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Chapter 7: Unmasked Truths and Unseen Fires

A/N: You guys, this chapter is where everything hits the fan (or rather, the library!). We're diving deep into the aftermath of that shocking fire, and Eton, Eva, and Declan are about to get a very unwelcome look at the truth. The tension is building, the stakes are rising, and poor Eton is officially in over his head. Your comments and feedback truly make my day, so please, let me know what you think of this explosive turn of events!

Note: Remember that "official" tracksuit? It's probably the only "official" thing in Eton's life right now! And Eva, the queen of multitasking, apparently has hidden talents as a digital detective. Who knew that being a library assistant could prepare you for a supernatural arson investigation? Also, Declan's unwavering dedication to chocolate cake is a mood. And for those keeping track, the subtle hints about the fire's unnatural nature are not to be ignored. This isn't just about a building burning down; it's about what's really burning.

After a not-so-quick breakfast – a chaotic affair involving Ito making quick bowls of noodle soup and Eva and Declan nearly coming to blows over the last dollop of sour bread cream – and a brisk, cold shower for Ito, they were finally on their way. The morning had already been a whirlwind, and the minor squabble over breakfast, which Ito had to mediate for a solid five minutes, felt strangely grounding amidst the looming dread.

They opted for the Chicago subway, the quickest way to traverse the city's sprawling grid, especially with the urgent need to get to the library. The train was a couple of minutes late, a typical Chicago inconvenience, but the delay was quickly swallowed by their collective impatience. Soon enough, they were rumbling along, heading downtown.

Ito, despite the internal chaos, looked outwardly composed. He was dressed in a sleek black tracksuit, its fabric hinting at a subtle stretch, with bold blue lettering spelling out "OFFICIAL" splashed confidently across the front. The dark ensemble was strikingly offset by a pair of vibrant blue sneakers, almost electric in their hue. He projected an air of readiness, but the way his hands occasionally tucked into his pockets, his fingers subtly flexing, betrayed the nerves simmering beneath the surface, a desperate attempt to contain the turmoil.

Eva sat beside him on the hard, utilitarian subway bench, still in her maroon tracksuit from earlier, her expression a mask of focused determination as she scrolled through her phone. Her messy bun, a wild halo of dark hair, seemed to vibrate with unspoken energy. Declan, leaning against one of the cold metal poles, looked as laid-back as ever, but even his usual easygoing posture seemed strained as he meticulously fiddled with a loose thread on his striped sweater. The three of them, an unlikely trio, were united by a singular, unsettling force: the devastating library fire and the terrifying secrets it had either consumed or, perhaps more ominously, unearthed.

The train rattled loudly, its metallic screech cutting through the tense silence that had fallen between them, making conversation almost impossible. Ito glanced at Eva, who hadn't looked up from her screen since they boarded, her thumbs flying across the glass, either searching for answers or trying to drown out the questions.

"What are you even looking at?" Ito finally asked, his impatience finally winning over the loud rattling of the subway train. He leaned in closer, trying to peer at Eva's phone screen, which seemed to be displaying a complex array of data and code.

Eva sighed, a long, exasperated sound, finally lifting her head from the glowing screen. She ran a hand through her messy bun, pushing stray strands away from her face. "You see, last year, I volunteered to be a library assistant. For a bit, anyway."

Ito blinked, genuine surprise flickering in his eyes. "What? When did you find the time for that? And why?" The idea of Eva, the queen of social media and salon appointments, diligently shelving books seemed utterly incongruous.

Eva smirked, a flash of her usual sass returning. "Well, anything to get out of the salon, obviously. A change of pace. But as I was saying, they had this really sophisticated digital app that helped us track books, manage patron log-ins, and monitor entry and exit times. We could find out who was last in the library, what they checked out, and what not. It was actually pretty cool, nerdy, but cool."

"Okay…" Ito called out, drawing out the word, slowly processing this unexpected facet of Eva's past. His mind, still grappling with elves and burning libraries, was now trying to fit 'Eva, Library Assistant' into the picture.

"It was mandatory for all library staff to have such an app installed back then," Eva continued, her fingers already resuming their dance across the screen. "And since I quit my volunteering gig, I kind of forgot to delete the app and turn in my ID badge."

"You forgot?" Ito called out, skepticism lacing his tone, lifting an eyebrow. Eva 'forgot' things about as often as she wore sweatpants willingly.

"Well, not technically forgot," Eva clarified, a slight defensive edge to her voice, "but I didn't think I'd find any use for it ever again. Until now." She gave him a pointed look, her eyes shining with renewed purpose.

"So, what exactly are you doing now?" Declan asked, his voice cutting through the subtle tension, ever the one to steer them back to the immediate task. He shifted his weight against the pole, his gaze fixed on Eva's phone with a rare intensity.

"Trying to figure out who accessed the library before the fire," Eva replied, her attention fully absorbed by her phone once more. Her thumbs flew across the screen, swiping through what looked like endless lines of code and data. "There's a digital record of everyone who checked in, the last time someone was physically in the building, even who used the public computers. I just need to piece it all together, find the last few entries before the fire started."

Declan raised an eyebrow, a flicker of genuine admiration in his eyes. "You can do that?"

Eva smirked, still not looking up, her focus absolute. "You'd be surprised what I can do when I'm motivated, Declan. Especially when it involves a mystery." Ito watched her, a new appreciation for his friend dawning on him. He had always known Eva was sharp, but this was a different level of competence, one that might actually be useful in the incredibly abnormal situation they found themselves in.

Ito knew exactly what Eva could do when something genuinely tickled her fancy; she became a relentless, hyper-focused force of nature, a digital bloodhound on the scent of a mystery. And the burning of the library, his sanctuary, seemed to have done precisely that. He sighed, a weary exhalation, leaning his head back against the cold, grimy window of the subway car. The vibrations of the train hummed through the glass, a constant tremor beneath his skull. He wasn’t sure what they were rushing toward, what horrifying sight awaited them, but he had a chilling feeling that whatever they found would raise far more terrifying questions than it would provide comforting answers.

"I've almost got it," Eva said suddenly, her voice sharp and urgent, slicing through the rhythmic rattle of the train and the otherwise tense silence. Her fingers moved like lightning across her phone screen, a flurry of taps and swipes. "Get ready."

Ito straightened immediately, a jolt of adrenaline shooting through him. His eyes narrowed, focusing intently as the train began to slow, its metal wheels grinding against the tracks with a long, ear-splitting screech. The air brakes hissed, and the car lurched to a final, jarring halt. Whatever lay ahead, whatever Eva had uncovered, it would demand more than just haste—it would demand answers they were profoundly unready for, answers that might shatter the fragile reality he had tried so hard to re-establish.

They jumped out of the train as soon as the doors hissed open at the library stop, their feet hitting the concrete platform with a collective thud. The familiar rush of commuters was already starting, but their pace was far more urgent. They moved through the subway station, a blur of motion past the various vendors and morning commuters, pushing past the turnstiles and ascending the stairs to street level. They made a quick turn onto the main street, the cool Chicago air, tinged with a faint, acrid smell, hitting them. That’s when Eva suddenly stopped, mid-stride, her body freezing as if she’d hit an invisible wall.

Ito and Declan, caught off guard by her abrupt halt, turned to her almost immediately, their expressions a mixture of confusion and dawning apprehension. Eva stood rigidly, her phone still clutched in her hand, but her eyes were no longer on the screen. They were wide, unfocused, staring straight ahead at something Ito and Declan couldn't yet see, a look of profound shock and horror slowly spreading across her face.

"What's wrong?" Ito asked, his voice sharp with alarm, his eyes fixed on Eva's horrified face. Her features were contorted, her mouth slightly agape, and her gaze seemed distant, glazed over by some unseen terror. Declan, too, had stepped closer, peering over Eva's shoulder, a growing unease settling on his features.

"You need to see this," she called out, her voice barely a whisper, strained and raw. Her hand trembled as she passed her phone to Ito, her fingers almost brushing his.

Ito took the phone, his own hands suddenly feeling clammy. The screen displayed a grainy, timestamped image: the front of the Chicago Public Library's main gate, captured by a security camera. The time in the corner glowed an ominous 1:30 AM. Ito stared at it, a cold dread creeping into his stomach. Mr. Larry, the kindly, elderly night guard, was probably long gone for the night, hopefully safe at home, he thought, a desperate, fleeting hope as the feed continued to play.

"There's nothing—" Ito started to say, his voice laced with the remnants of his skepticism, prepared to dismiss whatever Eva found as irrelevant, to cling to his chosen reality.

"Just watch," Eva interrupted, her voice firm despite its tremor, her eyes now fixed on his, conveying an urgency that demanded absolute attention.

And there, flickering across the old, low-resolution screen, a figure suddenly appeared. A girl. She walked up to the library gate with an unsettling confidence, her long, black hair cascading down her back. She wore a distinctive outfit: sleek leather shorts, sturdy boots, and a form-fitting crop white shirt that seemed almost defiant in the cold pre-dawn air. She paused for a moment, scanning around, her head turning slowly as if ensuring no one was watching. Then, with an almost supernatural agility, she jumped cleanly over the tall, wrought-iron gate, landing silently on the other side.

Ito's breath hitched. This was already deeply unsettling. But then, a couple of minutes later, another figure entered the frame, approaching the gate from a different angle. This second girl moved with a familiar, almost ethereal grace, her silhouette unmistakable even in the poor lighting. Ito's eyes widened, a wave of disbelieving recognition washing over him. His heart hammered against his ribs.

"Kara?" Ito called out, the name escaping his lips as a choked whisper, his carefully constructed wall of denial crumbling entirely before his very eyes.

"Kara?" Eva and Declan repeated simultaneously, their voices a synchronized blend of confusion and curiosity. Eva's eyes, still wide from the shocking footage, darted from the phone in Ito's hand to Ito's face. "Who is Kara, Ito?" she demanded, her question sharp with suspicion.

"Ehm… I mean, she's just some girl I met at the library yesterday," Ito stammered, hating the lie even as the words fumbled out. He could feel the familiar knot of deceit tightening in his stomach, but the image of Kara jumping over that gate, coupled with the ominous flames that had consumed his sanctuary, solidified his conviction. If Kara was truly involved in that fire, then this situation had just escalated into something far more dangerous than anything they could comprehend, and his friends absolutely could not be drawn into it. "She invited me for some kind of book club thing, but I rejected her. Politely, of course." He hoped his tone sounded convincing enough, trying to project a casual indifference he didn't feel.

Declan, ever the one to seek simplicity and a quick exit from anything too complicated, threw his hands up in an exaggerated gesture of exasperation. "So, your 'book club friend' and some random girl burn down the library? Mystery solved, then!" He offered a wide, sarcastic grin, completely missing the grave implications. "Can we go grab some chocolate cakes now? My stomach is practically eating itself."

Eva, however, was not so easily appeased. Her eyes, still glued to the grainy image on the phone, narrowed. "No, it hasn't been solved, Declan," she retorted, her voice firm, cutting through his nonchalance. "We don't know why they were there. Or what exactly happened in there. This isn't just some random act of arson, not if Ito recognized one of them."

"Isn't that the police's job, though?" Declan countered, his brow furrowing slightly, a flicker of genuine concern now replacing his flippancy. "They're investigating it, right? Maybe we should just let them do their thing."

Ito felt a conflicting wave of relief and dread. Declan's words offered an easy out, a return to the normalcy he craved. He had to make Eva drop this, no matter what. He knew, deep down, that this was far beyond a simple police investigation. "I'm sorry, Eva," he said, turning to her, forcing himself to meet her intense gaze, "but I have to agree with Declan on this, though. It's not our job to solve this. It's dangerous. Let the authorities handle it." He desperately needed to persuade her, to steer her away from this precipice. He couldn't risk her digging any further, couldn't risk her stumbling into the terrifying truth that was now, irrevocably, a part of his life. Not if it meant putting her or Declan in harm's way.

"Okay, I will," Eva conceded, her voice still firm but with a hint of compromise. "But let's just go to the library and see for ourselves. We need to actually see it. See what happened, if nothing else. Just a quick look."
"I mean, isn't it sealed off?" Ito asked, his voice tinged with the weary logic of a Chicago native familiar with emergency procedures. He knew police would cordon off a major crime scene like this.

Eva threw her hands up, a flash of exasperation in her eyes. "Come on, Ito, what's wrong with you? You should be the person really worried about this, or your place? It was practically your second home! What about Mr. Larry, the kind old man at the gate that you always bring food for? And Mrs. Bremer, who always slips you those weird candy canes? They were probably there last night!" Her appeal was direct, emotional, targeting the very connections Ito had tried to ignore.

A fresh wave of guilt and fear washed over Ito. The names of the familiar, comforting figures from the library hit him with surprising force. He genuinely cared about them. "I just don't know what to do," Ito called out, the admission a raw, honest whisper of his overwhelmed state. He was used to solving problems, but this... this felt too big, too dark.

"Come on, Ito," Eva pressed, her tone softening, almost affectionate. "I know you have a plan in that thick head of yours. You always do, even if it's just a crazy one that actually works." Declan, standing silently beside her, nodded in agreement, his expression uncharacteristically serious.

Ito sighed, running a hand over his face. He hated that they were pushing him, but he also knew they wouldn't stop until they had some kind of closure. And he, too, needed to see it with his own eyes, needed to confirm the extent of the damage. "Okay, fine," he conceded, the words heavy with reluctance. "We go to the library, we check if everyone is okay if we can, and then we head straight home. How about that? No heroics, just a quick look."

Eva's face brightened immediately. "Deal! But I have to be in the salon by 10 AM sharp for my appointment, so we can't dally. And Declan has his home lessons later, so we're on a tight schedule."

"Okay, me too, actually," Ito added, almost as an afterthought, a faint, almost proud smile touching his lips. "My mom's teaching me how to cook... properly, now. Says I'm old enough to run the shop."

"What?!" Eva called out, her eyes widening, her previous tension momentarily forgotten. A mischievous grin spread across her face. "Does that mean we'll have to pay to see you now, Chef Ito?" Declan chuckled beside her, his tension also easing slightly. Their lighthearted banter, a familiar shield, momentarily cut through the lingering dread as they began walking down the Chicago street, turning towards the charred remains of what was once their beloved library.

*********

The charred remains of the Chicago Public Library loomed before them, a gaping wound in the familiar urban landscape. "Burnt down" wasn't merely the term to use; it was an understatement, failing to capture the sheer, immeasurable scale of the devastation. The once grand facade was now a skeletal ruin, its proud brickwork blackened and crumbling. The glass of the massive arched windows had melted into viscous, distorted puddles on the ground, intertwining with twisted, gnarled iron girders that had once supported elegant balconies. The very stone walls seemed utterly dried out, bleached of all life, flaking away into fine dust with every passing gust of wind. This wasn't the work of some regular, accidental fire, Ito knew with a chilling certainty that settled deep in his bones.

The kind of intense, unnatural heat it would take to reduce something as substantial as this library to such a state, and so quickly, was precisely why the police had swarmed the area. Barricades glowed yellow and red, cordoning off the entire block, crime scene tape flapping forlornly in the morning breeze. Forensic tents were already set up, and uniformed officers moved with grim efficiency. Ito slowly approached the perimeter, a sense of profound reverence and dread guiding his steps, with Eva and Declan trailing silently behind him, their usual chatter silenced by the shocking spectacle.

Across the street, huddled against the chill, was Mrs. Bremer, her usually neat grey hair disheveled, her glasses slightly askew, her eyes red-rimmed and vacant as she stared at the wreckage. Her bright, usually bustling spirit was utterly extinguished. When she caught sight of Ito, a flicker of something raw – relief, grief, recognition – crossed her face. He walked directly to her, and without a word, she stumbled forward, throwing her arms around him, holding him in a tight, desperate embrace.

"I'm so sorry, ma," he murmured into her shoulder, his voice thick with genuine empathy, his own eyes stinging. This wasn't just her job; the library was her life, her passion. She loved that place like some cherished child, nurturing every book, every patron. She had been there since he could remember, a constant, comforting presence in his life, and seeing it burned down like this, reduced to nothing, felt utterly, profoundly shitty.

She ran a trembling hand through his hair, a motherly gesture even through her own overwhelming sorrow, and used a tissue to wipe the fresh tears that streamed from beneath her thick-rimmed glasses. "Thank you, darling," she managed to whisper, her voice raspy with held-back sobs.

"We are so sorry, Mrs. Bremer," Eva and Declan called out, their voices hushed and sincere, having now reached Ito's side.

"Thank you, dears," she replied, a faint, watery smile gracing her lips, her gaze still fixed on the charred remains. "It means a lot."

Ito pulled back slightly, his concern for the familiar faces outweighing his own shock. "What about Mr. Larry?" he asked, his voice low with apprehension. "Was he... is he okay?"

Mrs. Bremer shook her head slowly, her eyes clouding over again. "He wasn't on shift that night, thank God. But the other new guy, Officer Miller, he was. He barely made it out alive. He's currently in the hospital, in critical condition. Smoke inhalation, burns... it's bad." Her words painted a stark, painful picture of the human cost of the inferno, grounding the supernatural theory in a very real, very tragic consequence.

"What about the fire itself, Mrs. Bremer?" Ito pressed, his voice gentle despite the urgency bubbling inside him. "What are the police saying? What kind of fire was it?" He wanted to hear it from her, from someone who had a personal connection to the place, not just the cold, detached reports.

She took a deep, shuddering breath, her shoulders trembling. "Well, they're saying it was some kind of controlled, special fire," Mrs. Bremer called out, her voice breaking, the tears starting to flow freely again. She made no effort to wipe them this time. "They've never seen anything like it. The firefighters couldn't even put it out, not really. It just... burned. So hot, so fast. And everything is gone." Her words painted a horrifying picture of an unstoppable force, echoing the chilling realization Ito had had minutes ago.

Ito just let her hold him for as long as she needed, offering what little comfort he could. The raw, guttural sound of her grief was a stark reminder of the devastation that had consumed her life's work. After a long moment, she took another deep, shaky breath, slowly pulling away. She fumbled for a tissue in her pocket, wiping her eyes with a practiced motion.

"Don't you guys have somewhere to be?" she asked, her voice softer now, almost a maternal tone, despite her own profound distress. Her gaze moved from Ito to Eva and Declan, a hint of her usual caring nature resurfacing.

"Oh, it's fine, please—" Eva started, ever quick to offer support, but Mrs. Bremer gently cut her off.

"No, I insist," she said, her voice firm, a flicker of her old resolve returning. "You can't stay here all day babysitting me, darling. I have things to take care of. How about you guys get along and let me handle things, okay?" She offered a weak, but genuine, smile, trying to reassure them.

"Are you sure, Mrs. Bremer?" Ito asked, his brow furrowed with concern. She looked so fragile, so broken.

"Of course, I'm sure," she replied, a hint of her former spirit returning. She even managed a small, sad chuckle. "Hey, I'm still the adult here, you know." Her attempt at lightness was a poignant reminder of her strength. "So, you guys go have fun, okay? Enjoy your Saturday."

"I mean, if you say so, Mrs. Bremer," Ito conceded, still hesitant to leave her. An idea, a small spark of comfort, suddenly came to him. "Could you... could you come by The Slow Cook tonight? After you're done here, maybe? I'm cooking, you know, my mom's finally teaching me properly, and I wanted you to try it. Just a small portion, if you're up to it?"

A genuine, albeit tear-stained, smile broke through Mrs. Bremer's grief. "Oh, dear boy, of course! I wouldn't miss it for the world," she replied, her voice thick with emotion. The simple invitation, the promise of warmth and food, seemed to offer her a small beacon of hope.

"Okay then, see you tonight, Mrs. Bremer," Ito added, a sense of quiet triumph settling over him that he'd managed to offer her a moment of respite. He pulled away from her, his gaze lingering for a moment, then turned and walked quickly towards his friends.

"Really? You invited her and not us, Ito?" Eva ribbed, a playful whine in her voice as she nudged him. Declan chuckled beside her.

"Come on, guys, you're always invited!" Ito retorted immediately, rolling his eyes good-naturedly. The familiar banter felt like a necessary return to normalcy after the raw emotion.

"Let's get out of here before she changes her mind," Declan called out, eager to leave the grim scene behind.

After the raw, unsettling drama at the library, the trio made a collective, unspoken decision to seek a temporary reprieve. They found it in a small, bustling park just a few blocks away, a familiar slice of green amidst the concrete expanse of Chicago. It was a conscious choice for a short break, a moment to breathe before they were forced to confront whatever came next. They settled onto a sun-warmed bench, the distant sounds of city traffic and children's laughter creating a surprisingly comforting backdrop.

Their chosen form of therapy? Ice cream. Ito, ever the creature of habit, had his usual, dependable scoop of rich chocolate flavor, its sweetness a familiar comfort against the bitter taste of recent events. Eva, in typical fashion, opted for a vibrant, swirling mix of strawberry and vanilla, her spoon occasionally clinking against the paper cup with an impatient rhythm. Declan, on the other hand, had gone for an adventurous, almost chaotic blend of various, unidentifiable flavors that created a dizzying rainbow in his cup, a selection so peculiar that Ito chose not to comment on it, simply shaking his head with a faint, amused smile.

They talked about school, the mundane upcoming assignments and the latest gossip among their classmates, a stark contrast to the apocalyptic scene they'd just witnessed. They solidified plans for when next to meet up – which, despite the morning's revelations, was still tonight at Ito's house, a testament to the enduring rhythm of their friendship. They also touched on other things Ito had missed during his relentless schedule at The Slow Cook. He listened, absorbing snippets of social events, late-night movie marathons, and casual hangouts he hadn't been able to join, a wistful awareness of the normal teenage life that had slowly slipped away, overshadowed by the demands of the restaurant. For a brief, precious while, the charred library, the mysterious footage, and the unsettling idea of elves simply faded into the background, replaced by the simple, grounding presence of friendship and melting ice cream under the Chicago sun.

Declan was the first to leave, his usual laid-back demeanor shifting to one of reluctant obedience as the time for his home lessons loomed. His parents were both highly successful doctors, and they harbored ambitious, unwavering expectations for their only son, envisioning a future for him that mirrored their own prestigious careers. Declan, however, had his heart set on a vastly different path: he dreamed of becoming a music producer. It was an ambition that often puzzled Ito, as he had never once heard Declan sing, play an instrument, or do anything remotely music-related beyond listening to his headphones. Yet, the conviction in Declan's voice whenever he spoke of it was undeniable. He offered a quick, mumbled goodbye, adjusted his backpack, and disappeared down the busy Chicago street, off to another afternoon of academic rigor.

After Declan's departure, Ito and Eva began their walk towards her salon. It was a quiet walk, a stark contrast to their earlier urgent chatter and playful banter. Ito didn't really have anything left to say; his mind was already churning, replaying the grainy security footage and grappling with the implications of Kara's presence. Eva, with the intuitive understanding that often bound their friendship, seemed to sense his internal turmoil. She didn't push him, didn't try to fill the silence with idle talk. They simply enjoyed the comfortable quiet, a shared space for contemplation as the city hummed around them.

As they reached the modern glass front door of the upscale salon, Eva paused. She turned to Ito, a soft, knowing smile playing on her lips, her gaze meeting his with an uncommon depth. Then, in a small but significant gesture, she reached out and gently held his hand, her fingers intertwining with his for just a moment.

"Call me when you want to talk," she called out, her voice low and sincere, a quiet offer of support that went beyond the immediate mystery. With one last squeeze, she released his hand and made her way inside, leaving Ito standing alone on the bustling sidewalk, the automatic doors hissing shut behind her.

Ito stood there for a long moment, the warmth of Eva's hand still lingering on his. He watched as the sky began to darken, a sudden, ominous shift in the morning light that made it look as though it was going to rain. A chill wind, carrying the distant scent of the lake and something else, something metallic and burnt, swept down the street. The quiet had become heavy, oppressive. He reached into his pocket, pulled out his wireless earbuds, and carefully inserted them. The familiar click as his music began to play, a pulsating beat, served as a barrier against the unsettling sounds of the city and the even more unsettling thoughts in his head.

He turned and made his way back towards the subway station, his steps quickening with renewed purpose. The library fire, Kara's unexpected appearance in the footage, the strange book – it all coalesced into an urgent, undeniable truth. He needed answers, not just theories or vague suspicions. And he knew, with absolute certainty, that there was only one person who could possibly give them to him. The one person who knew more than she was letting on.


