This life… you need to be able to trust people. Completely. I know we’ve only known each other a few weeks, but… I trust you and Carmen like I do Kylah and Kegan. They’re the closest thing I have to family, really. My father moved to New York, and we don’t… we don’t talk a lot. So, the Campbells…” 
 
    She trailed off, but I held her tighter. 
 
    “I’m glad,” I said earnestly. “That you think of Carmen and me like that. I think of you in the same way, and I know she does, too. You and the Campbells are… you’re the first people we’ve been able to really trust in a long time. And we don’t take that shit for granted.” 
 
    Asami leant back just a little so she could meet my gaze. Her dark eyes were shiny with unshed tears, but she wasn’t sad. It was an unburdening of emotion, sheer relief, and I felt similarly relieved to see she was comfortable enough around me to let her walls down like that. 
 
    “Sami…” I said quietly, and she just kept looking up at me, but I didn’t continue. I wasn’t really sure what I’d been meaning to say, or if I’d meant to say anything at all. 
 
    She was even closer to me now. I could feel her warm breath fan gently over my cheek, my lips. It didn’t hurt quite so much now. In fact, in this moment, I barely noticed the pain at all. Asami was so close to me, I could see how her eyelashes had stuck together with tears, and the flecks of gold in her dark brown eyes. Kylah had gold flecks in her eyes, too. They made her green eyes tip more toward yellow than blue, like a candy-apple green. 
 
    Kylah. 
 
    Asami and I pulled back from one another suddenly, and our eyes went wide. 
 
    “I--” I started but then broke off, because I had no idea how to continue. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Asami rushed out, and her cheeks were bright red. “Oh, god. I’m so sorry. That was-- that was so rude of me. You-- you and Kylah--” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I told her. “You didn’t-- I mean, we didn’t. Nothing, nothing happened, right?” 
 
    I ran a nervous hand through my hair and cringed. What had I just been about to do? Asami was Kylah’s best friend. I knew how close the pair of them were. And Asami and I had almost kissed. 
 
    I tried to reason with myself. I’d never been the type to do this sort of thing-- not that I’d ever had the opportunity to, but I’d always prided myself on my moral fiber. I’d left the military and told the Order to go screw itself because of that, and I wasn’t about to compromise it for a single kiss, no matter how pretty the girl. 
 
    Kylah had said she loved me, and I loved her, too. I guess it made sense with how nice Asami was, and how much Kylah obviously cared for Asami, that my wires might’ve gotten a little bit crossed. 
 
    Honestly, sometimes, I saw Kylah and Asami interact, and I wondered if there was something between the two of them, or if there had been something once. But regardless of that, it was still a dick move on my part to almost kiss my girlfriend’s best friend-- neither Kylah nor Asami deserved that. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said to Asami. “Today’s already been a goddamn ordeal for you, and I was just about to make it worse.”  
 
    I guess I must have been attempting to try and cheer her up, and I’d mentally tripped up for a second, but Asami seemed to recognize what I was trying to get across, and she smiled. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said, and she still had a pretty pink blush across her cheeks. “Like you said, nothing happened. No harm, no foul.” 
 
    I gave her a shaky smile, but it became firmer and more genuine with each passing moment. Asami returned to the bathroom to rinse out the cloth and finish cleaning up my face, and then she sterilized the cuts with the peroxide from our hastily-thrown-together first aid kit. I’d been vigilant about keeping a fully-stocked medical kit because I knew from experience what it was like to be caught short without proper medical supplies. 
 
    “You don’t have to heal this with magic, you know,” I told her as the burn from the peroxide started to subside. “It’s just a little split lip.” 
 
    “And a black eye,” she told me. “You can’t go hunting monsters if you can’t see properly out of one eye.” 
 
    I supposed my vision was a little blurry in that eye, but nothing I couldn’t deal with. Still, I knew better than to protest when Asami had set her mind to something, so I waited patiently as she summoned her healing magic, slowly coaxed my split skin to stitch itself back together, and gently ran her fingers over my bruised eye. There was a faintly itchy sensation, but then the tenderness around my eye subsided, and my vision cleared. 
 
    “There. Good as new.” Asami leaned away from me to admire her handiwork and gave a warm smile.  
 
    “Thanks.” I grinned at her, and my lip didn’t hurt in the slightest. 
 
    Before either of us could say anything else-- not that either of us had any idea what to say-- Carmen knocked on the door and strolled in without waiting for an answer. 
 
    “We got Ralph to calm down and head back to his motel room,” she told Asami and me. “Kylah and Kegan accompanied him just to make sure he stays mellow. We’re on research duty until they get back.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said with a nod. We still had a chimera to kill. “How’s Ralph?” 
 
    “A little beat up, a lot stressed, but I think he’ll be okay,” my sister answered. “He’s just worried to shit about his niece. I get it, though. I was a lot the same when you were on tour.” 
 
    I knew Carmen didn’t harbor any actual resentment about the whole thing, it was just something that sometimes came up in conversation. She knew I loved her, though. More than anything. And I’d do anything to protect her. 
 
    Right now, protecting her meant finding a way to kill this chimera, because all five of us knew we wouldn’t stop until it died or we did. 
 
    I knew which option I preferred. 
 
    Which meant that, for now, we were back to researching. Carmen hadn’t been lying when she’d said she didn’t like reading and was more of a practical learner, and before long she was folding various pages of police reports into paper airplanes and flying them around the room while we bounced ideas off one another. 
 
    “This passage says wolfsbane has curse-breaking properties,” I suggested. 
 
    “To break a werewolf’s curse,” Asami said. “And it only works before the first transformation.” 
 
    “So, if I got bitten by a werewolf, like, a week before the next full moon, I could just eat a bunch of wolfsbane and be totally fine?” Carmen asked. 
 
    “Well, not exactly,” Asami replied with a dubious expression. “It doesn’t always work, and you don’t eat it, because it’s poisonous to humans. You have to dilute it in water and drink tea made from it.” 
 
    “How often does it work?” I asked, and Asami gave a shrug. 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure. There’s not a huge amount of research on the subject because most werewolves are born rather than bitten. It’s like… like how deafness is technically a disability, but there’s also a large community of deaf people who wouldn’t consider it that way, you know? Lycanthropy is… technically a disease, but saying it can or should be cured-- or even using the term ‘cured’-- is insensitive.” 
 
    “Oh, I get that,” my sister said with a nod. “Wait, so if you’re born a werewolf, are you unable to, like, get rid of the lycanthropy? Does the ‘before your first transformation’ thing still apply?” 
 
    “Werewolves only begin transforming after they hit puberty,” Asami said. “Theoretically, I suppose they could drink wolfsbane and become human, but I don’t know of any cases where that’s actually happened. Werewolves have strong family bonds, so any child of werewolves would be well cared for and have a strong community to help and support them. They would likely never consider trying to rid themselves of their lycanthropy.” 
 
    “My point was more, could we use wolfsbane to maybe weaken the werewolf part of the chimera,” I said and gestured to my laptop screen.  
 
    Carmen looked expectantly at Asami, who shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t think the individual creature weaknesses would really work anymore,” the Japanese woman sighed. “I mean, it might do a little to weaken the creature, since wolfsbane is also generally quite poisonous, but we couldn’t kill a chimera with it, even if the… original base was a werewolf.” 
 
    “What if we burned it?” Carmen then suggested as she took aim with her latest airplane. She threw it, and it arced gracefully through the air before it collided with the window and dropped onto the table. “I don’t know anything that’s immune to fire.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what Asami said about bullets, and look what happened there,” I said. “That thing is a ball of powerful, poisoned magic. Something as basic as fire won’t be enough to kill it.” 
 
    “Actually…” Asami said slowly. “Carmen might be onto something there.” 
 
    “She is?” I asked blankly. 
 
    “I am?” my sister asked in the same disbelieving tone. 
 
    “Fire is a… purifying force,” Asami said with a shrug. “It’s one of the natural elements, like air and water. You’ve seen faeries, and they draw their power from those natural elements. A chimera is a bastardization of that natural order, so it makes sense it would be repelled or weakened by those things.” 
 
    “Does that mean we could just… drown it?” Carmen asked with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Asami said. “The natural elements alone aren’t enough. It’s been living in the woods, surrounded by nature, after all. That’s where the curse-breaking element of the picture comes in.” 
 
    “Like Kylah’s knives,” I said. “So, we can sterilize them in fire or something?” 
 
    “No, we’d need the fire itself to be imbued with some kind of curse-breaking magic,” Asami said. “Like blessed by a faerie, or burning a specific material.” 
 
    “Shit,” Carmen said suddenly, and she sat up from where she’d been lying on the floor. Then she scrambled across the room and snatched up the laptop I’d been using, right out of my hands. 
 
    “Hey!” I frowned. 
 
    “Hang on, hang on, don’t get your panties in a twist,” my sister muttered as she began frantically typing with one hand, while the laptop balanced across her forearm. “I saw something earlier, I know I did… aha! Take a look at this.” 
 
    She shoved the laptop back at me, and Asami scooted up next to me on the floor so she could also read the screen. I thought for a moment about how warm she was, pressed into my side, but those thoughts were shoved away when I began reading the webpage Carmen had pulled up. 
 
    “Holy wood?” I asked and looked first at my sister, then at Asami.  
 
    The Japanese woman reached for the laptop’s trackpad and scrolled down to the bottom of the page. 
 
    “It’s a translation,” she said after a moment, which wasn’t really an answer to my question, but she didn’t quite seem to have noticed I’d spoken at all. “I bet I have the original source text somewhere, that sounds familiar.” 
 
    “It’s Greek,” I said, because that was all I could say for sure. I couldn’t read a word of Greek-- hell, I wasn’t even familiar with their alphabet. Both my sister and I were solidly bilingual: English and Spanish, though Carmen had attempted to pick up a bit of French. 
 
    “Ancient Greek,” Asami corrected me. “And the translation mentions holy wood.” 
 
    I scanned the webpage again and then looked at Asami and my sister. “You think this might be our answer?” 
 
    “It just might be,” Carmen said. “Fire’s a natural element, and holy wood sounds, well, purifying.” 
 
    “Found the source!” Asami then announced from where she was hunched over her own laptop. Between the five of us, we only had two, which were the one I shared with Carmen, and Asami’s own. Carmen’s laptop had once been mine, but her old one had broken while I’d been on tour, and since I’d been away, I’d just told her she could take my one to use as she pleased. 
 
    “What’s it say, then?” Carmen asked. 
 
    “Hang on, I’ve gotta translate…” Asami murmured, and I watched as her brow furrowed.  
 
    Her lips moved slightly as she silently sounded out the Ancient Greek words, and I could practically see the gears turning in her head as she read the passage. 
 
    “Okay,” she said after a few moments. “It says fire from holy wood will burn away all impure forces. It will cleanse evil magics, just as… just as Circe cleansed Medea and Jason. She bled upon a sapling, and that tree’s wood gained the magical properties to lift curses.” 
 
    “So… we need wood that’s been bled on?” I asked. “Or… wood that’s been blessed by some Ancient Greek priest?” 
 
    “Neither,” Asami answered. “Holy wood is an actual type of wood, called Bulnesia graveolens, or palo santo. If we can get some of that and make it into a pyre, we can burn the chimera, and hopefully kill it that way.” 
 
    “Hopefully? Burning something on a pyre isn’t a sure-fire way to kill it? Pun intended.” Carmen smirked when she realized her joke. 
 
    “This thing survived me shooting it almost point-blank, and its blood is black, Monkey.” I rolled my eyes. “I don’t think we can rely on sure-fire anything right now.” 
 
    “We can’t,” Asami agreed. “Making assumptions is dangerous. But I’m confident in this theory. Holy wood is used to kill vampires-- it’s where the whole ‘wooden stake’ thing came from. It can’t just be any old stake, it has to be palo santo.” 
 
    “Palo santo, palo santo” Carmen murmured as she typed it into the internet search bar. “They have a lot of vampires in Venezuela, then?” 
 
    “Not anymore,” Asami said with a grin, and Carmen laughed. 
 
    “Wait, if it grows in Venezuela, how are we going to get some?” I asked. “This doesn’t sound like a plant that people will want to import.” 
 
    Assuming it could even be imported. Some foods and plants had strict laws on entering the country, in case they messed with the natural ecosystem of the land. Everyone knew the story of Australia’s cane toads, and no one wanted to be the sequel. 
 
    “Getting it might be a bit difficult,” Asami admitted with a nod. “But it’s something.” 
 
    “It is,” I agreed. “If we can get some and build a pyre, that’s a start. We just need to figure out a way to lure the chimera onto the pyre.” 
 
    “Without magic,” my sister added. “It’s in the middle of a dead zone, after all, and I don’t think we’d be able to keep it chasing us for very long before it either got wise to what we were playing at, got bored, or just caught and killed us.” 
 
    “We can worry about how to lure it after we have a pyre to lure it to,” I told her. “Right now, we just need to know if the palo santo will work to kill it.” 
 
    “You still have your bloody clothes, don’t you?” Asami asked. “I can do a sort of litmus test with that. If the black stuff reacts unusually to a palo santo fire, we’ll know it will harm the chimera.” 
 
    “Hypothesize, test, observe, repeat,” Carmen said with a nod. “So, we just need to get some wood. Hey, Leo, have you got wood?” 
 
    “Actually, go fuck yourself,” I said flatly, but my sister just grinned at me. 
 
    Mercifully, Asami and I were saved from any more tortured innuendos by the fact that Kylah and Kegan then walked in. They both looked a little concerned, but unhurt, and when Kylah saw me, she smiled, walked over to sit down on my other side, and hugged me tight. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked her as my arm came up automatically to hug her back. 
 
    “Ralph was pretty upset,” she said. “About how he acted and because he’s so worried about Helen. He really wanted me to emphasize how sorry he is.” 
 
    “It’s all forgiven,” I assured her. “Sami fixed me up, see? No harm, no foul.” 
 
    I felt a jolt as I remembered I had said those words not even an hour previously, about something very different. I looked at Asami, then at Kylah, but the blonde woman was smiling at us both so happily that I figured she either couldn’t tell, or didn’t care. 
 
    “I do see,” Kylah said, and she nuzzled my shoulder a little. “Thanks for fixing him up, Sami.” 
 
    “Of course,” Asami said softly, and when Kylah reached over me to take one of Asami’s hands in her own, the Japanese woman didn’t hesitate to hold on tight. 
 
    “I’m glad the pair of you get on so well,” Kylah told us. “I worry a little less, knowing you’re watching out for each other.” 
 
    “Of course we are,” I said with a slightly stiff smile. “All of us watch out for each other. That’s what being a team is.” 
 
    “I know we were only gone for a short while, but did you guys make any headway in the research?” Kegan then asked, and I noticed he had sat down next to Carmen. 
 
    Right next to Carmen, actually. And Carmen didn’t seem to mind. Quite the opposite, actually. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, we did,” my sister said while grinning.  
 
    Kylah and Kegan both turned to look at her with identical, wide-eyed expressions, and then a moment later, Kylah turned that shocked expression on me. 
 
    “Seriously?” she asked. 
 
    “You bet.” I nodded. “We have a plan on how to kill the chimera.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    Once Asami, Carmen, and I had explained our palo santo theory to Kylah and Kegan, both blonds seemed cautiously optimistic. Kylah in particular listened to Asami’s argument with laser-like focus and absent-mindedly twisted a lock of hair around her finger as she did, and when the Japanese woman had finished, the blonde nodded firmly. 
 
    “That makes sense to me,” she said before she turned to her brother, Carmen, and me. “I mean, the three of you saw what regular fire did to those revenants. Burning something like holy wood sounds like a pretty foolproof way to break a spell like this.” 
 
    “Yeah, but those were revenants,” Kegan pointed out. He was being more wary than his twin sister, and a slight furrow appeared between his eyebrows as he thought over what Asami had said. “They were just regular humans who were killed, their bodies reanimated by curse magic. No one made them, no one coaxed them into being. They were basically an immune response to a disease.” 
 
    “Jonathan Rowe’s unquiet spirit,” Carmen said, and Kegan nodded as he gave her an encouraging smile. 
 
    “You’re picking this stuff up quickly,” he praised her, and my sister flushed a little. When she saw me watching and grinning, she scowled hard, and the blush got even more prominent.  
 
    I wondered if she or Kegan were even consciously aware of how they were behaving around one another, or if they were tiptoeing around each other and their own thoughts and were just calling it a new friendship. 
 
    “As useful as this idea may be, though, we still need to find the chimera if we want to kill it,” Kylah interjected, and she shot Kegan a similar look to the one I’d given my own twin. “We can assume it’s somewhere in the dead zone, but tracking it without any kind of magic will be twice as dangerous.” 
 
    Unfortunately, that was true. We’d come to rely quite heavily on my ability to see auras more clearly and Carmen’s strange danger-sensing when hunting monsters. Though we could absolutely still find the chimera through non-magic techniques since it certainly didn’t seem to be hiding, actually fighting and trapping it would be a lot more difficult. Especially since we couldn’t rely on most of our non-magical weapons, either. 
 
    “We need to know where it’s hiding out if we want to properly kill it,” I said. “We need to find out where it dragged that Thomas guy, where it hopefully dragged Helen, and ideally we want the pyre to be built nearby so we don’t have to lure it for too long.” 
 
    I looked at Carmen as I said that last part, because she’d been right. The last thing we needed was to lure the chimera for too long, have it get bored, then go off and chase after some innocent passer-by. 
 
    “So, locating this thing is now our main goal,” Kylah announced. “Should we canvas the woods?” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” I said. “It’s getting a little late, and I don’t want to risk one of us disturbing it-- especially since, based off the attack pattern, it won’t be heading out tonight. I don’t want to risk any of you, or any passing civilians. We’ll check out the grounds when it’s daylight.” 
 
    “In that case, should I look over satellite images?” Carmen suggested. “I can’t promise anything, what with the thick tree cover, but maybe we can map out its attacks more clearly and try to locate a center point.” 
 
    “There are printers at the university library,” Asami said, and she fished out Jake Haystead’s student ID card and handed it to my sister. “If you can get a bird’s-eye view of the forest and mark down the known locations of attacks, and the dead zone, that might help.” 
 
    “And that’s something we can actually do, now that we have police records telling us where those victims were last seen,” I added, even as I gave my sister a warning look.  
 
    She really was going to get herself in some serious trouble one day if she didn’t cool it with the hacking. 
 
    Carmen decided to ignore my warning look and just smiled at me. “So, you agree my hacking into the police files was a useful thing to do?” 
 
    “Thin fucking ice, Monkey,” I told her sternly, and her smile became a sly grin. 
 
    “The library’s open twenty-four hours, right?” she asked as she stood from her seat and swiped the card from Asami. The Japanese woman nodded, and my sister turned the ID card over in her hands. “I’ll head there now, then. I’m too worked up to sleep, and it’ll help if we can get an early start tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Asami offered, and she got up from where she’d been snuggled into my side. I didn’t miss how Kegan looked a little dismayed at Asami’s words, and neither did Kylah, it seemed, because she smiled at her brother in a distinctly cheeky way. “I’m tired of doing research, I want to do something that feels more like field work for a bit.” 
 
    “Well, I won’t say no to company,” my sister said cheerfully. “You and I can plot the attack locations, and tomorrow we can search the forest for the edges of the dead zone.” 
 
    “Is it actually likely the chimera will be in the center of the dead zone?” I asked. “Or are we just assuming something?” 
 
    “I can’t imagine those things would be coincidental,” Kylah said with a shrug. “It’s more of a question of, was the dead zone already there, or was it put there because of the chimera?” 
 
    “Asami, you described it as a rudimentary draining spell.” I turned to the researcher. “Could someone have put it there in an attempt to curb the chimera’s power and strength?” 
 
    “It’s unclear at this point,” Asami said in an apologetic tone. “It will help if I can see it for myself tomorrow, but we’re still just theorizing at this point-- I can’t determine someone’s motivations, only the goals of whatever magic they enact. It’s possible whoever created the chimera created the dead zone to try and control it better, or maybe it was to make it easier for the creature to hunt victims. I don’t think it would be naturally occurring, though. Natural dead zones are extremely rare, and only manifest in places of great magical upheaval.” 
 
    “What’s defined as ‘great magical upheaval’ then?” my sister asked, and her dark eyes were wide and curious. 
 
    “The sites where the veil was first… sparked into being would be a good example,” Asami answered. “There are twelve points across the globe where the veil was simultaneously cast by scores of magicians. The magic was so strong that it drained all of the magical potential from the surrounding area, creating small dead zones where no magic can survive, because it’s just snatched away and used to power the veil.” 
 
    “The veil needs to be powered?” I asked. “What’s it running on?” 
 
    “Primarily, the souls of the people who created it,” the Japanese woman told me with a shrug. “A soul is probably the most powerful energy source in existence, and the twelve magicians who led the individual spells knowingly sacrificed not just their lives, but their souls, to create the veil. You could argue the veil itself is alive because of it. Because it has a soul.” 
 
    “That is… so trippy,” Carmen muttered. 
 
    “This is why Kegan and I didn’t take any classes in advanced magical theory,” Kylah said in a slightly dry tone. “Once you get into the more esoteric side of magic, the idea that it’s a science that can be understood becomes more and more mind-bending.” 
 
    “Is there some kind of magic university where you can get a degree in this stuff?” my sister asked as she rubbed at her temples with a grimace. 
 
    “Of a sort,” Asami said. “Several Sanctuaries have what you might consider schools, and professors to teach at them. I was educated in the New York Sanctuary when I was training to be a healer, and when I decided I wanted to be a researcher, I moved to the Denver Sanctuary.” 
 
    “Kylah and I grew up in the Denver Sanctuary, but we spent a few weeks each year training to use our magic in the London Sanctuary,” Kegan added. “There are a lot of half-faeries in the British Isles, since the Fae have a stronger hold in the magic around Ireland, Scotland, and Wales.” 
 
    “How come you guys didn’t live at that Sanctuary, then?” Carmen asked him. “Wouldn’t it have been a less… judgmental environment to live in?” 
 
    Both Carmen and I had seen first-hand the kind of shit Kylah and Kegan had had to put up with at the Denver Sanctuary. They’d been looked down on as less skilled, despite having been training for longer than pretty much every Eye in the building, and their loyalties had been assumed to be split, even though neither twin wanted anything to do with their faerie parent, Cassia. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Kegan admitted. “But we were born in Colorado. It was the Sanctuary we grew up in. By the time we were old enough to choose to move… it was our home. We had Renée.” 
 
    “And Asami,” Kylah added with a smile, and she reached over to squeeze the researcher’s hand affectionately. 
 
    I could understand where the Campbells were coming from. In theory, Carmen and I could have chosen to move away from California once we’d gotten older. I hadn’t even been in the States for much of that time, Carmen could easily have taken up a job at a different garage. 
 
    We didn’t really have any family in Los Angeles, since we’d never been especially close to our foster parents and siblings, but LA had nonetheless been our home. It had been our home before our parents died, and it had been our home after, and it was still our home now. It was just a slightly more cramped home, now that there were five of us instead of two. 
 
    And honestly, I wouldn’t change a damn thing about it. 
 
    Except maybe we could live in a nicer apartment. Five people in a two bedroom was kind of… snug. And our kitchen was a little crappy. 
 
    But mainly the family thing.  
 
    I wrapped my arm a little tighter around Kylah’s shoulders and gave her a squeeze and a kiss to her temple. She turned to look at me as if to ask ‘what was that for?,’ but her smile was pleased. 
 
    “So, library,” Carmen announced, and she waved Asami over to the door. “You guys want anything while we’re out?” 
 
    “Food that doesn’t look like it could survive an apocalypse,” I said with a dubious look over at the growing pile of fast-food containers in the trash can. “Bring me fruit, dammit.” 
 
    “Picky, picky,” Carmen snickered as she and Asami walked out the door.  
 
    But I knew my sister was good for picking up some real food, so I wasn’t concerned and instead let my attention be drawn to the fact that, once Asami and my sister had left, Kegan’s shoulders seemed to slump with exhaustion. 
 
    “You alright, man?” I asked him, and his mouth twisted.  
 
    He sat down heavily in one of the chairs and pressed his hand to his side, where he’d been stabbed a few weeks prior. The wound had long since been healed magically, but I’d seen enough of my fellow soldiers get hurt to know that just because the physical injury was gone didn’t mean all the psychological hurt was, too. 
 
    “Just a bit… tired,” he said. “It’s been pretty nonstop since we left the Sanctuary. I get why, of course, but I wouldn’t mind a break after all this.” 
 
    “If we get paid for this job, we’ll have plenty of time for a break,” I said.  
 
    Twenty grand, on top of the thousand dollars we’d earned for the revenant job, would be a comfortable little pot to sit on. We could take a break, and figure out what, precisely, we wanted to do. 
 
    Carmen had made it clear that she wanted to move somewhere better suited to five people-- something with three bedrooms, at least, but I mostly just wanted somewhere we could call ours. No landlords, no rent, just our home, and no one could kick us out or tell us to leave. 
 
    Either way, we would need money to do something like that, which meant we would have to power through for now. Not to mention, there were several lives at risk, including Ralph’s niece, and none of us were the type to back down just because we were tired. 
 
    “I’ll be fine after I’ve had some rest,” Kegan then said, as if he’d been able to read my thoughts. “There’s no way I’m letting up until we find that girl and make sure she’s safe. And kill that damned thing before it can hurt anyone else.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said firmly, but the blond man did look more than a little unsteady, and his naturally-pale skin bordered on waxen. “But you’re right about needing a rest. You turn in for the night, dude. We can handle anything Carmen and Asami find. You just rest up for tomorrow.” 
 
    Kegan raised an eyebrow and looked wryly amused, but he nodded.  
 
    “Aye, sir,” he said as he raised one hand in a pretend salute, and then he headed through to the room he and I shared before shutting the adjoining door behind him. 
 
    “He’ll be alright after he’s had some sleep,” Kylah said, but the furrow between her eyebrows made it clear she was more telling that to herself than she was telling it to me. “The pair of us just aren’t used to it being… this full-on.” 
 
    “I suppose you wouldn’t be,” I said. “If your first real mission was when Carmen and I found you in that alleyway.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, I like this,” Kylah told me, and her hand slid up over my chest to press over my heart. “I love the thrill of adventure, I love knowing we’re really working to make a difference, helping people who otherwise wouldn’t be able to get help. There are… there are times when the Order does look into cases that aren’t strictly risks to the veil and the secrecy of magic. And it’s always because someone in the magical community with a lot of money and power has asked them to.” 
 
    “Of course it is,” I muttered.  
 
    The one thing that could trump even the separation of the human and magical worlds: greed. 
 
    “I never liked that part of it,” Kylah sighed. “I wanted to help people who didn’t have anyone else to turn to. People like Ralph. The Order turned him away, but we can do something.” 
 
    “We can, and we will,” I promised her, and I kissed her temple again.  
 
    I realized then we’d been sitting on the floor of the room for a while now, and my butt was beginning to feel numb. After having slept on the floor last night, too, I knew my back and shoulders would appreciate a few hours in a real bed, so I laboriously got to my feet and pulled Kylah up, too. 
 
    “I don’t know about you, but I’m wiped,” I yawned, and she gave a small laugh. 
 
    “Already? It’s only nine p.m.,” She tapped the tip of my nose with a cheeky smile. “You’re getting old.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” I snorted and batted her hand away. “I’m like, what? Six months older than you? If that?” 
 
    “Kegan and I were born on June twenty-first,” the blonde woman said with a shrug. “What about you and Carmen?” 
 
    “January seventh,” I answered. “So, yeah, six months.” 
 
    “Eons,” Kylah countered with a grin. “A great chasm of time. It’s a wonder you and Carmen aren’t using walkers to get around.” 
 
    “It really is,” I sighed, and then I raised my arms as if impersonating some terrible monster and put on a spooky voice. “Behold! This phantom of stiff shoulders and early nights looms in your future! Blaarrggghh!” 
 
    Kylah, despite knowing it was all a game, despite the fact that she was laughing hard by this point, let out a squeal and rushed backward to put some distance between us. I chased after her with my arms still outstretched and caught her around the waist. Then I leaned back far enough to pick her up off the ground and spin her around, and I fell backward onto her bed and dragged her with me so she landed on top of me with an “Oof!” 
 
    “Oh, no, I’ve been captured!” she wailed dramatically and put a hand to her forehead. “I can feel old age descending upon me as I speak! Oh, god! Now I’ll want to yell at children to get off my lawn and tell them to get haircuts! Noooo!” 
 
    “You are powerless to resist it!” I rumbled equally dramatically, and I rolled so she was pinned onto the bed beneath me and nuzzled at her neck. “Give in!” 
 
    “Never!” she cried out and tried to struggle against my grip, but she was laughing too hard and eventually submitted. She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me into a slow kiss, but we were both grinning so much that it wasn’t so much a kiss as bumping our mouths together. 
 
    Eventually, we disentangled ourselves from one another. Since Kegan was asleep in the next room, and Carmen clearly had no issues about sleeping in my bed next door, I figured it wouldn’t cause any harm for me to sleep here in Kylah’s bed with her, so I stripped off my shirt and jeans and crawled into her bed. Kylah joined me and snuggled down next to me, and I wrapped one arm around her shoulders to pull her close. 
 
    “I really hope this palo santo idea of yours works,” she murmured in a far gentler, calmer voice than only a few minutes earlier. I wasn’t sure if it was because she was growing tired or if she had suddenly remembered the gravity of our situation. 
 
    “It will,” I said firmly. “All the signs point to curse-breaking magic being the key to destroying a chimera, and everyone who’s mentioned it to us has described how the magic there feels wrong and poisoned.” 
 
    “Still, the idea of using holy fire to burn away mortal impurities sounds…” 
 
    “Like something a religious zealot would say?” I suggested, and she chuckled softly. 
 
    “I was going to say ‘slightly fanatic,’ but I guess that’s basically the same thing,” she said. “A lot of humans see religion and magic as diametrically opposed. That one is the natural antithesis to the other. They don’t consider how magic can exist within religion, that magic can be something of a religion in itself.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” I asked her, and she shrugged. 
 
    “Some faiths use magic and the practice of magic in their core tenets,” she said. “And many religions have figures possessed of great power. Why could those powers not be born from magic? The Fair Folk worship nature and see their magic as a gift from nature, a sign of favor from the Earth. Are the miracles performed by gods not their own form of magic?” 
 
    “Perhaps to some,” I admitted. “I guess I always thought of faith as less… tangible than that. Both magic and faith are things you have to train and cultivate, but the whole point of faith is you never see it with your own eyes. You never know, not for sure. Magic is knowledge of some other power, a skill like learning a language. Faith can only exist where there isn’t knowledge.” 
 
    “Maybe the chimera is a creature of faith, then,” Kylah murmured. “Created where there was no knowledge of how the magic would work. Only hope. That’s a powerful thing, too. Some believe that’s how magic came to be. People just… believed it was real. And so it became real.” 
 
    “Is that what you believe?” I asked her, and she shrugged again. 
 
    “Do you believe the Wright Brothers’ first plane flew because they wanted it to?” she countered. “In a way, it did. They wanted it to fly, so they found a way to make it fly. Does the fact they needed trial and error and had to figure out the mechanics behind it make the fact they had faith in learning to fly any less important? Maybe magic is the same. Wanting something to happen, and learning and practicing until you make it happen, just like building a plane.” 
 
    “Or a chimera,” I said. 
 
    So, that was it. The driving force behind all things, at least in Kylah’s eyes. Faith and determination. Hope that something would work, that something was and could be real. Believing in it no matter what, until faith wasn’t needed anymore, until whatever you had hoped for simply… was. 
 
    “Do you have faith in us, then?” I asked quietly. I found I was fascinated to learn her answer, but the one she gave wasn’t what I had expected. 
 
    “I don’t need to,” she told me simply. “Faith is the absence of knowledge. But I know you. And Asami. And Kegan. And Carmen. I know we can do this, we will do this. You’re as real as flight, Leo Rivera.” 
 
    That, somehow, felt like it meant more than when she’d said she loved me. I shifted so my other arm wrapped around Kylah’s shoulders, and my face pressed into the crook of her neck. 
 
    “And you’re just as wonderful.” My words were muffled against her skin, but I knew she understood me. 
 
    Kylah hummed contentedly, and for a long time we just lay there, with my face pressed into her neck, and her idly stroking one hand through my hair. I couldn’t remember anyone else having ever run a hand through my hair like Kylah did when she held me, but it felt nice. So nice that I almost dropped off to sleep, then and there. 
 
    “Wait,” I mumbled after several minutes. “Can’t fall asleep just yet, shit to do.” 
 
    I felt rather than heard Kylah’s little laugh, because I was practically lying on top of her by this point, and I felt her chest and throat move as she giggled. It was a difficult thing to lift myself off her when she was so soft and warm, but I managed it, and I pulled over the nearest laptop and opened the browser page. 
 
    “What is it?” Kylah asked as she shifted to lie against my side, with her head resting on my shoulder. 
 
    “I wanna find out where we can get palo santo,” I said. “Our plan’s gonna be useless if we have to go all the way to Paraguay or Columbia or wherever to get it.” 
 
    “There’s a Sanctuary in Bogotá, I’m sure we’d manage if we do,” the blonde woman replied with confidence, and she patted my chest. 
 
    Luckily, we didn’t have to actually consider that route, because there was an enormous and apparently very extensively-stocked garden center a few miles away that sold a variety of exotic trees to be planted in one’s back garden, including palo santo. 
 
    “It can be used in purification rituals to ward off negative energies,” I read off the garden center website. “Sounds about right.” 
 
    “So we can go, buy some tomorrow, and use it to construct a pyre for the chimera,” Kylah said with a nod. “Sounds easy enough. If you ignore how we have to hunt down a creature that shouldn’t exist, somehow get it to chase us without it catching us, and then outsmart it onto its literal funeral pyre.” 
 
    “One thing at a time,” I chuckled. “Carmen and Sami are working on where it is. Once we know that, we can plan how to kill it before it hurts anyone else.” 
 
    “Ordinarily, I would be a little worried about giving part of the job to someone other than Kegan,” Kylah admitted as she cocked her head thoughtfully. “It’s… strange, being on a bigger team. In the Order, when Eyes pair off, they’re kind of separate from everyone else. They don’t trade pieces of jobs like we have here.” 
 
    “Well, we’re all one team here, for one thing,” I said. “But… yeah. I didn’t get the sense the Order did a lot of collaboration.” 
 
    “Most of the jobs are smaller than something like this,” Kylah said. “A rogue vampire who’s making too much of a show when feeding on humans, or deaths that aren’t written off as animal attacks by local law enforcement. There’s less of a mystery to it.” 
 
    “I like the system we have,” I said to Kylah. “More freedom. Less of the bureaucratic stuff that makes me feel dirty.” 
 
    “I know exactly what you mean,” Kylah said with a smile that was equal parts amused and a little sad. Then she snuggled into me a little more and gave a small sigh. “Which is one of many, many reasons why I’m so happy I met you.” 
 
    “What are the other reasons?” I asked, and I couldn’t help the wry smile that pulled at the corners of my mouth. 
 
    Kylah chuckled, because she knew I was just fishing for compliments, but she indulged me anyway. 
 
    “Well…” she said, and she reached up to tap my nose again. “You’re handsome, so there’s that. I’ve always been a sucker for soft brown eyes like yours. And you have a lovely smile.” 
 
    This, of course, made me smile, and I leaned forward a little to nuzzle her slightly. I loved her smile, too. And her eyes. They were such a brilliant shade of green. I’d even wondered if she was wearing color contacts the first time we’d met. 
 
    “Go on,” I coaxed, and she laughed again. 
 
    “You’re funny,” she continued. “Cheeky, mischievous. I know I can have fun with you, even if we’re in a serious line of work. I don’t want my personal relationships to feel… to be super hard, you know? Any relationship is work, but they shouldn’t feel like a constant burden or a drag, and you don’t. Not in the slightest.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you think I’m easy,” I teased with a wink, and Kylah rolled her eyes at me, but there was no hiding her blush. 
 
    “And you’re caring,” she said, though she didn’t look at me as she said it, because she was still blushing. “I see it with how you interact with Carmen. Even when she annoys the hell out of you, I know you’d do anything to protect her. I see it with Asami, too. In fact, I think that’s part of why I like you so much.” 
 
    “What is?” I asked, because she’d lost me for a second. 
 
    “How much you like Asami,” the blonde clarified as she met my eyes, and she stared at me intently. “She’s my best friend. I’m closer to her than anyone, except for you and Kegan. I don’t think I could be as close to you as I am if you didn’t like her.” 
 
    “I get that,” I said. “You want your partner to like your friends, and vice versa.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Kylah grinned brightly, and she kissed the tip of my nose. “Which is why I’m so glad you like her.” 
 
    “I do,” I said, because that was all I really trusted myself to say. I did like Asami, a lot. She was cute and pretty and wickedly smart and so adorably interested in everything. She could talk about pretty much any topic, and I would be rapt. 
 
    But that was also the problem, because she clearly liked me, too, and no matter how much she and I liked Kylah-- loved her, even-- it hadn’t been enough to stop us from almost acting on feelings that were decidedly a step above simple friendship. 
 
    To put it bluntly, I reckoned I liked Asami a little too much, and if I didn’t watch myself, I would end up putting both her and Kylah in very uncomfortable positions.  
 
    And I cared about both of them far too much to allow something like that to happen. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    Kylah and I fell asleep long before Asami and Carmen returned from the library, and I awoke the next morning to the smell of fresh fruit and the soft hum of chatter in the next room. I didn’t want to pull myself away from the cocoon of warmth, or Kylah, but I did, and when I walked into the adjoining room, I saw Kegan was already making plans with Asami and Carmen. 
 
    “Oh, you’re awake,” my sister said cheerfully when I entered. “Come check out this magic Sami managed to work last night. Oh, and we got you some fruit, too.” 
 
    There was an open bag of apples sitting on the little table in the corner, and the apple I bit into was especially crisp and crunchy. It was a nice change to put something in my mouth that hadn’t been bought from a fast-food chain, for once. 
 
    “You worked magic last night, did you?” I asked Asami, and I came to stand between her and Carmen to look at the enormous sheet of paper they’d spread out over the floor.  
 
    It was several smaller sheets taped together to create a much larger map of the forest area, and I recognized Carmen’s choppy handwriting where she had helpfully added on the park ranger cabin and the spot where we found Thomas Carter.  
 
    But in neater, more legible script were several other notations, primarily names, next to tidy little ‘x’s. 
 
    “These are the last known locations of as many victims as we feel comfortable saying were definitely killed by the chimera,” Asami told me and gestured to the map. “It’s highly unlikely anyone else has been added to it after the initial few creatures, and possibly Oliver Mitchell, if we’re going to assume your buffer theory is correct.” 
 
    “We don’t know for sure?” I asked. 
 
    “We don’t know anything for sure with this case,” the Japanese woman sighed. “It would potentially make sense, but we could easily have overlooked another missing person’s case, not to mention Neil Johnson might have just killed Mitchell independently. There’s a lot of guesswork going into exactly who-- and what-- the chimera is made of.” 
 
    “Just as long as we’re not guessing on how to kill it,” I said, and I rested a hand on her shoulder. “We’re still confident about the palo santo idea?” 
 
    “As confident as we are about anything,” Carmen said in an unexpectedly cautious tone. “But something has to kill this thing eventually. Bullets, fire, a fucking bazooka.” 
 
    “Monkey, as much as I’m loving the ‘outside the box’ thinking, we don’t want to get Homeland Security up here because we caused a domestic terrorism incident,” I said as I rubbed my temples. 
 
    “Sometimes, getting Homeland Security’s attention is just a risk you have to take,” my sister said with a shrug and immediately returned to her typical blasé cheekiness. 
 
    “No, it’s not,” I said flatly, and I turned my attention back to the map that she and Asami had patchworked together. “So you have a good sense of where the attacks were, but have you been able to map the dead zone?” 
 
    “Just part of it,” Asami answered, and she dragged her finger along a dotted line that had been drawn near the ‘Thomas Carter’ and ‘ranger cabin’ markers. “There’s the question of how you will want to approach that particular problem, though.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, we could try and lure the chimera out of the dead zone, so we’re able to use magical attacks against it,” Kegan said. He’d folded his arms and was watching us more than looking at the map by this point. Something, clearly, was bothering him, and it wasn’t the crime against nature we were trying to hunt down.  
 
    But unfortunately, whatever was troubling him would have to wait until we had a proper plan. 
 
    “But that might mean it’s more powerful and can resist us better, too,” Asami continued. “Alternatively, we go into the dead zone with physical weapons only. We might also be at a disadvantage there, though, because the chimera is still very powerful, and we’ll be in the section of the forest it’s most familiar with.” 
 
    “How likely is the chimera to become a bigger danger if it was to exit the dead zone?” I asked, and I put a hand to my chin in thought. “You mentioned our buffer theory-- what if there aren’t any humans in there, and the dead zone was created as a way to dampen the natural magic of its… components?” 
 
    “So all the humans were just victims, and the dead zone is like a-- a containment field?” my sister asked, and I nodded. 
 
    “Asami, you said the dead zone sounds like a siphoning spell gone wrong,” I said. “What if it didn’t go wrong, and it was made slightly weird to siphon the chimera’s magic and keep it in check?” 
 
    “Then bringing it out of the dead zone could be catastrophic,” Asami murmured, and her face had gone very pale. “It might not even be able to exit the dead zone-- all of the attack sites are clustered quite close together.” 
 
    “So, whoever created the chimera probably wanted to keep it contained and not at peak power, probably to keep it secret,” I said. It was becoming more and more likely that this chimera, despite the potential it might have to upheave the entire magical world-- and the human world by extension-- was just a sick freak’s pet science project gone way, way out of hand. 
 
    “If that’s the case, we couldn’t take it out of the dead zone,” Carmen said. “Or, if we can, we shouldn’t.” 
 
    “We attack it on the inside, then,” I decided. “We can fight just fine without magic, and we need to find its den to rescue the hostages, meaning we’d need to enter the dead zone anyway.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I would prefer to enter the dead zone while the chimera was gone,” my sister muttered a little dejectedly, and I put a hand on her shoulder that was equal parts comforting and exasperated. 
 
    Honestly, I liked how she could still sound petulant and a little bratty at times. I liked how she was still able to make light when things got serious. Not for the first time, or even the hundredth time, I dreaded what would have become of me if she had died in the fire with our parents and left me all alone. 
 
    “Whilst we’re wishing, I would prefer to still have access to my magic in the dead zone,” Kegan said in a slightly fraught tone. Unlike his twin sister, when he was antsy and nervous, he didn’t twist a lock of his hair around his finger. Instead, he tugged on one of his earlobes. Being half-fae, his ears were slightly pointed, just subtly enough that you wouldn’t notice unless you really looked. 
 
    I cocked my head as I thought for a moment, and then I turned to Asami.  
 
    “You’re our resident expert in all things magic. Is there any way we could… make ourselves exceptions to the dead zone? Since it’s not a traditional siphoning spell?” 
 
    Asami made a face that already told me the answer before she even opened her mouth. 
 
    “It’s theoretically possible,” she said, like I knew she would. “But I don’t know of any exact methods of how to pull it off.” 
 
    “To be fair, chimeras are only supposed to be theoretical, so I’ll happily take a theoretical approach,” I told her, and Carmen nodded enthusiastically. “What do you recommend?” 
 
    “Well, it’s like you said, this siphoning spell isn’t a proper one.” Asami shrugged. “It siphons magic from an active spell, rather than the individual, meaning their magical potential is unaffected, and it’s just a question of how much energy they have.” 
 
    “Energy like… to move?” my sister asked, and the Japanese woman nodded. 
 
    “Exactly that. Magic is just another form of energy. You eat food, and you have energy to run around and play sports, or to perform magic. This siphoning spell isn’t taking away your ability to do magic directly, or your skill or affinity, just the pure energy of it.” 
 
    Carmen suddenly slammed both of her hands down on the map with a loud ‘crack!’ and jumped to her feet. 
 
    “I have it!” she announced, and she pointed at me. “You!” 
 
    “Me?” I asked blankly. 
 
    “Yes, Pip, you!” my sister said, now a little impatient. “Your magical affinity, it’s to boost others’ powers, remember? You made Kylah’s aura brighter just by touching her! She said your magical affinity was related to the amplification of magic!” 
 
    “I did,” Kylah’s voice said from the doorway, and we all turned to see her standing there. She was rubbing at her eyes with the heel of one hand and watching us with an amused expression. “Have I missed something important?” 
 
    “Nothing yet, but it seems Carmen has an idea of how to circumvent the magical dead zone, so we can still use our powers when inside it,” Kegan answered. 
 
    “You do?” Kylah’s tiredness seemed to evaporate in an instant, and she rushed across the room to stand by us. “That’s incredible! How?” 
 
    “With Leo,” Carmen answered simply. “His magical affinity is amplification, or whatever. We can use him as… as a beacon. Like… like…”  
 
    She rubbed at her forehead impatiently and was clearly trying to come up with a suitable explanation. 
 
    “Oh, okay,” she said after a few moments. “You know how, like, in Harry Potter, a patronus is like this huge field of positive energy, and the dementors feed off that instead of your happiness? Like a distraction?” 
 
    “Yes.” Kylah and Asami nodded confidently. 
 
    “No?” Kegan said, and he frowned in confusion.  
 
    I couldn’t help but stare at him a little, then. I knew he and Kylah had an unorthodox and somewhat sheltered upbringing, but how did he not know about Harry Potter? Kylah clearly did. 
 
    But Carmen was unfazed by Kegan’s confusion, and she pressed on.  
 
    “We’ll use Leo like that. He can be our patronus.” 
 
    “That… that might work,” Asami said carefully, and she looked at me. “Your affinity seems to be a bit peculiar like that. You boosted Kylah’s aura without even trying, meaning it doesn’t seem to exhaust you or use your energy in quite the same way normal magic should. If we use you as a battery-- as a patronus-- we might be able to get around the dead zone’s siphoning capabilities and actually fight the chimera using magic.” 
 
    “Even if we can’t fight it, we can track it,” Kegan said. “Carmen can use her danger-radar thing, and Leo can search for aura lines.” 
 
    “I’m willing to give that a go, for sure,” I said. “But I don’t have a lot of practice with my magic, yet. I don’t want us to hinge our plan on something that might not work if we don’t have a backup.” 
 
    “If the patronus idea doesn’t work, maybe we can lure the chimera to the edge of the dead zone,” Kylah said. “We’ll need to lure it away anyway, so we can get into its den, and we’ll be able to track it up to the edge, so we won’t be going in completely blind.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed with a nod. “We’ll take the cautious approach, then. If I’m able to act as a decoy for the siphoning spell, great. If not, we still have a plan.” 
 
    “Boy Scout,” my sister remarked, but she was grinning, and her tone was fond. 
 
    All of this meant we had even more cause to scope out the woods during daylight now. We needed to figure out the bounds of the dead zone more precisely, and see if I could boost everyone’s magic or divert it in such a way that the siphoning didn’t work.  
 
    Which meant I would need to practice. 
 
    While Asami and Kylah went to buy a frankly-ridiculous amount of palo santo, Kegan, Carmen, and I headed out to the forest to prepare for our proper assault on the chimera. We were just leaving the motel parking lot when I saw a familiar, enormous figure walking down the street. 
 
    “Ralph!” I called out to get the werewolf man’s attention, and he gave a pleasant, if nervous, smile and walked over to us. 
 
    “Are you heading out to the woods?” he asked. “Have you made progress?” 
 
    “We think we have a lead,” Carmen said in a kind, encouraging tone. “But we’re still figuring it out.” 
 
    “As soon as we hear anything about Helen, we’ll let you know,” I promised Ralph. “You have my word.” 
 
    “And I believe you’re good for your word.” Ralph nodded before he sighed and ran a hand over his head. “I just wanted to apologize again for my behavior. I was worked-up and afraid for my niece, and I know that’s no excuse for my actions, but I want you to know I’m not a violent person, and I hope you still consider me a friend.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said with a smile, but inwardly I was stunned and more than a little impressed at how frank and upfront Ralph was being. “I understand what it’s like to be afraid for a loved one. No hard feelings, I promise.” 
 
    Ralph’s smile became a little less nervous and a little more genuine then, but it was clear he was still consumed by worry for his niece. 
 
    “I’d ask that you stay out of the woods, though,” I then said. “Not that you’re not strong, but--” 
 
    “I’m a gym owner who teaches boxing, not a hunter who kills monsters,” Ralph said with a nod. “I know this isn’t an opponent that can be wrestled into submission. I’ve been asking around the local magical community to try and see if there is any pattern to the victims.” 
 
    “Is there?” I asked, because I remembered how Asami had tried to find one unsuccessfully. 
 
    “Not that I’ve found,” Ralph admitted. “All of them seem to be on the younger side, though. I don’t know of any above thirty-ish.” 
 
    This was a little concerning, but in a sick kind of way, it made sense. The chimera was a hunter, it would prefer younger, healthier meat. Or, the more distressing answer, it needed strong, healthy bodies that could withstand the awful strain of having their soul added to the hulking mass of poison magic. 
 
    “We’ll keep that in mind,” I said. “For now, keep your distance, and see if you can get the other locals to stay away, too. Not that I think they’re eager to walk into the forest right now, but we want as little chance for bystanders as possible.” 
 
    “I’m sure no one plans to take any moonlit strolls tonight, but I’ll see what I can do.” Ralph nodded. “In the meantime… please be careful, all of you. It might not seem like it to you, but… you’re still young. Still children, almost. To someone like me, you’re not very different from Helen.” 
 
    I reached out to put a hand on Ralph’s shoulders and looked him dead in the eyes. 
 
    “We’ve got this,” I said firmly. “We’re gonna do everything we can to bring your niece back to you, and to kill this thing.” 
 
    “I have no doubt you’ll do everything in your power,” Ralph assured me. “I just worry if maybe your power isn’t enough. Not out of insult, but… well. You know how the Order takes things like this.” 
 
    “We know,” my sister said with a sigh. “It’s all one big insurance scam. But don’t worry, we’re planning to make them pay through the nose for this shit.” 
 
    For the first time in the conversation, a wholly genuine smile emerged on Ralph’s face. He gave a soft chuckle, very much the indulgent, amused laugh of an uncle to his niece, and then he let us go off toward the forest. 
 
    “Out of interest,” Kegan said once we were all very sure Ralph and his wolf-like hearing were out of earshot. “What do we do if we find… if Helen isn’t alive?” 
 
    “We point Ralph in the direction of the chimera and stand back as he tears it apart with his bare hands,” Carmen said with a grim expression. 
 
    Even though it was the middle of the day, the forest looked shadowy and foreboding when we arrived at the edge. Maybe it was my own mind making it look like that, because I knew the danger that lurked within, or maybe the canopy of leaves was thicker than I’d initially realized. 
 
    Either way, it was dark. 
 
    “As well as finding this thing’s hideout, we need to find a good place for the pyre,” I said to Kegan and Carmen. “The last thing we need is to burn that thing and start a forest fire.” 
 
    Just because we were no longer in California, where forests were usually prepped and dried to go up in smoke with a single spark, didn’t mean we shouldn’t be careful. If nothing else, a huge fire would attract humans, who would ask questions and risk exposing the truth of what had been going on in these trees. 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye out for a good clearing, then,” Carmen said, and the three of us entered the forest. 
 
    “Once we figure out roughly where the chimera is hiding, we’ll want to stay upwind of it as much as possible,” Kegan told us. “There’s definitely a werewolf component to it, and probably a vampire, too. It’ll be able to smell us if we’re not careful.” 
 
    After about an hour, we came to roughly the area we’d been in when we’d first seen the chimera for ourselves and discovered the dead zone. I skirted the edge of that same clearing, and I kept an eye out for the chimera’s peculiar aura, in case it decided to come out in the day. 
 
    “If it has a vampire component, what’re the chances it has trouble being out in daylight?” I asked Kegan, who shrugged. 
 
    “Depends, I guess,” he said. “Werewolves and harpies don’t have an aversion to the sun. I don’t think we could bank on it being a deterrent if we get the chimera’s attention right now, though.” 
 
    “You two keep an ear out, then,” I said.  
 
    Carmen’s bad-vibes radar was as good an early warning system as any, and Kegan, since he was half-faerie, was more attuned to nature, just subtly enough that he was naturally a bit better at tracking and hunting. Certainly better than two people who’d grown up in one of the largest cities in the country, anyway. Even my experience in the military had been more focused on tracking people than animals, though I wasn’t sure the chimera could really be classed as either. 
 
    Carmen marked on the map as we walked around the dead zone, and I used Kegan’s aura as a guide. Whenever it vanished, I knew I was inside the dead zone, and we could continue to map out its boundaries, which also had us walking past many of the attack sites Asami marked down earlier. Most of them were on the edge of the dead zone’s boundary, with fewer further inside, presumably closer to where the chimera was hiding. 
 
    At the same time, I tried to call up whatever ability I had that allowed me to amplify and boost others’ magic. Kegan would create a superficial glamour, just an image of a bird flying in circles, then step inside the zone, and I would attempt to redirect the flow of the magic through me before it could be swallowed up by the siphoning spell. 
 
    “Don’t force it,” the blond man advised as I worked to make the glamour-bird reappear. Carmen was standing just outside the dead zone with the map. It was early afternoon now, and we’d almost finished marking the dead zone’s border, but I still hadn’t quite figured out how to make the siphoning spell back off. “You can’t reverse the flow of a river.” 
 
    That made me pause for a moment, and I looked at him.  
 
    “Magic is a river?” I asked. 
 
    “Magic is however you want to visualize it,” Kegan said. “But I picture it as a river. You can’t reverse its current, but you can redirect its flow. It will move around rocks, it will change how it flows over land.” 
 
    I thought about this. Maybe I was focusing too directly on the magic itself, then. I couldn’t affect the magic, but I could affect what was around it and manipulate it less directly, but perhaps more effectively. 
 
    I imagined Kegan’s glamour was a small stream heading over a little waterfall into a pool-- the siphoning spell. I couldn’t stop the stream, or make it move in reverse, but I could shift it. I put rocks into the riverbed, directed it away at an angle, like a fork, in a different direction and into a different pool. I was the water filling the pool when Kegan’s water was redirected. I was the rocks that pushed him away in the other direction. I was the patronus, feeding the siphoning spell because my magic, somehow, did not seem to have a limit. 
 
    “Shit…” I heard Carmen breathe softly, and I opened my eyes to see Kegan’s glamour had reappeared. 
 
    The bird looked a little faint, almost like a hologram rather than fully solid, but it was a start. I pushed a little further and added more mental stones to the river to make it flow more strongly in the new direction, and the glamour looked normal again. 
 
    “It worked,” Kegan said as he waved his fingers, and the bird stopped flying in circles and soared high into the air. If I hadn’t been able to sense the magic coming off it, I would have thought it was real. “We have a way around the dead zone.” 
 
    “Just barely,” I said. “I think it’ll be harder, the deeper into the dead zone we go. And it won’t be as strong as your magic on the outside. But it should be enough to give us a bit of an edge.” 
 
    “Kylah’s light can incinerate just about anything,” Carmen said. “And I’ll be able to track the chimera properly, too. It’s definitely an edge.” 
 
    “Speaking of, have we got the full border of the dead zone now?” Kegan asked. He stepped out of the dead zone as he said this, and there was a small burst as the glamour of the bird, now suddenly being fed much more power than necessary, flashed. For a second, it was… too real. Too vivid. The glamour’s intensity made everything around it seem artificial, like slightly wonky CGI. Then Kegan readjusted how much power he needed to put into it, now that he was outside the dead zone, and the bird looked normal again. 
 
    “Just about,” Carmen said with a nod. “It’s probable the chimera is somewhere in the center of this.” 
 
    She showed us both the map, and I was not at all surprised to see the dead zone looked to be almost a perfect circle. If we accounted for a couple errors on our part, since our method had been less than scientific, and the fact Carmen had never been an artist, I was willing to bet the dead zone was actually a perfect circle. 
 
    “Is that… natural?” I asked. “Of dead zones, I mean. Like, Sami said the veil’s origin points are dead zones. Are they circular?” 
 
    “A circle is an easy shape to maintain,” Kegan said. “Stable. No point is any stronger than any other. I expect dead zones are naturally circular, but they could maybe be forced into other shapes. It would require a lot of effort to maintain an uneven… strength.” 
 
    “If we’ve mapped the border, we should head in, get an idea where it’s hiding more specifically, where we could trap and kill it,” I said, and I cast my gaze over to the trees before I turned back to face Kegan and my sister. “Monkey, you’re good at climbing trees. See if you can get a vantage point?” 
 
    Carmen was halfway through stuffing the map into her back pocket when Kegan raised a hand. 
 
    “No need, I’ve got it,” the blond said. 
 
    He then walked over to the nearest tree and began to climb it even more easily than I suspected Carmen could have. 
 
    “He would probably be able to see more than me,” Carmen admitted, though I could tell she was a bit bummed to be missing out on the chance to climb a tree. “Being half-faerie, or whatever.” 
 
    “You’d be right!” Kegan called down to us both. “I think we’ve caught the attention of some of the local wildlife.” 
 
    “Wildlife?” I asked. “I thought everything would be steering clear of this part of the forest.” 
 
    “Not if the chimera isn’t targeting them,” Kegan replied. “If it’s just killing humans, the animals don’t really have any reason to fear it. We’re only on the edge of the dead zone, so it’s probably far enough from the chimera’s territory that it doesn’t feel threatened by another predator in the vicinity.” 
 
    “Predator?” Carmen asked. “Is it a fox?” 
 
    “No, it’s a little bit bigger than a fox,” Kegan said in a wary tone. “I think it’d be a good idea for the pair of you to get into a tree. Sooner rather than later.” 
 
    Both Carmen and I scrambled to the base of a nearby tree. Carmen, just as my nickname for her would imply, had no problem climbing it and was twenty feet above the ground in no time. I, meanwhile, had more practice running long distances while carrying heavy gear, so I struggled to get ten feet up before, from between the trees on the other side of the clearing, a mountain lion emerged. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Carmen muttered from above me. “Hey, Kegan? What’re the chances some of those ‘animal attacks’ really were animal attacks?” 
 
    “Hard to say without being in front of the actual bodies,” the blond man replied from his own tree. “We can sense if there was magic involved then, but as for right now? No clue.” 
 
    “I would prefer not to add to the stories of animal attacks,” I told my sister flatly as I climbed up another few feet. “Real or magical.” 
 
    The mountain lion had noticed my struggling to get up high enough and was prowling toward me slowly, but it didn’t seem hostile so much as curious. I’d given it no reason to fear me so far, so it wasn’t being aggressive, and I knew my human-ness would make me an unappealing choice for prey. Even so, regardless of my namesake, I had no desire to get any closer to it. Death at the hands-- or rather, claws-- of a mountain lion would be, for one thing, kind of embarrassing after everything I’d already survived. 
 
    “Just ignore it,” Kegan called out to Carmen and me. “If you don’t pay it any attention, it will just go away.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry no one taught me how to behave around mountain lions!” my sister called back to him. She’d climbed further up into the tree, and now that I was about twenty feet high, she was closer to thirty. “I grew up in LA! There aren’t exactly a lot of mountain lions there.” 
 
    “But there are a fair few cougars,” I joked, and Carmen shot me a withering look. 
 
    “You’re so funny,” she deadpanned. “Maybe save the jokes for after the lion is gone?” 
 
    “I still think it shouldn’t even be here,” I said. “The chimera is a huge predator, even if it’s not actively targeting local wildlife. Why don’t they care about it being here?” 
 
    “They obviously don’t perceive it as a danger, for whatever reason,” Kegan said. “It must have been exclusively targeting humans and magicals.” 
 
    “It’s intelligent enough to do that?” Carmen asked. 
 
    “Well, it’s made up of people,” I said. “It must have some kind of sentience or intelligence. Some sort of mind.” 
 
    The mountain lion was at the base of my and Carmen’s tree now, and it had reared up onto its back legs to place its enormous front paws on the trunk. It seemed to be mostly stretching, though, and watching my sister and me with vague curiosity. 
 
    “Asami said magic needs similarity to work properly,” I then said. “Like an organ donor.” 
 
    “Like attracts like.” Kegan nodded. “If the chimera is a creature of magic, it will be attracted to other magical creatures. Especially since it has so many conflicting auras.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s not eating the victims to feed, then,” Carmen said, and her eyes had gone wide with realization. “It’s consuming them to try and stabilize its own magic. You’ve seen its aura, it’s totally fucked. The victims, both human and magical, must be an attempt to make its aura… go back to normal.” 
 
    “Asami did say a chimera would eventually go mad,” I said. “She also said it was a miracle this one hadn’t just snapped and gone on an all-out rampage yet.” 
 
    “The dead zone must be part of that,” Kegan said. “Tamping down the strongest parts of its magic not for the safety of its creator or its privacy, but to keep it from going completely insane.” 
 
    Just then, my phone rang. 
 
    The trill of the ringtone was high-pitched and sudden enough to spook the mountain lion, which immediately stopped stretching and pushed itself away from the tree to land on all fours. It hissed at me resentfully before stalking back off into the trees, and I fished my phone from my pocket to see it was Kylah calling. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” I asked when I answered. 
 
    “We’re fine,” Kylah assured me. “We just wanted to see how things were going.” 
 
    “Uh, well, I think, actually,” I said, because I was kind of surprised by it. “We had a little run-in with a mountain lion, but we’ve mapped out the dead zone, and we reckon we know why it was put up.” 
 
    “You do?” Asami’s voice asked excitedly. 
 
    “The chimera isn’t feeding off magicals for food, so much as using their auras to try and repair its own, we think,” I said. “The dead zone is probably a way to stop it from getting so strong that its mind just snaps.” 
 
    “That might explain why it’s survived for this long, and with so many components,” Asami said, and I could just picture her nodding thoughtfully. “The dead zone imposes a sort of… safety limit.” 
 
    “We’ve also got a rudimentary work-around to the dead zone for our magic,” I said. “We tried out the boost theory, and it works. Not as strong as your regular magic, but it’s something.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s excellent!” Kylah gasped. “Have you located the chimera’s den yet?” 
 
    “Not yet, but we’re getting close, now that we know what to look for,” I said. “It’s probably in the center of the dead zone, so we’ll try there. What about you guys?” 
 
    “We have the palo santo,” Kylah told me, and I could hear the proud smile in her voice, as well as the determination. “Enough for a pyre plenty big enough to kill that thing.” 
 
    My heart thudded in my chest. Kylah and Asami had the holy wood, and Kegan, Carmen, and I were zeroing in on a location. Within a few hours, we would be ready. 
 
    And we could kill this chimera. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    I finished my conversation with Kylah, and once I’d hung up the phone, Carmen, Kegan, and I carefully descended from our trees. We all kept a wary eye out for more mountain lions, or similar predators, but for now it looked like we’d all been left alone, so we headed ever deeper into the forest and the dead zone. 
 
    As we walked, Kegan created a new glamour. This time, instead of a little bird, he made the three of us not quite invisible but ‘less noticeable,’ the same thing Asami had done in the hospital. His affinity wasn’t light magic, like Kylah’s was, so true invisibility was much more difficult for him. 
 
    Meanwhile, I continued my mental river-redirecting exercise until I could strengthen his magic and divert it away from the siphoning spell of the dead zone almost without thinking about it. However, there was no mistaking the fact that, the further we went into the dead zone, and the closer we got to its center, the more oppressive the siphoning magic became. 
 
    I hadn’t realized how much I’d come not just to rely on magic, but just how used I’d become to having it all around me, until we got close to the center of the dead zone. It was almost suffocating, that sensation of being cut off from what was a natural part of myself and the world. How had I gone seventeen years of my life like this? How had I not noticed something was wrong sooner? 
 
    Or maybe I had, and that was why I’d scrambled for any semblance of belonging I could find. Maybe that was what had sent me toward the military, the desperation to feel like a part of something larger than myself. 
 
    Either way, the sensation of being cut off from magic was much more disorienting as we got further into the dead zone, and I could see the effort on Carmen and Kegan’s faces as they struggled to keep their spells afloat. Even with me ‘redirecting’ the power away from the siphoning spell, my technique was new and inefficient. Many rivulets of water were splitting away from the new stream and being lost, so they needed to funnel even more energy to accomplish the same spells. 
 
    “How’s your radar looking, Monkey?” I asked Carmen. Beads of sweat had broken out on her forehead as she concentrated. 
 
    “It’s a little fuzzy because of… well, this,” she said, and she gestured quickly to everything around us. “But also because the chimera is so fucked up. It’s just a big pot of ‘bad’ around here because this is its territory. But I think it’s a little worse in that direction.” 
 
    She pointed in the direction we’d already been heading, which was roughly east. 
 
    “That must be where the true center of this place is, then,” I said. “Keep alert. The dead zone isn’t the only threat in here.” 
 
    “I don’t know how well this glamour will hold as we get to the center,” Kegan added. The blond man looked like he was fighting through a migraine. “And if we disturb the chimera, it doesn’t matter how strong I make the spell, it will notice us, and it will want to kill us.” 
 
    “So, stealthy,” Carmen said with a nod. “No problem. Right?” 
 
    “We’ll make it so there’s no problem,” I said firmly, and we continued on. 
 
    It was mid-afternoon by this point, and even through the thick canopy of leaves overhead, I was beginning to feel rather warm. I was used to much hotter temperatures than Oregon had to offer, having spent a year overseas and having grown up in Los Angeles, so honestly it was refreshing not to feel slightly cold for once. 
 
    However, I also knew this meant we were burning through our available time. We still needed to get a clear sense of the chimera’s hideout, then we had to get back to the motel, regroup with Kylah and Asami, and drag enough palo santo out here to build a bonfire big enough to barbeque a crime against nature, all in a couple of hours. 
 
    Going slower wasn’t an option, and failure definitely wasn’t an option. Every minute the chimera was free to roam through these woods was another minute where someone could get hurt or killed. Not to mention, if we were operating under the assumption Helen was still alive-- and we were-- then we really had no time to lose, because the chimera could decide to kill or eat her at any moment, and we would have no way of knowing. 
 
    “If we assume the chimera does have human… components,” Kegan said as we walked, and it was clear from his tone that this was something that had been weighing on his mind for a while. I wondered if this was what he’d been so bothered about, back in the motel room when we’d been discussing what to do about the dead zone. “Then can we be sure the palo santo will work?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Carmen asked. “Humans aren’t resistant to holy wood. Are they?” 
 
    “Well, yes and no,” the blond man said with a shrug. “Part of why humans are so feared by the magical community is because they have no natural weaknesses. They can get injured and killed, of course, but they’re not naturally weakened to things like silver or cold iron. Holy water doesn’t burn them, nor will holy wood.” 
 
    “Yeah, regular holy wood, maybe,” I said. “But we’re gonna be burning this thing. Humans aren’t immune to fire.” 
 
    Carmen and I were acutely aware of that. 
 
    Kegan, however, still seemed a little unconvinced.  
 
    “It’s not that. I just… I don’t know.” He sighed and ran a hand through his blond hair. “It’s not pure human, for sure, but it might be human enough to be relatively immune to the curse-breaking powers of holy wood. Then we’ll just be burning it, but its magic might make it strong enough to be immune to the regular flames. It’s all one vicious circle.” 
 
    “Well, think about it this way,” I said and gestured to Kegan. “You’re half-human, right? And you’re mostly immune to cold iron. But not entirely. It still hurts you. The chimera must be the same, right? It can’t have just the benefits of its component creatures. If it’s got a vampire, it must have some aversion to sunlight, even if it won’t burst into flames.” 
 
    “I agree on the ‘all benefits’ thing,” Carmen said with a nod. “It can’t be human enough to be immune to holy wood, and magical enough to be immune to burning. I think you’re just getting worked up out of stress there, K.” 
 
    She reached up to pat one of Kegan’s shoulders, and it was almost like magic, how some of the tension seemed to vanish out of his posture. He turned to my sister and nodded carefully, and then he looked back at me. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said. “You both are. I’m… panicking where I don’t need to.” 
 
    “Save the panic for when we’re actually in deep shit,” I joked. “I’m sure we’ll land in some eventually.” 
 
    “Your optimism just sparkles, Pip,” Carmen said as she rolled her eyes. “Now, come on you two, I can still sense this thing’s bad vibes, they’re coming from this way.” 
 
    She marched off purposefully and left Kegan and me to follow, and before long, I was able to focus enough through the suffocation of the siphoning spell, and the effort of maintaining Kegan and Carmen’s powers, that I caught a glimpse of a patchy, silvery aura. 
 
    “There,” I said and pointed. “Do you two see it?” 
 
    “Uh… Yeah! Yeah, I do,” Carmen said after a moment. “It’s pretty faint to me. I don’t know if that’s because of the dead zone or because you can see them better than me.” 
 
    “I can’t see it at all right now,” Kegan admitted. “Part of that is definitely the dead zone, though you do have a knack for seeing auras more clearly, Leo.” 
 
    Kylah had told me once that she thought my ability to see auras more clearly than others with the second sight wasn’t just because I’d grown up outside the magical world and therefore wasn’t habituated to them yet, but also related to my magical affinity. Just like Carmen could sense things, I could amplify others’ magic, and somehow being able to see auras related to that. 
 
    “Keep a feeler out for danger, Carmen,” I told my sister. “But we can track it with its aura now.” 
 
    “We must be fairly close,” my sister murmured, which was exactly what I’d been thinking. 
 
    “Move carefully,” I said in a low voice, because even with Kegan’s glamour, we couldn’t risk drawing attention to ourselves. We were three people, and even if we weren’t magically powerless, we were still extremely unprepared to go up against the chimera.  
 
    Not until we had a method to kill it, and not until that method was within sprinting distance. 
 
    With me watching the chimera’s aura, Carmen using her radar ability, and Kegan using garden variety tracking techniques, it was only a matter of time before we located the chimera’s hideout, and my thoughts turned to what we would find there when we did. 
 
    Jonathan Rowe was one man, consumed by grief and desperation, and his single death had been enough to poison the land around his home so completely that revenants kept springing up over two hundred years later. If the chimera had a den where it was dragging victims to kill and eat at a later date, I didn’t want to imagine what kind of havoc those deaths could wreak on the land, even without accounting for the fact the chimera itself was a seriously nasty piece of bastardized magic. 
 
    “We should try and administer last rites to the victims in its lair,” I murmured as the three of us got ever closer to the center of the dead zone. It was like a weight on my chest now, but instead of making it difficult to breathe, it just felt… close. Oppressive. Something was off, but if I hadn’t known it was an isolation from magic, I wouldn’t have been able to say what. Maybe it was a bit like phantom limb syndrome-- the idea that something should be there, something that was a part of you, but it was just gone. 
 
    “I was thinking the same,” Kegan said in a low voice. “Not all of the victims will have had last rites before. Some of them-- including the ones who make up the chimera-- are still officially classed as missing. If their families haven’t held funerals, their spirits will be unquiet.” 
 
    “I don’t want to know what kind of revenants a chimera’s magic could create,” Carmen grumbled, and her expression was uneasy. 
 
    “Neither do I,” the blond man agreed. “I’ll ask Kylah to bring some sage. If we burn it over the area and say a few words, it should appease the dead.” 
 
    “But that’s a problem for after we actually kill this thing,” I said.  
 
    There was still the slight chance this all failed horribly, in which instance we would probably just end up adding to the number of unquiet spirits haunting these woods. 
 
    I wondered for a moment if any of the revenants we’d stopped a few days ago had been Eyes, or bounty hunters. I wondered if someone else had tried to stop that threat and failed where we, through having larger numbers or being better prepared or maybe just sheer luck, succeeded. 
 
    “The world is a graveyard, and we walk on paths built by dead men,” Kegan muttered, and when I looked up, I saw his green eyes were fixed on me. 
 
    “Who said that?” I asked. Had my expression really been so open, or could the blond man actually sort of read minds? 
 
    “Aurelius Beckett,” Kegan answered. “Founder of the Order of the Eye. He always put a lot of importance in remembering where you came from, how you got to start where you did. Traditions can be strangleholds that limit you if they’re not tempered with progress. But you should never forget your history.” 
 
    “I wish I had some history to forget,” I said with an almost sheepish laugh. The fact was that Carmen and I didn’t know a great deal about our parents, and even less since we’d learned they’d both been seers. Our father had apparently been something of a legacy in the Order, despite never joining. 
 
    “I’m sure if you ask Renée, she’ll give you some information about your family,” Kegan said to me. 
 
    “If not, I bet Sami would be only too happy to help you out,” Carmen added with a grin.  
 
    I wondered for a moment why she said ‘help you out’ and not ‘help us out,’ but my attention was then drawn by a flicker in the chimera’s patchy aura, and I turned my head sharply to look at it. 
 
    “Did you see that?” I asked, but Carmen and Kegan both shook their heads. “It… flickered. I think we’re close to its hideout.” 
 
    “Be on your guard, then,” Kegan warned, and he pulled one of Kylah’s silver daggers from the sheath strapped to his thigh.  
 
    I kept meaning to ask why Kylah had a set of five. It seemed a strange number when her fighting style meant she rarely threw her blades, and I’d never seen her carry more than three at once. 
 
    A little while later, we came to the entrance of a small cave. The chimera’s aura led right inside, and according to Carmen’s research of the area earlier in the week, it was an entrance to a small network of caves. 
 
    Thomas Carter had described the place he’d been held in as a cave or a bunker of some sort, and between that and the fact I could see the chimera’s aura, this had to be where it was hiding. 
 
    “Keep your distance,” I warned the other two. “Kegan, how’s the glamour holding?” 
 
    “We’re definitely right in the center of the dead zone,” the blond man said through gritted teeth. He really looked like he was fighting a migraine now. “This spell doesn’t want to hold.” 
 
    “Just a little longer,” I encouraged, and I mentally tried to stop up as many of the gaps in the river so it flowed more efficiently. 
 
    In an ideal world, we would head inside and actually check whether the chimera was in there by confirming a visual, but as outclassed as we were, and with how much Kegan was struggling to hold the glamour, hanging back was probably our best option.  
 
    Where else would the chimera be hiding, if not in a cave in the center of the dead zone? 
 
    “We should head back,” Carmen said. “Before it gets our scent or something. The last thing we need is to wake it up or whatever before nightfall. Before we have the pyre up.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said firmly. “Come on, let’s--” 
 
    I cut myself off when another flash of silver caught my eye, and I turned back to face the mouth of the cave. 
 
    There was another aura leading inside. 
 
    It was faint, which meant it was an older trail. The fact it was faint to me meant it was particularly old, maybe as much as a week. 
 
    “Carmen,” I said in a hushed voice, and I pointed to the second trail. “You see that?” 
 
    My sister squinted at the ground. “Just barely. Looks pretty old. You think someone else is inside?” 
 
    “Well, that’s definitely not the chimera’s aura,” I said. In fact, I had a pretty solid guess as to who that aura belonged to, and I squared my shoulders. “Alright, new plan. We’re going in.” 
 
    “What?” Kegan gaped at me. “Leo, I know there are people in there, but we’re not equipped to launch a rescue mission right now. We could get them killed if we go in unprepared.” 
 
    “Every minute we leave them in there, they could die,” I said. “We’re here, and we need to get them out now. Besides, if we’re coming back later tonight to kill this thing, the last thing we need are bystanders.” 
 
    The blond man opened his mouth, hesitated, then closed it again and nodded. “Alright, you make a fair point with that one. We don’t need bystanders.” 
 
    “So, we go in,” I said. “You try and hold that glamour. Carmen and I will deal with everything else. Your top priority is the glamour.” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” Kegan said with another pretend salute. 
 
    It honestly made me a little uncomfortable to be treated like some kind of leader or superior officer. After so long in the military, I’d found I much preferred being part of a team where everyone was on equal footing. The idea that someone in the team was more valuable because of a higher rank didn’t sit well with me. It came down to the mettle of the man, not the medals on his breast. 
 
    But I was glad the three of us worked well as a team.  
 
    Carmen automatically moved to a position just behind me and to my right, with Kegan hanging a little further back on my left. Then, very slowly, the three of us ventured into the cave. 
 
    The air was cool and moist, and I just knew if I placed my hand on the wall, it would come away wet and possibly smeared with green moss or algae. I’d never been spelunking, and already I knew this experience would not make me want to try it. It smelled damp, but I couldn’t smell anything rotting, which was hopefully a good thing. Living things didn’t rot. 
 
    Alternatively, though, I knew a dead thing wouldn’t rot, either, if the entire body was eaten. 
 
    It didn’t take long for us to get far enough into the cave that light didn’t reach, so Carmen pulled out her phone and turned on the flashlight. Kegan’s attention glamour would have to do a little more work to hide light, but I remembered the chimera’s eyesight hadn’t seemed very good, so that would help a bit. 
 
    I looked back at the pair of them and raised a finger to my lips. We all knew a creature without good eyes would rely on its nose and ears to track prey, so we had to be as silent as possible. I didn’t know if Kegan’s attention glamour extended to sound or smell, so we would have to move especially carefully. 
 
    Further into the cave system, we came to a larger cavern that must have been the main chamber, and once my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I saw the hulking form of the sleeping chimera curled up on the far side. 
 
    It looked just as ugly and wrong as it had looked in the forest a couple nights ago. Even still, even sleeping, it was difficult to actually look at, because every fiber of my body knew how entirely wrong it was, how unnatural. 
 
    For now, it was fast asleep, but I was willing to bet that would change if any of us made a loud noise-- or, hell, if we just hung around for too long, because we definitely smelled fresh and edible. If the chimera had a vampire component, that also meant it could well have a preference for faerie blood, like Sullivan Scratch, so a half-faerie like Kegan would be a particularly tasty treat. 
 
    Even with Carmen’s phone light, it was a struggle to see through the cave properly, and if I hadn’t been able to see the faint silvery line of the normal aura, we would have been going in pretty much blind. I noticed the winding trail of silver went right past the sleeping chimera, though, which meant we would need a plan. 
 
    I withdrew from the main cavern entrance and turned back to the others, but before I could even say anything, Kegan beat me to it.  
 
    “Let me distract it,” he said. 
 
    “What?” Carmen gasped, and she only just remembered to keep her voice low. Her eyes were wide with horror. “You can’t!” 
 
    “It has a vampire component,” Kegan said. “A half-faerie like me will be its preferred target, especially over two regular seers. I’ll distract it if it wakes up, you two go rescue the hostages.” 
 
    “You can’t use glamours or make yourself invisible with that thing,” Carmen argued in a hiss. “It tracks people by sound and smell. Your affinity is mirror magic.” 
 
    “I’ll figure out a way to confuse it,” Kegan said firmly to her, and then he looked at me. “Come on, Leo. You know I’m the logical choice here.” 
 
    “Kylah would never forgive me if you got hurt.” I frowned. 
 
    “And she’d never forgive me if you got hurt,” he countered. “But you know I’m the right one for this. And the more time we waste, the more we risk the chimera waking and attacking all of us. I’ll distract it only as a last resort. Our primary strategy is still stealth here.” 
 
    “Kegan--” Carmen started. 
 
    “The longer we stand here talking, the less time we have,” he cut her off, and he looked at my sister with a pleading, almost desperate expression. “Trust me on this, Carmen. Please.” 
 
    “He’s right, Monkey,” I said. “We need to move quickly.” 
 
    Carmen looked between me and the blond man for several moments with her face pinched with concern, but at last she nodded. 
 
    “Okay,” she said in a shaky voice, and she curled her hands into loose fists. “Okay. Let’s go.” 
 
    Kegan nodded, but he’d barely taken two steps away from us when Carmen suddenly surged forward.  
 
    “Wait!” she whispered.  
 
    Before Kegan or I could ask what the problem was, my sister had taken the blond man’s face in her hands, pulled him down, and kissed him soundly on the mouth. 
 
    After a long moment, she pulled away, and as Kegan straightened, she looked him dead in the eyes.  
 
    “Be careful,” she murmured. 
 
    “I… I will,” Kegan said softly, and he cast a glance at me before he turned and headed deeper into the cavern, near where the chimera was sleeping. 
 
    I couldn’t stop the sly grin that pulled itself onto my face as Carmen finally dared to look at me, and when she saw it, she scowled. 
 
    “Shut up,” she hissed. 
 
    “What? I didn’t say anything,” I teased.  
 
    She just scowled harder and turned sharply away from me, but then the amusement melted away, and the pair of us were all business. 
 
    I dared to cast one last look at Kegan before the shadows and the hulking form of the sleeping chimera hid him from view, and he nodded firmly and waved us both on. He was keeping a good distance from the creature, but was still close enough to guarantee he would be its first target if it should wake. It already seemed a little more restless than when we’d first entered the caves-- no doubt it could smell Kegan’s fae blood, or sense my magic-boosting abilities, or perhaps both. 
 
    Beyond the chimera was another passage that led to smaller chambers. The passage was only barely large enough for the chimera, and I had to wonder if the beast had somehow dug out these caves, if it was able to dig through solid rock, or if it had just been fortunate to find a cave system that would act as a good hideaway-slash-dungeon. 
 
    The aura was a little brighter now as Carmen and I followed it ever deeper. I’d never been especially claustrophobic, but the oppressive feeling of the siphoning magic, with the knowledge we were heading ever deeper underground, threatened to make me panic. I forced my breathing to remain steady and reminded myself we were going about this carefully, we were smart, and we knew what we were up against.  
 
    As long as no one lost their cool, we would be fine. 
 
    “There,” Carmen finally said in a soft voice, and she pointed. “The aura looks a little brighter, I think, and I can sense something there. Nonthreatening.” 
 
    I nodded silently, and we both stepped forward toward a tiny little alcove where the silvery line of the aura was leading us. Once we were close enough, I could see through the gloom that the aura belonged to a young woman-- a girl, really-- and she appeared to be fast asleep. 
 
    “Should we try to wake her?” Carmen asked. 
 
    “We can’t drag her out of here unconscious,” I said.  
 
    If she woke up partway through, she’d probably start screaming, and we needed to know if she was injured or just asleep. 
 
    Carmen took a careful step forward and knelt beside the girl. As I took another step closer, and my eyes continued to adjust to the darkness, I could make out that she had dark, wavy hair and skin about the same shade as my sister’s. 
 
    “Hey,” Carmen said as she laid a hand on the girl’s shoulder and shook her gently. “Hey, there. Can you hear me? Can you wake up?” 
 
    The girl didn’t stir. A moment later, Carmen pulled back from her and frowned. 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” she said. “This girl… she isn’t a threat, but I can sense something’s up.” 
 
    “Something how?” I asked. “Do you think she’s under some kind of spell?” 
 
    “I don’t know, there isn’t supposed to be magic within the dead zone, right?” my sister asked. 
 
    “I managed to circumvent it, didn’t I?” I pointed out. “And the chimera clearly can, to an extent, because it’s so strong. Maybe it put a sleeping spell on her.” 
 
    “Well, we’re all out of handsome princes to kiss her awake,” Carmen sighed. “The magic… it feels like Scratch’s did. His magic. Maybe it’s a vampire spell?” 
 
    “Vampires can hypnotize people,” I suddenly remembered. Scratch had tried it on me, once, but I’d been prepared enough and calm enough to be able to resist. But this girl, if she’d been taken by the chimera, she would have been too terrified and too confused to know to prepare against something like that. “It must have hypnotized her into this… coma-thing.” 
 
    “Thomas Carter said he woke up in a cave,” Carmen said with a nod. “The chimera must make its victims go to sleep to keep them docile.” 
 
    “And so they last longer without food,” I added. “Do you think you can wake her?” 
 
    “I just sense magic, I don’t know if I can break it.” My sister frowned. “But I can give it a go. Boost me?” 
 
    I laid a hand on Carmen’s shoulder, and she closed her eyes. Then I imagined plugging the river of her power so the water didn’t flow into the siphoning spell, but instead through me, where I could amplify it. 
 
    “Come on,” she murmured under her breath, and she reached out to place her hand on the girl’s shoulder again. “Come on… wake up. Wake up.” 
 
    A second later, the girl’s eyes flew open, and she bolted upright. 
 
    “What?” she gasped before she seemed to realize we were there, and then she recoiled from Carmen and let out a cry of pain. “Ow! Shit! I-- who are you guys?” 
 
    “We’re here to help,” I said in as soothing and quiet a tone as I could manage. “You were taken… you were captured by a creature. A chimera. It spelled you to stay asleep, and it was… well, it was probably going to eat you. We came to rescue you.” 
 
    “A… chimera?” the girl repeated blankly. Her eyes were wide with panic and confusion, and I could see they were gray, just like Ralph’s. 
 
    Carmen must have noticed that, too, because she asked, “Are you Helen? Helen de Luna?” 
 
    “Who’s asking?” The girl narrowed her eyes at my sister.  
 
    “Ralph Chander,” I answered. “He’s your uncle, right? He’s been worried sick about you. And so has your mother. He came up to Oregon to find you, and we said we’d help.” 
 
    “U-- Uncle Ralph?” Helen de Luna’s gray eyes then filled with tears. 
 
    “Yeah,” Carmen said gently. “He’s been doing everything he can to get you back, Helen. And we’ll happily explain more of the details, but later, okay? It’s not safe right now, and we need to get out of here.” 
 
    Carefully, Helen nodded. “Okay. Yeah. Okay. Later. We-- we have to get out of here.” 
 
    “We do,” I agreed, and at that moment, there was a wailing screech. 
 
    “Argh!” Helen recoiled again and then winced. “What-- what was that thing?” 
 
    “The chimera we mentioned,” I said, and my eyes snapped down to her leg, because she’d flinched twice, now. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “I think-- my ankle,” Helen said. “I must’ve sprained my ankle when it got me. Shit! That really hurts…” 
 
    “Fuck,” Carmen muttered before she looked up at me. “Leo, how are we going to get her out of here if she can’t walk?” 
 
    “We’ll carry her,” I said flatly, because there was no way in hell we were going to leave her behind. 
 
    Just then, there was another echoing cry from the cave passage where we’d left the chimera, but this noise was distinctly human. 
 
    “Kegan!” Carmen bolted to her feet. “We have to help him!” 
 
    “We have to get Helen out of here, first,” I argued. “He’s trained, Monkey. He can handle himself while we get Helen to safety.” 
 
    “You have a friend out there with that thing?” Helen asked, and she looked horrified. “Alone?” 
 
    “He’s one of the best there is,” I told her, and I crouched down onto one knee so I was eye level with her and placed my hands on her shoulders. “Don’t you worry about him. Our mission was to get you back to your uncle in one piece.” 
 
    I stood up then and helped Helen to her feet as I did, and Carmen was hovering nervously, clearly caught between wanting to help Kegan and wanting to make sure Helen got out safely. 
 
    “Monkey,” I said to get her attention, and her worried eyes snapped to me at once. “You get Helen out of here. I’ll help Kegan distract the chimera. No matter what happens, no matter what you hear, you keep going. You get out of the cave, out of the dead zone, back to the motel. Got it?” 
 
    Carmen swallowed hard and then nodded. She didn’t look like she trusted herself to speak for a moment, then she summoned her courage.  
 
    “Okay,” she muttered, and nodded. “But… be careful.” 
 
    “Always,” I promised, and I ducked down slightly to kiss her forehead.  
 
    My sister then turned to Helen and slung one of the werewolf girl’s arms around her shoulders, so Helen didn’t have to put any weight on her bad ankle. 
 
    “I can move quickly,” Helen promised us both. “I run track at school. I can… I can hop along.” 
 
    “Don’t go too fast, though,” I warned them both. “You’ll be a lot slower if you fall down and have to get up. Be smart, okay?” 
 
    “Always,” Carmen replied, and she managed a shaky smile. Then she and Helen began walking at a brisk pace toward the passage out of the cave.  
 
    Meanwhile, I ran ahead, back into the main cavern where Kegan was fighting for his life. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    In the larger cavern, where the chimera had been sleeping, Kegan was darting around and slashing with Kylah’s knife, because the chimera definitely wasn’t sleeping anymore. 
 
    “Hey!” I yelled, both to let Kegan know he had backup and to confuse the creature by giving it multiple targets.  
 
    The chimera swiveled around, and I once again stared into its acid-yellow eyes, with the pupils narrowed to vertical slits. Then I summoned every ounce of cocky smartassery I could muster and smirked.  
 
    “Over here, ugly!” I taunted. 
 
    “You better be talking to the beast and not me!” Kegan warned in a tone that would have been amused if he hadn’t been in the middle of a fight. Just as he spoke, the chimera took a swing at me with one of its front limbs, which still looked unsettlingly like human hands, and now I knew why that was. 
 
    “No promises,” I answered, in the same trying-to-be-funny-while-concentrating voice as I dodged back, out of the creature’s reach. “We found Ralph’s niece, it was her aura we saw back there.” 
 
    “She’s alive?” Kegan asked as he moved to avoid being struck by its scaly tail, which would have looked more at home on the back end of a dinosaur.  
 
    I wondered for a moment what creature-- or what combination of creatures-- had led to this thing getting a fifth limb. 
 
    “Alive and mostly unhurt,” I told him. “Sprained ankle, but otherwise seems okay. Carmen’s getting her out of here, we just need to keep this thing distracted until she does. Should be pretty easy, Carmen always says I’m an annoying bastard.” 
 
    “Funny-- Kylah says the same about me.” The blond man grinned, and his expression was made harsh and dangerous by the dim light of the cavern.  
 
    I suspected my own responding smile looked similarly unsettling. 
 
    I pulled Kylah’s silver dagger from where it had been strapped to my thigh and gripped it tight. Even though I had my gun in my shoulder holster, I wasn’t going to use it, especially inside the cavern. If I missed, or if the bullet ricocheted again, it could keep bouncing off the cave walls until it buried itself in Kegan’s brain or my ass or something. 
 
    “Come on, you gross piece of shit!” I called toward the creature, at the same time as Kegan yelled wordlessly.  
 
    The chimera faltered for a second, unsure which target to pursue, and then swung at us both again. 
 
    It was lightning quick, and I felt the air right next to me whistle as I just barely avoided getting slashed by its claws. Before it could swing again, or backhand me, I stabbed Kylah’s dagger into what would’ve been the joint between its thumb and forefinger, and the chimera let out an enraged shriek before shaking me off. 
 
    I wasn’t quite prepared for that, and I landed harshly on my back. The chimera raised its injured arm, which was now oozing that horrible black blood, ready to swipe at me like a cat with a mouse, but it then let out another pained cry, and I had just enough time to roll out of the way before its paw-hand-thing came crashing down onto the floor with enough force to crush my skull like a grape. 
 
    “You good?” I heard Kegan yell above the chaos of the creature’s furious, agonized screaming. He’d slashed at its ankles, the same way we had with Kylah and Carmen on the first night we’d encountered the chimera. Lots of little wounds to slow it down. 
 
    It hadn’t fully healed from its last encounter with us, but it was still dangerously strong, and I knew Kegan and I would have our work cut out now that there were just two of us. 
 
    “Aim for the tendons!” I called out to Kegan. They were low targets, more difficult for the beast to defend, and if we did enough damage, we could seriously restrict its movement. 
 
    “Got it!” Kegan called back, and I saw a flash of blond hair as he charged the beast again, slid to the ground underneath it, and stabbed Kylah’s dagger into the front of its left-rear ankle. 
 
    The chimera screamed again and stomped its feet in a combination of outrage and pain, and Kegan scrambled to get out from underneath it before the thing trampled him. He just barely avoided colliding directly into me, and I had to outstretch my arms to half-catch him as he struggled to stay upright. 
 
    “What was that you said earlier?” the blond asked me as he panted for breath. “About panicking when we’re in deep shit?” 
 
    “We’re not in deep shit yet,” I grunted. 
 
    The chimera seemed to have recovered from the shock of its latest injury by now, and it turned on the pair of us. I realized at the same moment as Kegan that, by standing next to one another, we were just making ourselves more vulnerable, and we almost literally dove apart from each other. 
 
    I ran around onto the chimera’s left with my mind racing, and Kegan to its right. We’d put all that effort into circumventing the siphoning spell, but for what? Neither of us knew offensive magic, not like Kylah and her light bursts. All we had were two knives and a gun that I refused to use so long as there was a risk I could hit Kegan. 
 
    I desperately wanted to know where Carmen and Helen were, if they’d made it out of the caves yet, if they were out of the dead zone yet. I suspected the former, but not the latter until I saw a flash of movement in the corner of my vision and noticed my sister half-carrying the limping girl along the edge of the cavern. Helen had her attention on the ground in front of her and was careful not to trip, but Carmen was watching Kegan and me face off against the beast with wide, terrified eyes. 
 
    No matter what, the chimera couldn’t realize they were there. 
 
    “Kegan!” I shouted. “Keep it busy!” 
 
    The blond man looked at me but noticed Carmen and Helen a moment later, and then his green eyes snapped back to mine as he gave a firm nod. 
 
    “Hey!” he yelled to the chimera, and he dove forward to slash at its front right leg, or maybe it was an arm. “Over here, freak of nature!” 
 
    The horrible, elongated fingers with their sharp claws twitched as the creature swiped at Kegan, and I heard a soft grunt as it presumably struck flesh. When I next caught a glance at him, the left side of his face was scarlet with blood, which was gushing from a cut across his left eyebrow. 
 
    “I’ll be fine!” he yelled to me before I could ask, or maybe he was saying that for Carmen’s benefit.  
 
    I was just relieved she hadn’t cried out or something, but I knew I had to trust her. She was an adult, same as me, and she knew what the priority was here. 
 
    Kegan wiped hastily at the blood gushing down his face, and I had to remind myself he was probably fine. Head wounds always bled a lot, even if they weren’t serious. The biggest risk would be an impairment to his vision, which just meant I would have to play bait for a while. 
 
    “Here, you dumb fuck!” I yelled to the creature, and I slashed once, twice, thrice across what might have been its forearm before it finally turned to me.  
 
    The pain distracted it from the scent of fresh faerie blood, and it lumbered toward me with its fangs bared. At this proximity, I could see each tooth was at least half a foot long and ended in a vicious point. 
 
    I didn’t let myself examine its dental work for long, though, because I took off at a run so I was standing behind it and refocused my slashing efforts onto its back legs. It turned to follow me, but not before it swung its tail, and I narrowly avoided being clotheslined in the stomach and thrown backward into the wall. 
 
    By the time the chimera was facing where I’d been standing, I’d run around again and was standing next to Kegan. I put a hand to his bleeding face, and he tried to push me away. 
 
    “Really, I’m fine,” he said. “Don’t worry about me. We need to protect Carmen and Helen--” 
 
    “I know that,” I cut him off as I dragged my hand down his face and coated my palm with blood. “You say you’re fine, I believe you. But it’s never going to find me as interesting as you if you’re bleeding tasty faerie blood everywhere.” 
 
    I then smeared my bloody palm down the side of my own face, like some extremely primitive attempt at warpaint. Some of it got caught on my lip, and I tasted the typical metallic tang, but there was also a light, sweet, almost floral scent, like a botanical gin or something. If that was a change I could taste, I could only imagine the difference in flavor for a vampire, a creature made to consume blood. 
 
    “Sweet,” I quipped, and then Kegan and I turned away from one another and split up again.  
 
    Even as I ran, though, I knew it was only a matter of time before one of us slipped up-- probably literally-- and got an injury a lot more severe than a slash over the eyebrow. 
 
    For what felt like hours, we dove and dodged and slashed and stabbed, and while we definitely held the chimera’s attention and were definitely causing it harm, we didn’t seem to be wearing it down all that much. Kegan’s blood eventually clotted, and he was able to see properly again, but the pair of us were still covered, and the chimera was clearly still very hungry to get a proper taste. 
 
    By the time I managed to stab the chimera directly through the end of its tail-- and it made the highest, most pained shrieking noise we’d heard so far-- I was confident Carmen and Helen had made their way out of the cave, and Kegan and I could begin to focus on getting ourselves out of here, too. 
 
    “We need a distraction separate from us!” I called out to him, and as the chimera lunged for us again, I grabbed Kegan by the arm and shoved him into a tiny alcove. There was barely enough space for the pair of us to stand, but it was out of the way enough that the creature wouldn’t be able to find us for a minute. “Something that’ll let us slip out without us chasing it.” 
 
    Ideally, we would get the chimera to think we were still in the cavern, so it would continue to skulk around and hunt for us while we actually went back to the motel to regroup with the others and get the palo santo. 
 
    “Wait, I have an idea,” Kegan said, and he shoved Kylah’s dagger at me before he shrugged off his jacket and stripped off his t-shirt. It had been white at the start of the day, but now it was irreparably stained scarlet with blood. He quickly pulled it off while making sure to wipe as much blood from his forehead wound on it as possible, and then he thrust it toward me. 
 
    “Here,” he said. “Toss this deep into the cavern, it’ll distract that thing long enough for us to make a break for it.” 
 
    As he pulled his jacket back on, now bare-chested underneath it, I remembered what Carmen said the last time this had happened, and I had to admit Kegan really did look like a nineties vampire. 
 
    That had been the day we’d met Kegan. And Kylah. The day we’d been introduced to the magical world. It had only been about a month ago, but it felt like a lifetime. Kegan went from a stranger I didn’t trust to an ally I would die for. 
 
    “This will distract it, but only for so long,” I said and held up the shirt. “We need a way to either trap it or scare it off.” 
 
    “Fire?” Kegan suggested. “Regular fire won’t kill it, but it will probably scare the shit out of it.” 
 
    “Can you do fire magic?” I asked, but Kegan shook his head. 
 
    “My affinity is with glamours and mirror magic,” he told me with an apologetic tilt to his head. “What about you?” 
 
    “Were you not paying attention? My talent is for amplifying magic.” 
 
    “That might not be your only talent,” Kegan said, and he took back Kylah’s dagger from me. “Asami has two-- healing and glamours. You might have more than one, too.” 
 
    “And the odds of it being fire?” I demanded. “Like, what, a hundred to one?” 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” Kegan said, and he jumped out of the little alcove and ran for the chimera again. 
 
    Crazy fucker. But I had to admire it. 
 
    “Come and get me, you bastard!” he yelled to the beast before he shouted back at me. “It doesn’t have to be fire! Just some kind of offensive magic! Your powers are stronger than mine inside the dead zone!” 
 
    He was right about that. Theoretically, anyone could master any kind of magic, it was just that some kinds came easier to some people than others. Asami had a talent for healing magic, but Kegan didn’t. His talent was for mirror magic, but Kylah’s wasn’t. And so on, and so on. 
 
    “Come on, Rivera,” I muttered to myself while still clutching Kegan’s bloody t-shirt. I needed to think and move fast if I was going to come up with a way to trap or distract the chimera before it managed to catch Kegan properly. “Come on. Think.” 
 
    Fire magic was the best way to go, I knew, so that was what I would aim for. Elemental magic, I was fairly sure, was a relatively basic skill, possible to be performed even by those who were-- like me-- almost entirely untrained. 
 
    Additionally, Asami had said that, as a bastardization of the natural forces, the chimera would be repelled by the natural elements, like fire or water or whatever. It was probably part of why it didn’t go out during daylight hours. It was why our plan involved a pyre of holy wood. 
 
    “Fire,” I muttered to myself. I tried to conjure up images of bonfires and campfires and candles. “Flames. Hot. Sparks.” 
 
    “Leo! You okay?” Kegan yelled to me. 
 
    “Fine!” I shouted back, and I stepped out of the alcove, because the longer the half-faerie was left to fend for himself, the more likely he got seriously hurt. 
 
    I could multitask, right? 
 
    “Fire,” I said to myself again as I drew the dagger again and stabbed it into the tip of the chimera’s tail, which was the only part of it within my reach.  
 
    Just as it turned to snarl at me, I threw the balled-up t-shirt as hard as I could down into the passageway where Carmen and I had found Helen. 
 
    The way the chimera’s head swiveled to follow the scent of the bloodstained fabric was almost comical. I would have laughed if I hadn’t been focusing so hard on trying to make the air spontaneously combust around us. 
 
    “Come on, come on!” I muttered under my breath, and my fists and jaw clenched as the chimera dove after the bloody shirt and burrowed into the passageway. We would only have a few moments of distraction before the creature realized I’d just thrown a t-shirt and came back to hunt us with twice as much fervor. 
 
    Fire, I thought. Fire. Fire. Fire. 
 
    Snap. 
 
    There was a huge cracking sound, like a log in a fireplace, and my eyes flew open. I looked around, but I saw no light and felt no heat. 
 
    “What?” I asked aloud, and I looked over at Kegan. “I swear I heard-- I thought I managed to--” 
 
    “You managed something, alright,” the blond man told me. He wasn’t looking at me, or the chimera, but up at the roof of the cave. “But it wasn’t fire magic.” 
 
    I looked up, too, and followed Kegan’s gaze, and I noticed what he was staring at. Fine, dark cracks spidered across the stone of the cavern ceiling, and tiny pieces of dust and rock began to fall, the precursor to a much larger onslaught. 
 
    “Leo,” Kegan then said to me. 
 
    “I lied.” I shook my head. “We don’t panic now, either. Come on.” 
 
    I grabbed his arm, and the pair of us broke into a sprint. No trying to be distracting, no trying to be evasive, just a straight-line sprint for the exit before the entire cave system collapsed on top of us. 
 
    If my mind had been able to think of anything other than how to avoid being crushed by rocks, I might’ve been a little impressed that we were basically living a scene from an action movie, where the badass protagonist and his equally badass buddy narrowly escaped the clutches of death. 
 
    But I wasn’t, so when I did have a tiny piece of space in my brain that wasn’t just ‘oh, my god, fucking move, get the hell out of there,’ it was instead consumed with worry over whether Carmen and Helen were out of the dead zone yet, and what would happen to everyone if I didn’t make it out, or if Kegan didn’t make it out. 
 
    I’d meant it when I said Kylah would never forgive me if Kegan got hurt, and I reckoned the blond man had been telling the truth when he told me the same thing. Regardless, I wasn’t going to let either outcome happen. 
 
    If we needed to drag ourselves by our hands to get back to Kylah and the others, we would. 
 
    So far, though, we were still running. I was glad Kegan’s cut had clotted by this point, because if he’d only been able to see out of one eye, he would’ve tripped on any number of small rocks and been sent sprawling. We were forced to jump and dodge boulders that were already on the ground, as well as increasingly large chunks of rock falling from the ceiling. 
 
    I’d just caught a glimpse of daylight, the mouth of the cave, when I heard a groaning shriek from behind me, and I knew the chimera had realized Kegan’s t-shirt was just a distraction. 
 
    “Keep running!” I yelled to Kegan, not that I actually thought he would stop for a break right now. I could hear how harsh his breathing was as he struggled to keep up his speed while also constantly changing his direction to avoid being crushed or tripped up. It was difficult to be fast when we weren’t able to go in a straight line, but we would have to be fast.  
 
    If the rocks didn’t get us, the chimera would. 
 
    “You’re sure they’re out?” the blond man called to me above the snarling of the chimera, the cracking of stone, and the crashing of rocks against the floor. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be running if I wasn’t!” I shouted back, because if there had been any shred of my mind, any atom in my body, that thought my sister was still in the cave, there was no way I would be running for the exit right now. 
 
    The ground began to shudder, and I could tell from the steady rhythm that it wasn’t the rocks, but the chimera charging after us. It was fast, and it would catch up with us in a matter of moments. If we were lucky, it would get hit by a rock and dazed, but I knew better than to rely on luck. 
 
    For example, because the chimera was so heavy-footed, the cave was now crumbling around us even faster. 
 
    I heard a strangled yelp from behind me and glanced back over my shoulder to check on Kegan, only to see him spread out on the ground with a large hunk of rock by his shoulder. 
 
    “Kegan!” I cried out, and I almost fell over as I immediately tried to reverse my direction and rush to him. The rock was blunt, at least, which meant it hadn’t pierced him. It must have caught him at just the right angle, which made his knees buckle and knocked him flat. As I helped him upright, I saw his bare torso was smeared with blood from fresh wounds crisscrossing his chest and stomach where the sharper rocks on the ground had pierced him. 
 
    “Shit…” he groaned and put a hand to his ruined skin. “Fuck. We gotta-- we gotta move.” 
 
    “We do,” I agreed. “We’re almost there, come on.” 
 
    We didn’t have the luxury to check his injuries properly, not right now. The chimera had been marginally slowed by the falling debris, but only marginally, and we were still forty feet from the mouth of the cave. 
 
    “Come on,” I said to Kegan again. “Just a little further.” 
 
    He was a little dazed from his fall, but he shook himself and stopped leaning his weight on me. His pace wasn’t as quick as before, but it was a damn sight better than nothing, and I made him go in front so I could keep an eye on him as we moved, and so I would be the chimera’s first obstacle if it caught up to us. 
 
    The growling noises that bounced off the crumbling walls of the cave made it seem like there were ten chimeras waiting for us down there, and I had to fight to keep calm. Stress could be as deadly as a bullet, after all, and I was smarter than that. 
 
    Just a little further, I told myself. We just needed to make it to the entrance. Just a little further. 
 
    Twenty feet from the entrance. 
 
    Ten feet. 
 
    Five. 
 
    A massive boulder crashed to the floor just six inches from my heels, and I threw myself forward, half under my own momentum, half from the boulder’s impact, and landed beside Kegan, who was laid out flat on the grassy floor of the forest. 
 
    I gasped for breath, rolled onto my back, and for several seconds just lay there. The boulder had been plenty large enough to plug the cave mouth. Not entirely, but enough that the chimera was trapped inside. 
 
    “It’ll take a good couple hours for it to burrow out of there,” I said to Kegan between panting breaths. “At least.” 
 
    Kegan did not respond, and I turned to look at where he was still lying face down on the floor. 
 
    It was then I noticed the trickle of red at the base of his skull, and I realized maybe the rock that had caught him in the shoulder hadn’t caught him in the shoulder after all. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    “Kegan?” I said urgently, and I reached out to shake him, but he didn’t respond. “Kegan!” 
 
    Still nothing. Fuck.  
 
    I pushed myself up into a kneeling position and shook him roughly. 
 
    “No, no!” I scowled. “You have to wake up! Worst thing you can do with a head injury is fall unconscious or go to sleep! Wake up, god damn you!” 
 
    I got my hands underneath his limp body and shoved so the blond man was lying on his back. The wounds on his torso didn’t look as serious in the late-afternoon sun as they had in the dim light of the cave. But his face was slack, and he was unconscious. 
 
    “Don’t you fucking dare,” I growled at him. “No way I’m letting you put Kylah through this. No way I’m letting you put Carmen through this. Wake up, damn you!” 
 
    I backhanded him roughly across the face, and his eyes flew open.  
 
    “Ow…” he said, and he gave a soft, low groan of pain. “Fucker.” 
 
    “Welcome back to the land of the living.” I tried for a flat tone, but I was too relieved he was awake to really pull it off. “Come on, let’s get you upright and back to the motel.” 
 
    “Motel…” Kegan murmured, and he squinted his hazy green eyes. “Right. Yeah. Motel. We’re-- we’re on a job.” 
 
    “We are,” I agreed as I pulled the blond man to his feet. He leaned his weight on me, and we began to walk as quickly as I dared. We were still on a time crunch after all, because we still needed to get back here and set up the pyre before night fell. 
 
    “Just stay with me, alright?” I said as we walked through the trees.  
 
    Before long, I was half-leading and half-carrying Kegan, and my legs were beginning to ache from the effort of supporting so much extra weight, on top of how I’d been jumping and darting around in the chimera’s cave, but I knew I couldn’t stop. Not yet. The chimera would dig itself out of the rockfall eventually, and we needed to be here, with backup and palo santo, if we were going to kill it for good. 
 
    “Stay with me,” I said again, and my voice groaned from the effort of pulling the blond man along with me. By the time we got out of the forest and back to civilization, he was stumbling and staggering rather than actually walking alongside me. Thankfully, though, from a distance we just looked like we were walking home after drinking a lot, and no one came close enough to notice that Kegan’s red t-shirt was actually his bare, bloody torso. 
 
    “Head feels weird…” he mumbled to me. “Like something’s squeezing it.” 
 
    “We’re going to get you to Asami,” I promised as we got closer to the motel, and when I opened the door to Kegan’s and my room, I more fell through it than walked through, and I nearly dropped Kegan onto the floor. 
 
    He had just enough of his wits left to keep himself upright, and he leaned heavily against the doorway with one hand pressed to the side of his face, like he was dizzy. 
 
    “Kegan!” Kylah shrieked when we walked in, and she rushed over to her brother. Her expression was horrified as she stared at the blood on his chest, shoulder, and face. “What happened?” 
 
    “We trapped the chimera in its lair,” I said as I sat down in one of the chairs by the little table. “Caused a rockfall. Kegan got struck by one in the back of the neck, dazed him a bit. The one on his face is from the chimera, though.” 
 
    “Kylah?” Kegan muttered and squinted at her. “I… I don’t remember how I got here?” 
 
    “Leo brought you back,” she said to him, and her hands cupped his face nervously. “Oh, god, you look a mess. Stay-- stay right here, okay? You just-- just sit down, and I’ll get Sami from the next room.” 
 
    Kylah made to walk out of the room, but as she passed me, I caught her wrist. 
 
    “Carmen,” I said to her. “And Helen. They made it back okay? I sent them off ages ago.” 
 
    “They got back,” Kylah assured me, and she covered my hand with her other one and patted it a few times. “They’re safe and well. Sami’s just been tending to Helen’s ankle. She can’t heal it entirely, she’s not trained enough in werewolf physiology, but she’s helping to set it.” 
 
    I wanted to ask more questions, more details, but I could see the blonde woman was terrified for her brother, so I let go of her wrist, and she dashed into the next room. A few moments later, she, Asami, Carmen, Helen de Luna, and Ralph Chander came through the door. 
 
    Helen had her ankle wrapped in thick gauze and was leaning on her uncle as she walked, but otherwise she looked alright. In need of a shower and several good meals, certainly, but definitely on the way to mending. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, once she’d been set down on the end of my motel bed.  
 
    “You don’t have to thank me,” I told her, and despite my exhaustion, I mustered up a gentle smile. “I was never going to leave you there.” 
 
    “I know,” Helen said and bit her lip. “But still. You saved me from that… that thing. I’d be dead if not for you.” 
 
    “We do owe you thanks, Leo,” Ralph added. “Lycanthropes, we look out for one another. We have strong family ties. That you saved someone in my family means a great deal to me. I owe you a significant debt.” 
 
    “Really, I don’t need any kind of thanks or favors.” I shook my head. “And besides, Kegan and Carmen helped, too.” 
 
    “I’ve already gotten the spiel,” Carmen told me with a wave of her hand. She was grinning at me and clearly relieved to see I was alright, but I could see the hint of concern in her eyes for Kegan. “We’re practically part of the family now.” 
 
    I knew wolves in nature were highly social creatures, and that wolf packs were usually large family units, led by the parents, rather than an aggressive ‘Alpha’ or whatever. But I didn’t know how much that translated into werewolves, since they clearly had higher human reasoning, and I’d never seen any of them peeing to mark their territory, or anything else wolves and dogs did. 
 
    Mostly, I was just glad Helen had been safely reunited with her uncle, and that the chimera hadn’t been able to claim another victim. 
 
    By this point, Kylah and Asami had carefully led Kegan to sit down on the end of his own bed and removed his jacket. The slow, sluggish trickle of blood from the little wound on the back of his neck was concerning, and I saw Kylah’s already-pale face go even paler when she saw it. 
 
    “Does he have a concussion?” she asked me, and I bit my lip before nodding. 
 
    “I think so,” I said. “He talked about having a sort of pressure in his head, like it was being squeezed. And he’s clearly a bit foggy.” 
 
    I was no expert in concussions, but Carmen had gotten enough of them when we were kids for me to recognize the basic signs. Even now, as I discussed it with Kylah and Asami, Kegan raised a hand to his face and covered his eyes, like he was bothered by the light. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can heal a concussion.” Asami looked distressed. “I never progressed far enough in my training to practice on… on live subjects. If you don’t have enough energy for a spell, the results can be catastrophic-- an interrupted or incomplete spell is dangerous even when it’s not healing magic.” 
 
    “Can we take him to the Sanctuary?” Carmen asked. She was standing beside me with her arms folded, and her posture couldn’t have looked more nervous if she’d tried. 
 
    “Not an option,” Kylah sighed. “We left the Order, we can’t use their resources. I know Renée would want to help, but her hands would be tied.” 
 
    “And a regular hospital is out of the question, too,” I said grimly, and then I rose to my feet. “Asami.” 
 
    The Japanese woman looked over at me then, with her eyes wide, and we just stared at each other for a long moment. 
 
    “I can’t,” she finally blurted out, because she knew what I was going to say even before I said it. “I can’t! 
 
    “You can,” I said firmly. “You went through the training, you healed my injuries when we met like it was nothing.” 
 
    “You’re human, though,” she argued. “And it was just a skin-deep injury! This… a concussion is… it’s too complex! Even if I had an intuitive understanding of the brain, I don’t know how to control the flow of energy.” 
 
    “The concussion is mild, he hasn’t thrown up or displayed too much confusion,” I said. “If you need energy, I can provide it.” 
 
    Asami opened her mouth to protest, but then she stopped and stared at me again, so I stood up from my chair and walked over to her to rest my hands on her shoulders. 
 
    “I’m serious,” I told her. “I can boost you. You can heal him. It doesn’t have to be complete, just enough that he’s not confused and bleeding. Okay?” 
 
    She looked over at Kegan, who was hunched forward now with his elbows on his knees. Kylah was hovering next to him and trying not to look too nervous, but I knew she was caught between wanting her brother to be okay, and not wanting Asami to feel pressured. 
 
    “Okay,” Asami said after a long moment. “I’ll… I’ll give it a go. But I can’t heal him entirely. I’m only going to heal up to the point that I know I can.” 
 
    “That’s all we would ever ask of you,” Kylah murmured, and she reached out to take one of the researcher’s hands and squeeze. 
 
    Asami squeezed back before she dropped Kylah’s hand and focused her attention on Kegan. I stood behind her and put a hand on her shoulder, and then I slowly encouraged my own magic to flow through her while widening that river and making it rush with power.  
 
    Asami let out a soft gasp, like she was a little caught off guard by the strength of it, but then she nodded firmly. 
 
    “Okay,” she said and tipped Kegan’s face up. His eyes didn’t quite focus on her, and his pupils looked too large, like great pools of black with only a thin stripe of green around them. She placed her first and second fingers on either side of the laceration over his left eyebrow and dragged them down, and I watched the skin knit itself back together until only a small white line of scar tissue cut through his eyebrow. 
 
    “You said one was from the chimera,” Asami murmured as she examined the healed cut. “Injuries caused by magic tend to scar. Especially bastardized magic like that.” 
 
    She then turned her attention to the little cuts on Kegan’s chest, caused when he was knocked over by the rock. She did the same thing as with the cut on his forehead and traced her fingers alongside each one while coaxing them each to heal. Since these injuries had not been caused by magic, none left a scar, and the only mark left on him was the burn scar from when Kylah had been forced to cauterize his stab wound. 
 
    Lastly, Asami focused her attention on the cut on the back of Kegan’s neck. The cut itself she healed with ease, but when she turned her attention to his brain fog and confusion, I felt her begin to draw on the power boost I was giving her. 
 
    I tried to help by imagining Asami was walking inside of Kegan’s mind, that it took the form of a house, the Sanctuary. One of the windows had been smashed, and a door was pulled off its hinges. In order to heal the injury, she had to repair the damage. In my mind’s eye, I watched as she waved her hand carefully over the broken glass, and the shards flew back into the frame before the cracks vanished like the window was breaking in reverse. She did the same with the door, and when I opened my eyes, Kegan was staring up at the Japanese woman with clear eyes and a furrow in his brow. 
 
    “That was… peculiar,” he said. “It was like you were walking in my mind.” 
 
    “I suppose I was, in a way,” Asami said with a nod, and she stepped back.  
 
    As soon as she stopped touching Kegan, that strange tether holding them together snapped, and I almost recoiled when the burst of power I was sending into Asami suddenly had nowhere to go and was deflected back on to me. I let go of her shoulder as if I’d been stung with static electricity, and I blinked several times to reorient myself in the material world. 
 
    “Brain injuries are extremely finicky, I don’t think I healed everything,” Asami said to Kegan as he stood up on steady feet and rolled his shoulders experimentally. “But it should be an improvement.” 
 
    “Well, I can think straight, so I’d say you did a pretty fantastic job,” Kegan said with a smile, and he hugged her in gratitude before he pulled away and hugged Kylah, who still looked nervous. 
 
    “Thank you,” Kylah said to Asami and me as she hugged her brother. 
 
    “It’s no bother, really. I’m just glad I managed to pull it off.” The researcher shrugged as she turned to me and began to heal the various scrapes and cuts I’d sustained in the caves. After a few moments, I felt good as new. “I owe you for that, Leo. You helped me ground myself. It’s a difficult thing, healing a mind. An anchor is a useful tool.” 
 
    “I’m more than happy to be your anchor if you need it, Sami.” I smiled warmly. 
 
    That was probably a pretty good way to put it, actually. Her mind was so quick and curious, and she could often get so swept up in her theories and books that she risked floating away. She needed people like Kylah and maybe people like me to help her get back down to earth. 
 
    “You’re okay then?” Carmen suddenly asked me and drew me from my thoughts, and I nodded and pulled her into a hug. She buried her face into my chest like she had when I’d left for my tour, and I knew she was listening to my heartbeat and reminding herself I was here and alive. 
 
    “I said I’d never leave you again, Monkey,” I murmured to her in Spanish. “And I meant it.” 
 
    “I know,” she answered, also in Spanish. “It’s just… nice to hear it once in a while.” 
 
    I grinned as I kissed the top of her head and pulled away. The energy in the room then turned slightly awkward as my sister turned to face Kegan. I doubted Carmen had told any of the others what she’d done before splitting up from Kegan in the cave, but for many reasons, now was not the time to have that discussion. 
 
    After all, we still had a chimera to kill. 
 
    “I’m… glad you’re alright,” Carmen said a little awkwardly, and she lightly punched Kegan’s arm.  
 
    He grinned back at her, and the pair of them looked like shy teenagers until I cleared my throat, and everyone’s attention refocused on me. 
 
    “We still have about an hour, maybe an hour and a half, before sundown,” I said. “We need to get back out to the forest and set up the palo santo. We’re ending this tonight.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Kylah nodded firmly. “Ralph was kind enough to lend us his truck. Sami and I have already loaded the wood up, and we have a jerrycan full of gas to help light it.” 
 
    “Good,” I said and then turned to Ralph. “Thanks man, we owe you one for that.” 
 
    “You really don’t, you brought Helen home safe,” the werewolf man replied. “Just go and kill that thing, so no one else has to suffer.” 
 
    “You bet.” I smirked. “In that case, Team Rivera, we should get going.” 
 
    “I still think we should be Team Campbell,” Kegan remarked, but his tone was light enough that I knew he was saying it just to be contrary. 
 
    The five of us piled into Ralph’s truck, and Carmen once again insisted on driving, so I sat shotgun to help navigate, and Asami and the Campbells squeezed into the back seat. Asami had also, at some point, invested in a flashlight that seemed to be powered by a small sun, because whenever she turned it on, it was like the Second Coming. But it meant we wouldn’t have to rely on Kylah’s light magic to be able to see, so we could all conserve our power for the fight.  
 
    We were going to need everything we had. 
 
    Dragging the wood from the truck to the site where Carmen, Kegan, and I had decided would be a good spot for the pyre-- a clearing about half a mile from the chimera’s lair-- was slow, wretched work, but we did manage it. Then I called up everything I could remember from my survivalist training as I instructed the others how to lay the planks so air would be able to pass between them, and the pyre would be able to burn quickly. 
 
    The final result was a square pile of latticed layers of wood about as high as my shoulder, and as Kylah helped Carmen pull out a splinter, our attention shifted to the chimera and how to get it onto the pyre. 
 
    “How do we lure it out here, though?” Carmen asked, and she winced as Kylah finally got the splinter out. “We just trapped it in a cave, it’s probably just going to be looking for any kind of food, maybe even easy pickings.” 
 
    “That’s simple,” Kegan said with a shrug. “I’ll be the bait.” 
 
    “What?” Kylah and Carmen cried out at the same moment, and then Kylah added, “You can’t!” 
 
    “The chimera already knows what my blood smells like, and it clearly has a thing for faerie blood,” the blond man said in an even, frank tone. “I’m the logical choice. You guys set up the pyre, I’ll lure it out here.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Kylah said flatly. “If you think I’m letting you risk your life alone, then I think you need Sami to check over your concussion again.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said. “That thing almost killed us, if you went up against it on your own, it would kill you.” 
 
    “Well, you need to be here to corral it onto the pyre and light it,” Kegan argued. 
 
    “We don’t need four people for that,” I replied. 
 
    “You don’t have four people, you have two,” the blond man insisted. “Sami isn’t trained for proper combat, and you’ve told Carmen to climb a tree and act as lookout.” 
 
    “I can come down the tree and help fight once we know the chimera is coming,” Carmen offered. “Or Sami can be lookout, and I can come with you.” 
 
    “No chance.” I frowned. Her becoming a freelance hunter was one thing, but I drew the line at my sister pretending to be bait. “I’ll go. We took it on before.” 
 
    “No, we need you here to make sure the pyre lights properly,” Kegan sighed. 
 
    “Kylah can use her magic to light it, I’ll come with you,” I said. 
 
    “You think I’m letting the pair of you go off without me?” Kylah demanded, and she put her hands on her hips as she fixed us both with a dangerous glare. “No way.” 
 
    “Well, we can’t let Kegan go on his own!” I said and gestured toward the blond man impatiently. 
 
    “Yes, you can.” Kegan rolled his eyes. “You have to.” 
 
    “You’ll get yourself killed,” Carmen said to him. 
 
    “That’s enough,” Asami interjected, and we all turned to look at her in surprise, because I had never heard her speak so sternly, and from the way the Campbells and my sister were staring at her, neither had they. 
 
    “Sami?” Kylah asked. 
 
    “I’ll be the lookout,” Asami said with a glint of determination in her dark eyes. “I’m not quite as good at climbing trees as Carmen, but I clambered about just as much as you and Kegan when we were kids. No one is going after the chimera alone. Kegan, if you insist that you go, you have to take someone with you.” 
 
    “She’s right,” I said with a nod, and I felt a flush of pride for the researcher. I knew she was no pushover, but I was still impressed at just how firm she could be, when the situation called for it. 
 
    Kegan let out a groan that was probably a little more petulant than he’d meant it to be. “Ugh, fine. I’ll take someone. Leo?” 
 
    “No, I’ll go,” Kylah said, and she had her chin tipped up in a way that said ‘don’t even try to argue.’ 
 
    “Kylah,” Kegan began and was obviously ignoring her chin tip. 
 
    “You said the chimera has a taste for faerie blood, so it will be more likely to chase you,” she reasoned. “Leo had your blood smeared on his face when you got back-- I’m betting that was because the chimera was less interested in him than in you. I smell the same as you do, so if we go, the chimera will be equally torn between two targets. Neither of us will be more in danger than the other.” 
 
    Kegan’s mouth twisted in a way that suggested this had been his plan from the start: to take the brunt of the danger while the rest of us dealt with the monster. But if he planned to be the self-sacrificing hero, he had another thing coming. I didn’t like the idea of Kylah putting herself in danger, but as with Carmen, I knew Kylah was her own person, and I had no right to make her decisions for her. 
 
    “I hate to say it, but that makes sense,” Carmen said with a sheepish expression. “And Sami’s right. You can’t go alone.” 
 
    “We go together,” Kylah said as she stepped toward her brother and took one of his hands. “Like always.” 
 
    There was a long pause, but then Kegan let out a sigh and nodded.  
 
    “Like always,” he murmured. 
 
    Kylah turned away from Kegan then and looked at me. She reached out with her other hand to lace her fingers with mine, and she brought it to her mouth to kiss the back of my hand. 
 
    “Be careful, okay?” she said quietly. 
 
    “Me?” I couldn’t quite hold back a soft, disbelieving laugh. “I’ll be just fine. You just worry about yourselves, alright? We’ll be right here to jump in, if you need it.” 
 
    “That’s how we catch this thing,” she agreed, and as Kegan dropped her other hand, she reached out to take one of Asami’s. “Together. As a team.” 
 
    I saw out of the corner of my eye that the reason Kegan had dropped his sister’s hand was so he could take both of Carmen’s. She and Kegan had their heads ducked and their foreheads touching, and both were speaking too quietly for me to hear what they were saying. 
 
    “As a team,” I said to Kylah, and she leaned forward, cupped her hands on either side of my face, and kissed me deeply.  
 
    She was soft and warm in my arms and against my lips, and for a moment the world fell away, and I wasn’t in a forest, about to risk my life. The only thing I could feel was her. The smell of her hair in my nose, the curve of her body against mine, the green of her eyes and how they glittered with hope and nerves as she pulled away from me. 
 
    “I love you,” she said to me and grinned. 
 
    “I love you, too,” I replied. 
 
    “And Sami…” Kylah reached out again to take one of Asami’s hands, and there was tension in the blonde woman’s shoulders as she looked at her friend. Then Kylah leaned forward and planted a quick, fleeting kiss on Asami’s lips, but she pulled back so fast I wasn’t even sure I’d actually seen it, or if my mind was playing tricks on me. 
 
    “You be safe, too,” Kylah said to Asami before she and Kegan began to back away, and they vanished into the shadowy gloom of the trees a moment later. 
 
    Carmen watched where they’d gone for several moments, and then she turned to look at me. Her expression was too blank, too mild, and I knew she’d seen what I hadn’t dared to believe.  
 
    Kylah had kissed Asami. On the mouth. 
 
    Maybe I had been right before, maybe the two of them did have some history. 
 
    But that was something to be discussed after we’d killed the chimera. 
 
    Asami went over to a nearby tree and, with minimal input from Carmen, got up to a decently high branch to take watch. I noticed her watching me more than once, but whenever I tried to meet her gaze, she turned away quickly and pretended like she hadn’t been looking. I might have been mistaken because of the dim light, but I was pretty sure she was blushing bright red. 
 
    Carmen stood beside me in front of the unlit pyre. She had one of Kylah’s daggers in her hands, as did I, and the jerrycan was on the ground between us. When the chimera crashed through the trees, the plan was to throw the gasoline over it. We weren’t going to light anything until the creature was on the pyre, though, which would probably involve slashing at its tendons to try and hamper its movement again. 
 
    It wasn’t even ten minutes when Asami called to us from her perch.  
 
    “I see movement! A lot of movement!” 
 
    Carmen and I each darted off to the side, and she snatched up the jerrycan just as Kylah and Kegan ran into the clearing. Their faces were red from exertion, and the silver knives in their hands were smeared with black blood. 
 
    “We’ve damaged its legs, but it’s still fast!” Kylah shouted as she and Kegan continued running until they were both behind the pyre.  
 
    The chimera exploded from the trees a few seconds later while howling with pain and indignant rage, and the four of us jumped into action. 
 
    I moved first, since Carmen had the jerrycan, and stabbed the closest piece of chimera I could reach-- its lower front leg-- before I leapt back. Then Carmen darted in and splashed a large amount of gas over the creature’s side. It stank, but not worse than the chimera’s blood. 
 
    Kylah, Kegan, and I established a pattern quickly. Each of us went in for a blow from one angle and were constantly taking the chimera’s attention from the others, while Carmen tried to pour as much of the gasoline onto it as possible. While the three of us distracted the beast, my sister climbed up the lattice of the pyre to get a bit more elevation, and after she doused some of the wood itself, she jumped off to land on the chimera’s back and dump the rest of the gasoline over its back. The liquid saturated its fur quickly, and she stabbed at its shoulders and the back of its neck to confuse and distract it even more as the Campbells and I began to corral it toward the pyre. 
 
    “Carmen! Get off that thing, now!” Kylah then yelled, and my sister literally slid off the creature’s back. She was covered in gasoline, too, now, so she had to get well clear of anything about to be set on fire. 
 
    Once Carmen was out of the way, I stepped up for my part of the plan, and I visualized the river of Kylah’s magic and the pool of the siphoning spell that her power was flowing into. I imagined stopping the river up with rocks to redirect the water, and then I heard a relieved cry as Kylah tried to spark a light spell and actually succeeded. She wouldn’t be able to produce anything as powerful as the bursts that had incinerated the vampires a few weeks ago, but they would still be plenty intense enough to set a pyre alight. 
 
    Using flashier bursts of light that probably weren’t very hot, Kylah began to herd the chimera toward the pyre, with Kegan and I still attacking its limbs wherever we could. Carmen was under strict instructions to stay back, since she was super flammable, and I could practically feel her nervous tension as she no doubt wanted to jump in and help but knew she couldn’t. 
 
    At last, the creature knocked into the pyre and threatened to destroy all our careful latticework. If it pushed much harder, it would. 
 
    “Kylah, now!” I yelled, and that was the signal for Kegan to run clear.  
 
    Once we were both out of the way, I shoved all the power I could toward Kylah’s river, and she let off such an intense burst of light that for a moment I was totally blinded. 
 
    There was a great shriek as the chimera caught alight, and it went up like kindling with how much gasoline Carmen had splashed over it. As the creature smeared gasoline and flames onto the palo santo, the pyre was knocked over, and the chimera landed on top of the pile of wood.  
 
    Now, it was in too much pain and confusion, had too many wounds to its legs, to be able to move. 
 
    I might have felt sorry for the creature if I hadn’t also been able to see it clearly, now that there was proper light. From every angle it just looked wrong, a perversion of natural magics, and even the shrieking noises it made sounded like several voices layered over one another. How had this thing ever been human? How had it ever been anything close to human? 
 
    “It’s working,” Kylah said as she stepped away from the blaze.  
 
    I knew she was safe now, but I reached for her anyway, and her hand squeezed mine tight. On my other side, my left, Carmen did the same. On her left, Kegan did, too, and I gazed up to see Asami, still in the tree, and she wasn’t watching the chimera burn.  
 
    Instead, she was looking right at me. 
 
    I couldn’t hear anything over the screaming of the chimera, not even my own thoughts. It felt like we watched it burn for hours. Every time I blinked, echoes of the flames’ bright light flickered in my vision as photo negatives. 
 
    Then, after what felt like forever, one blackened limb that looked so much more human than when it had fallen into the fire reached up. It reached straight for the sky, like it was trying to catch a star. The creature, which didn’t sound anywhere near as non-human now, let out one final, pitiful wail before it finally went silent. 
 
    And then the hand dropped back down onto the blazing pyre, unmoving. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    We stayed watching the fire until the last of the flames guttered out, and then the only remnant of the chimera was a pile of ash. 
 
    “It’s over,” Carmen murmured. She still had a death grip on my left hand, and my fingers ached when I finally relaxed my own grip and let go of my sister’s hand. “We killed it.” 
 
    “We did,” I agreed, and my gaze drifted upwards from the still-smoking pyre to the tree Asami had climbed. She was slowly beginning to make her descent, and as she shimmied down the tree, the beam of light from her flashlight illuminated different snatches of the chimera’s blackened remains. An eye here. A hand there. It looked distressingly human compared to the creature that first landed on the pyre. The palo santo had evidently done its job. 
 
    “We should bury it,” Kegan said. He was massaging his right hand, where he’d been holding on to Carmen, and flexing his fingers. Each time he moved them, he winced, so he must have been holding onto her even tighter than she’d been holding on to me. 
 
    Asami finally reached the base of the tree and rushed over to the rest of us. It was almost automatic, on instinct, that I outstretched my arms while Kylah did the same, and the pair of us engulfed the researcher in a tight hug.  
 
    “Those poor people,” Asami murmured into my shoulder, where she’d burrowed her head, and she was shaking. Kylah and I each kissed her hair, and then I leaned over to add another kiss to Kylah’s temple, because I could feel now that she was trembling, too. 
 
    “They’re at peace now,” she told Asami, in a much steadier voice than I’d anticipated, but then I probably wasn’t giving her enough credit. She’d been raised in the Order, after all. 
 
    “Thanks to you,” I added to Asami. “You figured out it was a chimera, you figured out the palo santo would kill it.” 
 
    “Don’t sell yourselves short,” she mumbled, but I could hear the pleased hint in her voice. “You and Kylah. Carmen and Kegan. You all killed it.” 
 
    “And none of us would have succeeded if we hadn’t had you with us,” Kylah said firmly 
 
    Luckily, when Kylah and Asami had been loading up the wood into the back of Ralph’s truck, they’d had the foresight to include a couple of shovels, too. Kegan fetched them while Carmen took photographic evidence of our success, and then the blond man and I dug a large, if rather shallow grave in which to bury the remains of the pyre and the chimera. 
 
    Once we finished packing down the earth, there was almost no evidence that we’d ever been here. A couple weeks of rain, leaves falling, and animals treading over the ground, and no one would be able to notice anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    “I’m exhausted,” Kegan sighed as he leaned heavily on his shovel. “Let’s head back before the sun starts to rise.” 
 
    Even as he said that, I was beginning to notice a lighter tinge to the sky above us. The stars were beginning to vanish, too. 
 
    “Are we done here, then?” I asked. “I mean, what about the dead zone?” 
 
    “We wouldn’t be able to affect it,” Asami said. “They’re incredibly powerful pieces of magic. Most of them only occur naturally, as a result. If this one isn’t natural-- and I suspect it isn’t, because it draws magic from spells rather than the individuals’ actual aura-- then it will fade over time now that the thing powering it, the chimera, has been destroyed. If it is natural, there’s nothing any of us could do to affect it.” 
 
    I was a little uneasy about technically leaving this situation not-fully-handled, but I trusted Asami to know whether something was A) a problem we could actually deal with, and B) a problem that would go away on its own, so we headed back to the motel. 
 
    Despite Kegan’s wishes, the sun had begun to rise by the time we walked in the door. It was clear the five of us would have liked little more than to collapse onto our beds and sleep for sixteen hours, but there were still things that needed to be taken care of. 
 
    “If it’s early morning here, it’ll be mid-morning in Denver, so Renée will be up,” Kegan said as he headed over to the mirror he’d drawn a blood sigil onto. 
 
    “I’ll come with,” Carmen said, not that Kegan had requested company, but he didn’t look especially disappointed by her offer, either. “The pictures are on my phone, anyway.” 
 
    “I’m going to go for a shower,” Asami announced, and she walked off toward the other room.  
 
    Now that she mentioned it, I felt quite grimy myself, and once Kegan and Carmen had left through the mirror, I grabbed my towel. 
 
    After showering, I dressed in clean clothes and knocked on the door that led to the adjoining room, where Kylah and Asami were. When I came in, Asami was sitting on the end of her bed, also freshly showered, and Kylah was talking to her while clutching a towel. Clearly, the blonde was about to go for a shower of her own. 
 
    “Leo,” Kylah said when I came in, and her voice sounded just a little too bright. Like she was nervous about something.  
 
    Maybe she was nervous about the same thing I was. 
 
    “Hey,” I said in as gentle and even a voice as I could manage. “You two okay?” 
 
    “Better, now that I’ve had a wash,” Asami said, and she reached up to twist her slightly-damp black hair into a bun on top of her head. “You?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I agreed as I walked into the room properly and let the door close behind me. Then I leaned against it and put my hands in my pockets, and I was trying not to look like I was unsure, even though I was. 
 
    All three of us knew what we needed to speak about, but none of us wanted to be the first to broach it. I figured I might as well, if only to get it over with. 
 
    “Do you want to break up with me?” I asked Kylah point-blank. 
 
    I didn’t ask it accusingly, or critically. I tried to be as nonjudgmental as possible. But I couldn’t deny I was a little worried, and maybe a bit hurt, and also extremely curious. 
 
    “What?” Kylah’s green eyes went wide. “No! Of course not!” 
 
    “Oh, okay, then,” I said, because I genuinely hadn’t been sure what the blonde woman’s answer would be. “Good. Cool. I don’t… I don’t want to break up with you, either.” 
 
    Kylah shifted her weight from foot to foot, and one of her hands stopped hugging her towel so she could twist a lock of hair around her finger.  
 
    I stepped forward, gently pulled her hand away, and held it tightly in my own. 
 
    “This is because… what happened in the woods, right?” she asked me quietly, and there was a pink blush across her cheeks. Her blushes were always so prominent, because she was so fair-skinned. “Before Kegan and I went to distract the chimera?” 
 
    “I’m just… just a bit confused, I guess,” I said, and I looked over at Asami. She was watching both Kylah and me with a curious, nervous expression. 
 
    “I was, too,” the blonde admitted, and she gave Asami and me a shy smile. “For a long time. Years, really. And then I met you, Leo. And I realized what I’d been feeling for Asami… well, I feel the same way about you. About both of you. And I felt… I felt guilty, because you’re wonderful, Leo, and I love you. But I knew I…” 
 
    She broke off and caught her bottom lip between her teeth. I’d never seen her so unsure of herself before, so I was kind of fascinated and more than a little concerned. 
 
    “I didn’t want to go into the chimera’s lair and have either of you not know the depths of my feelings for you both,” Kylah said after a long moment. “I love both of you, but… it’s a different kind of love. With you, Leo, it’s hot and passionate and… with Asami… I just care for her so much and want her to be happy. And in an ideal world… I would want to be with both of you. At… at the same time.” 
 
    In retrospect, I probably could have handled this revelation a little more eloquently, because what I said out loud was, “Well, shit.” 
 
    Kylah and Asami both stared at me with panicked expressions. 
 
    “I-- I mean,” I backtracked quickly. “Kylah… you know I love you. I think you’re incredible. You never take any shit from anyone, you’re a total badass, you’re funny… I knew practically from the moment I first saw you that I would end up totally head over heels for you. But… well…”  
 
    I let my gaze drift over toward Asami, who was also blushing now. Even though her skin was less pale than Kylah’s, she was blushing deeply enough that it was still obvious. 
 
    “You know when-- when Ralph and I had our… disagreement?” I asked the blonde woman in as delicate a tone as I could muster. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Well, Sami and I, we… had a moment,” I said. “We didn’t kiss or anything, but, well… I realized then that… I think I feel the same. I really like you, Sami. As much as I like Kylah, I think.” 
 
    “Oh…” Asami breathed, and she looked at us both with wide, stunned eyes. Her silver nose stud glittered in the light, and for several long moments, she didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Are… are you okay?” I then asked. This had to be super overwhelming. I’d never talked about anything like this before. 
 
    Asami let out a nervous, slightly hysterical giggle. “I don’t know? Can you be ‘okay’ after not just one but both of the people you’ve had ridiculous crushes on say they like you back?” 
 
    “What?” Kylah and I spoke at the same time, and Asami giggled again. 
 
    “Was I… oh, god, I thought I was being pathetically obvious to you both!” she said, and she pressed her hands to her face in an ineffectual attempt to hide her deepening blush. “I mean, Leo, you were so curious and earnest-- you called me ‘incredible’ the first time we met! And Kylah… you’re my best friend. I’ve adored you for years. I just think… well, it wasn’t until I met Leo that I realized the way I feel about him is the same way I feel about you.” 
 
    “So… I was the little catalyst of this whole thing, then?” I asked with a smirk, and Kylah swatted me, but she was smiling so wide that I knew it wasn’t remotely sincere. 
 
    “I guess you were,” the blonde then said, and she leaned in to kiss my cheek. “I mean… we kind of need a penis for this to work.” 
 
    “We do?” I chuckled.  
 
    “Yes,” Asami and Kylah both said at the same time, and then they looked at each other and laughed. 
 
    “The thought of you being inside of her… and… pleasuring her… and then filling her up with your cum… I love it…” Kylah whispered to me as she stared at Asami. 
 
    “Same,” the Japanese woman breathed. “I want to feel passion with both of you…” 
 
    “So… are we doing this? Truly?” My heart was beating a thousand beats a second.  
 
    “I’d like to,” Asami said and looked up at us a little shyly. “If you’re both alright with it.” 
 
    “Alright with it?” I asked in a teasing voice. “Alright with having two wonderful girlfriends whom I adore, and who adore each other? I’m sure I’ll find a way to cope.” 
 
    I reached over to pull Asami to her feet and hugged both women tight. Quite simply, it felt right. Not that Kylah and I had been deficient in any way, but now, looking back, I could see how Asami was always meant to be part of this. Her curiosity and excitement, her sheer fascination with everything, it was elating and energizing. I loved seeing the world through her eyes, and obviously Kylah did, too. 
 
    Just then, there was a knock at the door that led to Kegan’s and my room, and a moment later, Kegan walked in. 
 
    “Kylah,” he said, but then he noticed how the three of us were hugging one another. If he thought there was anything strange about it, he didn’t say. Instead, he continued speaking to his sister. “Do you mind coming with me for a sec? Renée wants to talk to us about something. There’s no problem, just… I dunno, it’s something she thinks we should know.” 
 
    At his words, Kylah raised one wary eyebrow, and she glanced at Asami and me but nodded. 
 
    “I’ll be out in a second,” she told Kegan, and he nodded, too, and shut the door. 
 
    “Are you worried?” I asked her. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s nothing,” she said. “Renée feels responsible for Kegan and me, more so than other members of the Order. Sometimes one of our parents reaches out to her, and she promises to relay the messages. Or maybe she just wants to check in with us, to see how we’re adjusting to our… new living situation.” 
 
    “Do you want us to come with you?” I asked, but Kylah shook her head. 
 
    “This is something just for Kegan and me, I suspect,” she said. “Renée will want to speak to us alone. But thank you for offering, my loves.” 
 
    She gave a small laugh then, and somehow her smile became even more radiant. 
 
    “I’ve never said that before, but I like it,” she told us, and she put a hand to each of our faces. “My loves.” 
 
    “Love you, too,” I promised, and I turned my head to kiss her palm.  
 
    With that, Kylah pulled away from the pair of us, but the hand she’d pressed to Asami’s cheek slid down to take the Japanese woman’s hand. 
 
    “Don’t wear him out too much,” she told Asami with a wink, and then she planted a quick kiss on Asami’s cheek and left the room. 
 
    Asami and I looked at one another, and I noticed she was still blushing deeply. 
 
    “I meant what I said,” I told her. “You’re amazing. I love Kylah, but… I love you, too. Hell, I don’t think I could love either of you as much as I do if… if I didn’t love the other. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “I think it does,” Asami said softly. 
 
    “Y’know,” I then said. “I think this is where we were when… when we were researching.”  
 
    I decided to finish the sentence a little vaguely, but Asami caught on. 
 
    “It is.” She smiled. “We were sitting at the end of Carmen’s bed. Kylah was asleep in hers. Ours.” 
 
    I wondered for a moment what it must have been like for the two women, sharing a bed so many nights. 
 
    “Kylah was my first kiss, you know,” Asami suddenly blurted out. 
 
    “Oh, really?” 
 
    “We were sixteen,” the researcher explained. “Kegan had a girlfriend, one of the other trainees, and he mentioned he’d kissed her. Kylah and I were both… curious. What kissing was like. So we struck a deal.” 
 
    “That’s cute,” I said with a grin and tapped a finger on the tip of her nose, and she giggled, even as she scrunched it up. “Have you kissed anyone since?” 
 
    “A few people,” she answered and shrugged. “But none of them felt the same as… as that first one.” 
 
    “Well, maybe I can change that,” I said, and my smile turned wry. “If you’re willing to try.” 
 
    “I think we just had a very long conversation about the fact that I am, in fact, very willing to try,” Asami replied with an equally wry smile, and she tipped up her face toward mine. 
 
    The first brush of her lips against mine was a relief, and I immediately noticed a difference in the way Asami felt and tasted compared to Kylah. She was softer, and I was reminded less of flowers and fruits and more of things like a warm hearth and freshly baked cookies. Kissing Kylah was exciting and electric. Kissing Asami was like coming home. I couldn’t have picked a preference if I’d wanted to, and I certainly didn’t want to. 
 
    It took me a moment to adjust to how much shorter Asami was than me, but I soon found a solution. It was no problem at all to reach down and grab her by her thighs, to pick her up and hold her against me. Her arms went around my neck as she clung to me, and her heels dug into the base of my spine. I turned us toward the bed and leaned forward to lay her over it so I could crawl over her, and not once in all of this did our kiss break. 
 
    Normally, Asami wore a button-down shirt and a sweater, but since she’d just showered, it was just the shirt. I took great pleasure in unbuttoning it slowly and marking every newly-revealed inch of skin with a long kiss before I moved on to the next button. By the time I was easing the white fabric off her shoulders, she was practically clawing at me, dragging my face back to hers, and kissing me desperately. 
 
    “When you… when you and Kylah…” she said between kisses. “I never imagined-- I never dreamed you would want me.” 
 
    “I do,” I promised her. The words fell roughly from my mouth, and I kissed her again. “I do.” 
 
    The pair of us made quick work of the rest of our clothes, and I had to groan at the feeling of her bare skin against mine. Every part of her was soft and curved, I could easily imagine falling asleep with my head in her lap, or on her chest, and I knew I would feel safe there. 
 
    “God, you’re beautiful,” I muttered, and I had to wonder if I’d actually meant to say that out loud or if it was just a thought that had slipped out.  
 
    I meant it, though. 
 
    My hand slid down between us to the apex of her thighs, and I found her warm and dripping for me. I couldn’t hold back a smile as I gazed at her, and I felt a combination of pleased and very turned on.  
 
    After a few swipes of my fingers, I found her clit and began circling it gently. Asami’s eyes widened at the sudden onset of her pleasure, and she stared at me. Something in her eyes kept me drawn to her, like a spell bound us together. 
 
    “F-- Fuck!” she whimpered. “Leo, you-- I-- god!” 
 
    Her brow furrowed with desperation, and I began to move quicker while at the same time I ducked my head to kiss and nip at her throat. She was shaking, and her hands grabbed my shoulders and tugged my hair, like she was desperate for some kind of purchase as I slowly nudged her closer and closer to the edge. 
 
    “Come on, Sami,” I coaxed. I spoke the words into the hollow of her throat, and my voice hummed against her skin. I easily slid one, then two fingers into her as my thumb continued sliding over her clit. “Let go for me.” 
 
    “Oh, my-- god!” She let out a choked-off moan and threw her head back as she came while shuddering underneath me. Her bottom lip was bitten almost raw as she tried to hold back the noises she made, so I reached up and stroked my thumb over her mouth to free it, to free the noises, too, and she pulled my mouth to hers in a rushed kiss. It felt like she was trying to devour me, and I would only have been all too happy to let her. 
 
    “Please, Leo,” she sighed and arched up into me. “I don’t-- don’t make me wait any longer. Please.” 
 
    Who was I to refuse?  
 
    I lined myself up and pushed inside her with a long, low moan, and I felt her clench around me, felt her hands scratch at my shoulders as she sought to pull me even closer. I was captivated by the tiny, desperate furrow between her eyebrows as she tilted her hips against mine in a silent plea for me to move, so I did. 
 
    “Holy shit, Sami…” I groaned, and I burrowed my face into her chest and kissed at her sternum with each thrust. Her hands tugged at my hair and urged me to continue, but it felt so good that there was no way I was going to stop if she didn’t want me to. 
 
    “Fuck,” she moaned. “Leo. You feel so good.” 
 
    I could hear the relief in her voice, the pleasure, but I could hear something else, too. Some kind of frustration, and I lifted my head from her chest to look her in the eyes. Her expression was glazed over, like every thought in her mind, every cell in her body only focused on finding that release, and I reckoned I looked much the same, so I raised one hand to brush a stray lock of hair out of her face and encouraged her to look at me. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, and the question was more of a breath. “What do you need?” 
 
    “Touch me,” she gasped. Begged me, really, and I was only too happy to comply.  
 
    My hand dove down between us to find that hardened little nub, and it was like a switch had flipped. Asami practically writhed around me, and her nails scratched into my shoulders hard enough to make me hiss, but not because it was unpleasant. My free arm was braced on the mattress beside her and propping me up, and I put my hand to the back of her neck and held her against me as I continued to move. 
 
    The motions were becoming erratic now as both of us grew ever closer. I could feel her spasming around me as her huffing little breaths became shallower and higher-pitched. It was so good, almost too good, and I had to concentrate to keep myself from losing it entirely. 
 
    “Leo,” Asami whined, and each of her fists balled up in the bedclothes. Her head tipped back, and her bottom lip was caught between her teeth. She was completely lost to the sensation, exquisite as a painting. “Leo, Leo, please, I-- I’m close, I-- I’m gonna-- oh, fuck!” 
 
    “Ohhhhh… shiiiit,” I growled as her climax hit her, and her tunnel began to milk my shaft with an unexpected amount of force. 
 
    “Cum inside of me!” She clenched tight around me just as her mouth fell open, and I was powerless to hold myself back any longer. I readily followed her over the edge with a groan of her name, and I felt myself twitch as I emptied inside her while little bolts of aftershocks fizzed deep inside me. 
 
    “Dios mío…” I muttered, and I lay there for a long time using her chest as a pillow like I’d imagined, and it felt every bit as good as I’d suspected.  
 
    Perhaps better. 
 
    “Oh, my god,” Asami agreed in English, and she pushed a few stray strands of black hair back from her forehead. 
 
    For several minutes, we lay there not moving and just let our minds slowly reassemble in the wake of pleasure. At last, I summoned the energy to pull out of Asami and lie back against the pillows. She curled into my side under the blankets and rested her head on my shoulder, and as I looked down to gaze at her, her nose stud winked at me again. 
 
    “So,” I finally said in a drawling, teasing tone. “Was that as good as Kylah?” 
 
    “Well, I haven’t actually had sex with Kylah,” Asami teased. “But the kissing? Absolutely.” 
 
    She leaned up to kiss me again, and at that moment, Kylah entered the room. Surprise flickered across her face for the briefest moment at the sight of Asami and me, but the second later it melted into nothing short of adoration. 
 
    “That looks cozy,” she remarked as she closed the door behind her and locked it just to be sure. “Room for one more?” 
 
    “For you? Always,” I promised, and I shuffled over so there was space on my other side.  
 
    Kylah stripped off her jeans and t-shirt, slid into the bed in her underwear, and curled against me, and then she reached across my chest to take Asami’s hand and lace their fingers together. 
 
    “I love you,” she said to us simply. “Both of you. So much.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Asami agreed, and she grinned a pleased grin into my side. 
 
    “Me, three,” I said with a laugh, and I kissed the crowns of each of their heads. “So, what did Kegan want? Or, what did Renée want, rather?” 
 
    “Oh, just a message from our mother,” Kylah sighed, and she rolled her eyes. “Kegan has it, neither of us have read it yet. We might not ever, to be honest. Neither of us are especially interested in what she has to say. My real family, the people I actually love, they’re all right here.” 
 
    She squeezed herself against me in a sort of hug, and Asami and I chuckled. 
 
    “I’m really glad you think of us like that,” I said. “Though I hope Carmen doesn’t mind that she can’t sleep in this room tonight, because there’s no way in hell I’m leaving this bed.” 
 
    “Good, because there’s no way in hell we’re letting you,” Kylah said with a grin, and Asami nodded. 
 
    “You’re ours now,” the researcher said as she smirked up at me mischievously. “You’re stuck with us.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” I said in a total deadpan. “How awful. Whatever shall I do?” 
 
    “For the record, I don’t think Carmen will be that annoyed about not being able to sleep in here,” Kylah giggled. “From what I understand, she and Kegan are about to do what you and Sami just did.” 
 
    I thought about this for a moment. I wasn’t exactly surprised. I’d seen my sister kiss Kegan in the forest, and I’d seen all the longing glances they’d shot one another’s way when the other wasn’t looking. I trusted Kegan. He was a good man, and a staunch ally, and Carmen was a grown woman capable of making her own choices. She could be reckless, sometimes, but I’d never known her to be stupid. 
 
    “Well, she could do worse, I guess,” I said in a teasing voice. “But if that’s the case, maybe we don’t need to worry about moving into a bigger apartment quite so quickly.” 
 
    “We could, though, if you wanted,” Kylah said. “Now that there’s an extra twenty grand in the bank. That’s not a bad start for a deposit.” 
 
    I liked this idea. A place we owned, a place that was ours. Where the five of us could live as one big, if unorthodox, family. A slow, slightly dreamy smile stretched across my face at the thought. 
 
    “Well, if I really am stuck with you guys, it only seems fair we should get a proper place to live, don’t you?” I asked, and they both chuckled. 
 
    Just then, my phone pinged from within the pile of my discarded clothes. Asami reached back over the edge of the bed to fish it out of my pocket, and when she held it out to me, I couldn’t help but smile as I read the notification. 
 
    “It’s Ralph,” I told her and Kylah. “He and Helen are on their way to Vancouver. She’s doing well.” 
 
    “Oh, good, she seemed like a sweet girl,” Kylah said warmly. 
 
    “She did,” Asami agreed. “I’m glad you, Carmen, and Kegan were able to find her.” 
 
    So was I. I didn’t want to imagine the scenario in which we had found a body rather than a living, breathing girl. I didn’t want to imagine having to break that news to Ralph. Or Ralph having to break that news to his sister, Helen’s mother. 
 
    My phone then pinged again, and this time the message made me chuckle. 
 
    “He’s offering us free lifetime memberships to Alpha Fitness,” I read aloud. “Y’know, I might take him up on that.” 
 
    “You won’t need to work out after Sami and I are done with you each night,” Kylah purred. 
 
    “Oh?” I raised an eyebrow as the beautiful blonde woman crossed her leg over my hips. 
 
    “Nope,” Asami purred as she moved to kiss me. 
 
    I was hard in an instant, and then all three of us let out a moan as soon as Kylah led my cock inside of her dripping womanhood. 
 
    “We’ll make sure to exercise… you… every… night…” Kylah panted as she slowly began to ride me, and I could only gasp as every part of my cock rubbed against the velvety walls of her perfect pussy. 
 
    Then Asami kissed me again while her hand moved to rub Kylah’s clit. The night was just getting started, and while I still couldn’t quite believe I now made a living as a paranormal monster slayer with two beautiful girlfriends, I couldn’t deny I was living the dream.  
 
    And life seemed to be getting better every day.  
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