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      Snow falls softly on my face as I hurry along the sidewalk.

      I huddle tighter into the thick down coat I bought on my first day in New York. My red woolen hat—knitted by Daphne as soon as she heard I was heading for the city that never sleeps—is down as far as it will go over my long curly hair, and my matching scarf—also knitted by Daphne—is tied tightly around my neck.

      Everything is so much colder here than in Stanford. I’ve been in New York exactly twenty-one days, and I’m still not used to it. I’m not sure I’ll ever be used to snow falling on paved streets.

      I pull up the hood so the fake fur around the edge protects my face from the worst of the weather. It also hides my features, which doesn’t hurt either. All these weeks later, the video of me and Blade fighting the demons is still pulled out occasionally by the news channels, an example of the strange new powers the humans are dealing with.

      Busy commuters bustle past me in both directions, most with grim expressions and darting eyes like they think they’re about to be attacked. Someone bumps my shoulder as they pass, and I mumble an apology without looking. It doesn’t feel safe to even glance at the people on the streets.

      It’s been like this the entire time I’ve been in New York. The humans are suspicious, uncertain, and angry. It makes for a tense and uneasy situation. It also makes being in New York even more precarious than I expected; it’s bleak and somber instead of vibrant and exciting.

      My hand bumps against something hard in my pocket, and almost without thinking, I pull out my phone. For the hundredth time today, I look down at the screen, checking for new messages, hoping for something to soothe my soul. Nothing. I text Blade twice a day, as per our agreement, but I haven’t talked to him since I’ve been here. I miss his deep voice, with its soft edges that are almost like a rough purr. I miss the laughter in his tone when he teases me, and the way he listens to whatever I’m saying, even if it’s about fixing an appliance or testing a new theory.

      Instead, his texts have been curt, the spaces between the words filled with his hurt at my decision to ignore his pleas for my safety. I think it broke something inside him, having me make this decision despite all his arguments against it. He said it was too risky. That I didn’t need to put myself in this position. I watched him put distance between us because of his fears, but I couldn’t do anything about it. I know it’s linked to his father’s death and his belief that being reckless is the worst possible sin, but once I accepted the favor bond from Freddie, there was no backing out. It didn’t matter if I had changed my mind like Blade wanted me to.

      I didn’t have a choice. The favor bond is like a vice clamping down on my heart and lungs, making it just a fraction harder to breathe every day. I don’t know if Freddie knew it would affect me like this, but if he did, I’ll be seriously pissed at him. 

      Blade’s already pissed at Freddie, his jaguar eyes flashing every time Freddie’s name was mentioned before I left. He was also surly and grumpy with me, fluctuating between trying to convince me to change my mind and being unable to talk to me. 

      To make matters worse, when Blade realized he couldn’t sway me, he decided he was going to come with me instead… and I wouldn’t let him do that either. No use both of us being in the lion’s den. If he’s on the outside, he can look for the other information we need. And I need him to rescue me if this goes badly.

      Which it will.

      Needless to say, he didn’t like that argument any better.

      I frown down at the sidewalk and force myself to focus. The short walk to my new job in the lab at the Supernatural Intelligence Group—SIG for short—Headquarters sometimes feels like the most dangerous part of my day—which is saying something given who I’m working with. But any number of people could recognize me, or maybe just decide I look a little too much like a supernatural as I walk the streets. Supers have been imprisoned for less in the last couple of months. 

      For that very reason, Director Holden—who is being extremely gracious now that I’m here in New York—had me take lessons in how to disguise myself from an SIG expert on my first day in town. Turned out she was a chameleon shifter who could literally change her own appearance at will. 

      For me, she recommended a few slightly different solutions. My hair is now a pale blond, my glasses have large black frames that hide half my face, and my make-up accentuates my nose and makes it seem bigger than it actually is. It’s a hassle doing it every day, but it’s better than being caught by an angry mob of humans. I don’t want to be locked up somewhere, accused of who-knows-what crimes. 

      Or worse.

      I let out a frustrated huff of breath, and it comes out as a visible cloud of air in front of me. I’ve been here almost three weeks, and still haven’t found Freddie’s heirloom, despite his magical favor bond tying me up in knots most days. I haven’t discovered any more information about being a chalice or even about my birth parents. I don’t know anything more about demons—except for having access to the devices they have to monitor them here—and I haven’t figured out what plans the director, Connor or even Dr. Green are hatching. 

      The most annoying part is that I still haven’t been granted access to the Records and Relics floor yet, the one place I’m desperate to go. Surely that will be where all the information on chalices lies? I imagine old books filled with graphs and diagrams, lists and tables on the various things I can do. It gives me goosebumps just thinking about it. The fact that the director is delaying access makes me think that despite everything, he’s suspicious of me. I haven’t discovered why, or what he’s up to yet, and it’s frustrating the hell outta me. 

      What I have discovered is what it feels like to be a mouse hiding in the middle of a viper’s nest. 

      A loud car horn makes me jump and drags me back to the here and now. Again. I need to concentrate, not be distracted by all my failures. That’s how people make mistakes and end up where they shouldn’t be. I focus on making myself invisible, on being someone too ordinary to worry about, just like the chameleon shifter taught me.

      It’s not like this situation is even unexpected. Blade warned me. He begged me. He pleaded for me to stay in California. He said it was dangerous, that the director wasn’t someone I should trust. I replied that I knew I couldn’t trust the director, but I needed to know more. 

      Now I wish I’d listened. 

      A thousand times a day I wish I was back in Stanford; spending my nights curled up with Blade, and my days pottering around Mr. Fookes’s apartment, making devices for some possible future, safe in the knowledge I was protected as long as I stayed inside. 

      I don’t have that luxury here in New York. I don’t feel protected here. I feel vulnerable and afraid. All the time. I take a heaving breath, and then another. The cold makes my heart beat faster, and my eyes water. 

      A lump forms in my throat and I swallow over it, wishing it wasn’t like this. I wish I wasn’t surrounded by so many people who are scared and angry. I want to stop and shout at them, tell them it’s not as bad as they think. That supernaturals aren’t bad. But then I remember that sometimes they are. A demon killed my parents. What’s that, if not something the humans should fear? Sometimes the things that go bump in the night actually are monsters. 

      If they’re monsters, and I can control them… what does that make me? 

      I stumble on the sidewalk, and almost crash into a man in an expensive suit going in the other direction. He glares at me, but doesn’t stop. I take a shaky breath and remind myself that Blade doesn’t think I’m a monster. Poppy, Daphne, Nelson all agree I’m not evil. Mr. Fookes doesn’t think I’m evil. 

      My hand creeps up to the lump under my jacket that marks Mr. Fookes’s tiny toaster, now looped onto my mother’s gold necklace. Freddie used voodoo magic to make it small so I could keep the toaster close to me. I’m the only one who can use the wishes to free Mr. Fookes, so we decided it was the best way to keep him safe.

      Mr. Fookes might not think I’m so awesome at the moment, given that he’s a genie with a master again, after vowing never to go back. But he never thought I was evil. I hold tight to that thought, repeating it over and over in my head, as I scurry down the street toward my new place of work. 

      When I’m a few yards away, I halt suddenly. Gazing up at the beautiful old red and white stone building that houses the secretive government agency that monitors supernaturals across the United States, I acknowledge that Blade was right. Stepping inside its suffocating confines for another day of work feels like the worst possible decision I could make. 

      And yet, I walk toward it. 

      And yet, I climb the steps to the entrance. 

      And yet, I push at the heavy glass doors at the front of the old stone building that looks like any one of the other high-end apartment buildings in this part of town. 

      Inside, however, instead of apartments this innocuous building holds offices filled with government agents. Secrets and spies, magic and tricks. A tingle of energy pushes over my skin as the voodoo spell that keeps out humans does its job. On my third day at the offices, I watched from the windows as a man, obviously human, tried several times to walk through the door. He was some kind of salesman, clearly very determined to try his luck inside, but he just couldn’t get over his complete aversion to the idea. After two minutes of trying, he shrugged and walked on. 

      The foyer inside is surprisingly modern, given the old-world opulence of the stonework on the outside of the building. Black marble floors, wood and gold reception desk, high ceilings and large art works indicate that this building is only for those who can afford it. Except that’s more of the subterfuge of the SIG at work. I move through the metal detectors, hold up my key card and have the guard beep me through, then head to the elevators. 

      Here, the feeling moves from expensive apartment building to everyday office building. It’s an old building on the verge of Central Park, and has twelve stories above ground, like most of the surrounding buildings. But at some point in its history, the SIG excavated five levels below ground as well. They must have had some kind of magical help to extend the building down so deep, with no one noticing. 

      I smile at the guard who stands next to the elevators, despite the fact that he never smiles back, and press the button for my floor. 

      They tell me it would normally be busier, with agents rushing in and out of the elevators, flashing badges and going about their day, but most agents are still on leave, lying low while Director Holden finds a way through the current difficult political situation. The director told me on my first day here—his eyes flashing with anger—that the blame for our current dire circumstances lies squarely with Mei and Damien Walker. 

      Every time he mentions Damien Walker, a flash of rage goes across his features, almost like he can’t control it. I find it difficult, because while I’m not a massive fan of Damien’s like Blade is, I don’t think he’s evil incarnate either. In fact, he seemed to have his own—somewhat skewed—honor code that he always stuck to. I can’t imagine him wanting to plunge the world into the kind of chaos we have now… at least not on purpose. 

      But I’ve never dared mention that to Director Holden. He’s not exactly rational on the subject. 

      The director has also been working his butt off to salvage the situation. I’m surprised the calls for the SIG to be disbanded haven’t been louder; it’s an organization made up of people who have at least a little supernatural blood in them. The fact it’s still in operation is a testament to the persuasive skills of Director Holden. 

      Which just makes me more nervous about being here, not less. He’s a master manipulator, a man who can see into a situation and pull the threads in his favor. He seems similar to Damien Walker in many ways… except Damien’s ulterior motives seemed to be about protecting others and working for the greater good. 

      I don’t think that’s what motivates the director. 

      My lab is on one of the underground levels hidden below this floor, in an area inaccessible to the rest of the world. It feels safer, away from prying eyes, but there are other people watching me down there. Cameras are everywhere, in the elevator, on my floor, in the hallways. All of which I discovered when I hacked into the servers in the security guard's room on my third day at SIG headquarters. Because of that, I know where they have the camera feeds in every room in the entire building—including my lab. Knowing where the cameras are placed means I can get around them when I need to. 

      Twenty-one days is enough time to ferret out everything I have to know about this building… except the things I’m actually here to find. 

      I tap my foot as I wait for the elevator, and don’t notice at first that my phone is vibrating in my jacket pocket. I smile when I see Poppy’s name come up on the screen. 

      “Poppy,” I say warmly. “How are you?” 

      Poppy snorts into the phone at the other end. “Well, I have scratches and bruises over my whole body from that stupid treasure cave of Mr. Fookes’s.” 

      “Oh shit. Are you okay? Nothing too dangerous?” 

      Poppy lets out a laugh this time. “Nothing that’s killed me yet. How about you?” 

      “Nothing that’s killed me yet,” I say somberly. 

      There’s silence on the other end. Poppy isn’t sure how serious I’m being. 

      “I’m fine,” I say, adding a smile to my voice, so she knows I mean it, even if I’m not entirely sure either. “Did you have something to report in on? I’m just about to go down to my lab.” 

      “I just wanted to check in, see how you were going. Blade’s been away, so I haven’t had any of his updates.” 

      I let out a small breath. Blade didn’t tell me he was going anywhere. It hurts that I don’t know everything about him and what he’s doing. It hasn’t even been a month since I left for New York, but it feels like the distance between us is far larger than anything I can fix. “I see,” I say.  

      “So, how is it all going? Have you done what the director wants yet?” 

      I shake my head, trying to get rid of the cobwebs of hurt. “No, not yet. It’s a work in progress.” 

      “And the heirloom?” Poppy almost whispers. 

      “Nope, no luck there either,” I say in a low voice. “I haven’t even been given access to the Records and Relics room yet.” 

      “That’s the library, right?” 

      “Yeah.” 

      “What have you been doing all this time? Partying with the other agents?” asks Poppy, her voice light, to show she’s just joking. 

      I think about the dour looks I get from most SIG agents I see. “I’ve become very familiar with the sound of my own voice,” I say drily. The elevator dings for my floor, the doors sliding open. “Hey, I’ve got to go. Thanks for calling. Talk to you later.” 

      “Talk later,” she says.

      I walk into the elevator, and press the button for underground three, wishing I didn’t know how much Blade isn’t telling me anymore.
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      The elevator dings and opens onto underground level three. My floor. The overhead florescent lights make me blink for a moment before I walk out into the foyer. My wet boots squeak on the shiny floor, sounding loud in the silence. 

      “Hey Carlos,” I say to the guard stationed beside the door into the hallway on this floor. He’s tall and muscled and towers over my much shorter frame. I pause to grin up at him. 

      “Hazel,” says Carlos with a friendly smile. He’s got a kind twinkle in his eyes and is one of my only friends at SIG Headquarters. He’s not much older than me, but he takes his job seriously. His uniform is always perfectly ironed, his face clear of any kind of stubble, and his eyes bright. Like most SIG agents, Carlos is part supernatural—he’s got his father’s mountain supernatural build, but many of his human mother’s traits as well. He’s already told me all about what it was like growing up with a mother who had no idea about supernaturals until recently.

      “How’s it going?” I ask. “How’re the kids?” Carlos married his childhood sweetheart right out of school, and they’ve got two young kids. I know this because I’ve made a point of chatting with him every day since I arrived. I’ve also fixed his phone at least twice. 

      “Good, good. Though potty training is a bitch,” he says, and rolls his eyes. 

      “I’ve heard it can be,” I say, because what the hell do I know about that kind of thing? 

      “Watch yourself today. You-know-who is back in town,” he says in a conspiratorial whisper. 

      I glance around. “Really?” You-know-who can only mean one man. Lakas Hagabat. The creepiest man in creepy town. I met him my first day here, and I’ve been avoiding him ever since. He’s tall and cadaverously thin, with long knobby fingers, and always dressed completely in black. But it’s his eyes I hate most. They’re all black, no softness or other coloring to show he’s anything other than a cold-blooded killer. I don’t know what his position is, or what he’s doing at SIG Headquarters, but I’m scared of him. If I had to explain why I react like this to him, I’d say it’s because… somehow I think he’s missing a soul. 

      “That guy gives me the heebie-jeebies. Like seriously. He’s bad news.” Carlos’s eyes dart around the foyer like he might get fired for daring to express his opinion. 

      “Hopefully he’ll be gone again soon,” I say, trying to keep the tremble out of my voice. “He didn’t stay long last time.” There’s something about Lakas that frightens me, not least the fact that he’s always watching me with his strange all-black eyes whenever he’s nearby. He’s not even subtle about it. I can feel his fascination, and it makes goosebumps appear on my arms and gives me a chill in my stomach. My instincts are never wrong about people like him. 

      “Did you see that Randy Crowe was in the news again last night?” says Carlos. He’s a big music fan, and knows about my fascination for my father’s favorite band, Sunday Lies, and their lead singer, Randy Crowe. 

      “Oh? What’s he doing now?” 

      “He’s refusing to sing at a gig in downtown if they don’t let supers in,” says Carlos. “He’s gonna get himself arrested if he keeps that up.” 

      “I hope not,” I say, shaking my head sadly. Carlos was the one who told me that Randy Crowe is a supernatural—although it’s not widely known what kind—and that since the spell web went down, he’s become a supernatural rights activist. It’s going to end up with him in jail before too much longer, but I can’t help secretly agreeing with what he’s doing. It’s not right that supers should be expected to hide in the dark corners. Surely we have rights too? 

      “Yeah, me too,” says Carlos. 

      I hold up my key card for Carlos and he uses the machine on the desk to scan it, and then opens the door for me. “Have a good day, Hazel. See you later.” 

      I smile and nod. “You too, Carlos.” 

      I walk quickly down the hall, past the other three labs on this level, until I reach mine. The key card turns the little red light on the scanner green, and I push against the heavy door, stepping into the only space that’s—almost—completely mine at SIG Headquarters. There’s the dim glow from electrical items that were left on, but it’s still mostly dark, so I tap the light switch next to the wall, and let out a relieved breath as the florescent lights overhead flicker to life. The lab is the only place I feel safe—well, safe-ish—and the only place where I can control what happens. I know there are cameras in here, watching my every move, but I’ve figured out ways to get around the cameras to protect myself in this place. It definitely feels better than being out on the streets with the humans. 

      Stainless steel benches make up most of the lab, with several benches and equipment stacked nearby. A sink with taps and cleaning tools next to it is on the bench to the side of the room. My desk is at the far end, with a comfortable padded chair in front, and a laptop sitting innocently on the wooden surface. Next to the laptop is my battered copy of the SIG Manual, full of its dubious information that Blade gave me when I first became an agent. At the far end of the room, there’s a door that leads to the storage area where the boxes of sealed records that Connor stole from Professor Hasselblatt are.

      I pull my bag over my shoulder and take off my padded coat, hanging it on the coat rack by the door. I hook my scarf and hat next to it and shake out my hair. The temperature inside the building is so much warmer than outside. I’m almost too hot in my jeans and T-shirt. I shake off the drips and bits of snow that made it through my outer layers and reach for my white lab coat. People always think you’re not dangerous when you’re wearing a lab coat. It’s true. 

      Mr. Fookes’s toaster bounces against my collarbone, and I reach up to hold it for a moment. It might be wrong, considering Mr. Fookes is trapped inside the toaster, but it feels good to have him here with me. It means I have someone from Stanford to help steady my nerves and keep me on track in this crazy place. I don’t know what I’m going to wish for next, but I need to make sure it’s something worthwhile, especially if we’re going to fight a horde of demons in the not too distant future. Mr. Fookes was clear on that when he went back in. We’re going to need all the help we can get. 

      I let out a frustrated breath and walk over to the large machine that takes up one corner of my pristine lab. In just three weeks, I’ve become obsessed with this device: the SIG’s demon tracker. When Director Holden first had three large agents lumber in here with it, I didn’t understand. The large glass tube—taller than me—looked like an enormous lava lamp, with strange swirling patterns in reds and oranges inside, and the computer screen to one side with strange lights just looked like it was throwing out matching random designs. The director had to spell out what it did for me; it’s a machine to indicate demon numbers. 

      I didn’t know such a thing even existed. 

      I move closer and the colorful liquid shapes inside the glass section start to glow brighter. The first time it did that, the director almost had kittens, he was so excited. “I knew you’d be able to work it,” he’d crowed. 

      I reach out and run one hand over the cool glass, watching as the liquid swirls and stretches closer to my fingers. It changes, moving from deep reds and oranges, into rich royal purples and midnight blues, until finally it’s the familiar glowing light-blue of demon energy. My heart races, just like it’s done every time I’ve seen it. This device feels like it’s tailored for me, designed to react to my blood, my magic. It’s like how Blade’s knife glows whenever it senses a demon. This device gears itself up whenever I enter the room. 

      Without a chalice—i.e. me—they used to be able to get it to tell them demon numbers in New York if they were lucky. Sometimes other places in the US, but usually not. This device was how they knew demons were congregating near Stanford when Connor was playing with them. In a rare flash of insight, the device allowed them to see the gathering, and warn me and Blade. 

      But now that I’m here, I’ve fixed it. Partially, it needed me and my chalice magic to work. Somehow I amplify everything it can do. The director was convinced that was what would happen as soon as I arrived, and he was right. Without doing anything, I was able to get a stronger reading and over a wider area than just New York City. 

      He was jubilant, more excited than I’d ever seen him. It was the first sign that he’s definitely planning something that involves demons. 

      But two days after I first looked at the device, I started tinkering with its insides. Using my fixing powers, I pulled apart the computer by instinct, and figured out how to update it. Just through understanding how it was put together, I was able to get it to give me accurate readings across the whole of the US. 

      Three weeks and even more tinkering later, it now tells me demon numbers around the entire world. Every damn morning, I come in and check on the demon population. And every morning, I wonder if it’s wrong, or that perhaps I’m misreading it. Maybe I broke it instead of fixing it? Maybe the numbers it’s been giving me are inaccurate, or they’re going to change and go down again. 

      Because what it’s telling me without a doubt is that there is definitely a demon plague forming in the United States of America. 

      Freddie was right, and frankly, it’s terrifying. 
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      Demons are forming, converging, advancing. 

      I don’t know how or why, but there are more demons every single time I check the demon tracker. It’s up to me to figure out a way to destroy them that won’t end with millions of Americans dead, or worse, possessed. 

      I shouldn’t have come here alone. This place doesn’t feel right. It doesn’t smell right. It doesn’t sound right. Something is happening here at the SIG headquarters, and even though I don’t know what it is, my instincts know it’s bad. Every single alarm bell inside me is ringing right now. 

      Often. 

      Discordantly. 

      Being on the run for all those years has given me a sixth sense, an ability to tell when things are… not quite right. Usually I get out of whatever situation is giving me that feeling as soon as it hits. 

      Not this time. 

      This time I have a favor bond spell squeezing my heart, and people relying on me to find out exactly what the director is up to. What is he planning? What does he know about demons? What does he know about me? 

      The thought makes my breath heave, and wish I had more paper bags in my lab to help with possible hyperventilation. My brain traces over the same thoughts that have been going through my head for the last two weeks as soon as I realized what’s happening. I don’t understand why or how this is happening, but I’m positive there’s someone out there causing it. 

      Who’s responsible? How can I stop them? 

      I know Connor is still out there somewhere, trying to control demons and creating devious plans to use them to become more powerful. Could he be causing such an increase in demon numbers on his own? Just the thought of it makes my breath hitch, and my chest tighten even more. He doesn’t understand the dangers involved in working with demons. His focus is on the demon power he’s witnessed. He’s also working with Dr. Green, who haunts my nightmares and is probably still running her dangerous and unregulated experiments on innocent supers, despite everything we did to disrupt her research. 

      To top it all off, if I dig around enough, I know I’ll find the director’s sticky fingers deep in the demon pie as well. Could he be part of this demon explosion? I don’t know for sure, and until I do, I have no choice but to stay inside the lion’s den, no matter how terrified I am. 

      No matter how much I want to go to Blade and tell him to come get me. 

      There’s just too much riding on the knowledge that I can gain from being here at the SIG. For someone who’s determined to follow her instincts, it feels like I’m being pulled in two completely different directions by my gut—one part says to run, one part says to stay. 

      It’s confusing, to say the least. 

      Instead of letting it get me down, I grab my phone from my back pocket and text today’s numbers to Blade. It’s part of my back-up system, my way of letting him know I’m okay, while also supplying useful information. I hold the phone and watch it for a few moments, trying not to focus too closely on the fact that he’s not texting me straight back. 

      I study the demon tracker, trying to distract myself by following the swirls that indicate the magic that’s connecting to the demon energy around the world. There are so many more demons forming than is possible for one chalice like me to fight. 

      Next to the demon tracker is another, much smaller device. This one is the actual machine the director dragged me all the way to New York to work on. A device to control demon energy. It’s not big or imposing like the demon tracker, and it’s definitely still a work in progress. But I know I’m on the right track, that I’m heading in the right direction. I can feel it. Except right now, figuring out this device seems less important than all my other problems. 

      I need to know so much more about demons and chalices if I’m going to save us from the demon plague. And it’s this thought, the same thought I’ve been having every morning for the last week, that makes me cross to the other side of the room where I’ve been working on my other pet project. 

      Creating a demon-killing knife just like Blade’s.  

      It’s simple: I want my own knife. In fact, I want several knives just like his one, except not just tuned to one family. I want knives anyone can use to kill the demons that are exploding around us. I know it’s possible—my father confirmed it—but I don’t know how. 

      All I know is we need them. Otherwise, we’re in big trouble. 

      When I told him what I wanted to do, the director happily procured several knives for me. He’s not stupid, and it’s definitely good for the SIG as well. I lean over the set of six blades, each one slightly different. They’re made of various materials—copper, iron, titanium, steel—and there are several distinct sizes, from a small three-inch pocket knife to a much larger ten-inch blade. I’m testing if the size and material they’re made of makes any difference to my ability to create a knife. 

      So far, it’s not working. I’ve been able to make a grand total of zero fancy demon-killing knives. 

      As well as size and material, I’ve been testing ways to use my powers to create the knives, but nothing has worked. I’m getting frustrated, and wondering if my birth father was talking about a load of horse manure. I keep thinking back to when he told me about it, and I can’t help thinking he’s not that smart. My birth father isn’t smart enough to have slipped it into the conversation in the way he did just to trick me. 

      So it must be possible. I just have to figure out how. 

      Yesterday, I used a little of the power from the deep well inside me to zap each of these knives with electricity. It’s the same power I used on Detective Capello when he helped me escape the police. I’d been hoping it might do something to the knives. 

      I pick up the first one, a small pocket knife with a white bone handle and a deadly sharp blade. I place it carefully under the microscope, and holding my breath, I squint through the eyepiece. I’m looking for the beautiful swirling patterns of magic that were visible on Blade’s knife when I did the same thing at my apartment. 

      There’s nothing. 

      It’s the same as it’s always been. I let out a breath, and my disappointment is a living thing, squirming inside my stomach and making me wish I knew how to get out of this situation. Part of me knew it wouldn’t work. Part of me knows I’m going to have to get some demon energy inside me, to absorb a demon energy orb. 

      One of my biggest problems is that I haven’t absorbed any demons since arriving in New York. In fact, I haven’t absorbed any demons since we broke all the patients out of Ravenwood and I had to save Blade from being possessed. 

      It seems logical that demon energy would be an important part of this process, but for some reason, I’m feeling reluctant to do something about it. Despite knowing it’s a vital part of achieving my goals, knowing that it would help with destroying the demons that are increasing daily, I just don’t want to do it. 

      I don’t want to absorb demon energy, even though I now know how to get rid of it. I have no demon energy inside me, and I’m happy about that. 

      The little demon possessing me bounces up and down, and I nod absently. Okay, yes. I have one little demon still with me, and I can feel the deep well of power inside me more powerfully than I ever could before. Pulling the demon out of Blade, and using the energy to create a protection around Mr. Fookes’s building, has connected me more securely to my power. 

      But I’m still convinced I need recently absorbed demon energy if I’m going to make the knives. And I’m equally convinced that it’s the last thing I really want to do. 

      And that leads me to my other uncomfortable thought. 

      The one other thing that’s making me squirm and wish I wasn’t here at SIG Headquarters. The one place around here that I can guarantee getting some demon energy is the enormous titanium tank that’s sitting on the fifth underground floor at SIG headquarters.

      I can feel the energy seeping from inside it even here, on the third floor. Director Holden took me there on my fifth day in New York. I can still feel the overwhelming power of being next to the enormous tank of demon energy. The glass window on the side of the tank showed the swirling orbs inside it, pushing and heaving, trying to escape, to be used for something other than… nothing.

      “It contains all the demon energy orbs ever collected by agents like Blade,” Director Holden had said proudly. “Built by another chalice—perhaps an ancestor of yours—for the SIG.”

      I don’t think he could feel the discordant power like I could. He’d stood there, perfectly comfortable, proud to be showing me the raw demon energy. Unlike me, his skin wasn’t crawling in reaction, he didn’t feel the immensity of it, or the uncomfortable way the power called to me, begging me to use it, to set it free. All the hairs over my body had risen, and the little demon inside me had jumped about like it was trying to get out and join with the energy in front of me.

      And the director felt none of it.

      I’d left the floor as fast as possible, and I haven’t been back since.

      Except I know I’m going to have to go back. It’s the only possible way to make my knives work. If I’m going to find a way for us to fight the demon plague that’s coming our way, then I have to go back down to the one place I don’t want to go.
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      Thump. 

      All the breath is knocked out of my lungs as I’m slammed into the padded mat. The muscled agent standing over me is holding her hands up in a fighting stance, in case I mysteriously manage to crawl back up to standing again. We’re in the gym on underground level one for the compulsory martial arts training Director Holden insisted I take. It’s the last thing in my day, and it’s also the last thing I feel like doing right now. It’s a painful end to a painful day of learning nothing and achieving nothing in my lab. 

      I can’t see clearly without my glasses—which are safely tucked in my gear back—but I’m fairly sure the agent is watching me like a hawk, ready for whatever I might throw at her. The well of power inside me stirs, and the little demon buzzes with energy; they’re both encouraging me to fight back using my powers. Part of me wants to knock this woman down, and I consider using a zing of the electricity that’s buzzing through my veins. 

      But with my breath gone and stars in my vision and every part of my body feeling like it’s bruised and battered, I find I’d rather just stop. I slap the mat to show I yield, and the agent smiles and holds out her large hand. I grasp it and she pulls me to standing as if I don’t weigh a thing. I frown up at her, and she grins back, slapping me on the back in a friendly gesture. I stumble awkwardly forward, unable to absorb the force. I don’t know precisely what kind of supernatural she is, but she’s strong. My whole body feels like an enormous ball of pain after our maybe-not-even-two-minutes-long fight. 

      “Alright, that’s it for the day. Hit the showers,” says our instructor, a tall narrow woman with large feet and beautiful aquamarine eyes that apparently mark her as a water supernatural. She claps her hands and gestures for our small group of ten agents to head toward the changing rooms. She’s wearing the same black hooded sweatshirt and sweatpants the rest of us are wearing for this class, although they must have been specially made for her unusual shape. 

      There are mumbled thanks from various agents in the group, and then we walk toward the changing rooms. 

      Director Holden refused to listen to my objections to this daily training session with the other new recruits. He was adamant that I’d need it. Part of me is excited—it’s expanding my self-defense knowledge from the lessons that Blade was giving Nelson, Daphne, and me before I left. But the rest of me wishes I didn’t always leave these sessions bruised and battered after being beaten up by the other agents who are all so much more experienced than I am. 

      “You did okay today,” says the agent, Tabatha, who just knocked me to the ground for the tenth time. 

      “Thanks. I almost had you that last time,” I say. I’m clearly joking. It took her less than two seconds to disable me. 

      Tabatha grins. “Almost,” she says, nodding. 

      We walk in silence back toward the changing rooms. I rub my shoulder, trying to ease the soreness from that last flip onto my back. 

      “You been an agent long?” Tabatha asks me curiously. 

      I shake my head. “No, only just joined before the spell web disappeared,” I say. 

      “I didn’t see you at the academy?” 

      Ah yes. I’m not sure how I’m supposed to explain that I didn’t go through the academy like every other agent before they’re allowed to join the SIG. Am I supposed to lie about it? Pretend I went when I didn’t? “I didn’t go to the academy,” I say instead. “Hence my awful self defense skills.” 

      She nods, as if expecting my answer. “I wondered. We did daily martial arts classes when I was there.” 

      Note to self: never lie about anything I don’t have to. These agents are smart. “Another agent recruited me. For my… skills.” 

      “Because you’re a chalice?” she says. 

      My gaze flicks to hers, and despite my blurry vision, I can tell she’s looking at me with sharp eyes, like she knew all along exactly who and what I am. “Yeah, because of that,” I say, unaccountably annoyed by this show of sneakiness. 

      We’re almost at the edge of the gymnasium, and the next training session has just started. This time it’s more experienced agents, wearing the same black sweats as us. They’re all in pairs, either circling each other, wrestling in close, or just beating the crap out of each other. It’s fast and furious, and I can’t ever imagine being that good at fighting. I pause to watch, and Tabatha does the same. 

      Could they beat Blade? Could he take on these experienced agents in a fight? One agent slams another to the floor with a loud thud that reverberates around the room. They move fast, and their practiced movements don’t leave room for mistakes. But despite that, I’m convinced he could take them all on and make mincemeat of them without breaking a sweat. 

      The thought makes me feel better. 

      The door on the far side of the room opens, and two men walk in. I squint a little without my glasses, but I can’t tell who it is. Tabatha stiffens next to me, and I take a guess. “Lakas?” I ask. 

      “With the director,” she says, nodding. 

      “Why is he here? Lakas, I mean.” I ask her, the words tumbling out before I can think about them. 

      “He’s working on a special project with the director. Top secret. Super important.” 

      “Sounds like they’re up to no good,” I mutter, then immediately wish I hadn’t. I don’t know if I can trust Tabatha. She’s probably been told to spy on me. 

      “Lakas can be difficult,” says Tabatha, still watching the men with a neutral expression. It’s so neutral, it’s immediately suspicious, and confirms what I was thinking. Tabatha is definitely gathering intel. 

      “What do you know about him? What kind of super is he?” I ask, turning to her. I may as well use her for whatever information I can get. She seems to know more than the average agent. In fact, she doesn’t seem like a new recruit, either. 

      “He’s a minokawa. A rare breed of super. A bit like you, really.” Tabatha’s eyes don’t reflect her smile. 

      I shudder. “Nothing like me,” I say, still not thinking it through. “He’s awful.” 

      Tabatha snorts a laugh, the most natural thing she’s done so far. “I wouldn’t say that around the director. Lakas is his new favorite.” 

      “Who used to be his favorite?” 

      “Before the spell web went down?” Tabatha hesitates. “Damien Walker.” 

      I raise my eyebrows, surprised. “Really? I didn’t think he liked Damien.” 

      Tabatha gives a humorless smile. “He might not exactly have liked him, but he understood the power of an agent like Damien Walker. The legendary agent who could do no wrong. He knew exactly how to best use him, and they understood each other perfectly. At least, they did, until recently.” 

      “What changed?” 

      Tabatha shrugs. “Aside from Damien and his daughter taking down the spell web and exposing us all to the humans?” she says drily. 

      “Yeah, aside from that.” 

      “No one knew he had a daughter until recently, so it could be that. But honestly, who knows? I’m not privy to the director’s level of intel.” 

      “You have more intel than me,” I whisper. I look over at Director Holden and Lakas. I can feel the unpleasant off-kilter energy coming off Lakas, even from across the gym. A tiny shudder rolls along my skin. I don’t want to talk to either of them right now, so I continue walking toward the changing rooms. 

      Tabatha follows me, seemingly happy to tag along. Or get more intel. “I’m based in the personnel division,” she says. “It’s my job to know about the people here.” 

      “That’s how you know I’m a chalice?” I ask, as if I’m not already convinced she’s here to pump me for information. I push open the door, and we walk into the steaming room where the other female agents are already showering or changing back into their work clothes. 

      “That, and the fact it’s been all anyone could talk about for the last three weeks,” says Tabatha with an amused expression. She stops by her locker, which is across from mine. 

      I look at her, horrified. “Everyone’s been talking about me?” 

      “They’re just curious,” she says soothingly. “It’s not bad talk. Everyone’s just interested in someone who’s a little different from the rest of us.” 

      It doesn’t make me feel better, but at least it’s not terrible gossip. “Not like Damien, I guess,” I say. “Everyone’s pretty mad at him.” 

      “He’s made it difficult for the rest of us to even just live our lives,” says Tabatha. “People have been killed. Locked up. The humans aren’t dealing well with this whole situation. And he’s the one who started it.” 

      I nod. It’s not easy living in this new world order. “It’s difficult to be a super right now.” 

      “And for those of us who aren’t full super, it’s even worse. We don’t have all the protection of a full super’s powers, but we often have the looks of a super, so we’re more vulnerable. There have been more partial-super casualties in this whole damn situation than anyone else.” 

      I can’t help the wince. I’ve never thought about it like that before. “Are you a partial super?” 

      Tabatha nods. “Most SIG agents are partial supers. We’re the link between the two worlds, people who understand both sides of the situation, but who try to keep the peace, somewhere in the middle. You’re an exception to that rule. You have the protection of full supernatural powers.” 

      “I don’t know how to use my powers properly,” I say, making a face. “So I wouldn’t say I’ve been blessed by having full supernatural powers. It’s more of a problem than anything.” 

      Tabatha shrugs. “That’s why you’re here, right? To learn more?” 

      I nod slowly. “I guess so. The director wants me to do his research. He wants to learn more about demons. But I don’t know that he’s interested in me learning more about my powers.” 

      “It’s in everyone’s interests for you to learn more about your chalice powers,” says Tabatha with a glint in her eyes. She definitely knows more than she’s letting on.  

      I give her a curious look. “I’m not sure everyone believes that,” I say cautiously, thinking of the director and his views about what I should be working on. A thought occurs to me. “Do you have any influence over who gets access to the Records and Relics level? Is that something your department organizes?”

      “Why are you so desperate to get in there?” she asks, her expression that telltale neutral again. 

      I notice she hasn’t actually answered my question. “I need to see what information there is on chalices. If I’m going to use my power fully, I need to know more about my kind. I know so little—no one told me anything growing up. But I haven’t been granted access yet.” I let her hear the frustration in my voice. “I’m only here for two months, and it’s already over three weeks into my secondment. I need all the time I can get.” 

      Tabatha gives me a long, considering look. “I’ll see what I can do,” she says, before turning to her locker to grab her gear for the shower. 

      “That’s all I ask,” I say, secretly thrilled. It feels like I’ve finally been able to convince someone to give me what I need. 
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      My hand is running cautiously along a rough, uneven surface. 

      I can barely see a thing in the darkness of the wall cavity where I’m hiding. It’s been two days since Tabatha promised to help me and I haven’t heard anything more about being granted access to the Records and Relics room. When Tabatha first agreed to sort it out for me, I was jubilant. She’s an experienced agent—not a newbie like the rest of the class—so I was pretty sure she had more status than she let on. Except it’s been 48 hours, and now I’m wondering if I expected too much.

      I’m also no further along in any of my tests, I haven’t found Frankie’s heirloom, and it feels like nothing is going the way it was supposed to. 

      So instead of worrying any more about it, I’m distracting myself by heading into the secret passages in the walls at SIG Headquarters. This is my trump card, my winning lotto ticket, my ace in the hole. 

      Just before I left for New York, Freddie rang me on a crackly phone line, his voice so faint could hardly hear him, and told me how to find the hidden passageways that some long-dead SIG Director had installed using Freddie’s ancestor’s voodoo magic. It’s a secret that was passed down through Freddie’s family, from grandparent to grandchild, and held in trust for the right time. 

      Only those with the correct spell and who are employed by the SIG can find them and open the entranceways. Freddie had one half of the equation—the spell—but not the other. My being employed by the SIG was the opportunity he’d been waiting for. 

      When he first told me, I didn’t understand how important these tunnels would be for me. It’s a place to regroup, and a place to take a breath and think, a place to hide. As far as I’m aware, I’m the only one roaming through the wall caverns, putting my security blanket in place so I can escape at a moment’s notice. 

      I keep moving, feeling my way along the wall, using the dim light from my phone to give off a tiny flare of light. I don’t dare turn on the flashlight app—it’s too bright, and I need my secret passageways to stay secret. Dust and spider webs tell the story of long disuse, but I can’t be too careful. As usual, my little demon is dancing inside my stomach, riding the waves of my anxiety. 

      I take another step, listening and walking at the same time. It feels like I have enemies around every corner here in New York, spies watching my every move, waiting for me to take a misstep or give away too much information. Inside the walls, no one is watching me. It’s a balm to my sorely frayed nerves. 

      I’ve walked, crawled and stumbled through every hidden corridor inside the walls of the five underground levels at SIG Headquarters. I know where everything is. I know the Records and Relics room on level two is so heavily guarded I can’t sneak in anywhere. My lanyard—which I’ve managed to change by hacking the servers on level four so I have access to almost every room in the building—still won’t give me access to the R&R level. The R&R room is more secure than the actual security monitoring room, which I’ve already hacked into. 

      And of course, as I’ve been exploring, I’ve been figuring out an escape route for when things go bad. Because I’m pretty sure that’s how this is going to end. 

      Badly. 

      I let out a long sigh, trailing my hand over the rough timber. It’s hard to see more than my hand in front of me, let alone what’s ahead or behind. I can almost imagine that Blade is walking out in front, just out of sight in the darkness. Or perhaps that I’m meeting him somewhere inside the walls, and I’ll see him soon. Maybe he’ll give me one of those hard and demanding kisses that make my body melt into his. Warmth floods my body, and I close my eyes. My heart stutters and for the briefest second, I can almost believe it’s true. 

      But my traitorous brain knows better. Blade’s in California, pissed at me and refusing to call. I miss him so much, and this space he’s put between us makes being at the SIG Headquarters even more difficult than it already is. I also hate that he was right. 

      I give myself a quick shake. I don’t have time to fall apart. I have to get access to the R&R room. It’s where I’m going to find everything I need, I know it. It’s the key to getting out of here. I’m certain gaining access will solve everything. 

      A spider’s web whispers across my face, and I brush it quickly away with my fingers, doing my best not to shudder with revulsion. It’s good that spider webs are everywhere in here. It means no one has traveled these walls for a long time. But the webs also carry dust, and it tickles the end of my nose, making it twitch. I cover my mouth with one hand, trying to stall the sneeze that’s rising out of my sinuses. The walls are thin enough that anyone could hear me on the other side. 

      I can’t control it, and a tiny sneeze bursts out. It’s strong enough to fling dust into the surrounding air, blurring the light from my phone. Despite my glasses, dust gets in my eyes, and I squeeze them shut against the stinging. My heart beats loudly; I try to listen over the pounding in my ears. Did someone on the other side of the wall hear me? 

      Tears form, and I don’t know if it’s from my fear of being caught, or if it’s just a bodily reaction to the dust. I lift my glasses and wipe my eyes, trying to clear the dust, hoping against hope that I won’t have to run somewhere whilst blinded. 

      Minutes pass. There’s no outcry. No murmurings of alarm on the other side of the wall. I let out a slow breath, my heart still pounding. I move forward again. For now, I’m safe inside the walls. 

      I’m almost back to the lab, placing my feet carefully between the pipes and the spiders as I go, when I hear the Director’s voice, strangely loud. So loud, it’s like he’s inside the walls with me. I tense up, my whole body frozen in fear. How can he be in here? I hold my breath, my mind racing. If I can hear him, chances are, he can hear me. Maybe even see me. I turn off my phone, scared to even have that trace of light. 

      The director is still talking, his voice loud, but—I now realize—indistinct. I can’t hear exactly what he’s saying. Which means he’s talking at a distance, and probably not from inside the walls. I let out a relieved breath. I take another step and as my eyes adjust to the darkness in the walls, I see a wall vent on the wall above me. It must somehow be connected to the corridor outside. I move closer, trying not to make a sound. I want to know what the director is saying. As I move, the director’s words become clearer, until I’m standing underneath, and can hear everything he’s saying. 

      “She’s close to figuring out the demon energy device,” the director is saying. “I don’t want to disturb her while she’s working on something so important.” 

      He’s talking about me. He’s been badgering me every day for news on the device I’ve promised him. I’ve been delaying as much as possible, because I know whatever he wants the device for, it’s not to help everyone move closer to world peace. He’s trying to control demon energy, and he knows exactly how dangerous and unstable it is. 

      “Do you trust her?” says a second voice. This one is uncomfortably rough and gravelly, and I recognize it immediately. I shudder at the thought that Lakas Hagabat is discussing me. “If she finds out what you’re planning, will she continue?” 

      “I don’t need to trust her and I don’t intend to tell her my plans. But she’ll come through on her promise to make me the energy device. We just need to give her more time.” 

      “We must make her understand the gravity of the situation,” says Lakas. “She’s not taking this seriously enough. You need to put fear of the consequences into her.” 

      I put one hand over my mouth to hold in my involuntary squeak at Lakas’s choice of words. Fear of the consequences? What the hell does that mean? 

      The director is silent for a moment. “Not yet. I don’t want to pressure her. She’s still useful to us.”

      My heart stops beating. Not yet? 

      “Is she really so useful? She just seems to be taking up lab space,” says Lakas, his voice dismissive. “I would teach her to be faster.” His voice is almost… caressing. “I can take her off your hands and make her do the work we need her for.” 

      No. My mind screams at the thought of being in the power of that… creature. Why would he even think the director would let him take me? 

      “No, no, that won’t work. Using violent with her won’t achieve our aims. We need her ability and we need her compliant, willing to control the demons for us. Your methods are too blunt. We need to be more subtle, especially with a chalice.” 

      “How do you even know she can do the things you believe she can?” 

      “Hazel is powerful. She’s a chalice from a powerful line. She can help us control the demons and use their energy.” 

      “I’ll believe she can do that when I see it with my own eyes,” comes the dark reply. 

      My breath is coming in quick gasps, and I’m trying to stay calm, despite everything the director is saying. He doesn’t believe it’s wrong to hurt me. It’s that it won’t achieve their aims. I shiver, suddenly cold. The director is far more cutthroat than I realized. I need to⁠—

      A loud ringing sound echoes around the wall cavity. 

      My phone. I didn’t put my phone on silent. 

      Shit.  
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      Without checking who’s ringing, I slam the button on the phone to stop the call and hold my breath, my blood pounding. My little demon is now zinging around inside me, reacting to my fear. 

      Did they hear it? 

      Did they hear it? 

      Did they hear it? 

      The thought is running through my head on repeat. My throat is tight, and my eyes are squeezed shut, and I’m listening with every pore in my body to their reaction.  

      I’m a dead woman if they heard it. 

      “You’ll see soon enough,” the director is saying. “The time for us to make a move is fast approaching. I need you to be prepared.” 

      I wish I could see them. I have no idea if they’re just talking to cover their actions. Maybe they’re pulling out their guns right now? Preparing to shoot through the walls? My breath skips, and my fingers spasm around my phone. 

      “I will be prepared,” says Lakas, his voice dripping with menace. 

      Is he prepared right now? What is he prepared for? 

      Now I’m imagining them about to smash a mallet or an ax through the walls to find me. Or maybe sending a text for back up. A dribble of sweat rolls its way down the side of my face, and I swipe at it with my free hand. 

      “Good. I’m going to see her now. You coming?” The director’s voice seems normal. Like he really is coming to see me right now. 

      Could he just be carrying on the pretense while he sends agents to storm the walls? 

      If the director catches me, I’m in deep trouble. The kind I won’t be able to get myself out of. 

      “I wish to have a word with you first. In private,” says Lakas. His voice is low, and I imagine him looking up and down the hallway as if there are spies everywhere. 

      Does he know I’m in the walls? Did he hear my phone? 

      Is that what he wants to say to the director in private? 

      “If we must,” says the director. Their voices are drifting away and I don’t hear all of Lakas’s reply. 

      I let out a breath. 

      I still don’t know if they heard my phone, which makes my situation here even worse than it was before. They could be planning my capture and torture. Or maybe my death. 

      I wipe my hand across my eyes, thinking quickly. My chest feels tight, but that’s just the favor bond. 

      What am I going to do? 

      But I already know I have no choice. I have to act as if they didn’t hear my phone. It’s my only option. I can’t leave here until I’ve found Freddie’s heirloom. 

      Which means I only have a few minutes to get back to my lab and prepare myself for a visit from the director. 

      I tip toe quickly through the walls, stepping around wires and old bricks and other lost objects, until I get to the section of wall that I’ve turned into my secret entrance in the lab. 

      I pull off the section of wall slowly. The store room at the back of my lab is cluttered and dark, filled with boxes of documents and other junk. Instead of tidying it, I’ve built it up, making the piles even higher to hide my entranceway into the walls. I check to see if anyone is in the room before scrambling out, then dust off my jeans and T-shirt. Turning, I replace the panel carefully, so the doorway is no longer visible. And then I whisper the words to the spell that Freddie gave me. The zing of voodoo magic shivers along my skin, and the doorway becomes indistinguishable from the rest of the wall. I hurriedly pull over a stack of cardboard boxes filled with old lab equipment and a trolley on wheels to cover it just in case. 

      Rushing through the door into the main lab, I wince as the harsh fluorescent lights and the reflected glare on the ultramodern stainless steel tables hits my eyes. I blink furiously, trying to force them to adjust faster to the bright light. Then I grab my lab coat from the back of my chair and struggle into it. 

      Only then do I remember to check who was calling me. 

      I pull out my phone and look at
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