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      Early morning sunlight filters through the curtains of my apartment and hits me just how I like it. I lean back in my favorite living room armchair and close my eyes; the warmth feels like I’m bathing in deliciousness. I let out a contented sigh.

      I’m waiting for Blade—he left before I woke this morning, but there was a note saying he’d be back soon, and to be ready to head out on SIG business when he arrived home.

      So until he gets back, I’m enjoying the quiet in my apartment and ignoring as many of my problems as I possibly can.

      My wounded leg is up on a small stool and I’m trying not to move it, because every time I do, I get a nasty explosion of pain from where Blade stabbed me. I’m even wearing a baggy pair of lightweight cargo pants instead of my usual jeans, just so I can move around easier.

      Although it’s still sore, my stab wound is healing faster than it would for a human, which is one of the awesome benefits to being a supernatural.

      One of the main negatives is the fact that Blade had to stab me in the leg in the first place. Hunting demons isn’t just about sucking them into one of my inventions and figuring out how to destroy them anymore.

      It’s about me being a chalice. A supernatural able to call, control and destroy demons. Except the only part of my abilities that I’ve figured out so far is calling the demons to me.

      And sort of controlling them.

      The rest of it is still beyond me. I don’t know how I’ll ever untangle everything there is to know about being a chalice.

      But there’s one thing I’m certain about: destroying the demons at Blade’s sister Suzanna’s ranch almost destroyed me, and I’m done with it. I don’t want to absorb another demon energy orb ever again.

      Especially if the only way to get the orb out before I’m consumed by the the excess energy is to stab me in the leg.

      The tiny demon possessing me starts buzzing around inside my stomach, giving me butterflies—probably in response to my agitation at the thought of being stabbed—and ruining my relaxed mood.

      I hold up my hand to catch the sunlight, a practice that has always calmed me down in the past. Except this time it just makes me flinch when I see the pale blue glow over my arm. Just another thing that makes me visibly different from everyone else. I hold my breath for a moment, watching as the glow on my skin dims and testing out how long I can avoid taking another breath.

      Not long it turns out.

      I take in a gasp of air and watch as my arm turns blue again.

      Closing my eyes, I imagine the glowing orb being screwed up into a small ball inside me, just like Damien Walker, my new boss at the Supernatural Intelligence Group, showed me. I’ve been practicing, and getting better at it. This time it only takes a few minutes before the glow settles back down under my skin, leaving nothing visible behind.

      Gone, but not for good.

      This demon hunting game isn’t as fun as it used to be. When I had no idea what was really happening, and who was really out there, I thought I would figure it out. Now… it’s so much bigger than I ever realised. There’s so much more to it.

      It’s not just about inventing machines to hunt demons. Now I have an erratic billionaire on my case—Connor McKenzie—demanding I build him a device for capturing demon energy, I have a secret government agency—the Supernatural Intelligence Group—expecting me to kill demons using my so-called powers, and I have the professor—my mentor and boss at Stanford—wanting me to help him with his research into paranormal creatures he can’t actually see.

      Something flutters in my stomach, and I can’t tell if it’s my own nerves or the little demon again. Maybe both.

      I move slightly, and something rustles to one side of the cushion. I pull out the packet of Reeces Peanut Butter Cups that was hiding underneath. It’s a little squished, slightly softer than it should be, but mostly okay. It’s not really an ideal breakfast, but it’ll do. And it means I don’t have to get up from my chair and my patch of sunshine.

      As the peanut butter-chocolate goodness fills my mouth, I let out another sigh of satisfaction. I’ve missed this. Being in my apartment, in my favorite chair, doing what I want, when I want.

      It feels so damn good.

      I snuggle into the cushions, and let myself sink into the joy of just being here. This apartment was a godsend when I found it. It was exactly what I needed when I first arrived in the area. Most of the furniture was already here when I moved in, and it’s more comfortable than anything I could have afforded for myself. The eggshell blue on the walls is the exact same shade as my kitchen growing up; my mother picked it after weeks of deliberation and made me and my Dad spend all weekend painting it with her. I was too young to really be much help, but every time I look around my apartment it reminds me of the fun we had that weekend, laughing and joking as we worked together.

      It’s like I have a little bit of my parents with me, even though it’s been five years since they were killed.

      I’m just taking a bite of my second peanut butter cup when the key turns in the lock. I can’t stop myself from tensing up, and pain shoots down my leg in response. I’d be back at Ravenwood right now if I hadn’t learned how to run when I needed to, but at the moment I couldn’t outrun a snail with a limp.

      The door opens, and it’s just Blade who comes into the room in that way he has; graceful and smooth despite his height and broad shoulders. I imagine it’s something to do with the fact that he’s a jaguar shifter—part man, part hunter.

      I can’t help the jump in my chest at the sight of him—all hard muscle and sharp-eyed awareness—even though I tell myself it’s just relief.

      This morning he’s wearing black jeans and a black shirt, and matched with his slightly-too-long black hair, he looks nothing like my idea of a government agent. His dark eyebrows hover over his arresting green eyes like they’re trying to conceal what he’s really thinking, and he’s looking just as grim as he did last night after our call with Damien.

      I was hoping he’d be in a better mood this morning. The fun—or at least less grim—Blade that I was hanging out with for the last couple of days is gone, and the old, distant Blade is back.

      This guy could play Grumpy in a remake of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, with no practice and no reading of his lines. He’d just know.

      It’s like he’s been reminded that we’re not just ordinary people doing normal stuff—like playing PlayStation with the neighbour’s kid—and it’s made him grumpy and controlled again.

      We’re back to being serious SIG agents, hunting demons, looking for the bad guys and… well, to be honest, I’m not entirely sure what else SIG agents do. I’m still waiting for Blade to tell me.

      “Hey,” I say between mouthfuls.

      He peers down at the packet in my hand. “Are you actually eating peanut butter cups? At this time of the day?” He raises his eyebrows, a judgey expression on his striking face.

      “Breakfast of champions,” I say, licking my fingers and ignoring his tone. “Where have you been? We have to get to the lab.” One of the biggest problems I’ve been ignoring is the fact I haven’t heard from the professor since the weekend. I’m getting worried.

      He holds up a battered and torn book. “I went to get this. The SIG manual.”

      I immediately sit up in my chair. “A manual?” Something that will tell me exactly what’s expected of me? Perfect!

      “For agents. It’s the SIG’s official book. Rules, regulations, guidelines, that kind of thing.” His face says exactly what he thinks about rules and regulations, but he walks over and hands it to me anyway.

      The cover is well worn, like a book that’s been used a million times, and the pages when I flip through them are covered in printed text, images and diagrams, just like a textbook from the university. I get a tingle of excitement as I look through the pages. This is exactly what I need. Information to help me figure out this mess.

      I stop flicking to read down the contents page, and the subtitles are more intriguing than any other textbook I’ve ever read: “Three ways to immobilize a water elemental,” and “Why shifters hate the sound of a lawnmower.”

      “Do you really hate the sound of a lawnmower?” I ask Blade curiously.

      He shakes his head. “Not really. Don’t know where that piece of wisdom came from.” He sits down on the couch. “Look, that manual, it’s a little old, a lot of it’s out of date, sometimes plain wrong. But they’ll still want you to memorize it.”

      “Where’s the section on demons?” I ask, frowning down at the contents. “I can’t find it.”

      Blade rolls his eyes. “That’s because they don’t have a section on demons. There’s some information under the section on Creatures You Should Avoid.”

      I find the pages, and read through until I come to the paragraph on demons.

      “Demons are supernaturals who refuse to move on to the next plane when they die. The are extremely dangerous and will either suck out your essence and kill you, or possess you and kill you. At all costs, stay away and call for specialist backup,” I read out loud. “Wow, that’s not much to go on. And it’s the opposite of what we have to do.”

      “Exactly. The rules don’t apply to us,” says Blade with an elegant shrug. He’s leaning back on the couch, his long legs stretched out, the picture of unconcern. Except I can see the tenseness around his eyes and mouth, and I know he’s more wound up than he’s letting on.

      I close the book and run my hand across the worn cover. “Looks like it’s been well-used,” I say. This could be exactly what I need to be a better agent, especially if I don’t want to absorb demons. Maybe if I learn it cover to cover, they won’t kick me out for not using my powers?

      At the very least, it’s information I didn’t have before.

      “It was my grandfather’s, then my father’s, and then mine. And now I’m giving it to you.”

      I feel a tingle in my stomach and look at the manual with new appreciation. It’s a family heirloom. “So it’s really old? That’s why the information is so out of date?”

      Blade rubs one hand over his stubbled cheek. “Yes, and no,” he says. “It’s an old book, but the information is the latest that the SIG has. It’s got a spell on it, so every time the SIG updates the master, all the manuals around the country are updated.” His expression is unreadable, his dark brows low.

      “Wow. That’s amazing.” I say, distracted for a moment at the idea such things are possible. I rub one hand over the cover again, trying to sense the magic that’s hidden inside. But all I feel is the sense of history; this manual has been handed down through the generations in Blade’s family, and now he’s giving it to me. “Thank you,” I whisper.

      “No worries,” he says, watching me for a moment before standing up again. “Are you ready to head out? We have a busy day. Lots of people to see.”

      I sit forward and put my leg on the floor, trying not to wince too obviously. “We need to go to the lab first. I need to check on the professor. He’s not answering my texts or my calls.”

      Blade shakes his head. “We have SIG work to do, Hazel. That takes priority. I’ve been letting my work slide, what with being injured and then looking after you. We need to get onto it.”

      “Damien said I could keep working there,” I remind him. “And I’m worried.”

      Blade’s green eyes blaze into mine. He seems to be struggling with something more than just the argument over whether to visit the lab or not, but I don’t know him well enough to understand what he’s thinking.

      “It won’t take long,” I say, to break the silence. “I’ll just check to make sure he’s okay, maybe tidy up some of the mess. Then I’ll be a model SIG agent and follow you everywhere without a peep.”

      One side of Blade’s mouth quirks up. “That’ll be the day,” he says. “You and trouble are like different sides of the same coin.”

      “Not on purpose,” I say, trying not to be hurt that he sees me like that. He said something similar in our conversation with Damien last night, and I’m starting to worry that he doesn’t think I’ll be any good as an agent.

      “No, never on purpose,” he replies, his voice becoming terse. “But always because of something you’ve done without thinking it through properly.”

      It feels like he’s attacking me now. “If you don’t want me tagging along, I can go to the lab on my own,” I say, starting to get annoyed. “I’ve got my car back. You don’t need to be there to protect me all the time.”

      “No can do. The SIG have issued me with orders saying I have to be with you at all times. Protecting you is my main priority right now.”

      “You know I survived on my own up til now, right?” I say. “Despite what you clearly think, I don’t need a babysitter. After everything I’ve been through, the last thing I am is fragile.”

      “I know you’re not fragile, Hazel. But I’ve been given my orders. We stick together.” He doesn’t look entirely happy about it.

      I’m a little bit offended that he’s so reluctant to spend time with me.

      “So you have to follow me wherever I go?” I say slowly.

      His lips tighten imperceptibly. “No. You have to follow me.”

      “Except… I’m not the one with the orders to stay with you. So if I decide to go to the lab, there’s not much you can do about it?”

      “Hazel,” says Blade, a warning in his tone.

      I let out a huff of breath, and all the fight goes out of me. I don’t want to argue with Blade. “I need to make sure he’s okay,” I say, needing to make him understand how worried I am. “He’s not answering anything, hasn’t since I spoke to him on the weekend. He might be hurt. Or… something worse.”

      He hesitates, but finally relents. “Okay, fine. But we can’t stay long.”
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      I carefully place my crutches onto the ground floor in the lobby, and swing my good foot down to land between to them. I’m puffing hard after manoeuvring myself down all three flights of stairs in my apartment building, and it feels like I should get some kind of medal just for finishing.

      The sound of a throat clearing on the far side of the lobby makes me jump. Now that we’re heading out again, I’m feeling edgy. Looking up, I see Mr. Fookes, the building super, coming out of the door that leads down to the basement of the building.

      “Hey Hazel, how are you?” asks Mr. Fookes with a smile. His singlet is stretched tight over his hairy pot belly, and he’s got grease and oil all over his hands and face.

      At my look, he smiles. “The building’s cooling vent is playing up again. Just been fixing it. Do you have a minute?”

      “We’re just heading to the lab,” I say by way of greeting. A quick break before I have to hobble to the car seems like a great idea. “Do you need help with something?”

      Blade is just behind me, and I can practically feel his frown. He’s eager to get going, despite patiently helping me down the stairs.

      “As a matter of fact, I do,” he says. He’s wiping his hands on an old cloth as he walks across the black and white tiled floor to his apartment, the only one on the ground floor.

      He returns a moment later with a large red blender in his hands. “Mr. Wizecki needs it for his daily smoothie. Only way he can eat all his veges.”

      Usually, this would be annoying. Mr. Fookes has been getting me to fix stuff for everyone in the building almost from the day I moved in. I’ve been attempting to tell him “no” since the beginning, mostly without success.

      Today, I accept the chore without complaint. “Okay,” I say.

      Mr. Fookes gives me a surprised look. He knows our dance as well as I do. I’m supposed to try to get out of it. He’s got a list of reasons as long as his arm about why I need to fix the blender. Usually it involves some kind of sob story about the owner of the appliance.

      Except it’s been a week since I quit my job at Larry’s Pawn shop, and I miss it already. I loved sitting in the back room with Walter, talking about our favorite movies and television series, and peering into the insides of appliances. There’s something satisfying about making them work again for the people who might need a cut-price appliance or computer.

      “Don’t tell me,” I say. “Mr. Wizecki’s health’s not great. Those blended smoothies are the only thing keeping him alive.”

      Mr. Fookes grins at me. “Something like that.”

      “We’re going out, I’ll take a look at it later.” I glance at Blade—who is definitely frowning—and he moves forward to take the blender from Mr. Fookes without even having to be asked.

      Mr. Fookes nods to me, and then to Blade. “Take care, both of you.”

      A tiny frown forms between my eyebrows as I try to work out why Mr. Fookes would say something like that to us. “Okay,” I say.

      I make it outside, although I’m still struggling with my crutches as we head across the parking lot to where Blade’s sky-blue pickup truck is parked. A thought hits me over the head and I come to an abrupt halt. “Is Mr. Fookes a super too?” I ask Blade accusingly.

      “Of course,” says Blade without missing a beat. He walks past me and unlocks the truck, putting my backpack in the front seat on the floor.

      Of course he is. “What kind of super?” I ask. I peer back at the glass door at the entrance of the apartment building. Mr. Fookes is still there. He waves.

      “I’m not sure. Not something I recognize.” Blade opens up the back of the pick up, and puts the blender on the seat.

      I wave back at Mr. Fookes, then move as quickly as I can across the remaining distance to the truck. “Are there many different kinds of supers?” I ask as I open the door and shove my crutches against the seat in the middle. Then I try to climb in without hurting my sore leg. Turns out it’s not as easy as I would have imagined.

      Blade watches me for a few seconds, then strides around to my side of the truck. Without asking, he grabs me under my legs and shoulders and lifts me easily into the truck.

      He starts to pull the seat belt across, but I bat his hands away with mine.

      “Stop that, I don’t need your help,” I say, mostly for show. Blade lifting me into the truck is probably the only way I was going to get in this century.

      Blade heads back around to his side without a word, and climbs in. He knows I needed his help as well as I do. “Some are more common than others,” he says, answering my original question. He turns the key and starts the engine.

      “Like what?” I ask. Instead of answering, he accelerates out of the parking lot.

      I wait for him to get out onto the main road before repeating my question. “I need to know this stuff,” I remind him.

      “Shifters are pretty common,” he says. “Water elementals and mountain supers tend to be found most places too.”

      “Mountain supers?”

      “Big people, strong, tend to have craggy features. Affinity with the mountains.”

      “And water elementals have an affinity with water?” I guess.

      “Exactly.”

      It’s hard not to feel a little flush of pride. I’m learning and figuring things out. This is more information than I’ve accumulated in a long time. Maybe ever. I watch Blade for a moment, taking in the way he drives the truck so easily. “Are there many jaguar shifters?”

      He glances at me, his eyes flashing amber and back to green so fast, I could have imagined it. “There are all sorts of shifters. Wolves, bears, jaguars.”

      “What about rat shifters?”

      Blade gives me a look. “Not that I’ve ever seen,” he says.

      “Are mermaids real?”

      “Yes.”

      “Shit. Really?” I wasn’t expecting that. “Are there mermaids working for the SIG?”

      “No idea. They won’t be full mermaids, if there are. You and me, we’re not common among SIG agents. Usually it’s people who only have a little bit of super in them, enough to see supers, but not enough to be dangerous.”

      “Then why recruit us?” I ask.

      “Me, I’m not really an official employee. My family has worked with the SIG for years, dealing with the demons. We have a specialist skill that’s useful to the SIG. Damien asked me to take over looking after the region when the last official agent was reassigned, and it’s been like that ever since.”

      “What about me? Why did he insist on me joining the SIG?”

      Blade taps one finger on the steering wheel, staring out the window at the flowing traffic. “I don’t know. Damien was weirdly insistent on locking you into the SIG. He knows something we don’t, of that I’m sure.”

      “He knows lots of things we don’t. He needs to come back and help us figure all this out.”

      “That phone call…” Blade hesitates, glancing over at me. “He sounded off. Like something was wrong. I think he’s dealing with something big at SIG headquarters. I’m not sure we’ll see him anytime soon.”

      “Does that happen often? Problems at SIG headquarters?”

      “Not really,” says Blade, his voice carefully neutral. I wonder if he realises how bad he is at lying. Or maybe it’s just that I’m getting to know him better. Whatever the case, I can see that he’s not going to actually tell me anything useful about what’s happening with Damien.

      “You know what else has been bugging me,” I say instead. “Why is it called the SIG? Why not Sig, like the gun? It would take less time to say.”

      Blade gives me a look like he thinks I’m nuts. “It’s an acronym. Like the CIA. The S—I—G. It would be weird to call it the same name as the gun.”

      “I guess so,” I say, not really convinced, but knowing I’m not going to change his mind.

      I lean back into my seat, watching the world go by out my window. There have been so many changes in my life in such a short space of time. So much upheaval. So much I don’t know about the supernatural world and the SIG. How am I going to learn everything I need to about being an agent?

      And my agitation isn’t just about being a new agent.

      My mind has been skittering away from the biggest threat to my continued happiness all morning. The one problem I’m really hoping I can manage, but that I’m not sure if I can: Connor McKenzie. My hand curls into a fist, and I have to work hard to calm the instinct to just run, to leave this place and never look back.

      Connor is bringing all my worst fears to the surface. I have to secretly make the device I promised him, or he’ll tell the police who I really am. If I don’t do what he wants, I’ll end up back at Ravenwood, drugged up, and at the mercy of Dr. Green.

      I shiver as I remember the enraged look on Connor’s face when I talked to him in his fancy glass-covered building. He didn’t seem stable.

      And he knows my secret.

      I don’t know how I’m going to keep him happy—but I don’t want to leave Stanford yet. I can’t. I’ve learned more in the last week since meeting Blade than I have in the last five years. I’m just starting to get the kind of information that’s going to help me with my one true goal: destroying the demons that killed Becca and my parents.

      I’m smart and resourceful, and I need to learn everything I can from Blade and the SIG. I have to make it work. I won’t let Connor get in the way of finding out more. And I won’t let him send me back there. I just have to figure out how to keep everything on an even keel.

      A device for an angry billionaire. Memorising the SIG manual. Learning everything I can from Blade.

      It’s all going to be fine. And I’m finally going to achieve my ultimate goal of finding and destroying all the demons in this world. I’m going to make my parents’ deaths mean something if it’s the last thing I do.
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      I’m gasping for breath from the effort of getting myself down more steep stairs—this time to the basement lab belonging to Professor Hasselblatt. There’s only dim lighting on the walls of the narrow hallway and it smells musty, probably because it’s so far underground.

      My left hand on the rail of the crutch is glowing blue for all to see, and my leg is aching worse than it did when Blade first stabbed me, but I’m determined to ignore it.

      Blade is hovering just behind me, his stern features tight. He offered five—or maybe six—times to help me down the stairs, but I took perverse pleasure in saying “no” every time. Despite his attention, he’s still acting distant and controlled and I don’t like it.

      I’m also just determined to get around without his help. As much as possible at least.

      “You’ll probably have to help me carry things,” I say, puffing, as I near the entrance to the lab. My stomach contracts. The professor hasn’t responded to any of my texts or phone calls, and some part of me is wondering what we’re going to find.

      “I’ve told you already, it’s fine.” Blade’s voice is shot with annoyance. I like it better than when he’s trying for professional distance, so I don’t take offence.

      But I’m not really paying attention to Blade anymore. I’m peering into the darkness, wishing I didn’t feel like I was about to discover something terrible. I’ve been busy since the Professor rang about the burglary—you know, absorbing demons and getting stabbed in the leg—surely nothing else has gone wrong since then?

      Surely the Professor isn’t…?

      I come to an abrupt halt when I see the main door to the lab is actually hanging open, barely attached to its hinges. The handle has been smashed and the wood at the lock is shattered.

      “I didn’t think it would look so...,” I whisper.

      “Broken?” Blade is right behind me, and his voice is just as soft as mine.

      I swallow hard. “Desolate,” I say, hobbling through the open door into the basement lab. There’s no sign of the Professor anywhere. The lab is dark and empty, although the evidence of the break-in is still visible.

      It’s not like the lab was an immaculate space before. Everything is old and overmended, usually rescued from the trash just in time for us to put it to use. But now, it looks like some kind of dystopian novel. Nothing is in the right place, and everything is broken.

      I hit the switch for the fluorescent lights and they flicker uncomfortably overhead, making it feel even more like a crime scene. I limp past the shelves and benches at the side of the lab, maneuvering my crutches around broken glass and scattered pieces of metal. The microscope and the high-pitch frequency meter are lying on the floor, smashed and useless.

      “We should tidy it up a little before the Professor gets in,” I say, awkwardly picking up a broom from the corner, trying not to bang it against my crutches. I’m not sure the Professor is even coming in.

      “Let me check out the whole space first, see if I can find anything that might give us a clue about who did this,” says Blade. He starts prowling through the main laboratory, his sharp green eyes taking in all the details.

      I nod distractedly, my gaze wandering around the room, trying to reconcile the devastation in front of me with the lab I know so well. It seems such a petty act; I don’t know how to react to it. What’s bugging me the most is that I can’t figure out why our research lab would be of interest to anyone. Most people think the Professor is a kook and that anything he keeps here should go in the trash can.

      What made someone change their mind? Is this some kind of prank being played on a crazy old professor? Did someone decide to teach him a lesson for believing in the paranormal?

      Blade disappears into the junk room and a few seconds later pokes his head around the corner of the door. “It’s a bigger mess in here, Hazel,” he says.

      It feels like a physical hit to my chest. The junk room is my office, my space. I clear my throat, trying to stay calm. “There’s more stuff in there, I guess. All the notes from the CIA.” The Professor already told me the notes were stolen. That rules out the theory that this was just a prank. It seems deliberate, and for the purpose of getting the information in the CIA notes.

      The breath leaves my chest. What if it was the CIA?

      “Did you really not have it in digital format?” asks Blade.

      “That was one of my jobs in the next six months.”

      He grunts and disappears back into the room. I start brushing the rubbish into the corner, clumsily trying to hold onto my crutches and the broom at the same time. I can’t bend over to use the brush and shovel, so I just leave the trash and dirt in a pile next to the trash can.

      It seems to take forever to get the floor into some semblance of tidiness, but soon I have no choice but to follow Blade into the junk room. It’s worse than I was expecting. Everything from the shelves has been chucked onto the floor, and the big boxes of notes are completely missing, along with several of my high-frequency, demon-calling devices.

      Anything that could be broken is on the floor, mostly in a million pieces.

      “It feels personal in some way. I can see boot marks on that pile of bottles, like they’ve ground them down,” says Blade thoughtfully.

      “What am I going to say to Connor? There’s barely anything here to make a new device from.” My voice breaks in the middle as I remember my last conversation with Connor. A jumble of emotions spin through my head—grief over the destruction of my favorite space, anger that someone could do this so casually, and fear that Connor is going to cancel the grant as soon as he sees the violence that occurred here in this room. Worse, that he’ll tell Dr. Green exactly where to find me.

      A noise at the door makes us both turn quickly, but I relax as soon as I see the familiar face of Professor Hasselblatt in the doorway. His expression is even more downcast than usual, and tears fill his eyes as he looks around the now-empty shelves. His face even has a greenish tinge in the dim light.

      “Why would they do this?” he asks. His white hair is sticking up at all angles and there are big black marks under his eyes. He shuffles further into the room, and I realise the dirty green-brown glow is over more than just his face. I blink and shake my head. Maybe it’s just the light where he’s standing.

      “It’s probably just vandals,” I say bracingly, although I’m not very convincing. “We’ll fix it up just like new.” I hobble over to him and give him an awkward hug. He smells of day-old Doritos. There’s also a weird discordant buzzing from somewhere nearby that gives my skin goosebumps, and I look around, trying to figure out what’s causing it. My hand is still glowing blue, but the Professor doesn’t seem to notice.

      “Who would do this?” the professor asks mournfully. “We’ve never hurt anyone with our research.”

      Blade comes to stand behind me. “I know who.”

      “What?” I turn to him in surprise. “Who?”

      “At least, I can refine it. It’s definitely someone you know. And I’m not sure it’s precisely to get the information. Maybe they want that. But it’s more about teaching you a lesson.”

      “You got all that from just looking around?” I ask, surprised.

      “Instinct. It’s why I’m such a good hunter.” His eyes gleam bright green for a moment, and I shiver. He might have to hunt me like that one day. My demon squirms.

      “What else can you see?” I ask, trying not to let my secret fears show.

      Blade frowns. “It could be someone else doing the same kind of research as you.”

      “But no one else is doing research on demons,” I say. I know because I’ve looked. “Except you-know-who.” I don’t want to mention the SIG around the professor. I don’t even know if I’m allowed to.

      “It’s not the SIG,” Blade impatiently. “And the other researchers might not be calling it the same thing. It’s someone who’s interested in your notes, in the CIA notes, and maybe wants to stop you from doing your work.”

      I look over at the professor. He appears to be thinking it over. “It’s possible, I suppose,” he says. He waves his hand vaguely, and the greasy green-brown glow follows his arm like it’s some kind of freaky new cloak.

      What the hell is that on him? Is it my eyes? Maybe I need to check on my glasses prescription. I blink a couple of times, trying to make the glow go away.

      “There are other researchers?” says Blade, oblivious to what I’m seeing.

      “One or two are doing similar paranormal-type research. Some underground, others for private institutions,” says the professor. “No one likes to come out and say what they’re doing these days. They saw what happened to me.”

      Blade clears his throat. “I think we should also ask the digital researchers at the SIG to look into Connor.”

      “Connor?” I stare incredulously at Blade. “He’s the one paying for the research. Why would he do it?”

      Blade hesitates. “There’s something strange about your descriptions of him.”

      “You suspect him because he’s strange? That’s half the country just added to our suspect list.”

      “It feels like this break-in has been orchestrated a little too easily.”

      I think through everything Connor’s done since I first met him, the way he’s acted and the things he’s said. “But why would he bother? He’s rich, he can do anything.” I’m having a hard time believing it could be Connor. It feels like Blade is looking for a reason to be pissed off at him.

      “The fact that he asked for your grant back at first, and the way he’s acting... We can’t rule him out,” says Blade.

      “Whatever the reason, whoever it is, they’ve destroyed everything,” says the professor. “I can’t do my work anymore. There are no machines. The grant is gone. It’s over.”

      “Connor is continuing with the grant money,” I say carefully. “He said he would.”

      “But for how long?”

      “As long as necessary.” I clench my hand around the rail of my crutches. I don’t know how I’m going to do it, but I’m not going to give up now. I’m not going to give in to Connor’s threats. “I’m going to make him a new device. I mean, I think I understand in theory how a demon-energy-transfer device would work.” The thought of testing it on real demons makes me go cold all over. I put one hand over my cargo pants-covered thigh where the wound on my leg is hidden. Despite being a chalice, I don’t want to have anything to do with fighting demons anymore. I’m still smarting from my last encounter.

      Blade raises his eyebrows at me. “In theory? It’s as easy as that?”

      “I’ve been—” My mobile phone rings, the tone loud and insistent. I pull it out of my pocket and check the screen. “It’s Damien. I should take this.” Maybe he’s got some more information on the demon infestation. Or even an explanation for his radio silence.

      “Hey there,” I say, smiling into the phone. It feels like Damien is an old friend these days, even though I’ve known him less than two weeks.

      “This is SIG Director Holden speaking. Is this Hazel Rushton?” The unfamiliar voice is abrupt, the words clipped.

      My hand tightens on my phone. “Uh… Yes.”

      “I’m calling to inform you that your handler, SIG Agent Damien Walker, has gone rogue. I’m investigating all his recent cases and activities. I require your full cooperation in this matter.”

      “Gone rogue? What?” What does that even mean? I glance up at Blade to see if he’s listening. His expression is like granite. He heard just as well as me.

      “How long have you known Agent Walker?” the director says.

      “I only just met him.” My sluggish brain is trying to keep up with what’s happening. “Is he okay?”

      “That’s classified. What is your relationship to Agent Walker?”

      “Uh… he’s my boss?”

      “What did he promise if you signed up with the SIG?”

      “Good dental?” I don’t know what this dude wants, but I already don’t like him. My brain kicks into gear. If Damien has left the SIG, then maybe I should too. “Listen, I’ll do you a deal. You can fire me right now, no hard feelings. We can all happily go our own separate ways.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” The director’s voice is sharp. “You’re an SIG agent now. I’ll be flying out to the West Coast to investigate some of Agent Walker’s other interests in the area, and I’ll be visiting you as well. I expect a full report.”

      “Okay….” I try not to sound as unenthusiastic about his plans as I feel.

      “Excellent. And if you learn any information pertinent to Agent Walker’s current status, please call me on this number.”

      He hangs up.

      “I know where Damien got his phone habits,” I mutter, staring down at the now dead phone. I look up at Blade. “Why would Damien go rogue?”

      Blade shakes his head. “It makes zero sense to me. Something’s going on.” He paces around the room, coming back to stand in front of me and the professor. “The last time we had contact with Damien, he said it was vitally important we check out those coordinates for the demon infestation.”

      I nod. “He was pretty insistent, in fact.”

      “I think we need to go and investigate, find out what’s really happening.”

      Oh crap. Just what I needed today. Demons.
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      “Professor Hasselblatt, are you definitely okay? You’re sure you’re happy for us to leave?” I ask. The green-brown glow hasn’t gone away and it’s starting to worry me now. There’s also the fact that I’m not super keen to meet up with any demons today.

      “Of course I’m not okay! Someone has destroyed my life’s work,” says the professor. “But there’s no point you hanging around here with me. I don’t feel like having company.”

      “We’ll come back tomorrow and…” I stare around at the mess that’s still everywhere inside the lab.

      “It’s fine. I’ll give some undergrad students extra credit for taking away the rubbish,” says the professor, waving one hand in dismissal. “You’re useless on crutches anyway.” He’s practically shooing us out the door of the lab.

      I look back as we go through the doorway; he’s sitting at his desk, his chin in his hands, the weird green-brown glow still around him, staring at his files with a melancholy expression.

      “Do you see the weird green glow around the professor?” I ask Blade as I turn away, pulling the broken lab door behind me as much as I can.

      Blade glances down at me from where he’s striding ahead up the stairs two at a time. “What?” he says, clearly not paying attention to me.

      He stops when he sees me struggling to get my crutches into the right position just to get onto the first step, and starts back down the stairs. “I could help⁠—”

      “I can do it,” I say crossly. “Let me keep some of my independence.”

      “Hazel, it’s my fault you’re wounded,” he says, the growled words escaping out of him like he can’t help it. “I owe you.”

      “You don’t owe me anything. If I’m going to blame anyone, I blame Damien. He’s the one who told us we had to do it that way.” I concentrate on getting myself up to the second step.

      “You saved my life at the ranch, too. I would have died.”

      “I saved my own life,” I say. “Your life was just a coincidence.”

      “That’s not true, and we both know it.”

      I let out a huff of breath, and take a break on the third step. Then I glare up at Blade, who’s stopped just above me. “I need to do some things for myself, Blade. I’m a competent adult, and I’ve always done things on my own. I—I… don’t like to rely on other people.”

      He frowns, but doesn’t say anything.

      I continue up the stairs, half-wishing I could just tell him to hell with it, and let him carry me. I’m starting to feel like each step is a mountain I have to climb, and I’m not even a quarter of the way up yet.

      I’m huffing so hard that I don’t quite put the left crutch up onto the sixth step properly. As soon as I put my weight on it to haul myself up, it slips out from under me. Pain reverberates up my leg and I let out a terrified yell as I feel myself falling backward, about to plunge backward down the stairs.

      And then suddenly, I’m not falling any more.

      Blade is there, holding me against his chest, his eyes glowing amber, his cedar-lemon scent filling my nostrils. He was so lightning fast, I didn’t even see him move.

      I open my mouth to say… something. But he growls at me. I’m so close to him I can feel the sound as much as hear it. “Don’t say a word,” he says hoarsely. “I’m carrying you to the car, whether you like it or not.”

      I nod mutely. My whole body is shaking and all I can think is that I’m glad he’s here with me. I could have died.

      Everywhere he’s touching me it feels like I’m burning, like there’s some kind of connection between us that’s holding us together, not just because of the tight clasp Blade’s arms have on me. Somehow I’m still holding my crutches, so I pull them to one side and cradle them against me.

      He stomps up the rest of the stairs, holding me against his chest, his heart pounding, completely ignoring me. His jawline is hard, like he’s holding himself under tight control. Like he wants to yell and scream at me for being so clumsy, for putting myself in danger, but is trying to maintain the cool distance he’s been keeping between us today. I can’t help my tiny smile as I watch a tic near his eye while he steadfastly looks straight ahead.

      It’s less than five minutes to get to his truck, and I have to admit, it’s much easier and faster than the half hour—minimum—that it would have taken me to do the same distance. I’ve had my head tucked against his shoulder and Blade’s smell envelops me, fresh and male. It makes it hard to breathe properly.

      He doesn’t even put me down to open the truck; just presses a button on his keys, then places me with surprising gentleness on the seat. I shove my crutches next to me, and turn to watch as he heads around to the driver’s side. I find him easy and difficult to read at the same time. Did he really just do all that because he feels like he owes me? Because I saved his life and now it’s his turn to save mine?

      Or was it something more?

      And if it was something more, do I even want that?

      Truth is, I have no answer to that question. So I ignore it, and focus on what I need to focus on instead. “Where are we going precisely?” I ask as Blade opens the passenger door behind the driver’s seat. My voice is surprisingly normal given what just happened.

      “To find some demons,” says Blade grimly, and I can see it’s still touch and go with him. I think he really wants to yell at me about staying safe and being sensible. He starts searching in the pockets on the back of the seat. “I have the coordinates Damien texted me.”

      I pull my door closed, my glowing hand giving off a weird light in the truck. Bending down to my back pack, I pull out the SIG manual, flipping through some of the pages, trying to memorize the information inside it while I wait. It’s hard to concentrate with the smell of Blade still against my skin. I take a shaky breath and glance over at him again.

      He’s put his protective shell over himself again, hiding behind a layer of control a mile wide. But that’s okay. Right now, it feels like we both need that layer of protection.

      “Where exactly are we going?” I ask. I can’t just let Blade take care of the details.

      “A massive limestone quarry just outside of San Jose. It’ll take use about half an hour.” His words are measured, and he’s ignoring the sizzle in the air between us. He’s so good at it, I wonder if it’s just me that feels the connection.

      “No metal?” Frowning, I try to reconcile what I know about demons with this information. The little demon inside me buzzes with interest.

      “They recently discovered ore deposits in the limestone. It’s a big deal. There were articles about it online. Add in the massive machinery used to dig it out and I figure that’s enough metal to encourage any demons.”

      “It’s out of the city?”

      “Yeah.” He’s still searching distractedly around the back seat for something and not really paying attention to me.

      “Should we be taking weapons? Or do you have a spare knife I could use?” I ask.

      He stops what he’s doing and glares at me. “You’re a newbie SIG agent with no idea of protocol. The only reason I’m taking you is the fact that Damien wouldn’t go rogue without good reason. Something strange is going on, and until I figure out what it is, you’re staying with me where I can protect you.”

      That’s the most he’s said to me all day. The fact that it’s patronising, like I need him to protect me, is something I can forgive, given that he just saved me from falling down the stairs and cracking my head open.

      “Why would Damien go rogue?” I ask, changing the topic before we get into an argument over my ability to take care of myself.

      Blade shrugs and then goes back to digging around under the back seat. “It’s out of character, that much I do know. Damien likes to keep people on their toes, sure, but leaving the SIG means he won’t have as much influence over people and situations. It’s not like him.”

      “Is he okay? Do you think he’s in trouble?”

      “Damien can take care of himself,” says Blade, just before he shuts the door to the back seat.

      I glance back down to the SIG Manual, turning to a page with the heading, “Forms You Must Fill in if You are Attacked my a Minotaur”.

      “Even if you win the fight, you must fill in this form, so that the SIG can apply to the High Council for Minotaurs for dispensation to firstly approach and then possibly incarcerate the aforementioned minotaur.

      “The council can be very high handed about this permission, and minotaurs who have killed or threatened to kill humans and SIG agents have gone free, simply because they refused to acknowledge the problem because the agent had filled out the incorrect form.”

      I snort. Minotaurs. Who’d have thought?
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      Blade climbs into the driver’s seat next to me and reaches out one muscled arm to start the engine. I shuffle further away from the heat that always seems to pulse from his body. I don’t know what he was searching for; whatever it was, he must have put it in his jeans pocket, because he doesn’t have it now.

      “What about me?” I ask, changing tack. “How am I going to find out more about being a chalice? Damien was the one with all the information.” I can’t bear the idea of staying the dark.

      “Damien isn’t the only one who knows about being a chalice. We’ll figure it out.” Blade is being annoyingly calm about this whole situation. He turns out of the driveway and onto the road. “We’re going to visit someone who might have some more information for us right now.”

      “I’ve been researching the paranormal for years and never come close to having the kind of information Damien has,” I say, not willing to give it up.

      “You’ve been looking in the wrong places. Now you know more, things will be different.”

      “But how come I didn’t find other supers before now?” I ask. “I don’t understand why I never stumbled across any.”

      Blade shrugs. “Most of Stanford is a banned area for supers, has been for years. Anyone still living in this area knows to keep their powers hidden or they’ll be forced to move—or worse. The SIG enforced the ban pretty strictly in the old days.”

      “So I was living in the one place where I was guaranteed never to see the one thing I was looking for?”

      “Pretty much,” says Blade with a casual shrug of his shoulder.

      I stop to think about that for a moment. “It was luck that I met you at all, wasn’t it?” I say quietly.

      For the first time all day, Blade cracks a tiny grin. “You’re extremely lucky to have met me.”

      “So no one in Stanford is going to admit to having supernatural powers, even if they know about the supernatural world. And the numbers of demons around here is very low as well. So why are demons gathering here?”

      “I don’t know. The recent spike in demon numbers goes against everything we’ve experienced for the last fifty years or so.”

      “Which is why everyone is so worried about it?”

      “Demons don’t usually gather in groups. They’re rare and they’re loners. It’s a huge change in their patterns to gather in groups. It suggests an external influence.”

      “You think someone is trying to control the demons? Like a chalice can?” Is there someone else out there like me?

      “I don’t really know what’s causing it,” says Blade. “There doesn’t have to be a person necessarily. Maybe it’s accidental. There could be some kind of large metal deposit. It could be an artefact that’s been uncovered. There are options.”

      “Why does it matter if there’s a group of them?”

      “Demons are unpredictable and dangerous, Hazel. A gathering of them is the worst case scenario. It’s something we need to avoid at all costs.”

      It all makes sense. I know better than anyone how dangerous demons are. “What happens if there’s a gathering of a large group of demons?”

      “Honestly? I don’t know. I’ve never seen it happen before.” Blade’s voice is neutral, but there’s an undercurrent of worry. “Demons lust after the energy they gather from supernaturals. They mostly kill supers by sucking out their essence, or by possessing them for their power. There are other ways they can kill of course, but they don’t get the power they’re seeking from it.

      “Once they’ve possessed a super, that’s when the trouble starts. They go power-crazy. Or maybe it’s more accurate to say they get drunk on the energy. They become even more destructive. They kill people just for the hell of it. Lots of people.” He’s concentrating on the road and doesn’t notice the sudden tension in my body.

      Blade and I are about to confront a whole bunch of demons for the first time since his sister’s ranch and I’m sporting a wound on my thigh that means I can’t run or really even move properly. It’ll be my first official assignment for the SIG since being forced to sign on by Damien… who has now gone rogue and left us to it.

      I feel like I’m going to throw up. “How are we going to stop all the demons,” I ask in a ragged voice. “We barely survived at your sister’s place.”

      Blade glances at me quickly. “We’re just going to look, okay? We’re not going to engage with any demons today, if we can help it. And if we do… well, I’ve been doing this since I was a kid. I can handle it.”

      “Like you were able to handle it at your sister’s ranch?” I say—slightly hysterically—before I can stop myself. But it’s the truth. If we come up against a large number of demons, what happens then? Will we both die? Be possessed? “I seem to remember you weren’t the one saving us that day.” I regret the words as soon as I say them, but it’s fear that’s driving me. I can’t let him stab me again. I refuse.

      The muscles around Blade’s jaw bunch together, and I know he’s holding himself back from saying what he really wants to say.

      For a moment, it seems to teeter in the balance, then it’s over, and he’s under control again. “I’m better prepared this time,” he says without looking at me. “We need to get a move on if we’re going to have time to do our errand and check these coordinates.”

      He speeds up the truck, and we take a turn like he’s practicing for a job as stunt driver on The Dukes of Hazzard. I have to hold onto the side of the truck. “Don’t take your annoyance out on the truck,” I say.

      His hands clench on the steering wheel and he slows down marginally. We’re soon speeding down the Junipero Serra freeway. We don’t talk; I’m wrapped up in wondering precisely what it means to go rogue, and Blade seems happy enough to stew in his own thoughts.

      “The turn off is coming up. Not far now,” he says eventually, his voice neutral.

      And just like that, my hands are sweaty, and my demon is buzzing. This is my first mission as an actual agent, and I don’t feel prepared. If we meet any demons, despite his reassurances, Blade’s going to expect me do my chalice thing and absorb them.

      But I can’t. My hand clenches over my thigh. The thought of Blade having to stab me again is enough to make me crawl into the back of the pickup and never come out.

      This whole mission suddenly seems like a really bad idea. “Before we go in, will you teach me how to defend myself from a demon?” I say, the first thing I can think of to delay our possible confrontation with demons. “You know, with your knife?” Maybe I can just fight my way out instead of absorbing them? Is that enough?

      What I really need is to make more demon capturing devices.

      I need to get back to the lab and figure out a way to protect myself instead of blindly following Blade into dangerous situations. I glance around the truck, as if I’m going to suddenly find a way out as we speed along the freeway.

      “I think screaming is the best way for you to do that.”

      Not if it means I have to absorb a demon, it isn’t. I don’t care that my superpower is to scream and have demons come at me. Not if I have to get Blade to stab me every time I absorb them.

      “But if I can create another knife like yours, maybe I could fight demons with that instead?”

      “It seems a bit pointless when you can just scream and kill them.”

      “I’d feel safer. What if something happens to my voice?”

      “We’ll see.” Blade doesn’t even take his eyes off the road.

      I shake my head, frustrated. “You and Damien signed me up to be an SIG agent. You can’t take that back, and you can’t expect me to go into a dangerous situation and not be fully prepared. You need to teach me how to use your knife.”

      He glances my way, his face suddenly grim. “I didn’t sign you up. That was all Damien.”

      “Well, however it happened, it’s what I am now. I need your help. You have to train me, otherwise I’m dead.”

      “Fine. I’ll train you.” Blade doesn’t sound happy about it.

      I feel like I’ve won some kind of major battle. “Thank you.”

      Blade doesn’t reply, just keeps his eyes on the road, clearly annoyed. We drive in silence for another few miles, and the whole time I’m trying to figure out ways to avoid having to absorb demons. I just need some kind of receptacle to store them in. Maybe if I made more of the tiny glass bottles? I’d have to figure out the mechanism⁠—

      “Stop that,” growls Blade.

      I turn to him, startled out of my thoughts. “What?”

      “Stop humming. You’re making the hairs on my arms rise up.”

      I immediately look at his muscled arms—he’s right, the hairs are all standing on end like they’ve been groomed in the wrong direction. “How is that my fault?” I ask, confused.

      “It’s your humming.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t see how it could be.”

      “It’s something about your voice. I don’t know how to explain it, other than you’re giving off a certain kind of... I don’t know... chord or something.” Blade struggles to explain what he’s hearing.

      “Okay, I’ll stop it, then,” I mutter, crossing my arms over my chest.

      Turns out I can’t even hum without it being the wrong thing to do.
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      A few minutes later, Blade turns the pickup into a small parking lot in front of a group of shops with a laundromat, a small grocery store, a dollar store, a liquor store and a small cafe. There’s a wooded park across the road, and suburban housing all around on either side.

      The footpath outside the dollar store is crowded with stock, from kids dress-up costumes to fake flowers and blow up balls. Outside the cafe are a few chairs and tables, but they’re empty of customers. In fact the whole area seems strangely deserted.

      “What are we doing here?” I ask. “I thought we had important SIG business?”

      Blade gives me a look. “We’re going to talk to a source. A super who has her ear to the ground when it comes to rumors. She might know something useful. This is your first lesson in being an SIG agent.”

      My heart does a funny little bump. This is it: I’m a proper SIG agent now. I’m determined to learn everything I can, as fast as I can.

      But first, I have to get out of this truck. I manage to get door open, and my crutches to the right side before Blade makes it to my side of the truck. As he helps me down, he doesn’t even look at me, and when I’m standing on my own, he steps back quickly, like he thinks he might catch my girl germs.

      “Thanks,” I say through gritted teeth. What does it matter to me that he’s acting like this again?

      “This is called “Questioning A Source”,” says Blade. “Look up the section in the manual. It’s a big part of what we do. I talk to my regular sources to see what rumours they’ve heard about people or situations I need to sort out. Mostly I can talk to people and sort out disputes and problems without having to take it any further or get anyone into trouble.”

      I nod. “Sounds sensible,” I say, grabbing the manual and following him across the parking lot on my crutches. As I hobble along, I manage to flick through the book and find the page. I stop altogether as I quickly scan the words. I really want to be prepared for this.

      Questioning a Source

      Step One - always find a willing source. Always be polite, and never show what you really feel about the source.

      I nod to myself. Makes sense.

      Step two - encourage small talk with your source. Ask them about their day. Make sure they feel friendly toward you. This will encourage confidences.

      Okay. Also good.

      Step three - never bribe a source.

      Bribe a source? Who would bribe a source?

      Step four - don’t ask your questions straight⁠—

      “Hazel, hurry up,” says Blade impatiently from the door of the laundromat.

      I raise my eyebrows at him and walk over slowly on my crutches, following him into the laundromat.

      Inside there are rows of silver washing machines and pale blue tables through the middle for folding and sorting. It must be too early for customers, because the only person in the store is a small, old woman sitting behind the counter at the back of the long narrow room. Blade strides down the row toward her and I follow more slowly.

      The woman’s skin is papery white and her blue eyes are almost completely covered in white cataracts. Her head is larger than it should be, and her arms and legs are long and spindly. She hisses at us as we walk toward her.

      “Blade,” she says, her voice seething with resentment.

      “Agatha,” says Blade, his expression distant and cold. “Nice to see you, you old bat.”

      I blink at Blade. I’ve never heard him talk like that before.

      “How many times do I have to tell you, my name’s not Agatha!” she yells at Blade, her pale face becoming mottled with a pale blue in her rage.

      “You look like an Agatha,” says Blade, shrugging one shoulder. “Old, wizened and ugly.”

      “May the gods smite you down, you disgusting shifter,” she sneers back at Blade. She glances at me. “What is this horrible beast you’ve brought with you? She smells bad. She offends my nostrils.”

      I surreptitiously smell myself, just to see if she’s right. Perhaps I didn’t put my deodorant on this morning? But as far as I can tell, I’m fine.

      Who is this woman? Is she really the source? Maybe she’s just… the receptionist for the source.

      “We came seeking wisdom, but Rachel from the liquor store wasn’t there,” says Blade, not even blinking an eye. “So we had to come in here instead. I doubt there’s any wisdom left inside that shriveled up brain of yours, but you’re our only option.”

      I move to stand next to Blade, the section on questioning sources open in my hands. What’s he doing? Is this a joke? Is the small talk coming soon?

      “It’s always the same, Blade of the beasts. You waltz in with your stupid, ignorant questions, taking up my time, bringing me closer to death. It’s always about you, you selfish ingrate. Why is it never about me?”

      This whole conversation seems to be going badly. Blade isn’t following the SIG Manual rules at all. This source hates him. Where’s the politeness? I look down to the manual and then back at Blade and the woman.

      “How can I help you, Agatha?” says Blade.

      “I want some of that stuff I like,” says the old woman immediately, like that’s all she’s been waiting for. Her old twisted fingers are clenching and unclenching on the desk in front of her.

      A bribe? I stare incredulously at Blade. Is she asking for drugs? Surely he’s going to say no?

      But instead of saying no, Blade reaches
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