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​Chapter 1: A City Transformed
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Tom Butler woke up to the sound of breaking glass and the kind of guttural screaming that made his skin contract, like a cat who’d been hosed down with ice water. At first, he tried to swat the noise away, thinking it was his phone’s alarm or one of those ambient panic-attack apps. No luck. The noise kept drilling into his skull, ricocheting around his hangover like a steel ball in a pinball machine. He’d gone to bed after four too many vodka sodas and a dozen smokes, his last conscious act flipping off the skyline through the greasy film of his bedroom window. Now he was conscious again, and the world was repaying his insolence.

His apartment was one of those Brooklyn walk-ups that would be described as “vintage” or “charmingly lived-in” on the rental listing, which meant the door didn’t really latch, and everything inside had at least two stains and one half-assed repair. There was barely room for the twin mattress, the skeletal IKEA bookshelf (stuffed with pulp detective novels, three bottles of Pepto, and a stack of rejection letters), and the battered kitchen table where he’d slumped for dinner last night. Most of the table was obscured by a patchwork of old newspaper clippings—his byline, when he had one, circled in red Sharpie like evidence at a crime scene. A bunch of yellowed Post-Its clung to the wall, most with variations on “FIND WORK” and “CALL MOM” written in all caps.

Tom groaned, a sound that began deep in his intestines and curdled as it emerged. He rolled over and face-planted onto the carpet. The smell told him he’d knocked over the coffee again, and the familiar sticky coldness spreading across his cheek confirmed it. He opened his eyes and stared at the mess: the mug’s contents merging with an old Chinese takeout box and, for reasons best left unexplored, his sock.

“Goddamn it,” he muttered, which was about as much emotional labor as he could spare before caffeine.

He was halfway through pushing himself up when another scream split the air—louder, closer, way more visceral. Tom sat up and squinted at the window. Something huge and brownish-black zipped past, so close that the grime on the glass rattled with the air displacement. For a second, he wondered if he’d started hallucinating. Not that it would be surprising. Hallucination and hangover went together like ramen and MSG.

He blinked hard and crab-walked to the window, then yanked it open with the side of his fist (the lock was ornamental, like most things in his life). The city looked like it was mid-evacuation. People were running in random directions, some of them openly weeping, others screaming at the sky. A traffic jam three stories below had devolved into honking, yelling, and at least one honest-to-god fistfight atop the hood of a Subaru. And above it all, soaring between the buildings, were griffins. Not hawks, not drones, not experimental RCs, but straight-up, Dungeons & Dragons, wings-and-lion-ass griffins. There were at least three of them, maybe more, twisting through the canyons of skyscrapers like they owned the place. One did a lazy barrel roll, and Tom swore he saw the rider—a silhouette in spiky black armor, the kind you’d find on the cover of a metal album.

Tom didn’t react for a second. He just watched, as if this was the logical endpoint for his career: too many deadlines, too many missed rent checks, and now his brain had just up and snapped.

“Fuck me running,” he said. Then, “I need a picture of that.”

He lurched upright and pawed around for his phone. Dead, naturally. He remembered seeing the charging cable in the bathroom last night, presumably relocated during a drunken power-walk. Tom half-stumbled, half-skated over the slick spot on the floor, sidestepped the corpse of a dying plant, and reached the bathroom just as another distant roar shivered through the walls. He caught his own reflection in the mirror: bloodshot eyes, stubble shading into beard, t-shirt with an ambiguous brown stain. He looked like a failed substitute teacher on a three-day bender. He splashed water on his face, then spat into the sink and plugged in the phone with a practiced gesture.

While it booted, he grabbed his real camera—a digital SLR so battered, it looked more like a murder weapon than a precision instrument. He fumbled through the desk drawer for a half-empty pack of American Spirits, then yanked his trench coat off the chair. The coat was a gift from his ex, and its lining was shot to hell, but the pockets were deep and hid his nicotine habit from everyone who mattered.

He stuffed the camera into one pocket, the cigarettes into another, and made for the door. He tripped over a stack of unopened mail and nearly faceplanted into the coat rack. The racket startled the pigeon that lived on his fire escape, which responded with a majestic squirt of guano aimed squarely at the windowsill.

“Story of my life, bud,” Tom said to the bird, shoving the door open with his hip.

He barely made it onto the landing before he realized he’d forgotten his notebook. It was the one with the half-finished stories and paranoid ramblings, but it was also the only thing that could pass for a press credential if you squinted hard enough. Tom darted back in, grabbed the notebook, and then paused. The apartment looked like a bomb had gone off in a recycling center—papers everywhere, years of failed ambition packed into a single twelve-by-fifteen room. He stared for a second, then shrugged and slammed the door behind him.

Tom bolted down three flights, passing a pair of ancient neighbors bickering over the condition of the elevator. The old woman clutched her cat like a floatation device and spat a string of curses that would have made his grandma proud. Outside, the world had gone even more to shit. Traffic on the avenue was now at a complete standstill, people running between idling cars, pointing up at the sky with their phones out, half terrified and half determined to get the best video for TikTok. The griffins were closer now, and Tom could see their wings rippling in the sunlight, feathers bristling as they banked hard over the rooftops.

He snapped three pictures without thinking, the shutter clack satisfying as a shotgun. Then his hands started to shake—whether from the hangover or the adrenaline, he couldn’t tell. The camera’s auto-focus beeped, and the next shot caught one of the riders in profile: female, helmeted, with a lance longer than Tom was tall.

“Jesus,” he whispered. “No one’s gonna believe this.”

He ducked as a griffin swooped lower, sending a cluster of tourists diving for cover behind a city bike rack. In the chaos, Tom elbowed his way through the crowd, yelling, “Press! Make a hole! New York Tribune!” Never mind that he hadn’t filed a story for them in months. It was still the most reputable name he could fling.

He got to the curb just as the lead griffin landed—hard—on the hood of a cab. The cabbie inside screamed and curled into a ball, but the rider ignored him, scanning the crowd with the poise of someone used to mass panic. For a hot second, Tom thought she might say something, give some kind of epic proclamation, but instead she barked out a phrase in a language Tom didn’t recognize and raised her lance, lightning-quick.

People scattered, knocking each other over in their haste to get away. Tom kept shooting, half-terrified, half-exhilarated, eyes locked on the rider’s face. There was something off about it—not human, exactly, but not not-human. The features shifted under the helmet’s shadow, sharp and predatory.

The second griffin touched down behind her, this one with a smaller, child-sized figure clutching its neck feathers. Tom’s journalistic instincts cut through his panic. He snapped more shots, then scribbled notes in his pad: “2nd rider, possibly kid? Uniforms. Lances. Griffins not attacking—herding, corralling?” He didn’t even remember pulling out the notebook, but his hand worked it like muscle memory.

The world had cracked open and he was the only one lucid enough—or desperate enough—to document it. All those years of washed-up stories, of being the last guy at the bar, the first guy to miss rent, and the only guy who believed the city’s madness meant anything... Suddenly, it all felt like a prologue.

He ducked into an alley as the third griffin made its descent, feathers ruffling the air like a flag in a hurricane. The creatures didn’t notice him, or didn’t care. Tom leaned against the graffiti-splattered wall and breathed, adrenaline fizzing under his skin.

His phone vibrated in his pocket—a single bar of service. Text from his editor: “Whatever’s going on, get it. NOW.”

Tom grinned, all teeth and nerves. “You got it, boss.”

He lit a cigarette, exhaled, and went back out to meet the new world.

Tom hit the avenue like a bullet ejected from a gun. The street had always been its own kind of jungle, but today the predators were no longer Wall Street desk jockeys or subway freaks with urine-soaked dreams. Today, the world had gone feral.

Trash cans upended, newspapers skittered like roaches underfoot, and the stench of burnt rubber mixed with the iron tang of panic. Tom sprinted down the sidewalk, dodging a stroller abandoned mid-crosswalk and a hedge fund guy who’d been reduced to fetal position against a mailbox. Every face was maskless, raw, all pretense of composure stripped away.

Two blocks down, a crowd had coagulated, heads tipped up to the sky. The griffins were doing fly-bys overhead, occasionally letting out those piercing shrieks that set off every car alarm within three boroughs. On any other day, Tom would have considered this a solid scoop—a viral freakshow to juice his anemic web traffic. Today, it was just an hors d’oeuvre.

The real story thundered down Fifth Avenue. Tom heard it first: a rhythmic, pounding rumble, like jackhammers operated by gods. The asphalt shook under his feet. Then he saw the first centaur.

It was bigger than the renderings in his childhood mythology books: the body of a draft horse, jet-black and glossy as an oil spill, with a human torso rippling with muscle and a mane of hair down to its lower back. Its human face was wild-eyed, nostrils flaring, skin pocked and weathered. It wore what looked like Roman chest armor and had a spiked club in one hand, swinging it at passing taxis with gleeful abandon.

Behind it, five more. Brown, chestnut, palomino. Tom’s inner reporter clocked every detail—brands on the haunches, handmade leather, spears of unknown provenance. They galloped past the Flatiron, hooves setting off sparks every time they hit a manhole cover. When the lead centaur howled—a sound like a fratboy gone supernova—it set off a ripple of hysteria through the onlookers.

Tom did not have the luxury of awe. He barely dodged a fleeing kid who cannonballed out of a coffee shop, phone streaming the chaos for his three hundred followers. The kid’s voice, shrill with terror, made it onto the video and echoed back to Tom as the centaurs cut a wide, efficient swath through the crowd.

He dove behind a parked taxi just as a centaur’s back hoof sheared the side mirror clean off. The driver inside was somewhere between praying and pissing himself. Tom poked his head up and clicked off five rapid shots, the camera’s ancient autofocus working overtime. He got a nice clean shot of the brown centaur rearing up, front hooves flailing above a pile of Citi Bikes. The image felt right—iconic, maybe Pulitzer material if the world still bothered with Pulitzers.

He risked a look out from behind the car. The street was chaos, but now he could see the centaurs weren’t randomly attacking—they were moving with purpose. Some kind of formation. Leading, or searching for something.

The crowd had gone from panic to flat-out stampede. Tom realized he’d lost his cigarette somewhere in the fray. He was about to scramble for a safer vantage when a voice screamed inches from his ear.

“DID YOU SEE THAT? DID YOU FUCKING SEE THAT?”

Tom flinched and turned. The voice belonged to a middle-aged woman with purple hair and a chipped canine. She had her phone out, recording, her hand shaking so hard the video would look like it had been shot on a Tilt-A-Whirl.

“I saw it,” Tom said. “Name?”

“Janice.” She said it like a challenge.

He scribbled it down. “What did you see first?”

She kept filming but managed to answer. “The horse-men. Centaurs? I dunno. Is this the fucking apocalypse?”

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out.” He ran through his Rolodex of reporter questions, questions designed to sound like he was listening when he was mostly scoping the next lead. “How did they appear?”

Janice snorted. “Like poof! One minute, nothing. Next, six of ‘em just—just out there, galloping down the avenue like they owned the place. It’s like—shit, I dunno, is this an art project? Am I on prank TV?”

Tom shook his head. “Do they look hostile?”

“They look like they could tear my Prius in half. What do you think?” She finally dropped the phone, as if admitting it wouldn’t help her. “I’m going to die in leggings,” she muttered, mostly to herself.

Tom patted her on the shoulder, the notebook pressed between them. “You’re doing great, Janice.”

He left her there and shouldered into the current of bodies, moving upstream. A man in a tuxedo was trying to take a selfie with a griffin in the background, shouting instructions at his girlfriend, who looked like she’d rather jump in front of a moving bus. Down the block, a group of street vendors huddled behind their carts, all whispering the Hail Mary in three different languages.

Tom zeroed in on one of them—a guy with a baseball cap and the look of a serial Mets sufferer. “Hey, did you see where the centaurs came from?”

The vendor nodded, eyes glassy with disbelief. “Just appeared, man. Like outta thin air. First the sky went dark, then the horse guys. Then the flying cats. You see them too?”

“I do,” Tom said. “Anything else?”

The guy pointed with a trembling hand. “They got swords. They got, like, laser swords.”

Tom peeked over the hood of a battered Nissan and saw it: one of the centaurs had drawn a weapon that did not belong to any historical period. It pulsed blue, humming, and when the centaur swung it at a parking meter, the metal hissed and split like butter.

Tom whistled, low. “Hell of a scoop,” he muttered, mostly to himself.

He took more pictures, zoomed in, catching every possible angle. The focus was still soft but good enough to tell a story. Around him, people were either running or documenting, the world split between the terrified and the terminally online. Tom felt the panic but also, for the first time in years, a little joy. He was back on the story. Not just any story—the story. End of the world, or maybe the beginning of something else.

He scribbled notes. “Centaur weapon: energy, possible plasma. Street vendor witness—name: Mario? Ask for last. General public response: disbelief, hysteria, some acceptance. Social media meltdown imminent.”

The lead centaur spotted him and slowed, locking eyes. It had the same look his high school gym coach gave right before a pop quiz: you think you’re ready, but you’re not. Tom snapped a shot and tried not to look intimidated.

The centaur reared up, bared its teeth in a snarl that was one part horse, three parts wolf. Then it galloped on, leading its posse into the bowels of Midtown.

Tom lowered the camera. His hands were shaking, but not from fear—not really. More like anticipation. He could feel the narrative taking shape in his head, the structure, the angles, the questions he’d ask if there was anyone left to answer them. He ducked into the lee of a closed pizzeria and thumbed his phone, scrolling through the handful of texts and emails that had made it through the overloaded network.

His editor again: “Whatever you got, SEND IT. Is this chemical warfare? Aliens? We need a line.”

Tom grinned and hammered out a reply: “Centaur stampede on 5th Ave. Also griffins. Laser swords. Source: eyewitnesses. Possible art stunt, but I believe it. Will send pics.”

He attached the best photo and hit send, laughing when the upload froze at 13%. Outside, the city was still coming apart at the seams. Sirens wailed, people yelled, and the sense of history in the making ran through Tom’s veins like synthetic adrenaline.

He took one more drag from the stolen cigarette, then set out again. Whatever this was, it was better than being invisible.

For the first time since his last real headline, Tom Butler was alive.

If you wanted to measure insanity by the block, Times Square had always been a few notches north of the legal limit. But today was something else entirely. Tom stumbled through the mass of refugees, lost tourists, and NYPD barricades, the camera hanging from his neck like a religious totem. Every digital billboard screamed BREAKING NEWS in a dozen languages, and the scrolling tickers at street level had already moved from “unknown event” to “supernatural invasion.” The narrative, as always, ran ahead of the facts.

He elbowed past a line of teenagers in cosplay—now obsolete, considering the real creatures in the streets—and caught sight of the first unicorn. It was so stupidly perfect it might have been an advertising stunt, except no one in adland would risk something so sincere. The unicorn trotted through the clogged intersection, hooves clipping over the glass and concrete, pristine white hide untarnished even as it brushed past smoking heaps of garbage and the occasional dead rat.

It moved like a soap bubble: light, impossible, untouchable. Its horn was long and spiraled, not glittery or cartoonish but hard and sharp as a narwhal’s tusk. Tom almost expected it to gore someone out of pure cosmic spite, but the creature simply regarded the world with black, depthless eyes.

The crowd parted in its wake, every phone camera up and shaking. Tom maneuvered for the shot, ignoring the howling of a rookie cop trying to play traffic director for three thousand civilians and two mythical beasts. When the unicorn paused in front of an overturned hotdog cart, it stared down a little girl in a pink parka who looked ready to faint from joy. She reached up, fingers trembling, and touched its nose. The unicorn dipped its head, gentle as a sleepwalker.

Tom took the picture. He knew it was the money shot the second the shutter snapped. The image burned into his brain: beauty and terror, side by side, the city’s new icon. For once, he didn’t care about the byline. He wanted this one for himself.

Somewhere behind him, a man was bellowing into a Bluetooth earpiece. “NO, I’M NOT HIGH! THERE’S A GODDAMN UNICORN IN TIMES SQUARE!” He stomped on the ground for emphasis. “What do you want me to do, Karen? Cancel the meeting?”

Tom flagged him down. “Excuse me, sir, can I get your—”

The man swung around, eyes wide with too much coffee and not enough sleep. “I don’t have time for this, buddy, I got a unicorn up my ass and the Dow’s in free-fall. Get lost.”

Tom took a quick portrait anyway. “What did you see, exactly?”

“What do you think? It just, like, walked out of the smoke! I thought I was hallucinating, but then everyone started filming it, and there it was. With the kid, even! You see that?”

Tom nodded. “Do you feel safe?”

The man’s face contorted. “Who gives a shit about safe? I feel alive for the first time since Lehman collapsed.” He punched at the phone, already mid-rant with someone else.

The next witness was a street vendor in a battered Giants jacket, hands trembling around a flask. “You see, I always knew magic was real. My wife, she said I’m crazy, but here I am.” He gestured broadly at the unicorn and the dragons—because yes, now there were tiny dragons, flapping over the heads of the crowd like fat, scaly pigeons.

“Anything else?” Tom said, scribbling.

The vendor laughed. “It’s beautiful, no? The world should always have been like this. People forget.”

Tom took a picture of the man’s crooked smile, then a panorama of the entire intersection. The city was both more itself and less itself than ever before: neon and steel, yes, but also wonder and fear distilled down to the bone.

He climbed onto the shell of a busted newsstand, ignoring the shouts from the owner (who was busy trying to sell bottled water at triple price), and surveyed the transformed world. Griffins patrolled the skyline, a centaur was doing donuts in the intersection, and in the middle of it all, the unicorn glowed against the gray.

Tom wiped sweat and city grime from his forehead. He’d spent the last decade crawling through the gutters for stories, convinced that magic was just another grift, that all miracles had been cashed out and pawned long ago. But the way the girl smiled up at the unicorn, the way people stopped to stare instead of running—it undid something old in him.

He was about to climb down when he spotted a familiar face: Janice, the purple-haired disaster from before, grinning like she’d won the lottery. “You see it?” she shouted, waving her phone above her head.

“I got it,” Tom said, raising his camera. He snapped a picture of her, then one of the unicorn, then one of the whole weird, beautiful mess.

A sense of professional hunger coiled in his gut—the old wolf waking up at the scent of blood. He knew exactly how this story would play out, the beats, the headlines, the viral aftershocks. But for now, he let the moment last. He breathed it in, raw and bright and unedited.

“This is it,” he said to nobody, barely above a whisper. “This is the story that brings me back.”

He clicked the shutter, capturing history as it happened, the lens shaking with laughter.
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​Chapter 2: The Department of Mythical Affairs
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Tom Butler had never seen Central Park look so alive, or so close to being overrun by rabid raccoons hopped up on radioactive Monster. What should have been a patch of green solace in the mid-morning was now a DMZ, cordoned off with bright yellow “Department of Mythical Affairs – Active Operation” tape. The usual denizens—dog walkers, joggers, guys in too-tight lycra pretending they were in training for something—were replaced by a scrum of DMA agents in matte-black tactical gear, each with enough armament to make a Navy SEAL blush. The insignia on their backs was new, too: a stylized hydra head with “DMA” in aggressive white letters, the kind that shouted at you from across a foggy battlefield.

Tom ducked the tape with practiced subtlety, which is to say he pretended not to see it at all. There was no time to play by the rules, not when the story was happening in real time and the air buzzed with magic—actual, literal magic. He could smell it, sharp and sweet, like ozone and fake vanilla. It prickled the hairs on his arms and made his fillings ache. Or maybe that was last night’s tequila, but he liked to pretend it was the wonder of the moment.

The first fairy dive-bombed him while he was still figuring out the camera settings. The thing was the size of a golf ball, with a head-to-ass glow like a broken neon sign. It zipped past his left ear, then doubled back to hover in front of his face, wings moving so fast they blurred to nothing. Its body was roughly humanoid, if you ignored the antennae, the dragonfly wings, and the way its feet ended in talons.

It gave Tom a middle finger with its entire arm.

He laughed. “I love this town,” he said, aiming his camera and popping off three shots in burst mode.

The fairy zipped away, joining its kin in what could only be described as an all-out assault on the DMA agents. There were dozens—no, hundreds—of the little bastards, darting between trees, dive-bombing the agents, yanking off equipment, and cackling like gremlins every time they scored a hit. One agent got a containment net over a cluster of them, only to have it shredded from within as the fairies slipped through the mesh and stole the net’s drawstring for good measure.

Tom worked his way closer, stepping around a family of German tourists who were using their iPads as shields. He got low and shot wide, catching the contrast between the buttoned-up government muscle and the berserker chaos of the fairies. He made a mental note: “Symbolic. The new normal. Feds vs. the ungovernable.” There was an energy here he hadn’t seen since Occupy, and it made his heart tick faster. This was his jam, the drama of power meeting resistance, only now it had wings and attitude.

Up the path, a cluster of onlookers gathered, their phones held high and streaming to god knows how many rubberneckers around the globe. Tom threaded through, ignoring the “Dude, that’s so dangerous!” and the “Hey, let the professionals handle it!” because he was a professional, and his union card was the only one that mattered.

At the foot of a battered willow tree, he found the orchestrator: a woman in tactical-black, mid-thirties, with the angular build of a gymnast and a jawline that could open bottles. She had short, bristly hair and a stare like a prison guard on her last nerve. Her name badge said “Johnson, S.” but the way she barked into her radio said “I’m in charge, and I will end you if you screw this up.”

Tom went for the opening, notebook in one hand and camera dangling from his neck. “Press,” he announced, louder than necessary. “Tom Butler, New York Tribune. Any comment on the situation?”

She clocked him before she finished her sentence. “DMA protocol is in effect,” she said into her radio, then turned to Tom. “This area is restricted to civilians. Step back or I’ll have you detained.”

He grinned, the kind of grin that got him punched in dive bars and banned from three separate city councils. “You’ll want to get your press release straight before Twitter writes one for you. Care to explain why you’re bagging fairies in a public park?”

She narrowed her eyes. “Our mission is containment and public safety.”

“And who gave you the mission?” He jotted without looking down. “Last I checked, ‘Department of Mythical Affairs’ wasn’t a thing. Who signs your checks?”

Her nostrils flared—a tiny tell, but enough. “The DMA is a provisional agency reporting to the Office of the Director of National Intelligence. We are authorized under Presidential Emergency Order Eighty-Two.”

“Provisional,” Tom said, tasting the word. “So you’re making this up as you go.”

Johnson—Sarah, he noted—tilted her head, like she was mentally adding him to a watch list. “The DMA is implementing containment protocols to ensure public safety while we assess the nature of these entities,” she recited, every word locked in bureaucratic straightjacket.

He pushed. “Any comment on how long the city will be on magical lockdown? Is this happening anywhere else, or are we the lucky winners?”

She folded her arms. “No further comment at this time. Updates will be issued via official channels.”

He went in for the kill. “A lot of people are saying this is a false flag. Viral marketing gone nuclear. What do you say to claims the government is behind the emergence?”

She blinked, just once. “I say they should spend more time with their families,” she said, and turned away, already barking orders into her radio.

Tom watched her stride off, the DMA badge winking in the sunlight. He snapped three more photos—one of her, one of a fairy trying to hotwire a containment drone, and one of a pair of agents bickering over whose net was less useless. He flipped to a fresh page in his notebook, jotting: “DMA agents overgeared, underinformed. Fairies organized. Johnson stonewalls press. Cover-up?”

A whiff of burnt plastic floated over, courtesy of a fairy shorting out an entire row of electrified fencing. The agents scrambled to reset the field, while the fairies zipped away, flipping gleeful somersaults.

A dad with a double stroller edged up next to Tom, kids bug-eyed at the blue-green chaos. “Are they gonna take over?” he asked, not entirely joking.

Tom shrugged. “Would it be any worse than the current administration?”

The dad considered, then nodded. “Guess not. My daughter wants to be a fairy when she grows up.”

Tom smiled. “Tell her to invest in bug spray and a good lawyer.”

He stepped away, pausing to shoot a few close-ups of the containment gear. Each net had a serial number and a tracking tag, and he wondered what would happen if the fairies started forging their own. He could already see the next wave: black-market fairy tech, the off-books trade in pixie dust, the lawsuits, the thinkpieces. The story had legs, and wings, and probably a criminal defense attorney on speed-dial.

Above, another fairy buzzed past, this one trailing a pilfered DMA walkie. It crackled with garbled agent-speak and the high, mocking laughter of the thief. Tom caught the moment in crisp digital detail, already composing the caption: “Surveillance State, meet your match.”

He lingered at the edge of the action, soaking it in. The agents were getting more frustrated, less careful. Johnson returned to the field, tossing off orders with a clipped efficiency that told Tom she’d be fun at a party. She had the posture of someone who’d seen three months of war compressed into an hour. Tom wondered what it would take to crack her shell—what secrets sat under all that protocol and muscle. He knew, with the certainty of a veteran addict, that the story was only just beginning.

He thumbed his phone, trying to get through to his editor, but the network was so jammed even SMS was a pipe dream. He switched to his camera roll and reviewed the shots—chaos, heroics, a touch of the absurd. All of it begging for context, for a human angle. He had the feeling, deep in his bones, that the DMA wasn’t just a pop-up task force. They were here to stay, and whatever they knew, they weren’t going to give it up easy.

Tom closed his notebook, looked around at the city’s new circus, and grinned. The world had finally gotten interesting again.

And he was just getting started.

Tom tracked the DMA operatives along the winding path like a bloodhound that had traded in its nose for an insatiable sense of mischief. Johnson strode at the head of the pack, one hand glued to her radio, the other gesturing in coded semaphore to the muscle bringing up the rear. The tactical grunts kept their weapons cradled close and their gazes fixed on the trees, where blue-green streaks of light still flickered like a migraine aura. The agency’s containment perimeter inched along, leaving nothing to chance. It was like watching the world’s most expensive paint dry—except every so often, the paint leaped off the canvas and bit somebody in the ass.

Tom drifted between the tailing public and the action, notebook open to a fresh page, scribbling so fast it looked like he was taking dictation from a particularly caffeinated poltergeist. He noted the specialized gloves, the canisters labeled “DUST, FAE, INERT,” the shimmering mantraps carried two at a time by agents whose body armor still had the tags on. Some of the team handled the equipment like they’d been born to it—crisp, precise, no wasted motion. Others looked like they were about five seconds from peeing themselves, eyes darting to Johnson for validation and coming up empty.

They crossed a bridge toward the Sheep Meadow, the DMA slowly pushing the fae horde ahead like the world’s most dangerous cattle drive. Tom shot photos as he went, zooming in on faces, hardware, anything that might catch the average conspiracy nut’s eye. He was so wrapped up in cataloguing the federal freakshow that he almost missed the man in the suit.

The suit was hard to miss, really—navy, bespoke, and so sharply tailored it could have sliced tomatoes. The guy wore an expression somewhere between “corporate hatchetman” and “priest at a funeral for a guy he secretly hated.” He leaned against a tree at the edge of the DMA cordon, scrolling through a military-grade tablet with fingers as pale as printer paper.

Tom recognized that vibe instantly: mid-level power junkie, field-promotion type, the sort of guy who thought of every disaster as a bullet point on his way up. He drifted in that direction, keeping his body language loose and innocent, like he’d gotten lost on the way to the restrooms. The closer he got, the more the suit tensed, until finally the guy looked up and leveled a dead-eyed stare at Tom.

“Can I help you?” the suit asked, voice flat as a spent credit card.

Tom smiled wide, showing every questionable decision in his dental history. “Didn’t mean to interrupt. Just wanted to get the agency’s take for the record. Mind if I ask a couple—”

“Please step back. You’re in a restricted area,” the suit interrupted, one hand lowering to the tablet, the other never leaving his side.

Tom held up both hands, palms out. “No problem. Just curious what you think about—”

A sharp tremor rolled through the ground, setting off every car alarm in a two-block radius. It felt like a subway train was passing directly beneath the grass, only ten times as loud and a hundred times more urgent. The crowd along the path paused, confusion warping into panic as the tremor doubled, then tripled.

“That’s not supposed to happen,” the suit muttered, not realizing his microphone was live.

Somewhere up ahead, a DMA agent let out a yelp. There was a rip in the air—a sound like a thousand plastic rulers snapping at once—and something huge, hairy, and very pissed off burst through the containment fence.

The minotaur was everything mythology had promised and then some. Seven feet of corded muscle, human torso slammed atop a bovine chassis, the whole mass of it covered in rough brown fur and caked blood. Its head was pure bull: blunt snout, huge glassy eyes, horns thick as baseball bats. There was a number branded into its right flank—003, in regulation stencil. Around its neck was the ragged remains of a containment collar, sparking fitfully and leaking smoke.

It let out a bellow that physically moved the air, then charged straight into the chaos, scattering DMA and civilians like bowling pins. Tom’s first reaction was to get the shot—always the shot, idiot reflex—but the bellow hit something primal, and his hands went slack. For one long second he stood there, staring down a freight train of myth and terror, thinking, this is how I die: trampled by a bull in designer shoes.

At the last possible moment, survival reflex took the wheel. Tom dove behind a steel park bench, camera clutched to his chest, as the minotaur thundered past close enough to coat him in fur and sweat. It ripped the bench from its concrete moorings with a casual flick, not even breaking stride. The thing rampaged through the clearing, straight into the hotdog cart on the next path over. The vendor abandoned ship, screaming, as the minotaur obliterated the cart, sending weiners and sauerkraut flying in a rain of processed meat. The crowd shrieked and split, parents grabbing kids, runners vaulting fences, old ladies making a break for the bushes.

Johnson was the only one who didn’t panic. She whipped her radio up and snapped out a series of commands—“Unit Six, fallback! Units Seven and Eight, on my mark!”—as though she’d rehearsed this moment in her sleep. The grunts regrouped, unspooling nets and pumping the triggers on their tranquilizer rifles. Tom could see from his vantage that the agents weren’t aiming to kill; the darts looked oversized, but nonlethal, and Johnson barked at them to “keep the target upright.”

The minotaur plowed through a stand of tourists, narrowly missing a woman with a stroller, then swung around to face its pursuers. In its eyes—black and crazed and rolling—Tom saw pure animal panic, the terror of a beast that knew it didn’t belong in this world and wanted out at any cost. It pawed the grass, foam flecking its lips, then snorted and charged again.

The agents were ready this time. The first volley of darts buried themselves in the minotaur’s flank; it barely slowed. Second volley—shoulder, chest, neck. The minotaur let out a roar so deep Tom felt it in his spleen, then staggered, legs going gummy. It crashed to its knees, shook its head like a wet dog, and then collapsed sideways, carving a trench through the flowerbeds and flattening two bicycles chained to a rack.

For a long, breathless beat, nobody moved.

Then the agents closed in, nets at the ready, swarming the downed beast and binding it with glowing, high-tensile cable. Tom crawled out from behind what remained of the park bench, wiping minotaur spittle from his arm. His heart hammered like a death metal solo. He forced himself up, shot a dozen rapid-fire photos, then ducked behind a birch tree to scribble notes before his memory could scramble the details.

The area looked like the aftermath of a riot: flowers crushed, trash cans upended, the hotdog cart in smoking ruins. Parents comforted crying kids. Some tourists wept openly, others filmed, faces lit by their phones. Tom felt the familiar post-trauma hollowness, the place where fear and adrenaline and euphoria all mashed together into one cold, electric shake.

He found Johnson standing over the minotaur, mask off, sweat running into her eyes. She looked dead on her feet. For a second, Tom almost felt bad for her—almost. He pushed in, trying to catch her gaze. “That happen a lot?”

She didn’t even look at him. “Containment protocol was followed. No civilians critically injured.”

He pointed at the beast. “You had it chained up. What went wrong?”

Johnson just shook her head and turned away. “Ask the science team,” she said, already signaling the paramedics to bring in a stretcher for the tranquilized monster.

Tom watched her go, then did a quick perimeter scan. The suit was nowhere to be seen, but the military tablet lay on the grass where he’d dropped it. Tom moved fast, squatting down to thumb the tablet awake. The home screen was locked, of course, but a notification banner blipped across the top: “Event: BREACH LEVEL FOUR – MINOTAUR. Engage Theta Protocol.” There was a phone number under “Incident Reporting – Director’s Line.” Tom pulled his own phone, snapped a photo, and slipped the tablet back exactly where it’d been.

He took one last walk through the scene, soaking in the damage, the drama, the humans trying desperately to put order back where nature had decided otherwise. He bent down to examine a business card trampled in the mud—“Department of Mythical Affairs – NYC Field Office,” with an address on Varick and a 1-800 number. He grinned, pocketed the card, and walked away.

His hands shook as he lit the next cigarette, but this time it was from something more than withdrawal. The world was bleeding over the edge of reality, and the only thing scarier than the monsters was how fast everyone wanted to pretend it was all under control.

He thumbed a text to his editor: “DMA lost a minotaur in Central Park. Got the whole thing. Will file ASAP. P.S. – get legal on standby.”

Then he did what he always did—shouldered his camera, scribbled a headline on his notepad, and ran headlong toward the next disaster.

It was going to be a hell of a day.
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​Chapter 3: Underground Whispers
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The place stank of vape fluid, cat piss, and the primordial soup of five hundred midnight ramen disasters. Tom Butler stepped into Zack’s subterranean lair and was immediately mugged by the kind of stale, recycled air that could corrode dental fillings. He’d made the pilgrimage because, despite everything, there were still people you could trust to cough up the truth—provided you brought beer and lied about how much money you’d make from their scoop.

The stairs down were concrete and sticky, the treads decorated with ancient flyers for punk shows and signs in at least three dead languages. The door to Zack’s apartment had once been red, but someone had sanded off the paint, leaving it as raw as Zack himself: all sharp edges, never properly finished. Tom banged the heel of his boot on the doorframe, immediately regretting it as pain zipped through his head like a busted extension cord.

“Password!” Zack’s voice came through a speaker set into the lintel, instantly crackly and over-caffeinated.

Tom cleared his throat, tried to remember last week’s rotating codeword. “I got your ramen, shitlord.”

A buzz, then a thunk, and the door peeled open. Tom ducked inside, pulling his collar up to brace against the temperature drop. The basement ran cold to keep the servers happy; Zack swore by the stuff, claimed it made him think faster. Maybe it did, because the space was a junkyard shrine to pure, uncut code: circuit boards nailed to the walls, cables running everywhere, a half-assembled robot dog twitching on the table. The only light came from strings of Christmas LEDs and the glow of six different monitors, all running things that looked barely legal.

Zack himself was the same feral bundle of nerves as ever. He’d aged about a month since Tom last saw him, which meant in actual years it was maybe three days. His beard was still a pathetic attempt at rebellion, more neck than chin, and his eyes were black holes behind a pair of neon-lit knockoff cyberpunk goggles. The hoodie was new, but only in the sense that he’d bought it last winter; it was already pilled at the elbows and marked with old sauce.

“Jesus,” Tom said. “You ever leave this place?”

Zack grinned, revealing teeth that needed less Red Bull and more fluoride. “Said the man who lives on nicotine and existential dread. What do you want, Butler?”

Tom produced the six-pack from under his arm, the bottles already sweating. He placed it on the table next to a pile of takeout wrappers and an empty box labeled “PERSONAL ENHANCER” in Cyrillic. “Truth,” Tom said, letting the word hang like a challenge.

Zack flicked a single bottle off the ring, cracked it with a one-handed move that was almost impressive, and settled into his gaming chair. “Fine,” he said. “But I get first dibs on whatever headline you write.”

“No one reads my bylines anymore,” Tom muttered, but he took a seat across from Zack, careful not to touch anything that buzzed or flashed.

For a moment, the only sound was the clatter of Zack’s fingers on three different keyboards, his left hand slapping commands to one set of screens while the right hand ran complex finger-twisters on another. Tom watched as windows snapped open and closed, each revealing more incomprehensible data until finally, Zack stopped, panting slightly as if he’d just come up for air.

He pointed at the main monitor, where a wall of text in all-caps red scrolled by, interrupted every few lines by “REDACTED” blocks thick enough to break a tooth. At the top was the header: “DEPARTMENT OF MYTHICAL AFFAIRS – EYES ONLY.”

“You know, last time you showed me something like this, I got a permanent ban from Facebook and the FBI put a van outside my mom’s apartment,” Tom said.

Zack nodded, not looking away from the screens. “Yeah, well, this is about a hundred times spicier. You want the real scoop? The DMA didn’t just pop up overnight. They’ve been laying track for months—maybe years.”

He swigged the beer, burped without apology, and slammed out a new string of keystrokes. A series of surveillance photos appeared: first, a cluster of DMA agents in full riot gear, then what looked like a corpse—massive, horned, definitely not from the Central Park Zoo. Next, a grainy video of a woman in black tactical armor barking orders into a headset as a minotaur bled out on a picnic blanket.

Tom narrowed his eyes. “Where’d you get this?”

Zack gave him the “don’t insult me” look. “Crowdsourced and scraped from every idiot with a smartphone and a burner. Plus some fancy government leaks. The world’s ending, but the cloud still works.”

Tom fished his notebook out and started scribbling, then pulled up his DSLR and fired off a few shots of the screen, careful to catch every detail. “What about the chain of command?” he asked. “Who’s pulling the strings?”

“That’s the thing,” Zack said. He tapped a new window. “These communications—they’re encrypted, but not for normal eyes-only shit. It’s like someone’s intentionally locking out even the insiders.” He called up a flowchart, each node labeled “SENSITIVE” or “BLACK LEVEL” with arrows looping back into themselves like an ouroboros.

“The DMA doesn’t answer to the White House. It doesn’t even answer to the DoD. There’s a shadow directorate—might as well call it The Hydra, because every time you trace a line, it splits into three more.”

Tom pinched the bridge of his nose. The room spun a little, partly from hangover, partly from the realization that reality had finally, irrevocably, jumped the shark. “So these freaks—griffins, centaurs, minotaurs—they didn’t just appear. Someone let them in?”

Zack waggled his eyebrows. “Or made them. There’s chatter about ‘spatial rifts’ and ‘controlled activations.’”

Tom grunted. “Controlled by who? Wizards?”

“Your mom,” Zack shot back, then grinned. “Seriously? We don’t have the names yet. They’re redacting every identifier, even on internal emails. But some of the logins used are based in the private sector. Big tech, biotech, defense contractors, you name it.”

Tom started pacing, the floor of the apartment squelching under his boots. “You realize nobody’s going to believe this, right?”

“They will when the city’s on fire,” Zack said. “Or when a griffin shits on the mayor.”

The next file on the screen was a map—NYC, dotted with red pins like a bad case of measles. Each pin labeled with a time, a street, a three-word description (“unicorn, confirmed;” “dragon, subadult;” “centaur—armed”). The earliest pins were clustered, then spread with mathematical precision.

“It’s a deployment pattern,” Tom said, mostly to himself. “This isn’t random.”

Zack nodded. “Bingo. And the kicker? It lines up with the subway lines, the power grid, and the damn fiber trunk under Manhattan. Someone wanted these things where the cameras are.”

They paused, the implication heavy enough to bend gravity in the cramped room.

Then the window above Zack’s desk rattled. First a little, then a lot, as a wave of angry voices surged outside. The chants were unintelligible through the thick glass, but Tom caught the tempo, the sound of desperation forced through a megaphone.

“Protest’s at the corner,” he said. “DMA’s probably got a cordon up.”

“Not just the DMA,” Zack said. He flicked to a news stream—some poor anchor sweating bullets while a scrolling banner beneath read: “NEW THREAT TO PUBLIC SAFETY—CITIZEN RESPONSE URGED.” The background was a mob outside a government building, faces blurring together in fury and fear.

Tom’s hands shook, but not from the nicotine crash. “If you leak this, you’re a dead man,” he said.

Zack shrugged. “If I don’t, I’m still a dead man. Might as well enjoy the show.”

They locked eyes for a moment—reporter and source, both neck-deep in the end times and loving it a little more than they should.

Tom reached for his cigarettes, found only an empty pack, and set it on the table with a sigh. “What else you got?”

Zack hesitated, then slid a thumb drive across the desk. It was wrapped in electrical tape and smelled faintly of burnt plastic.

“Everything I pulled,” Zack said. “There’s stuff in there that’ll fry your brain if you stare too long. Don’t trust the cloud. Don’t trust the networks. They’re watching everyone now.”

“Like they weren’t before,” Tom said. He pocketed the drive, then slung his camera over his shoulder.

He stood up, already itching to be out in the world again, to see if the madness upstairs could live up to what Zack had just dumped on him.

“You need anything?” Tom asked, hand on the door.

“Yeah,” Zack said, flipping up his goggles for the first time all night. His eyes were bloodshot, but steady. “A new world. The old one sucks.”

Tom almost smiled. “Amen, asshole.”

He yanked open the door and stepped into the stairwell, the sound of protest growing with every step upward. Behind him, Zack’s screens flickered, then cut to black as he pulled the breaker, plunging the hacker den into temporary oblivion.

Tom hit the street like a convict on day release. The world was howling, banners and batons and DMA agents in riot formation. Above it all, a griffin circled, wings backlit by the rotten daylight. The game was on, and Tom had a head start.

He dove into the chaos, new headline forming even as the crowd swallowed him whole.

The protest seeped through the cinderblock like groundwater, first as a dull hum, then as a rhythm of boots and megaphones pounding in sync with the servers’ cooling fans. From inside Zack’s basement, Tom Butler heard the city having a collective meltdown on his behalf. It gave him an odd kind of comfort—nothing ever changed unless New Yorkers shouted it into existence.

Zack didn’t pause for the noise. His eyes darted from screen to screen, lines of code chasing one another like rats on a sinking ship. The windows were set to “nightmare,” a constant flicker of social media feeds, live streams from the riots, and the scrolling panic ticker of DMA incident reports. Every so often, a phone in the pile would vibrate or chime, Zack glancing at it and then ignoring whatever the world demanded.

Above the din, a bullhorn bleated: “MYTHS OUT! FREAKS GO HOME!” The words ricocheted in Tom’s skull, equal parts sad and hilarious. What were they gonna do, throw unicorns on a Greyhound?

“You hear that?” Tom said, gesturing upward with his dead cigarette. “City’s coming apart at the seams.”

Zack gave a noncommittal grunt. “The seams were always there. Just needed something to split ‘em.”

The main monitor beeped—an old-school, harsh alert. Zack smacked the spacebar and a new file unfurled, black text on radioactive green. It was a log of “phenomenon events”—exact times and places for every monster sighting in Manhattan since the world had started going sideways.

“Check this out,” Zack said, dragging the first line to the top. “Look at the timestamp. That’s three minutes after the energy spike I found on the fiber grid.”

Tom scanned the entry, then the one below it, then the whole damn list. “You’re saying it’s not random? Someone’s running a schedule?”

Zack let a nasty grin slip. “Or a script. I mapped the grid, Butler—these freak shows are happening in a pattern. Check the coordinates.”

On screen, pins clustered across the island, arcing through Manhattan in a way that felt less like magic and more like an old subway map. Some were color-coded for size, some for violence level. Every single one was tight, no more than fifteen minutes off the master schedule.

Tom whistled, the sound flat in the cold air. “So it’s all staged. Or at least...engineered.”

Another chant, louder: “GET OUT! GET OUT! GET OUT!” Someone banged metal on metal, sending up a flinch in both men.

“I thought the fairies were chaotic,” Tom said. “But this is military precision.”

Zack tapped a function key and brought up a second display, this one showing a series of what looked like after-action reports. “It gets worse. The DMA isn’t just reacting—they’re making adjustments on the fly. Look at the way they’re updating their patrols, changing cover stories, even leaking their own disinfo to the press.”

Tom leaned in, catching the reflected glow of the protest banners through the half-window above. “Jesus. It’s performance art with a body count.”

The argument outside reached fever pitch. The crowd was close, maybe right on top of the building. Tom heard a crash—glass or tile—and Zack visibly tensed, but never stopped typing.

“Who’s behind it?” Tom said, his tone gone hard. “I want names.”

Zack hesitated, for once. He closed his fists, knuckles going white, and toggled through three layers of password prompts. “I can’t get the real names,” he said, voice low. “Everything above a certain level is blacked out. But I found user IDs and cross-refs in the chain. Whoever they are, they have clearance higher than the fucking president.”

He pulled up a personnel file. Every field that mattered was redacted; the digital face was just a blank silhouette. Only the badge number and clearance status were readable.

“Could be aliens, could be lizard people,” Zack said. “But my money’s on private contractors, running dark out of Langley or Fort Meade.”

Tom scribbled it all, but his hands shook. He caught himself pressing too hard, the pen threatening to rip the paper. “This is—” he started, but the words dried up. It was too big to make sense, too wild for even his battle-hardened cynicism.

Another crash outside, closer now. Tom glanced up in time to see the window above Zack’s desk flex inward as if the pressure outside might pop it. Shadows moved past, one with a sign that read “KEEP EARTH HUMAN.” Real original.

He needed air, maybe even a smoke, but instead he said, “Print it. All of it. I want a hard copy.”

Zack rolled his eyes but hit the print command. The laser whirred to life in the corner, spitting out sheets as fast as it could. The words on the pages felt radioactive, even to Tom—like holding a trigger for a bomb he couldn’t see.

Tom gathered the pages, stacking them in his battered satchel. “Send me the digital. But keep it in pieces—don’t put the whole file on the net.”

“Like you even know what encryption is,” Zack shot back, but the fear in his voice was real.

A third crash, and this time it was inside the building. Angry boots clattered down the stairwell, then paused at the basement door. The knob jiggled, then stopped.

“Time to go,” Tom said, standing up fast enough to knock over the chair.

Zack handed him a USB stick, small and ugly and wrapped in what looked like duct tape. “This is a one-time code. If it gets out, I never existed.”

Tom nodded, shouldered the bag, and eyed the door. “If I don’t come back, you’re my first ghost.”

“Fuck you,” Zack said, but there was a ghost of a smile under all the bravado.

Tom was halfway up the stairs when the window above finally shattered, raining shards into the kitchen. The street had dissolved into pure anarchy—cops, DMA troopers, and protestors all merged into a single organism of anger and flashbangs. The air outside reeked of adrenaline, pepper spray, and the metallic buzz of impending disaster.

He hit the street in time to see a phalanx of DMA agents sweep a line of protestors, pinning them against a battered city bus. Above, a griffin perched on the streetlight, watching the melee like a bored apex predator. Down the block, someone in a minotaur costume was hurling trash cans at the riot line.

Tom shoved through the chaos, head ducked, notebook clutched to his chest. He’d lived for news like this once—sudden, senseless, beautiful in its violence. Now it was less a scoop than a warning: The story wasn’t going to wait for him to process it, or for the world to get comfortable with its new monsters.

A flashbang went off, white-hot and deafening. Tom staggered, ears ringing, but didn’t drop the notebook. Through the smoke, he saw a girl in a unicorn onesie climb atop a mailbox and shout the truth through a plastic bullhorn: “THEY’RE LYING TO YOU! THE DMA IS—” But she never finished. An agent tackled her, both tumbling out of view.

Tom kept moving, adrenaline cutting through the lingering hangover. The USB stick was slick with sweat in his pocket. He didn’t know if he’d make it to the end of the block, much less the newsroom, but none of that mattered. All that mattered was the next line, the next moment, the next impossible truth.

The world was ending, but Tom Butler was alive to report it.

He melted into the mob, the city’s new reality pounding in his skull, ready to chase the story until one of them gave out.
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​Chapter 4: The Scientist's Warning
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Tom Butler knew two things about Columbia University: nobody gave a shit if you walked in like you owned the place, and every inch of the newer science buildings was designed to remind you how far you'd fallen from a tenure-track future. He crossed onto campus looking like the human equivalent of a hungover black cat, slouching through the quad, weaving between alumni donors, freshmen in ironically retro sweatshirts, and a herd of postgrads chain-smoking their tuition debt into the slushy April air. He followed the signs for the Zuckerman Institute until he hit the main atrium, where polished glass and brushed aluminum tried to out-sterile the world’s best hospitals.

The lobby was a crystal cave—empty except for an ancient security guard doing sudoku at the check-in desk and a robot janitor polishing the same twelve square feet of tile with algorithmic devotion. Tom walked past them both with a nod, flashing his old alumni card and a sleeve tattoo for plausible deniability. The elevator banks were touchless and responded to muttered curses, which Tom learned after two failed voice attempts and one savage kick to the baseboard.

He took the elevator to the top floor, where the signage got cryptic: “Biosciences Core – Level 9.” If you wanted to impress visiting grant committees or keep students from wandering into government-funded labs, this was how you did it—make it look so clean and minimalist that people got lost and gave up before they found the real work.

The genetics lab was at the end of a corridor that looked like it had never been walked by human feet. The only thing less welcoming than the silence was the retinal scanner bolted to the wall outside the lab doors, which probably cost more than Tom’s annual rent. He pressed the call button, heard the servo whine, and waited.

The door hissed open just wide enough to admit a single skinny body. Tom stepped inside and was hit with a smell that was part hand sanitizer, part ozone, and part machine-shop grease. The place was bright enough to sunburn your retinas, but cold: glassed-in cubicles lined both walls, each stacked with steel-topped benches, PCR cyclers, autoclaves, and freezers with more warning stickers than a strip club restroom. The only signs of life were the drones—floating, silent, spider-like—tidying up Petri dishes and restocking pipette racks.

At the far end, a woman hunched over a digital microscope, left hand steady on the fine adjustment, right hand hovering in the air, navigating a floating 3D model with razor-precise gestures. She wore the lab coat like a badge, cinched at the waist, black hair in a tight bun, safety glasses propped up on her forehead. The only color in her whole outfit was the streak of red through her bangs—a deliberate fuck-you to dress codes everywhere.

Tom cleared his throat. “Dr. Olivia Chen?”

She didn’t turn, didn’t even slow her scan of the hologram. “Another journalist?” she said, voice surgical, already bored. “Your ID is sideways. That usually means hungover or desperate. Which are you?”

Tom smirked and fixed the lanyard, making a show of it. “Both. Tom Butler, freelance. I sent three emails, called twice, left a message with your TA—”

“My TA is a grad student who runs a kombucha bar at night. If you want him, check the basement.” Now she turned, all sharp angles and impatience. She let her gaze drift over him like he was roadkill someone had scraped onto her designer floors. “What’s your angle? Please say you’re not here about the fairy DNA.”

“I’m here because of a tip from a trusted source,” Tom said. “And because the DMA keeps cordoning off half the city and acting like it’s business as usual.”

A flicker in her eyes—respect or curiosity, Tom wasn’t sure—but Olivia dropped the sarcasm half a notch. “And what, exactly, did your source tip you to?”

“That the stuff showing up in your genetic sequencing shouldn’t exist, even if you believe in cryptids and stoner folklore,” Tom said. He kept his voice low. “And that the ‘incidents’ aren’t random. They’re following a pattern.”

The silence after that was as precise as a scalpel. Olivia stepped out from behind her bench and circled Tom, slow, calculating. “That’s not public knowledge,” she said, finally. “Even most DMA brass think it’s chaos. So who’s your ‘trusted source?’”

Tom shrugged. “Would you believe ‘a mutual enemy of the surveillance state’?”

She smirked despite herself, then gestured to a bench near her station. “Sit. Don’t touch anything unless you want to find out what CRISPR feels like from the inside.”

He sat, carefully. The stool was molded for people with less ass than his, but Tom pretended comfort. He watched as Olivia slid her finger along a trackpad, lighting up a holotable that projected three perfect chromosomes into the air above the workbench.

“These are samples from the DMA’s Central Park containment,” she said. “Minotaur, centaur, and—my favorite—the griffin. Each came from a blood or hair sample. Want to guess which one had human mitochondrial DNA?”
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