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Chapter One
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STEPPING OUT ONTO A rooftop that overlooked the ruins of the Roman Forum—the heart of Old Rome—I tightened my jacket against the coolness of an early spring morning. I was at the top of the Capitoline Hill, near the sites of Roman government from ancient times right up until the Boom. A place symbolic for humans and legends alike. 

Six months had passed since I’d started pushing for more local legends to work with our scientists on our research projects. I’d been spurred on by fear, shaken by our near miss with the House of Anna. Reeling from the overwhelming power that had turned against us. But it was the House of Numa who took my plans and ran with them, leveraging their reputation for compromise to establish a research collective between our lab and several legend Houses. 

It was all so new, so fragile. But it was happening. We’d launched a few projects already, with more in the works. We’d even set up this headquarters on the Capitoline Hill, run by Pompo, our representative from the House of Numa. 

So here we were, actually tackling the scientific questions that would let us survive the chaos wrought by the Boom—the moment when all of these legendary animals suddenly appeared in our world a few decades ago, back in the early 21st century. Doing it together. Cooperating better than I could have hoped for, thanks to Pompo and his determination to bridge the space between all of us.  

I should’ve known things were going too well. 

Settling into a folding chair across from the desk Pompo had set up in his outdoor office—he liked to migrate to the roof of our collective’s building on nice days—I wondered why he’d asked me to see him before this morning’s expedition. Sure, he liked to keep a line of communication open with everyone. As the envoy between all of the legends and humans involved in our projects, it was his job. But he usually just used the phone. 

“Thank you for stopping by,” he began, with a formality that told me he was nervous. “I know you have a busy day planned out in the field, and I regret the short notice, but I must ask you to modify your plans. The House of Anna has placed a strange request. They’re insisting they’ll pull out of the collective if it isn’t granted. It’s a small enough thing, but I’m afraid you’re the one who’ll have to carry it out.”

Already a sinking feeling started taking hold in my gut. To have a problem crop up today of all days, when we’d scheduled the test case for a whole new way of conducing our research...and to have it come from the House of Anna, arguably the single most important House in our collective. Not just because of what having access to their powers let us do, but also because we wanted nice, cordial relationships with them. So they wouldn’t do anything with their horrifically powerful abilities that we wouldn’t want (like, you know, desiccating our crops or literally freezing people in time). 

The House of Anna wouldn’t threaten to leave unless they thought someone would object to what they wanted, right? So who would it be? And what could they possibly want that would be such a big deal? Would it throw a wrench in all the hopes we had riding on today’s expedition?

“What is it?” I asked.

“They want one of their people to join your team. On all of your research trips, not only the ones the House of Anna is involved in. He would be a permanent attaché to this office, responsible for making sure your missions go smoothly.”

Some of the tension seeped out of me. Because if the House of Anna thought we’d object to one of their people keeping tabs on our research, they were wrong. I’d happily give them as much access as they wanted, if it kept them involved and cooperating. And having a member of the House of Anna looking out for our well-being wasn’t something to dismiss, either. 

“That’s fine,” I said. “When should I expect him?”

Pompo’s lips curled into a satisfied smile, and I wondered if he’d worried that I might refuse. “Now,” he told me. “He should be arriving at the piazza outside.”

Adding a new member to my team right before we began an experimental project was an abrupt change of plans, but Pompo had already acknowledged the short notice. We had room in the pick-up and enough people to start training him properly. I didn’t like not being prepared, but I could work with this. 

“Got a name for me?”

“Yes,” Pompo replied. “Matten.”

Hearing that name had every muscle in my body locking up in fear. I felt like I’d been dumped into ice-cold water—which was appropriate given that Matten had tried to drown me twice. My memory conjured up the feel of those rapids tossing my body through the waters of the Tiber River, the panic of getting dragged down by some kind of magical rope, the sight of Luca’s still body floating at the surface before I’d realized he was still alive...

And no one even knew that it’d happened. No one except a handful of my teammates and the House of Anna. That was the deal we’d cut with them, hoping to salvage our relations after we’d all been pitted against each other. But we’d also agreed the House of Anna would handle Matten’s attack on us internally. And now they wanted me to deal with him on a daily basis?

I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t face the man who’d tried to kill me, work with him over and over again, with no end in sight...but I also couldn’t refuse. 

The Anna could ruin this whole enterprise for us if he wanted. And beyond all the ways our work could make life in a post-Boom world safer, I had a personal reason to push for the success of the collective—my family, back home in America, living in a community that was slowly losing ground to the surrounding legimals. If I made a tangible contribution to the stability of the region around Rome, I could get them priority to immigrate here. The collective made it that much more likely I’d pull it off, faster than I’d dreamed of before. I couldn’t risk messing this up. 

“Why the House of Anna is so insistent that this Matten accompany you, I couldn’t figure,” Pompo mused, completely oblivious to my internal freak-out. And I couldn’t clue him in to it. Not without revealing the whole mess that transpired half a year back. 

So I found myself saying, “I’ll handle it,” in a tone devoid of any emotion. Even though I didn’t have any idea what to do. 

#
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I FOUGHT TO KEEP MY breaths even as Pompo continued talking to me. Forced myself to pay attention while he explained how he’d visit several research sites today, how we should check-in with Hayley instead of him in the meantime. All of it seemed so small in comparison to seeing Matten again, but these were the kind of details I needed to account for.

When he finally finished, I managed a polite goodbye. My hands trembled only slightly as I reached the exit to Pompo’s outdoor office, not enough to give me away. Then the door closed behind me and the shaking in my legs grew worse with every step downstairs. 

I couldn’t let anyone see me like this. 

Ducking to the side of the last landing, I gave myself a moment to feel the full weight of my situation. My field team was supposed to be a safe place for me—and yeah, maybe that wouldn’t make sense to anyone else, considering that we tracked down legendary animals, sometimes while magical assassins tried to track down us. But the danger always came from without. There was only ever one moment when I’d worried that my team wasn’t on my side, when I’d thought one of them might pose a threat. And that moment lasted for less than fifteen minutes. 

Now I would have to take someone who’d actively tried to murder me along on my research trips. When my focus needed to be on the dangers outside the safety zone, on how my team could work together to protect ourselves. Not on a potential threat in the group of people I should be able to count on. 

Breathe, my dad’s gentle voice would tell me if he’d been here. Stay focused the same way you always have. I know this isn’t comfortable, sweetie, but this Matten guy has as much incentive to cooperate as you do. It’s dangerous outside the safety zone for him, too.

But my mom would have scoffed in response. Is it? Or does someone with his power think he’ll be fine on his own? Until you know more about his motivations, don’t take your eyes off him.

So which was it? Should I give all of my attention to the outside dangers like I always have? Or should I split my focus and risk missing the warning signs for both of these threats?

The door next to me opened with a metal screech—revealing Luca. His eyes landed on me, puzzled as he took in my obvious distress. “Jordan?” he asked, while moving to lean against the wall next to me, careful not to intrude on my personal space. 

“I’m fine,” I said. “Just...gathering my nerve.”

He didn’t ask me what for, but the tilt of his head did it for him. As one of the few people who’d been there when Matten had been exposed, he’d recognize the man when he saw him. He’d know what no one else did. 

“Matten,” I blurted out. “The Anna is insisting we bring Matten with us.”

Luca’s expression shuttered. “He’s not giving you a way to turn him down, is he? Or you’d have taken it.”

Not trusting myself to speak, I nodded.

“Then leave Matten to me. You’ve got enough responsibilities as is.”

There’s your answer, my little brother’s voice whispered into my mind. You should delegate.

Well, if I was going to delegate watching a legend with unknown motives to anyone, it would be Luca, wouldn’t it? As an undercover legend who’d been trained by a martial House, he’d do a better job than I would. Just like I’d do a better job paying attention to the local legendary animals—legimals, for short. 

“Alright,” I told him.

Then I gathered myself and took the first step out from under the staircase, the first step towards our next mission—and towards Matten. Luca’s comforting presence fell in beside me, at the very least reassuring me that I wasn’t alone. I forced myself to focus on today’s mission—today’s exciting, new adventure that I’d been looking forward to for so long. That had so much potential. That was my responsibility more than Matten could ever be. 

The door outside opened onto the Piazza del Campidoglio, designed during the Renaissance by Michelangelo himself. Dark cobblestones interspersed with white blocks to form a geometric shape on the ground. Yellow and white buildings rose up to flank us, ending at the edge of the piazza—which looked out onto the city, attached to a staircase that descended from the hill. Down to the street where our pick-up waited for us. 

There was only one other figure in the piazza—and thankfully it wasn’t Matten. Instead, a young woman with wavy brown hair and golden skin sat huddled by a statue, wearing oversized modern clothes and hiking boots while scribbling furiously in a notebook. The last time I’d met with her, she’d been decked out in a flowing chiton and so many bangles I could barely see her wrists. Back then, the tense lines of her body had told me that she was on edge the entire time. Now, outside of her prescribed role, dressed down in something practical...she seemed much more at ease. 

“Vegoia,” I called.

Her head snapped up in surprise, like she hadn’t heard us arrive. Which had me glancing from side to side, wondering if the House of Tarchies had really sent her here alone. We weren’t far from the safety zone, but she should’ve been more aware of her surroundings than that. And with Matten coming on this trip with us...if he tried anything, she’d never see it coming, would she? 

Her eyes landed on me, lips curling up into a hesitant smile—one that was more pronounced on the left side of her face than her right. She’d disclosed that her right arm had less mobility and strength than we’d expect. Clearly, her disability wasn’t localized to just her arm. 

“You’re here,” she said, with a trace of excitement in her voice. “The rest of your team is checking your supplies. Are we...ready?”

Our eager new legend partner, about to embark on her first field mission ever—and she was the key to today’s entire expedition. Or much more, depending on how successful we were. 

It suddenly struck me that I was knowingly letting her come into contact with a killer today. This inexperienced young woman, brave enough to help us even though her powers—which only let her read prophecy from lightning strikes—couldn’t protect her. The guilt clawed at me, but there was nothing else I could do. Not with what was at stake. 

“You know where to take us?” I asked.

A nod. “I can’t give you the coordinates,” she said, tone regretful. “Or anything beyond the general location. Not yet. I just know where we have to go”

“Good enough,” I told her, even though I was a bit bothered by the restrictions. 

Vegoia had pushed her divination powers to uncover a time and place where we’d find a breakthrough. If this worked, her magic would cut through a lot of the patience and guesswork inherent in the scientific process. I respected that, but her magic was sending us far enough away from Rome that we hadn’t mapped out which legendary animals roamed that territory, where they might nest, how common each of them were. We’d have to prepare for any of the terrestrial legimals local to central Italy...except jaculi, because the time of day for our expedition put us outside of the active hours for these snakes. That left us with five potential terrestrial legimals that we might encounter. 

“Let’s check on the others,” Luca said.

We headed towards the long, sloped steps of the stairs, designed to be traversable on horseback. Our pick-up seemed so small waiting for us at the bottom, the figures of my teammates barely discernable. There was Carter, recognizable by his broad shoulders, ruffling through the equipment in the back. Tony stood behind him with his arms crossed, his curly hair just long enough to fall across his face. And stepping out from behind the pick-up, chatting with Tony, was a less familiar figure. Dressed in an ancient-style tunic, a wardrobe choice that practically screamed ‘legend’. 

My throat closed up, because there was just one new legend I expected to see today. Matten. And sure enough, the closer we got, the more I recognized about him: the stern posture, the hard glint in his eyes, the frustrated curl of his lips. 

He stood so close to Tony and Carter. Tony spoke to him with the kind of animation he reserved for legends, Carter even turned his back on the man—both of them so very unaware of the danger. Both of them treating Matten like an ally, instead of the killer he was. 

Only a few of my teammates and allies had so much as seen Matten before—me, Luca...and Cristian, who hadn’t quite been on the scene with us, but had watched it all through the scope of a sniper rifle. Tony at least knew that a legend from the House of Anna attacked us, because Luca had told him the same way I’d told Hayley. But we’d kept Matten’s name to ourselves, so Tony didn’t have any way of recognizing him. 

And no one had told Carter anything at all. That was a mistake, wasn’t it? I should’ve confided in him the way I’d confided in Hayley. But now it was too late. 

Carter finally saw us, drawing everyone’s attention our way—drawing Matten’s attention our way. The gaze of the man who’d tried to kill me finally landed on me. That brought on an instinctive panic, one that had me fighting the urge to turn around and run back up the hill. 

There was no escaping this. There was nothing I could do except face him. And every step down, every step closer to Matten, slowly stripped the safety of distance away from me. Somehow, with his eyes on me, not even having Luca by my side stopped me from feeling like I was descending down towards my doom. 
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Chapter Two
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THERE I WAS, A FEW steps away from our pick-up, with freaking Matten of the House of Anna standing in front of me. I mustered my force of will so I could at least meet his eyes, trying to convince myself that he couldn’t do anything to us here. Even if he didn’t care about what we humans thought, Vegoia was standing right next to me. And Pompo expected him to be a source of protection on our expeditions. He couldn’t throw away his standing in the eyes of their Houses, could he? Politically speaking, it wouldn’t make sense. 

But it was hard to be logical while my mind replayed the memory of him creating a vortex of water with his magic and sending it after me. I’d swirled inside of that vortex, not able to breathe, not able to grab hold of anything that would let me haul myself out. He’d come so staggeringly close to killing me.

“This is Matten,” Tony said, not catching onto my discomfort. Or at least not considering it unusual, if he did. “He says Pompo would have told you about him?”

Everything in me wanted to hide, to fade into the background so the man who’d wanted me dead couldn’t see me. But the others were looking at me. Waiting for me to reply. “Yeah,” I said, fighting to get the words out, to keep my voice steady. “Pompo explained the situation.”

Matten cast a hesitant glance towards Tony, before his eyes turned back to me. It almost seemed like he wanted to say something. But there’d be no addressing the elephant in the room so long as Tony, Carter, and most importantly of all, Vegoia stood right next to us. Maybe that was a shame—clearing the air before heading into an unpredictable field expedition had its merits—but I still couldn’t help but feel grateful for it. Because I didn’t want the air cleared. I wanted him gone. 

Would I really be able to handle him on my team for as long as the Anna demanded it? Was that even possible? After this expedition was over, I needed to fight this. But for today...I resigned myself to tolerating him for one field expedition. Just one. I could manage that much, right? 

“Welcome to the team, Matten,” I told him, aiming to sound business-like but ending up somewhat lifeless instead. 

He straightened. “I’ll fulfill the role Anna gave me faithfully.”

I paused, trying to parse every possible hidden meaning in what he’d said. Was he promising to behave because the Anna told him to? Was he alluding to orders we didn’t know about, a secret mission of his? But I couldn’t decide what to believe, so I let it go, following up with a stiffer version of the same speech I’d already given Vegoia days ago. 

“I understand you have your own power,” I began, surprised when he almost winced at the statement. “But I also understand that you don’t usually go on expeditions like this, where we go looking for legimals in their own territories. For everyone’s safety, please stay with Luca. He’ll guide you through how this is done.”

Carter’s head whipped over to me in surprise, his eyes questioning. And it only just occurred to me then how strange it looked, assigning Matten to Luca, when Carter was the most experienced field person we had. He’d been around the world in his profession as a nature photographer, while Luca was our newest member (secret legend status notwithstanding). 

“You have your hands full with Vegoia,” I told him gently, coming up with the best explanation I could on the spot. “She’s critical to our work today and I don’t want you distracted from that. Matten’s still getting acclimated to what we do, so he’ll hang back, away from the action.”

Matten’s frown told me he’d probably read between the lines of what I hadn’t said—I didn’t trust him, I didn’t want him overly involved, and I did want him watched—but I could care less what he thought. His own actions gave me the right not to care. 

“Let’s get going,” I said, taking a step towards the pick-up. And immediately realizing the first hurdle brought on by Matten’s last-minute placement. 

Tony was our driver, so his spot was a given. Carter and Luca always sat in the back. That left one seat next to Tony, usually occupied by me. Placing a legend in the back felt oddly disrespectful, but that was where one would go no matter what. Matten was the more senior member of a more critical House, but even the thought of having to appease him...

“Vegoia, please take the passenger seat up front. We’ll need you to tell Tony where to drive. Matten, I’m afraid you’ll have to get in the back with the rest of us?” I hated how my voice went up at the end, far more apologetic than I ever wanted to be with Matten, but the words were already out of my mouth. I would have to be more careful when I spoke to him. I would have to remember to never give ground.

Matten nodded, following the rest of us as we climbed into the back. This was awkward, wasn’t it? Matten’s silent presence, Luca keeping a constant watch on him, me deliberately not looking at the legend who’d tried to kill me. 

Carter, at least, ignored the atmosphere. While Tony started up the car, he launched into an explanation of the basics that the newcomers should know, making sure they’d joined the rest of us in putting on sunglasses—a standard measure of protection against the scitali’s hypnotic effect. Both legends gave him their full attention. Vegoia even turned around in her seat to watch him through the glassless window that separated the front and the back of the pick-up. 

“So how do you know where to go?” Carter asked Vegoia once he’d finished his explanations, tone curious. “Did lightning hit the place?”

“No,” she told him. “How could I see it strike from that far away? No, it gave me directions.”

...the lightning gave her directions. What, like some kind of mystical morse code? Granted, as far as divination methods went, this one was less disconcerting than the House of Anna’s—at least their founder’s dead sister didn’t show up in their dreams. 

Time passed as we traveled further from the safety zone than I’d been in a long time. Beyond the agricultural fields that surrounded Rome and kept us fed, beyond every outpost the city maintained, beyond miles of rundown buildings that had sat empty since the Boom. To the southeast of Rome, towards the Alban Hills that had once been the site of volcanic activity. 

I spent the drive trying not to watch Matten, who seemed just as avoidant of looking at me. My gut told me not to trust him, but the truth was, I wasn’t sure that he still had a reason to hurt us. We’d kept his daughter’s mistakes secret just like he’d wanted. A paranoid part of me wondered if he still meant to silence us for good, but the leader of Matten’s House had come out firmly against that. And his was the power we all had to tiptoe around. So I couldn’t honestly bring myself to think that Matten would cross him when the Anna already knew the whole truth. But I couldn’t feel safe around him, either. 

You can’t keep doing this, the echo of my brother’s soft voice filled my head.

If Tommy were really here to give me this advice, he would’ve been right. Luca was right. My focus couldn’t be on Matten. This expedition would be Vegoia’s first, formative field experience—and if it went well, if her powers did what we hoped they would, then I wanted her invested in continuing this partnership. Then there was Carter, counting on me to be his partner out here, to look out for the team alongside him. And Luca, asking me to trust him. Was I going to let the threat of what Matten might do get in the way of all that?

Taking a deep breath, I held onto that ball of paranoia inside of me for a moment longer—then forced myself to put it aside. 

#
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TONY TOOK ONE LOOK at the road Vegoia asked us to turn onto—so narrow the pick-up would barely fit, so closely flanked by the surrounding walls that we wouldn’t be able to turn around—and swerved so he could drive the vehicle backwards into the Alban Hills. 

I tossed him a skeptical glance. “Can you even see what’s behind you?”

“Carter will help me out when I don’t,” Tony replied, voice calm for once. “Besides, I’d rather have a hard time now than later, in case we need to make a break for it.”

A ghost of a smile flickered over Luca’s face. “You know we might not even need to make a quick getaway.”

“Yeah, keep telling yourself that.” 

So Tony backed us up a curved incline, as the concrete road transformed into dirt and the walls around us gave way to a dense woodland. The roar of our engine announced our presence through the forested hills. Hitting a bump along the path, the pick-up careened from side to side hard enough that I clung to the car’s side. Pretty soon, the pick-up wouldn’t be able to go further. 

“Don’t worry, we’re almost there,” Vegoia assured us.

I couldn’t help a shiver at the thought of how exposed we were out here. Far away from anyone who could help us. Trapped with a legend who’d already attacked us once. About to witness something important, the risks of which we couldn’t even guess at. 

But there was a thrill to this, too. I’d chosen a life that let me explore the unknown. And Vegoia had given us the gift of telling us ahead of time that today would matter. Whatever was waiting for us behind these trees, over whatever ridge we’d have to cross...I wanted to see it. 

“Stop here,” Vegoia instructed, at a spot that looked indistinguishable from every other bit of woody hillside we’d seen in the past fifteen minutes. “We’ll have to walk the rest of the way.”

I glanced at Tony, noting how his hands clenched on the steering wheel. “You’re staying?” I asked him, wanting to hear him confirm it. 

He took a few deep breaths before answering. “Yeah, I think so. I won’t be any good to you outside the car. And I should be ready to turn the engine on and go any second...just in case.”

“Alright,” I said. “Luca and Matten, you guys stay with Tony.”

A frown tugged on Luca’s face. But then he glanced in Matten’s direction, before giving me a reluctant nod. 

“Vegoia will lead Carter and me to wherever it is we’re going,” I continued. “Tony, please get us in touch with Hayley?”

“Hayley?” Tony repeated, confused. “Why her?”

“Pompo’s out of the office today, so Hayley will be covering for him.”

“And you agreed to this?” Tony asked, incredulous. “No offense, I know she’s your friend, but...it’s Hayley.”

Luca shot me an apologetic glance. “She’s a bit erratic. Maybe there’s someone more level-headed we can call? Gabriela?”

Alright, that was enough passive-aggressiveness against my roommate and best friend, thank you very much. “Gabriela has her own expeditions to handle. And I don’t remember any of you complaining when Hayley used to do exactly the same job before we teamed up with the House of Numa.”

“Jor’s right,” Carter added. “You’ve gotten too used to Pompo’s polite style. Hayley’s playful, but she gets the job done. Besides, we’re about to leave three people with no scientific background alone in the car. Hayley’s experienced at guiding non-scientists through a field setting. Pompo might be nicer, but he wouldn’t be as useful.”

“So suck it up,” I finished.

With a put-upon sigh, Tony proceeded to contact my best friend.

“Hello to my favorite band of explorers!” came Hayley’s cheerful voice over the speaker. “I was starting to think you’d never get there.”

“Hello, Hayley,” Vegoia replied gamely before anyone else could. “It’s nice to finally meet you. I’ve heard wonderful things about you.” 

“And you’d be Vegoia,” Hayley responded. “You must have been talking to Jordan or Carter. Luca’s too boring to say anything nice about me. And Tony mostly just sputters.”

“Liable to start doing that at any minute, too,” Tony muttered.

“Not from them, from my...” Vegoia trailed off, suddenly hesitant. “Well, from my divination magic.”

A pause, where I could practically hear Hayley’s delight over the silence. “You’re telling me that lightning from the sky is giving me compliments?” she asked. “You guys hear that? Nature itself thinks I’m amazing. Someone get some smelling salts for Tony, because I’m sure he’s passed out by now.”

Unsurprisingly, Tony remained conscious. Though he was cradling his head in his hands. 

“As much as I appreciate the chit-chat,” I began, “it’s time to get to work. Hayley, you can mark down our current location as where we’re leaving the pick-up. Keep tracking my phone to get the coordinates of our final destination. Tony, Luca, you guys know how this works. Stay on the line with Hayley and keep her updated. Carter, we’re up. And Vegoia—” I made an attempt at a reassuring smile “—it’s time for your first field mission.”

She met my eyes with a determined gleam in hers, sliding out of the passenger seat to join me and Carter as we hopped out of the back. “It’s that way,” she said, her gaze locked on the hill towering over us like she could see through it. Which I didn’t think she could, but who could ever tell with legends? 

Carter and I grabbed backpacks full of the equipment we’d need and the three of us started our trek. A thrum of anticipation passed through me, multiplied by the obvious enthusiasm of both of my current partners. I forgot all about Matten, leaving my fears behind with the pick-up. Something waited for us here among these hills, something that would change the scope of what we knew—and we were just hours away from discovering what it was.
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Chapter Three
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THE CHATTER FROM THE teammates we’d left behind grew faint as we crested the first hill in our path. Carter tapped me on the shoulder to point out a dense bit of undergrowth, hiding the contours of an opening in the ground under it—a burrow. Too big to have been dug by local animals like badgers or foxes, but about right for one of the legimals I studied—the scitalis, a pastel-colored lizard whose sight induced some form of hypnosis in its prey. Prey that included humans. 

That was one legendary species confirmed to live here. Would we find others?

Vegoia led us deeper into the Alban Hills, stopping us at the top of another incline. “We’re here,” she said. 

Nothing about the place stood out as special—just woody hills, a sunlit clearing up ahead, a few scitalis burrows off in the distance. But several hours from now, something would happen here. Something important enough to warrant the attention of Vegoia’s divination magic. Now that we were so close to finally finding out what it was, the anticipation was practically suffocating. 

Carter pulled out a camera from his backpack and waved Vegoia over. “Here’s what we’re doing,” he told her, wearing an unrestrained grin on his face. “Whatever we’re gonna find here, we want to get as much information about it as we can. So Jor’s going to put cameras all over the place—our video cameras have motion-sensors and upload their footage remotely, so we can keep watching what happens here even months after today. She’s also gonna set up a microphone to record the sounds of the animals around here. I’m not an audio guy, so I don’t really know how that works—something about species diversity?” 

“How can I help?” Vegoia asked him. 

“Look around. If you see anything that looks like it might be a sign of legimals, point it out...”

While the two of them proceeded with Vegoia’s training, I set up our equipment. Then I took out a journal to record observations—environmental details, temperature, humidity, evidence of other animals that shared this habitat, and so on. The atmosphere as we worked held an undercurrent of excitement, Vegoia practically glowed with happiness...and then it was almost time. 

The three of us gathered at the peak where Vegoia had initially led us, staying vigilant for whatever we’d come here for. Every flicker of movement sent my pulse racing. Every animal call had me scrutinizing it for anything unusual. This was the first time I’d gone out into the field with literally no idea of what to expect. 

“There,” came Carter’s voice from behind me. 

He pointed out a large reptile, light purple and pink interlacing across its back, as it made its way through the tall grasses of the clearing ahead of us. A scitalis. I was suddenly very aware of the weight of my sunglasses against my face, protecting me from that danger for reasons we hadn’t even properly researched yet. 

The scitalis climbed onto a rock protruding above the grass and stopped in place, sunshine reflecting off its back. As reptiles, scitali basked in the sun to raise their body temperature—but they changed the colors of their skin to better absorb heat when they did. This scitalis wasn’t absorbing light. It was reflecting it, all the better to heighten its hypnotic effect. 

Which meant it was hunting. 

There was so much we didn’t know about scitali. The full range of their ability to change color, the purpose of each color combination. The mechanism behind their hypnotic effect, how light factored into it, what effect it had on the brains of prey animals. My team had come here to learn something new, something game-changing—were we about to get an answer to one of these questions? 

I watched with bated breath while the scitalis swept its gaze from side to side as it searched for something edible, occasionally rotating its position. Unafraid of being spotted by its prey. Wanting that, even. 

What was it going to do next? How would it give away the secrets of its biology?

At the other end of the clearing, a swirl of bright orange peeked out from between the undergrowth. Before I could figure out what it was—that shade of orange wasn’t exactly a common color among the local animals—it disappeared beneath the vegetation. Then one tiny section of grass moved against the direction of the wind. Another flash of orange appeared from under all those shades of green, as if some colorful animal was moving through them. 

“Carter,” I said, directing his attention to it with a flick of my wrist. 

He pulled out a pair of binoculars to get a closer look—then inhaled sharply. “Shit,” he muttered.

Wait—he was worried? Because Carter didn’t get troubled when he spotted legendary animals. He was never anything short of thrilled. 

“What’s wrong?” I pressed him.

“You’re not gonna believe this, Jordan,” he said. “It’s the basilisk.”

An involuntary dread squeezed at my heart—but I also felt a burst of curiosity. Because yes, I could be intrigued and terrified at the same time. Paying closer attention to the colors flashing from behind the clearing’s grasses, I spotted reds and oranges and...was that a hint of blue? It did fit the color scheme from when we’d last seen this lizard, up north. Then I saw the distinct bony protrusions that basilisks had on their head, eliminating all doubt. 

Wow. Were we really meeting up with this animal by chance, again? There was only one in the entire Italian peninsula. Statistically speaking—but then, the whole point of Vegoia’s divination was to defy statistics. So if we were guaranteed to find a breakthrough, wasn’t it more likely to involve an animal rare enough that we knew little about it?

The basilisk wandered alarmingly close to the scitalis—and suddenly stopped in place. I had never seen these two animals so close together before. Never wondered what would happen if they interacted. The scitalis came with a built-in defense system. But the basilisk was the most dangerous legimal in the country, capable of creating wastes devoid of all life with their poisonous fumes. Legimals sometimes had resistances to each other’s power—so which of the two would win here? And if it was the basilisk...was there a risk of it creating one of its wastes right here? My heart started hammering in my chest at the thought.

The scitalis descended off its rock, and I thought for sure it was planning on fleeing from the basilisk...until it turned towards the smaller lizard, stalking closer to the deadly animal. And the basilisk didn’t react, didn’t threaten the approaching predator, didn’t release its deadly fumes to wipe out all life around it. It stood in place, eyes fixated on the scitalis—as if it was affected by the other lizard’s hypnosis. 

The three of us watched in awe as a legimal we’d learned how to deal with long ago closed in on the most dangerous creature we’d ever encountered. What would happen now? Was Italy’s basilisk population about to drop to zero? The moment felt almost unreal. 

And the implications...what if we could figure out how that hypnosis worked? What if we could find a way replicate the effect? Would that be the key to rebuilding civilization post-Boom? 
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