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        Hi, my name’s Trudi Jaye and I’ve got a secret.
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        A secret society, that is.

      

        

      
        Especially designed for people like you who love reading my books, the Trudi Jaye Secret Society is a place filled with magic and laughter, and most of all… free stories.

      

        

      
        Everyone who joins the society is given access to an ancient tome full of the stories, novellas, bonus epilogues, and deleted scenes from all the different Trudi Jaye series.

      

        

      
        Called The Shadow Archives, you can access it by clicking the link below, and joining the secret society…

      

        

      
        Join Trudi Jaye’s Secret Society… if you dare!

      

        

      
        www.trudijayewrites.com/shadow-archives
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      “What if Baz doesn’t have any answers?” I ask Blade. My hands are sweaty and I rub them on my jeans, trying to get rid of the unpleasant feeling. It doesn’t go away. 

      We’re driving down a narrow country lane in the middle of nowhere, Tom Petty singing on the radio about free falling. It’s exactly how I feel right now. I’m an outlaw, after all. A wanted felon, considered armed and dangerous, according to Detective Capello, during his phone conversation with Blade a couple days ago. I wince, remembering the electric shock I gave the detective during my escape from custody. He asked me to hit him, but I’m not sure that’s what he expected. 

      “Then we keep looking,” says Blade, his powerful hands clasped casually on the leather steering wheel of his pickup and his eyes hidden behind expensive aviator sunglasses. I examine his profile as he drives, caught by the line of his jaw, the curl of black hair on his collar. It’s been a long drive from his place on the cliffs to the Elk Creek Haven near the Mendocino National Forest and Blade hasn’t complained about it once. I appreciate that about him. He promised he’d help me find out more about my powers and my family, and he’s doing it without question. 

      Part of me feels guilty bringing him into this. I know it’s a risk, coming out into the open, driving upstate to the survivalist community where I grew up, but talking to Baz feels like something I have to do. 

      “Who else would have answers?” I ask, half curious, half despairing. 

      “I have a few contacts. Maybe the mountain supers will know something more,” says Blade with a shrug. “We have other likely sources.” 

      I nod and lapse off into silence again. Inside Blade’s pickup, it’s all smooth black leather and shiny chrome surfaces. He said this truck—dark blue and mysterious—would be more inconspicuous than his usual pickup, and he’s probably right. The sky blue truck is too noticeable, even out here in the wilderness. I only just escaped jail, I have no desire to go back there. 

      I turn to stare sightlessly out the window, and wondering again about what happened during my escape. That new ability, the zap of electricity that I used on both the detective and Blade, just raises more questions for me. What other abilities do I have? How can I control them better? Those questions—and more—have been burning into my brain, making it impossible to think. Who am I? Who were my parents? Why did they take me to live at Elk Creek Haven? Why did Connor’s mother think I was so powerful? Why did Connor kidnap me and force me to absorb demons?  

      And most of all: if I’m so connected to demons, does that make me a monster too…? 

      My little demon chitters inside me, as if it’s objecting to the direction of my thoughts. I put my hand on my stomach. The little demon has always helped me, including when I was struggling to fight Connor’s demons; it doesn’t feel like a malevolent force inside me. In fact, it saved my life when I was fighting Connor’s demons. But the other demons I’ve faced have universally been monsters. 

      Why are they so different? 

      Everything I thought I knew about demons is jumbled up inside me, along with everything I’ve learned about the supernatural in the last couple of months. I wish… I don’t know what I wish. I don’t want to go back to the time before, when I didn’t know Blade, and had no idea about my chalice powers. At least now I know more about who I am. 

      I just wish things weren’t so complicated. I wish the police in Stanford weren’t so focused on arresting me. I wish we were driving in Blade’s usual truck with its well-worn seats and its whimsical color that always reminds me of sunny days full of promise. I glance at Blade. And I really wish I knew what Blade was thinking right now. His current expression is his impassive mask that, try as I might, I can’t decipher. 

      I desperately want to know what he thinks about going to see Baz. About our hunt for information. And most of all, about him and me, together. 

      I can talk to him about the first two, but that last question is one I can’t bring myself to ask just yet. It’s all too new, this idea of him and me, together. I’m too uncertain. I was the one pushing him to give us a try, but now that we’re together… I’ve realized I don’t know how to be in a relationship. 

      This is all foreign to me; I don’t know how to… just be. I feel like I’m tied tight inside, flustered and anxious and uncertain all at once. Blade doesn’t seem to be any of those things, which makes me wonder: Is he just going along for the ride? Does he think we’re in a relationship the same way I do? Are his emotions involved, or does he have them all safely locked away? 

      Am I overthinking all of this? 

      In the interests of not acting like a stalker who doesn’t understand boundaries, I settle for watching Blade surreptitiously as he concentrates on the road ahead. 

      “Do you really think this is a good idea? Going to see Baz?” I ask, trying to force myself to focus. 

      “Good as any we’ve got,” he says. He flicks his face to me and then back at the road, but he’s still in full impassive mode, and his aviators hide any chance I have of reading his thoughts in his eyes. 

      I let out a shaky breath. It’s not just because I don’t know what he’s thinking that I dislike this version of Blade. He was like this when I first met him, and I was fine with it. But over the past week while staying at Blade’s place, I’ve discovered there’s another Blade beneath the surface, under that brooding mask he wears. 

      It’s a side of him I only had hints of before. 

      This other Blade is wild and free, dark and dangerous. The glimpses I’ve had of this other Blade are tantalizing and only make me want more. Often it’s in the dark, when he’s in bed with me, that he allows this other side out. In those moments when Blade isn’t in control, he can’t help but let the wildness slip, and it’s glorious. That hidden Blade is fierce and powerful, savage and daring. I shiver, despite the warmth inside the truck. It’s like I’m holding my breath in between, watching and waiting for that other Blade to return. 

      On one level, I know his impassive mask is how he protects himself. When we visited her ranch, his sister Suzanna told me how their father died, and that Blade blames himself. He doesn’t trust his natural instincts, and his cool control is how he keeps himself sane and other people safe. And there are so many things about controlled Blade I can appreciate. He’s capable and calm, and fast on his feet, his mind quick to see opportunities in a fight. We’ve been in several deadly situations and I can always rely on him. 

      But on another level, the discovery that there’s so much more to him below the surface, and the glimpses I’ve seen of this other Blade…. It makes me wish he’d show that side of himself more often, especially to me. I’m totally captivated by his dangerous wild side and I don’t know what to do about it. 

      My brain skitters away from that thought, and I clear my throat. “What should I ask Baz about?” I ask, still trying to keep my mind on our most pressing problems. “How do I get him to tell me what I need to know about my parents?” 

      Blade glances at me then, his face suddenly filled with amusement. “You’re the researcher,” he says. “I thought asking questions was your super power?” 

      My heart does a flip-flop and I can’t help but smile at his change of expression. The mask has cracked a little and he’s letting me in. “You’re the experienced SIG agent,” I fire back without thinking. “You’re supposed to be teaching me.” 

      His expression darkens, and he retreats again at my mention of the SIG. “All you’re supposed to be doing right now is lying low,” he says. 

      One reason he didn’t want to give us a chance together was because we’re both working for the SIG now—even if my role is on hold while the director sorts out my problem with the police. For Blade, being a demon hunter is part of who he is. It’s his calling. I’m not sure a girlfriend could ever match that. I wasn’t worried about that before, but it’s giving me anxious little butterflies in my stomach now. 

      “Driving seven hours to see Baz isn’t exactly lying low,” I say, instead of all the other things I want to say to him. 

      “We’re being careful,” he says. He glances down at the device that’s sitting on the console between us. “And Connor can’t find us while the scrambler is blocking your tracking device.” His impassive mask is back in place as soon as he thinks about the billionaire kidnapper who almost got me killed. 

      I try to suppress the shiver I get whenever I’m reminded of the tracker that’s still inside me. Connor’s mother paid Dr. Green to put it inside me, so she could track my every move. It was one of several mysterious operations Dr. Green put me through while she was punishing me for attempting to escape the Ravenwood Mental Health Facility for Violent Offenders when I was eighteen.

      My nightmares are filled with the memories of waking up to find new wounds over my body, and no explanation for how they got there.

      I force my attention back out the window. There’s nothing I can do about what happened at Ravenwood. I need to concentrate on what’s happening right now. Trees covered in orange and gold fall leaves surround us on every side, looming over the truck like they’d overwhelm us too if they could. Everything is eerily familiar, the same but different. An old tree, a rusted shed. A roadside sign for tractors that was brand new the last time I saw it is now broken and worn. I’ve been down this road a thousand times—and my whole body remembers like it was yesterday, instead of over five years ago. 

      Elk Creek Haven was a sanctuary to me as a kid, and Baz was like my grandfather. He took me under his wing, let me badger him with questions about what he was doing. Let me follow him around, be his shadow. He showed me how to fix things, how to tinker, how to analyze a problem. He showed me how to be me. 

      “What if Baz doesn’t remember me?” The words burst out of me unexpectedly. Tears threaten behind my eyes. I didn’t realize how much the thought was worrying me.   

      Blade flicks a surprised glance in my direction. “From everything you’ve told me, he’ll remember you.” 

      I swallow back the lump in my throat and nod shakily. I’m not used to this feeling. I’m not even sure how to describe it. But when I was arrested and taken to Ravenwood, no one from the Elk Creek Haven came to see me. They didn’t get me out or fight on my side. There was no outcry, no protest marches outside my window. 

      They just left me—an eighteen-year-old kid, scared and alone—to whatever fate had in store for me. 

      They believed I killed my parents. They thought I was a monster.  

      “What if…” I swallow hard. It’s been five years, but right now it feels like five minutes. 

      “What?” 

      “What if he thinks I killed my parents?” 

      Blade takes a moment before answering, and I can almost see him gathering his thoughts. “It doesn’t matter either way,” he says with a fierce glance in my direction. “You know you didn’t do it. You already have more answers than you did when you left here. That’s important.” 

      The problem is that it does matter to me. Baz is special. He knew me really well. He spent long hours with me, teaching me how to get engines running smoothly and which screwdriver to use. I don’t want him to think I killed my parents. And if he thinks that, I really don’t want to know about it. That’s the truth of why I’ve never tried to come back here before. 

      My stomach clenches, and I really wish I could tell Blade to turn around. I don’t want to see the disappointment and anger in Baz’s eyes. To know that he thinks the worst of me. 

      But I can’t.

      There’s an even stronger desire burning deep inside me that’s enough to overcome those feelings of fear and hurt—the need to know more about myself and my family. To understand fully what it means to be a chalice, and to know for sure whether it’s a curse or a gift. To start, I need to understand more about my family and where I came from. And Baz is the only person I know who can answer at least some of my questions about my parents. 

      Blade reaches over and places his hand on my thigh. The heat from his hand burns through the material of my jeans, and I give him a crooked half smile. 

      “It’s going to be fine,” he says. “We’ll be quick, just in case someone IDs us. We’ll find out what we need to know, and we’ll leave.” 

      “What if I’m not really a chalice?” I blurt out the other fear that’s been not-so-gently percolating in my head for the last few days. I’m wary of my powers, but I’m also scared that I don’t really have them. That maybe this has been some kind of crazy coincidence. The universe’s joke on me. 

      “You battled those demons at the smelter, didn’t you? You came out of that alive and mostly unscathed. No one but a chalice could have done that.” 

      I nod, remembering. He’s right. I battled the demons, but every second felt terrifying and painful. If I was really a chalice, shouldn’t it have been easy? Shouldn’t it have been something that came naturally, that flowed out of me like caramel sauce onto ice cream? It felt more like I was being run over by a bus with a driver who was particularly vindictive and came back for seconds. 

      The only good thing to come out of the battle at the smelter was my magic stick—the metal rune-covered cage bar I used to absorb the demons. 

      I peer over my shoulder into the back seat. My magic stick is still there, the runes down its side glowing gently. At least now I don’t have to absorb the demon energy into my body anymore. It can go into the magic stick and save me from the painful experience of Blade stabbing me every time I need to get the energy out. I can feel its power emanating out even from the front seat of Blade’s truck, and I’m comforted. 

      I’m not sure how Baz will feel about my magic stick. He’d approve of all the gadgets I made for the professor, and perhaps even the scientific way I was going about hunting for demons. He’d probably even like the statues I make from scrap metal. 

      But he’s human. I don’t think he believes in magic. 

      “How much further?” asks Blade, jerking me out of my thoughts. 

      I glance out the window. The trees flash by, and the mountains in the distance are both comfortingly familiar and also a horrible warning to turn around and go home. I’m not welcome here anymore. They think I killed my parents. This is a terrible idea.

      All I want to do is go back to Blade’s house. To the comfort of luxury and the feeling of being in control. All I have to do is say the words to Blade. He’d turn around, no questions asked. “Not long,” I say instead. “Another couple of miles. There’s a turnoff on your left.”

      I pull my borrowed cap down over my forehead until it knocks the top of my glasses, and concentrate on not telling Blade to turn around.

      “We’re just going in there, talking to Baz, and then leaving,” says Blade, like he can clearly see what’s going through my mind. “We’re not staying the night. We can’t stick around. It’s too dangerous.” Blade’s voice is soft; he knows the words are harsh, and he’s trying to ease the pain.

      But he doesn’t understand. They didn’t help me; they just left me in the hands of Dr. Green and let her drug me up and use me like a guinea pig for all her tests.

      I don’t want to linger at the Elk Creek Haven.

      If anything, I want to burn it down.
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      The entrance is just the same. It makes my heart beat uncomfortably in my chest, and my palms start to sweat again. 

      Thick, strong metal gates bar our way and tell outsiders they’re not welcome. Tall trees block the view on either side, making it look dark and hostile. I’m one of those unwanted outsiders now. I used to be someone who belonged. My panic rises into my throat, and I open my mouth to tell Blade that we have to leave right now. 

      Except I don’t. I hold it in, because the alternative—leaving without talking to Baz—is worse than escaping this feeling. 

      Blade leans out the window and presses the button next to the keypad. I’m tempted to tell him to use the code, but surely after five years, it’ll be different? 

      “Yes?” The woman’s voice through the speaker is distorted and tinny. 

      “We’re here to see Baz,” says Blade. 

      “And you are?” Her tone shows she’s not planning to let us in. 

      “An old friend,” says Blade. “Tell him Hazel is here to see him.” 

      It’s a risk, using my name. I was raised here. They know who I am, and maybe they know the police are after me. But it’s a risk we have to take to find out more about my past. 

      “Just a minute.” The speaker system goes dead. 

      We wait silently as she checks with Baz. Probably by talking to him on the old walkie-talkie system that we installed one year. Or maybe not. Maybe their systems are more advanced these days; perhaps they’ve moved with the times, just like I have. I need to stop thinking of this as a homecoming. That things are going to be the same as they always were. 

      Things are going to be different here, just like I’m different. 

      In fact, I feel so different from the naïve young girl who used to live here, I’m not even the shell of the same person. I’m a stranger and coming here expecting Baz to know me is a mistake. Expecting him to help me is stupid. Why would he help some young kid he barely remembers? One he thinks killed her parents? He’s more likely to call the police on us. 

      I tap my fingers on my thigh, trying to keep my churning thoughts under control. This is ridiculous. We should never have come here. 

      I shift in my seat, wishing this was already over. I need something to distract me. Opening the glove box, I pull out the small pack of Reece’s Peanut Butter Pieces I stashed in there at our last gas stop. I offer one to Blade, who gives me a look and shakes his head. More fool him. I unwrap one of the little bundles of deliciousness and pop it into my mouth, letting the mix of chocolate and peanut butter temporarily divert my agitated thoughts. 

      Fifteen minutes go by. In silence—or at least with just the sound of me opening packets of chocolate. I’ve eaten all my Reece’s Peanut Butter Pieces and I’m wondering if we’re going to be left here all day—or maybe just until the police come to pick me up. 

      This is a terrible idea. “Maybe we should⁠—” 

      The speaker crackles. “You need to wait there a little longer,” says the woman, her voice echoing weirdly. I don’t know if it’s just a trick of the speaker, but she sounds disapproving. 

      We need to wait? What does that mean? I look at Blade, and he’s clearly thinking it sounds as suspicious as I do. 

      “Why would she make us wait out here?” he asks. “Do you recognize her? Would she know who you are?” 

      I shake my head, but it’s not because I don’t recognize the voice. It’s that there’s no way to tell. All I know is that even though I was about to say we should leave, I really don’t want to. I need to see Baz. I have to ask him about my family. We have to get in here and see him, even if he doesn’t want to see me. “Try the old gate code, quick,” I say, panicking. I give Blade the old security number. 

      He punches the numbers into the keypad. A buzzing noise starts up, and the gates creak slowly open. I can’t believe it worked. They haven’t changed the code since I left. I don’t know which of my current emotions I feel more strongly—shock at their terrible security, or relief that we can get in after all. 

      Blade glances at me, then puts the truck in gear, and we head on through. It occurs to me he’s putting a lot of trust in me, coming here like this. It puts him in a vulnerable position. If he’s caught with me, that makes him my accomplice. Currently, the police don’t know he’s the one who helped me escape custody, but I’m sure they’d put two and two together pretty fast. 

      I take a breath. I can do this. I have to do this. 

      The long drive is the same as I remember; the trees bordering it are the same old oak trees. Becca and I used to climb the old gnarled one about halfway down, with the dip in the middle where I’d curl up with my best friend and we’d tell each other secrets. My heart is beating faster than usual, and the little demon inside me is fizzing. 

      The first building we come to is the gatehouse where the person monitoring the gates always used to sit. An older woman comes out and waves for us to stop. She’s got curly blonde hair and an angry expression. “That’s Becca’s mom,” I whisper, horrified. “She was the one on the gate.” 

      “Then she knows exactly who you are,” says Blade. 

      “Worse than that. It was her daughter Becca who was killed by the demon when I was fourteen.”

      Blade ignores Becca’s mom and drives straight past. I stare wide-eyed at her as we zoom by, wondering what she thinks of me now. Does she think I killed my parents? Does she think I somehow killed Becca as well? Her face is distorted and red, like there’s so much anger inside her, it’s attacking her face. I feel like my face is the opposite. All the blood drained from it, making me shake. I stare at her out the side window, and then out the rear window, trying to find something in her face that says she doesn’t really believe any of that. She used to make us ice cream and sit on the porch and tell me and Becca stories. Why would she believe I killed anyone? 

      “Where to?” asks Blade urgently as we continue up the drive. “I doubt we have long now, if she’s recognised you.” 

      “Baz is usually up by the water tower at this time of day,” I say, still using my old knowledge to get us where we need to go. I hope this is another thing that hasn’t changed. 

      “Is that how everyone’s going to be toward us?” Blade asks, glancing in the rearview mirror at Becca’s mom. She’s stopped running after us and is heading back to her gatehouse. “I wasn’t exactly expecting open arms, but I thought they’d let us in.” 

      “I don’t know. I guess we were just unlucky that it was Becca’s mom.”

      Blade nods. “Where’s this water tower?” 

      “It’s at the back of the property, near the river. It’s not really a tower, it’s just a massive water tank that’s used by the Haven.” 

      We drive in silence up the road. It’s not uncomfortable; Blade and I have come too far for that. I’m just filled with thoughts about what’s going to happen, how Baz is going to greet me. Will he be angry at me? Disappointed? 

      Sad? 

      I can’t bear the thought that I broke his heart. That he thinks I killed my parents. 

      My hands curl into tight balls in my lap, and I try to keep my breathing steady. I can do this. 

      I can do this. 

      I can do this. 

      Blade drives steadily up the rough track until we’re bumping over what’s essentially just a dirt path. “We almost there?” he says.  

      “Just around that bend. Park the truck on the left-hand side of the tower.” I try to keep my voice even, but I can hear the tremble. The demon is bouncing around inside me, and I feel like I’m going to be sick. 

      What if Baz hates me, just like Becca’s mom? What if he thinks I killed my parents? 

      My thoughts are biting at my insides, as feral and out of control as a rabid dog. My fingers tighten on the door handle next to me. Memories of being frightened and alone at the hospital crowd my brain. I still remember the moment that the pain of my injuries was overpowered by the agony of realizing that no one from the Haven was coming to help me. 

      That was the moment I was truly alone in the world for the first time. 

      Blade parks the truck, and I sit there, wanting to throw up. I can’t get out. I can’t do this. 

      I can’t⁠—

      “It’s going to be okay,” says Blade, his voice rumbling low inside the truck. “I’m here with you. We’ll do this together.” He holds out his hand and grasps mine, his warm heat breaking up the memories. I look into his clear green eyes, so sure, so forceful, and I take heart. Maybe I can do this. 

      I nod shakily. “Okay.” 

      Moments later, I’m climbing reluctantly out, almost hoping that maybe I was wrong. Maybe Baz isn’t up here. Anything to delay seeing him again. 

      Blade comes around to my side of the truck, and grabs my hand again, like he knows I’m about to flee into the forest. His warmth seeps into my palm, and it pushes my fears back enough that I can move forward. 

      I’m just about to tell Blade that Baz isn’t here and we should just go when a striking older man comes around the edge of the large concrete water tank. 

      Pain flickers in my chest. 

      He’s wearing old jeans and a long-sleeved work shirt, and his salt and pepper hair is long over his collar, matching his scruffy beard. He’s wiping his hands on a cloth as if he’s just cleaned them. 

      He looks up and sees us. He stops, and his bushy, grey brows crowd together into a frown. 

      “What’re you doing here?” he growls, as if he’s never seen me before in his life. 
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      I swallow hard, desperately trying to curb the instinct to run. Love and fear and sadness and every other emotion are all fighting inside me. I never thought I’d see Baz again. “It’s me, Baz,” I whisper. 

      Baz takes another step forward. “Hazel? Hazel Rushton? Is that you?” His face is more lined than I remember and he looks somehow more weighed down, but he’s got the same kind, brown eyes and the same gruff voice. My heart feels like it’s in stasis, frozen between beats as I wait to see his reaction to me. 

      My throat seems to have stopped working. I nod sharply. 

      “What’s happening? Why are you here?” He takes a step forward, then hesitates as if he’s not sure how to react. 

      I swallow hard over the lump in my throat, trying to find my words. I don’t see any disappointment or disgust in his expression. His face is so painfully familiar that I have to look away for a moment. What if he…? I can’t even finish the thought inside my head. Surely the Baz I remember would never…? 

      Taking a ragged breath, I force myself to answer his question. “I’m on the run from the police after escaping from a mental institution for the criminally insane,” I say, the words just bursting out. “So there’s that.” 

      Blade gives me a sharp look. It’s probably a bad idea to lead with the fact that I’m on the run. But this is Baz. I used to tell him everything. 

      Baz lets out a huff of amusement. “No point hanging around in that place if it wasn’t for you,” he says mildly. 

      My chest squeezes sharply. I give a tiny half-smile. “It definitely wasn’t my kind of place.” I clear my throat. “I-I need some help from you. Information really. About my parents.” 

      “Your parents?” He stares at me a moment, his expression conflicted.

      I hold my breath. This is it. This is where he tells me I’m a terrible person, that I shouldn’t have killed them, that he won’t tell me anything. I tighten every muscle in my body and brace myself for the worst. 

      “I never believed you did it,” he says abruptly. “Never.” 

      My breath gets stuck in my throat. 

      “They told us, and I knew it wasn’t true. I went to that hospital, but the police, they said you were under arrest, and I couldn’t see you. They didn’t even let me give you a message.” His voice wobbles, and he clears it. “I always knew I should’ve tried harder. Should’ve got you out of there, somehow.” 

      “Baz…” I don’t know what to say, and my throat is too tight to get it out even if I did. My heart feels like it’s going to explode out of my chest. Baz doesn’t believe I did it. He knew I was innocent. I stumble forward and lock him into a tight hug, and his arms come up around me immediately. 

      “I told the police you couldn’t have done it. But they thought you’d had a breakdown. There was some doctor talking about how you’d had a psychotic break from reality. That you were talking nonsense, and it proved you’d done it.” 

      I nod, still clutching on to him, my head over his shoulder. “I was talking about stuff they’d never be able to understand. But I didn’t know that.” 

      “I even went to that place they sent you, that Ravenwood,” he says fiercely, holding me tighter. “They wouldn’t let me see you there, either. Said I wasn’t family. I told them I was the only family you had left, but they still wouldn’t let me see you. Said it would disrupt your recovery.” 

      I can imagine Dr. Green saying something like that. She would have loved to pretend that she was progressing with my recovery. As if that was any part of what she did there. 

      “I’m so sorry, Hazel. I wanted to help. I tried to help.” He’s saying the words like a mantra, maybe like something he’s said to himself many times. 

      I lean back and look at him in the eye. “It’s okay,” I whisper. “It wasn’t your fault. It’s okay.” 

      And for the first time, it almost feels like it is okay. 

      Of course, things could be better; I’m still a fugitive from the police; I have a terrible power that I don’t know how to use and that maybe means I’m a monster; and I need more answers about my parents and why they raised me the way they did. 

      But Baz believed in me. He doesn’t hate me. 

      Right now, that’s enough. 

      A throat clears behind me. Blade, reminding me we don’t have much time. Becca’s mom has probably already called the police, maybe even called them when we first arrived, when she made us wait. 

      I step back out of the embrace. “I have some questions about Mom and Dad. And I’m really sorry, but we can’t stay long.” 

      He nods. “Of course. Let’s head back to my place. I’ll need to grab a ride with you and your friend.” He glances over at Blade, his eyes assessing. For a moment, I feel like Blade is my date for prom, and Baz doesn’t know if he approves. 

      “This is Blade. He’s been helping me.” 

      Blade nods solemnly. “It’s good to meet you,” he says, even as he gestures for us to get in the truck. 

      “You’re in a rush?” 

      “We had to break in through the gate.”

      “It was Becca’s mom,” I whisper. “She recognised me. She looked so angry.” 

      Baz’s expression softens with an emotion I can’t quite name. “She’s not entirely stable. When she heard what they said you did to your parents, she became convinced you killed her Becca,” he says, his gaze flicking between me and Blade. “She should’ve known better.”  

      “Will she call the police?” asks Blade. 

      He nods. “She has a second cousin who’s a police officer hereabouts. If she’s certain it’s you, she’ll have called him.” 

      “Then we really don’t have much time,” says Blade sternly. He climbs in the truck and starts it up. 

      I lead Baz to the truck and he jumps in the back without further comment. We don’t talk on the way, other than directions to Baz’s house, which is only a short way down the track. Blade parks where Baz tells him, and we all climb out. I keep glancing back down the track toward the main entrance, straining my ears to see if I can hear sirens. 

      Baz leads us toward his cabin, made entirely from trees found in the Elk Creek Haven’s land. It’s and small and rustic, but it looks so much like home to me, I’m having trouble not acting like it was only five minutes since I was in here last, instead of five years. Inside, it’s an open plan space, the kitchen, living, and dining areas all in one room. Everything is just as I remember it: the same animal watercolor pictures on the walls, the same wooden chairs at the table, the same patterned green linoleum on the floor in the kitchen area. 

      Baz puts on the kettle for coffee. “Take a seat,” he says, gesturing toward his small green Formica kitchen table. The ancient stove in the corner sits like a fat old lady waiting to cook up a storm. The sofa in the living room even has the same well-patched woolen blanket thrown over it I used to curl up under on cold nights when I visited with Baz, and there’s the same pair of antlers nailed to the wall above it, from a buck Baz shot when I was nine. 

      It’s like I’ve gone back in time. My childhood memories come flooding into my body like a dam that’s just broken. For a moment, all I can do is stand there and feel the emotions, the weight of my memories as they unfold over me. There was so much happiness here, but it’s all been overshadowed by the hurt and loneliness of the last five years. 

      Blade glances at me and then steps forward, facing Baz. “We don’t have long. Our coming here could’ve put you in an awkward position.” 

      Baz waves a hand. “I don’t care about any of that. They can do what they like to me. I’m just happy that Hazel is free.” 

      I sit down at the table, the action feeling as natural as breathing. “I need you to tell me everything you can remember about my parents.” 

      Baz frowns. “Why? Did they make you forget in that institution?” 

      I take a deep breath. It’s hard to know how much to tell Baz, but I think I can tell him part of it. “I just found out they weren’t my biological parents. I need to know if they knew anything about my birth parents. And I need to know why they brought me here.” 

      He turns away from me for a moment, putting the coffee, milk, and sugar into our cups. He doesn’t ask us if we want a particular thing, he just makes it for us. 

      He brings the cups over to the table. I take a sip, and the coffee is thick and sweet, just the way I like it. 

      He remembers how I like my coffee. 

      It makes me feel warm inside, despite the frustration gnawing at my insides, and the lingering hurt this place brings out in me. Blade comes over to the table and sits down in front of the cup Baz has set out for him. 

      I say nothing, just wait for Baz to think through what I’ve asked him. 

      He brings his cup over and sits down directly across from me. He gives me the same direct gaze that I remember from when I was a kid and had asked a tough question. I know Baz will give me a straight answer, if nothing else. 

      He lets out a huff of breath like he’s breaking the seal on a secret he’s been keeping. “Your parents came here one night, all those years ago. They were young and frightened, and your mother, she had this little bundle wrapped up tightly in her arms. She was so tiny, and her eyes took up her entire face. They begged us for shelter, and even though we were at full capacity, we took them in. We couldn’t say no, they were just so desperate.” He takes another deep breath. “It was the right decision. Turns out they were good folks and contributed to Elk Creek Haven in the best possible way.” 

      I nod. It’s not quite the story my parents told—they downplayed the desperation—but I knew they’d turned up on the doorstep and asked to join.

      “Did they ever talk about their past? Their life before coming here?” 

      Baz shakes his head. “No. It never came up. Your father, he was smart. Clearly had an education. But he never talked about where he came from. I noticed, but it didn’t matter. There are lots of people here who have secrets they’d rather keep.”

      “So you don’t know what secrets they were keeping?” I ask, trying to keep the raw disappointment out of my voice. I so desperately need to know more about my past that his lack of knowledge is like a physical blow. 

      He shakes his head and takes a sip of his coffee. The steam rises out of the coffee, like a demon trying to form. “Not even a hint,” he says. 
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      “Did they say anything that made you think there was something in their past that was a problem?” I ask.

      Baz shakes his head. “Like I say, I knew there was a story, but that story was theirs to tell—or not tell. I don’t hold with interfering in people’s private business.”

      I nod, my frustration boiling inside me. But it’s not Baz’s fault. “Fair enough,” I say, looking into my mug. Dad used to quote a line from an old Sunday Lies song whenever I tried to get him to tell me something he didn’t want to tell. Particularly where they’d hidden my birthday presents when I was a kid. “‘Hidden in the in-between, secrets must be never seen’,” I murmur to myself, repeating the oft-heard line and wishing I knew how to find out more.

      A sharp sting of pain hits me in the forehead, and I blink. The bitter taste of aniseed is on the tip of my tongue and I make a face, trying to understand what just happened. I hate aniseed. I look into my coffee, wondering if Baz put something in it, then at Blade, to see if he’s noticed anything. He’s watching Baz closely, his expression guarded.

      Baz is sitting at the table, looking for all the world like he’s just been hit over the head. His usually bronzed face has gone pale, and his eyes are wide. “There’s a box of stuff,” Baz says suddenly, like he’s just remembered. His expression is a little puzzled, and it’s almost as if the words have surprised him as much as they do me.

      “What kind of stuff?” I ask cautiously.

      “Things belonging to your parents, and you. I kept it in the attic.” Baz’s expression darkens as he continues. “There were some believed that you murdered your folks, and wanted to destroy all your things, but I knew you were innocent. I knew you’d want some of it back.”

      For a moment, everything inside me rebels. I don’t want to look at a box of my old things. What kind of stuff will it be? Books? My old clothes? My father’s records? My mother’s jewelry? Something that belonged to me when I was a kid? Emotions long-suppressed threaten to break through my internal barriers. My little demon rattles around inside me and my stomach clenches hard. I shake my head, not sure what I can say.

      “It might be something important,” says Blade quietly.

      The tone of his voice holds an undercurrent I don’t quite understand. But he’s giving me a significant look, so swallowing hard, I nod. He’s right. I need to see what’s in that box.

      Baz stands up and goes out into the hallway, pulling down a ladder that leads to the attic. Reluctantly, I follow him, and Blade and I hold the ladder steady as he climbs up.

      “Did you feel something back there?” asks Blade softly.

      I don’t look at him. “Pain and the taste of aniseed.”

      Blade nods as if he was expecting my answer. “It’s a spell. I felt it along the spell web. Something you said triggered his memory.”

      “What do you mean? A spell?” I didn’t know that was possible. 

      Blade’s mouth quirks up at one corner. “There you go, only believing in demons again.” 

      I give him a mock glare. “Then was this spell part of the spell web? I thought that was just to hide supers from the humans?” 

      Blade shakes his head. “Hiding us from the humans was just a convenient side effect of the spell web,” he says. “But that’s not what I meant. The spell web covers all supers, whether or not you can feel it.” He gives me a look, because he knows I don’t feel the spell web at all. “Some supers can use the spell web more than others. Whoever set that spell over Baz—your father or someone else—they used the spell web to make sure it fired when you said the right words.” 

      I look up to where Baz is rummaging around in his attic, trying to get my head around what Blade is telling me. “Okay, so if it was a spell, how did my father do it? Was he some kind of witch?” 

      “Spells like that are usually cast by voodoo practitioners like Freddie Knight. Your father could have asked someone to do it for him. He must have set it up in Baz’s mind in case something happened to him. Told him to give it to you. Except you weren’t here to give it to, so he’s held onto it.” 

      “What made him remember like that?” 

      “What was that you muttered? A snatch of a song?” 

      “Part of a Sunday Lies song that Dad used to quote me all the time.” 

      “Sunday Lies?” Blade raises his eyebrows. 

      “They’re an obscure indie rock band my father loved. He had all their albums.” 

      “Maybe he figured you’d say it around Baz at some point, and he’d be able to give you the things he had.” 

      “This all seems like Dad knew something bad was going to happen. Like he knew he was going to die.” I shiver as I say the words. Now there are different memories flooding my head—blood and screaming, the demon’s claws digging into my father’s chest, my mother running at the glowing monster. I hope he didn’t know in advance how he was going to die. 

      Blade shakes his head slowly, watching my face. “Maybe it was a contingency plan. Just in case.” 

      He’s trying to make me feel better, and I appreciate the effort, but… “Why put all this into place if he didn’t think there was something to worry about?” 

      “It seems elaborate,” says Blade, looking back up into the attic where Baz is still hunting for the box. “And very well planned.” 

      “Except it all went wrong,” I murmur. “I’m sure Dad never expected me to be sent to an institution for the criminally insane. Or be accused of their murder.” 

      Baz steps down onto the ladder at that moment, his weight making the rails bounce. He’s holding a cardboard box and peering down at us.

      “Can someone take this?” he says as I step to one side and hold on to the rail of the ladder like my life depends on it. The box is vibrating with a discordant energy that’s making the hairs on my arms stand up and my chest hurt. For a second, I look wildly around, trying to find a way out. I really don’t want to see what’s in that box. 

      Baz lowers the box down, but when I don’t reach up to grab it, Blade takes it instead and carries the loaded carton into the kitchen. I follow like I’m being led to my own execution. Baz stands next to where Blade has placed it on the kitchen table. He’s looking at me expectantly. I wonder if he even remembers what’s in the box, or if it just contains whatever the spell made him put in there. 

      “Open it up, Hazel,” says Blade. “It has to be you.” 

      I approach the cardboard box like I’m expecting a poisonous snake inside it. The feeling in my body is the same as when you hear nails being scratched down a chalkboard. Every inch of my skin is crawling, and I have to work hard to suppress the urge to make a shuddery face. 

      With shaking fingers, I reach out and pull open the cardboard flaps. Another little zing of energy hits my fingers, and I jerk my hand back. My chest hurts. It feels like there’s a gaping wound, open and raw, and I struggle to breathe. My eyes are stinging like I’ve been bathing them in salt. I don’t know why this is so hard. 

      It just is. 

      I grit my teeth together and focus. We don’t have a lot of time—and I refuse to give in to whatever deep-seated fears are making me act this way. I reach out again, this time ready for the zing. I pull the flaps back and peer inside, my heart hammering like I’m about to see the severed head of my best friend. 

      Instead, the box is crammed full of mundane items. A few of Dad’s old David Bowie records to one side, a couple of Sunday Lies CDs, an envelope stuffed full of photos, some of my mother’s jewelry, my favorite teddy bear from when I was little, my favorite screwdriver, the cap Dad always used to wear when he was mowing the lawns and gardening. So many things with so many memories associated with them. There’s another envelope tucked down one side, and I slip my hand in to pull it out. There’s a key card and a flash drive, both buzzing with a discordant green glow that’s a lukewarm version of Larry’s cabinet full of cursed items. Dad left me cursed stuff? It doesn’t quite seem cursed, more a warning. Maybe they’ve been guarded somehow? There’s nothing to mark either one or say what they’re for. 

      “What does this open?” I ask Baz, holding up the key card. 

      He shrugs. “No idea.” 

      “You don’t remember why you kept them?” 

      “It was rushed. I just grabbed what I could.” His words are hiding something more terrible. Why was it so rushed? What happened to all our things? 

      I don’t want to ask. 

      “Do you have a computer?” asks Blade. His attention is squarely on the flash drive. 

      “Sure.” Baz goes to a kitchen drawer and pulls out a beaten-up old laptop. “Comes in handy sometimes.” 

      Blade inserts the flash drive, and we look on expectantly, waiting for the icon to pop up on the screen. Nothing happens. 

      “Maybe you have to be the one to insert it?” says Blade. He pulls it out and hands it to me. 

      As soon as I touch it, I feel the buzzing vibration from the flash drive, and it sparks when I put it into the slot. But again, nothing happens on the screen, although I can feel the discordant energy coming from the drive, just like a cat scratching across my nerves. 

      An alarm sounds from the mudroom off the kitchen. Baz looks up, a puzzled frown pushing his bushy eyebrows down over his eyes. He heads to the back room. “Police cruisers coming up the drive,” he shouts back to us. “Becca’s mom definitely called them on you.”
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      “We have to get out of here. Which way can we go?” asks Blade urgently. “Is there a back way out?” 

      “Of course there is,” scoffs Baz. “What do you think I am, lad? An amateur?” 

      I grin, despite the blood pounding in my veins. Survivalists are nothing if not paranoid. “The old creek track?” I ask.

      “Yep. Better get going. They’ll be here soon. Don’t want you getting caught.” 

      I nod. I can’t go back to Ravenwood. Especially not now. I step closer to Baz, tears filling my eyes. 

      “Get away with you, girl,” he says gruffly. “Stop that. You don’t have time to be sentimental. Get yourself out of here.” He gives me a quick hug, then pushes me away. 

      “I’ll come back and visit when this is all sorted,” I say. 

      He nods distractedly. “Down the creek. You know the way. I’ll draw them away.” 

      We load everything back into the box and run to the pickup. Blade starts up the truck and is backing out of the drive as I do up my seat belt. I can hear several cars driving up the track below. I wave to Baz as Blade backs out and turns the truck back up the hill. 

      “It’s past the water tank,” I say to Blade. “There’s an old road that runs along a creek bed. It’ll take us out to the main road.” 

      Blade nods grimly, all his attention on navigating the rough road ahead. My heart is hiding in my mouth as we bump our way along the old track up past the water tank. It only settles down into an awkward lump in my throat when we make it around the bend and out of sight from the main road to Baz’s place. “I guess they’ll go to Baz’s first, seeing as we asked for him,” I say, peering over my shoulder, attempting to spot the police cars. 

      Blade doesn’t reply, just focuses on driving, his brow creased in concentration. The track is getting rougher the higher we get, and my jaw feels sore from being clenched so tight. But soon enough, we’re deep in the forest and heading back down the other side. My heart resumes its nervous pounding from inside my chest, and I feel like I can breathe again. 

      “Did you feel anything when you touched the drive?” Blade asks eventually. 

      I nod. 

      “It must be locked. We need to call in an expert.” 

      “Who?” 

      “Your new friend, Freddie Knight.” 

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      “Are you sure this is the right address?” I ask for the third time. The rambling old Victorian house in front of us seems like it’s from the wrong century for the suave, modern man we met at the Palo Alto Country Club. Blade says Freddie Knight is the only person who’ll be able to help. 

      “This is where he lives, Hazel. I promise.” Blade shoots me an amused look. 

      We drove back from Elk Creek like we were being chased—which potentially we were. The three-and-a-half-hour drive left us both exhausted, so we spent last night at Blade’s place before calling Freddie to ask for help. 

      Blade parks the truck outside the Victorian mansion—there’s no other way to describe it—and we stand on the pebble-covered drive, just taking in the complicated asymmetrical house. It’s cream and white, with a medium-toned brown roof, and a tower room looking down over the whole. There are several stories, with verandas on three different sides. Every possible corner has decorative trim, and I can even see stained glass on one window to the side. 

      It’s the most alive house I’ve ever seen. It feels like there’s a heartbeat at its core, and it’s waiting, watching, as we stand here planning to cross its threshold. I shiver. I can’t tell yet if that’s a good thing. My little demon kicks around inside my stomach, as if it’s agreeing.

      “You ready?” asks Blade. He’s wearing Aviators and a black T-shirt and jeans, and he looks like he’s just come off some kind of photoshoot. It’s actually ridiculous how attractive he is—with his piercing green eyes, his slightly too-long black hair, and the stubble that just accentuates his jawline—even if he is completely oblivious. He’s got his Supernatural Intelligence Group (S-I-G for short) agent game face on, and he’s holding up the envelope with the flash drive and the key card in one hand, reminding me why we’re here. I can sense the discordant green glow that’s around both items, even from inside the envelope. 

      “Let’s get this over with,” I say grimly, trying to shake off the feeling of doom that’s hovering over me. 

      The rest of my newfound inheritance is still in the cardboard box at Blade’s place, tucked in one corner of the spare room. I haven’t been able to go through it more closely yet; I shake every time I get close. I need to get used to the idea that I have something left of my childhood and my mom and dad. I thought my life was over when I was sent to Ravenwood, and when I escaped, I was certain I’d never go back to Elk Creek Haven, so I’d never see our old possessions again. Accepting that I now have the remaining keepsakes Baz packed away is harder than I would’ve expected. 

      The other part of my reluctance to visit Freddie is that the last time I saw him, I got completely drunk at his fancy country club. I’d just had my first taste of a supernatural cocktail, and it hit me hard. I’m fairly certain I said some things I shouldn’t have. I’m not sure what he thinks of me, but it’s definitely not that I’m a savvy SIG agent. I still find it hard to accept that I’m an agent like Blade—I don’t feel the same connection to the shady government agency for supers that Blade does. Not so long ago, I didn’t even know it existed. 

      Blade climbs the stairs ahead of me, his muscled body as graceful as ever. I take a moment to admire his butt before I push my glasses up my nose and stomp after him, arriving at the front door just as he knocks. I hear the crashing of waves in the distance and catch the wild, salty scent of the sea. 

      A tall, attractive black woman answers the door, wearing a striking red dress that glides over her body like water. Her dark hair swirls about her shoulders as if she’s about to film a shampoo commercial, and she smiles at Blade, showing perfect white teeth. It’s like the meeting of two perfect creatures in their natural environment. I shift awkwardly in my jeans and sneakers. My Scooby-Doo T-shirt is one of my favorites, but how does it look next to all that gorgeousness? I glance at Blade, but his face is expressionless behind his Aviators.

      “Come in,” the woman says, her voice a low purr. Does she know who we are? Or is she just happy to see someone like Blade? 

      Blade clears his throat. “We’re here to see⁠—”  

      “Yes, I know. Just follow me.” 

      Guess that answers my question. 

      She flicks her hair elegantly over one shoulder and leads us down a long, dark foyer filled with rows of antique glass-fronted cabinets set against both walls. She ignores them like they’re not there, but I slow down and peer in as we walk by. 

      Each of the cabinets is stuffed to the brim with strange trinkets and curios, devices and gadgets I don’t recognize, bottles filled with cloudy water or bizarre glowing solutions, not to mention the many other objects I don’t have enough time to even comprehend. Some of them are glowing strangely, and a couple even have the dirty green color of a cursed object. I move away from the cursed objects, moving onto the next cabinet, where I linger near the old weeping glass, peering inside, even as Blade strides ahead, following the woman like he’s on a mission. I look longingly at the gadget closest to me, trying to figure out what it might be for. It’s got gears and cogs sticking out one side, and some metal pipes going⁠—

      “Hazel? Are you coming?” Blade glances back at me, his expression tight and impatient. I peer wistfully at the cabinets one last time, then turn back to where Blade is waiting. He’s right, we’re on a mission; I can’t let myself get distracted. I jog to catch up. 

      For the first time, I notice the woman is in bare feet, but it just seems to add to her allure. She’s wild and free, bound to no one. Has she ever had an awkward moment in her life? I pull my T-shirt down, trying to straighten myself up a bit. 

      The woman pushes open a large wooden door at the end, and bright light immediately spills through into the hallway, making me blink. She leads us into a large room set on the edge of the cliff, and I halt abruptly, stunned. The room has enormous floor to ceiling windows that make it seem like we’re part of the ocean vista below us. The blues and greens of the sea mix with the faded yellow of the sand and the clear blue of the Californian sky, and it’s so light and airy it feels like we’re flying. 

      “It’s rather impressive, isn’t it? Sometimes I just sit here and gaze at it for hours.” Freddie’s low voice seems to roll over my skin like silk; if sound could caress, that’s what his words would be doing to my body. 

      The woman rolls her eyes at him and disappears back out the way we came. 

      “My sister, Iris. She’s not impressed with my lethargic ways,” says Freddie with an easygoing shrug. He stands up and comes over, his hands stretched wide in welcome. He’s wearing an expensive suit, and an ornate silver ring on his pinkie finger. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?” Just like last time we met, his charismatic personality seems to take up extra space in the room with us. I can’t help smiling at the mischievous twinkle in his eyes. 

      “We have a something we think you might be able to unlock for us,” says Blade with a frown, holding up the flash drive. His body is tense and his eyes have darkened to a dark forest green. Clearly, he doesn’t feel the same fascination for Freddie as I do. 

      Freddie takes the drive in his hand, and I feel the spark of power immediately. A prickling sensation flutters over my skin and Freddie glances up at me in surprise. “I recognize this flash drive,” he says. 

      “How?” I ask sharply. Too sharply. I take a breath, and try to overcome the feeling of impending disaster.

      “I helped create the spell on it. I knew the man who owned it.” 

      “You knew my father?” I blurt. It’s unexpected. My father seldom went anywhere outside of Elk Creek and had no friends other than his friends at Elk Creek. 

      “Your father?” Freddie raises his eyebrows. Clearly this is news to him. 

      I nod. “Elias Miller was my adoptive father. He raised me.” 

      Freddie nods slowly, staring meditatively down at the flash drive. “It’s all making sense now. You’re the daughter he mentioned.” He looks up, gazing at me intently. His glittering eyes flash with something I don’t understand. “He paid me many thousands of dollars
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