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      THREE DAYS AFTER MEI’S KIDNAPPING…

      “Hazel, I’m asking you,” says Damien, his voice hoarse. “No, I’m begging you. Please use the last wish to release Mei. Mr. Fookes will understand. He’d want you to save Mei if you could. It’s important, and not just because she’s my daughter, and your friend. We can’t leave the spell web in the hands of the director.” Damien looks feral, his hair standing on end, and his dark eyes wild. Next to him at the kitchen table, Seth looks even worse. Both of them are intently focused on me. We’re still in Newport News, in Seth’s brother Mike’s kitchen, for what has turned out to be the worst meeting of my life.

      I take a breath, shifting anxiously in my seat, my heart breaking. The silence in the room is painful. I understand their desperation; I want Mei back as much as they do. And I don’t want the director to have control of the spell web, either.

      But should I do it at the expense of Mr. Fookes? A life for a life? Is that fair?

      My skin is hot and itchy, and I don’t know what to say. This is a decision that I won’t win, whichever way I choose.

      Everyone else in the crowded kitchen is staring, too. Carrick is standing just behind Damien, his craggy features set like stone. Zane is leaning against the doorframe, looking dark and dangerous as usual. Mike and his wife Tracey are leaning against the counter side by side, arms crossed. Tracey’s eagle eyes are sharp, taking everything in.

      The weight of expectation is lying so heavily across my body, it’s like a physical blanket. And it’s not just covering me—it’s choking me. Next to me, Blade shifts, and his thigh touches mine. He’s the only one who understands how hard this is. I take another breath, trying to figure out what the hell I’m going to do.

      Can I really leave Mr. Fookes inside the toaster? I gave him my word.

      But I can’t leave Mei at the mercy of the director, and I definitely can’t leave the spell web in his hands either. She’s been missing for three long days, and we have no clue where she is. They’ve searched everywhere. The only way we know she’s still alive is because the spell web is still in place.

      Fingers shaking, I pick up the tiny toaster that’s mostly been hanging around my neck on a gold chain for the last few weeks. It feels heavy and solid in my fingers, almost like it’s the weight of a real toaster, instead of a pendant.

      Damien clears his throat, and I glance up. He’s watching me with an intensity he seldom shares with the world. Usually he’s suave and a bit blasé—to the point of being rude. Right now, he’s staring at the toaster hungrily, like it’s going to answer all his problems. I glance away, not looking at anyone else. I can’t. I’m definitely not going to look at Seth. I can feel his heat burning into me, and that’s enough.

      In the last three days, Seth has become increasingly desperate. He’s on the edge, his phoenix self close to the surface at all times. Flames flash constantly in his eyes, and there’s a light around him that has nothing to do with whether it’s night or day.

      I scrunch up my eyes, wishing I was anywhere but here. For a crazy moment, I wonder if I could use my final wish on a request like that. I’d wish to be somewhere safe, and fun, where I could have chocolate chip cookies, and maybe a game or two to play. I’d take Blade with me, and we’d curl up on the sofa, ignoring the world.

      Except that’s worse. I’d be letting even more people down.

      I put my hand to my chest. It’s almost like I have the favor bond back again. My heart is being ripped in two. The pressure is too much. Blade shifts again, and he puts one hand on my thigh, trying to calm me down. He understands. I’ve been keeping this wish, saving it for Mr. Fookes. The idea that I have to betray him, to use the last wish for someone else…

      It’s breaking my heart.

      It’s going to break his heart.

      But I have no choice.

      Mei is missing. It’s a desperate situation.

      Everyone is here, watching.

      Waiting.

      My hand hesitates over the metal toaster. Maybe I should tell them I need more time? Just to make sure? I think of Damien’s face, and know he’s not going to wait patiently. No one in this room is going to wait patiently.

      My hand lowers to the toaster, and I cup it gently between my palms. Taking a deep breath, I rub the tiny toaster that holds Mr. Fookes, my genie. My brain is still whirring frantically.

      What am I going to wish for? My stomach churns and my little demon buzzes inside me. I think I’m going to throw up.

      Thick smoke fills the room, swirling majestically around everyone crowded into Mike’s kitchen. I blink a few times, trying to stop my eyes watering. But it doesn’t smell like normal smoke. I take a sniff, and notice for the first time that it smells like waffles.

      Mr. Fookes’s favorite.

      To one side of me, Tracey, who has clearly never seen anything like this before, is staring wide eyed. All eyes are focused on the toaster and the swirling smoke. Without thinking, I glance at Seth. He’s staring at the smoke and the toaster like it’s going to answer all his dreams, which I guess it is. He desperately wants Mei back. My stomach churns again. I want her back, too.

      Mr. Fookes appears in a perfect swoosh of air, his genie charisma almost painful to experience. Perfect hair, perfect teeth, eyes that sparkle like he’s got a million diamonds hiding inside them.

      “Yes, master? You have a last wish for me?” he says, his soothing voice filling the room.

      I wince. I’ve never gotten used to him calling me that. It’s almost like he’s poking me with a sharp stick, reminding me of the balance of power in this relationship. He’s the all-powerful genie with the ability to grant me anything I want—but I’m the one who controls him. I push my glasses up my nose, and let the tiny toaster drop back against my skin.

      I stare at him closely, but there’s no hint of emotion on his face, nothing to say that he’s angry I might be about to betray him. He’s hiding behind a smooth surface version of himself. I don’t know if it’s real, if this is all the emotion that a genie can have. Or if he’s burning, boiling, seething inside.

      I really miss my old friend Mr. Fookes, who was always a little bit disheveled, had stains down his front and a pot belly. He also had kind eyes and a sense of humor and protected everyone in our building no matter what. This strange genie version just isn’t him.

      “Yes.” My voice squeaks as I say the word, and I clear my throat. I put one hand down onto Blade’s, where it’s still lying on my thigh. My whole body is shaking.

      Mr. Fookes bows his head regally. “I am yours to command,” he says.

      I take a breath. “My final wish is….” I clear my throat on the words. It’s like my throat has closed over, and it won’t let me speak the words. “My final wish is…” I clear my throat again.

      “Yes?” says Mr. Fookes impassively.

      “My final wish is… to free you, Mr. Fookes, from being a genie,” I say the words in a rush, unable to stop them coming out. I don’t look anywhere else except into Mr. Fookes’s eyes. In that moment, I see on his face that he knew exactly what was going on. That he expected me to betray him. And he can’t quite believe I didn’t.

      For a second, there’s silence. Mr. Fookes is hanging in the air, his dark eyes still focused on me. A shimmering light appears around him, getting brighter and brighter, making it difficult to look directly at him. I blink, and suddenly everything erupts around me.

      Seth leaps out of his chair, snarling, flames lapping at his body. Damien is holding him back, but he’s also staring at me with an incredulous expression, like he can’t believe what I just did. The others are all moving closer, looming over me and Mr. Fookes. My throat closes up, and I’m struggling to breathe.

      “Take it back!” shouts Seth, flames licking his body.

      I jerk away from him, leaning into Blade. I can’t quite believe what I just did.

      “It’s not too late. You can take it back. You can still find Mei,” says Damien, even as he struggles to hold Seth in place.

      But it is too late.

      Mr. Fookes is changing. He’s losing his perfect sheen, and starting to seem more like the hairy, portly, tomato-sauce-splattered super I’ve known all this time. His eyes have gone from being emotionless to being filled with tears. He’s looking at me with an expression I can only describe as devotion.

      Blade stands up, dragging me with him. Only a couple of yards away, Seth is changing, his expression full of a raging wildness I’ve never seen before.

      “I don’t think he’s in control,” says Blade in a low voice. “He wasn’t expecting that.”

      “I wasn’t expecting it,” I say. I purse my lips for a second. “But I’m not sorry. I made a promise.”

      Seth is transforming into his phoenix shape, and I realize for the first time that he’s actually going to be a problem. He’s out of control, and if he’s going to attack anyone, it’ll be me.

      I hold up my hands in an attempt to be placating. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t break my promise to Mr. Fookes. I’ll help find Mei. I won’t leave any rock unturned⁠—”

      “We don’t need your help,” snarls Damien, his expression hard. “You’ve shown us which side you’re on.” His eyes are darker than I’ve ever seen them, and he has scales up one arm. Not for the first time, I wonder what his supernatural side is.

      “I didn’t—” I don’t get more than a couple of words out before Seth screeches and lunges for me.

      It’s only because Carrick and Damien are holding him securely, Damien barking orders into his ear, that Seth is prevented from leaping over the table and ripping me apart with his phoenix talons.

      I glance between Damien, Carrick, and Seth, but none of them are sympathetic to what I just did.  Are they right? Did I make the wrong decision? I’m still struggling to breathe properly. Mr. Fookes steps closer to us, angling his body in between me and Seth. I’m not sure what he could do against a phoenix, but I appreciate the thought.

      “We need to get out of here, fast,” says Blade. He grabs my arm and pulls me around the other side of the table to Seth, toward the door. Mr. Fookes follows. Seth screeches again, and the flames on his body burn higher. Damien swears and steps away, but Carrick keeps hold of Seth’s arm. The large mountain super’s eyes—normally so gentle—are like granite when he stares at me across the kitchen.

      I swallow hard. No one in this room is taking my decision well.

      “I can’t believe you did that,” mutters Mike from just behind me, his eyes wide as he watches us go by. “I’m not a fan of Mei’s, but she’s being held by the Man in Black.” He glances uncertainly at Mr. Fookes, clearly wondering why I chose him over Mei.

      I blink yet again and shake my head, trying to get Mike’s words out of my head. The idea of what Lakas might do to Mei is something that will haunt me. Did I make the right decision? Will we really be able to find Mei without the help of a genie?

      I swallow down the bile that’s rising in my throat. I did what I had to do. What I promised I would do. Blade puts his arm around me as Seth screeches again behind me. This time, chairs are knocked over and the table scrapes along the floor as if it’s being pushed to one side.

      Zane is at the entrance to the kitchen, his whole body tensed. He gives Blade a long look, and then follows us outside.

      “We need a ride out of here,” says Blade to Zane, his voice tense.

      Zane glances back toward the house, nodding in agreement. “I’ve never seen him like that before,” he says. “He’s not in a control.”

      Seth screeches from the kitchen as if in agreement. The sound is painful, heartbroken, and angry all at once. I shudder from my position in Blade’s arms. Everything is starting to look a little blurry; I’m only just realizing the full implications of what I’ve done. They were all so angry at me. I cost them a chance to find Mei. If she’s hurt, tortured, anything like that from now on, it’ll be my fault.

      Because of my decision.

      Zane throws off his clothes and transforms into his dragon shape, holding out one leg to help us climb. I keep checking behind me, to see if they’re following us outside. Surely Damien isn’t really that angry at me? Surely Seth will see that I had to let Mr. Fookes out? But all I hear is the sound of Seth’s tormented screeches and furniture being knocked around the room.

      Blade grabs Zane’s clothes and then pushes me up onto Zane’s back, climbing on behind me. He leans down and helps Mr. Fookes scramble up behind him.

      I see movement at the back door, and Seth emerges out into the garden, his body a flaming half-transformed phoenix shape. He lifts his head and screeches at us as Zane takes off, directly into the sunset. My heart is pounding in my chest. He’s going to chase us down and burn us all to a crisp because I didn’t save Mei with the final wish.

      Except… he’s only half transformed into his phoenix shape. He can’t fly. It’s like he can’t focus quite enough to make the full transition. Maybe he’s just too upset? I let out a rush of breath. At least he can’t chase us through the clouds, his burning flames licking at our skin.

      I close my eyes and lean back into Blade, my thoughts whirring inside my head. I don’t know why I chose to set Mr. Fookes free and make everyone in that room hate me. I wish I hadn’t hurt Seth like that.

      All I know is, I can’t take it back now.
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      Zane lands with a thump onto the roof of Mr. Fookes’s building, the Sanctus Apartments.

      Dust rises around us, and I sneeze. It feels painful, all the way inside my chest. My little demon fizzes inside me. Mr. Fookes climbs down first, his movements stiff and awkward.

      It’s been almost twenty-four hours since we escaped from Seth’s anger at his brother’s Newport News home. We stopped for a rest on the way, but mostly we’ve been flying straight for hours. It’s been a long trip back to Stanford, and for almost every moment along the way, I’ve been thinking about what I did. The expressions on all their faces. The shock. The despair. The anger.

      How much pain I’ve caused them.

      And now, after everything that’s happened, my head hurts like someone’s been using it as a practice rock for their pick axe. Added to that, my vision is blurred and I’m cold all over. I can barely think.

      I half fall off the side of the dragon, and my legs wobble as they hit the ground. It’s only because Mr. Fookes is there to grab me from Blade that I stay standing. I grasp onto his strong forearms, and look up into Mr. Fookes’s eyes. There’s pain and grief and relief and joy inside those eyes. For a brief moment all I feel is a wave of thankfulness that I freed him. He’s a real person, my friend, and I promised him. I couldn’t break my promise. He would have been lost to us, lost to Daphne. He would have been a slave again, forced to do the bidding of one master after another.

      Behind us, Blade climbs down from the dragon, then picks me up in his arms, despite my weak protests. “I’m too heavy. You’re just as tired,” I say.

      “Quiet,” he growls in my ear, and I subside against his neck. I’m so tired, I don’t think I could even have made it to the roof’s door, let alone down the stairs.

      Mr. Fookes hovers to one side as Blade strides across the roof, and through the door. There’s no elevator in the apartment building, and now that I know Mr. Fookes better, I realize it’s on purpose—I’m sure he could actually fix it if he wanted to.

      My head lolls to one side as Blade takes the stairs downward. I let out a little sigh as he stops in front of my apartment on the second floor. I haven’t been here in so long, and I’ve missed my home. My furniture. My bed.

      Mr. Fookes has the master key on his key chain, and he opens the door wide, so Blade can take me straight through the living room and down the hall into my bedroom. Neither of them are talking, but I can imagine the looks they’re giving each other. I think I might look like death warmed up. I certainly feel like it.

      Blade lays me gently onto the bed and pulls off my shoes, then tucks me carefully under a blanket. Mr. Fookes is still hovering to the side of the room, watching silently.

      “We need to plan,” I say weakly, flapping one hand at Blade as he pulls the blanket up under my chin. “We need...” We need to find Mei. I can’t find the words, I’m so tired.

      “You need to rest,” says Blade firmly. He’s fussing with the pillow under my head, making sure it’s comfortable.

      “We have to save… her,” I say. My eyelids half close and I fight to keep them open. I don’t have time to rest. I’m to blame if something happens to Mei.

      “You’ve had a difficult experience. You need to give yourself time to rest,” says Blade. “Then we’ll save her.”

      “They were so angry with me,” I whisper, opening my eyes suddenly, and looking up at Blade as tears start to leak down my cheeks.

      His expression hardens. “They were desperate, Hazel. They shouldn’t have asked it of you. You did what you thought was the right thing.”

      My attention snags on his phrasing. Does he think it was the right thing? Or is Blade just trying to make me feel better? The thought churns inside me, as I try for the thousandth time to figure out what I should have done. I feel like I’ve lost my moral compass, my ability to see what’s right and wrong. I keep making bad decisions that hurt people. Is it because of my chalice powers? Or because I’ve got a demon inside me?

      “I thought I was supposed to be good at fixing things?” I say. “I’m just making it worse.”

      “You are good at fixing things,” says Blade fiercely. “This doesn’t change that.”

      “But—”

      “This isn’t about you making bad decisions,” growls Blade. “This is because you care about people. You lead with your heart, Hazel. You have a big heart, and you’re always willing to put yourself on the line for the people you love. That’s not a problem. That’s a miracle.”

      Tears leak out the corner of my eyes as I try to take in what he’s saying. “I keep seeing the expression on Seth’s face as he realized what I’d done,” I say brokenly. The loss of hope, the reemergence of fear. “How are we going to find Mei now? What are the director and Lakas going to do to her?”

      I shouldn’t have chosen Mr. Fookes over Mei.

      It was the wrong decision. Fear and grief threaten to overwhelm me as I imagine what Mei is going through right now. Unable to help myself, I glance over at Mr. Fookes. He’s looking at me with an anguished expression, like he knows exactly what I’m thinking. I blink, trying to think what to say to him.

      “I will be forever grateful you set me free,” he says, before I can even open my mouth. His words are fervent, like a prayer. “I know you could have chosen to ignore your promise to me. I know that maybe you should have ignored it, and I know it leaves us all in a difficult position. But I am forever in your debt. You have a life bond from me, and I will always be there to help you.” He closes his eyes and takes a deep breath, like he’s composing himself. “I won’t let you bear this burden by yourself. I’ll help you find Mei.”

      “As will I,” says Blade. His dark eyes bore into me, and I feel like he can see into my soul at that moment. He sits down beside me, and strokes one hand down the side of my head, brushing back the loose ends of hair.

      I flick my gaze back and forth between the two men. I give a watery nod, accepting their help.

      “But first, before anything else, you need to rest,” says Blade sternly.

      This time, when I lean back into the pillow, there’s more ease. My thoughts are less frantic. They’ll help me find Mei. This doesn’t have to be a disaster. My eyes start to close, and my breathing evens out.

      “I’ll talk to Freddie, make sure he’s able to get back here from Newport News,” says Mr. Fookes softly. “Then we’ll have a meeting. Figure out what we’re going to do.” He’s not talking to me.

      “Sounds good,” Blade replies. “We’ll need his help. Maybe he’ll know a way to sort out the spell web.”

      I nod softly into my pillow. We need to find Mei, then find a way to get the spell web out of her.

      And then we need to sort out the demon problem that’s still gaping open around us.

      But right now, the forces pulling me into sleep are much stronger than the need to stay awake.
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      I wake slowly, a sharp pain in my eyes the first thing I notice. There’s a bright light on the other side of my closed lids, like someone is pointing a flashlight at my face. For a moment, my fuzzy brain has me back at the mountain prison, and it’s Lakas with some new torture planned for me. My whole body feels wrecked, and I can’t hold in the tiny sob of breath.

      Except it can’t be the prison. There’s a warm blanket under my hands and a soft mattress keeping me cozy. I’m home, in my own bed. I’m safe.

      Then what the hell’s going on?

      Holding one hand in front of my face, I open my eyes the tiniest of bits, trying to keep the worst of the glare away. Except there isn’t a light shining at me. There’s no one else in the room. The light is coming from my own body. I’m covered in a demon-blue glow that’s so strong, the room is lit up, bright as day. Outside my window, it’s clearly night, but inside my room, there’s not a spare inch not lit up like a demon-colored Christmas tree.

      I sit bolt upright and look at myself, pushing aside the covers to check. I’m in a t-shirt and panties, my bare legs glowing like they’re a beacon for lost ships in the night. The tiny glow that used to be just on my hand has spread to… well, everywhere. I hold up my arm. It’s exactly the same blue as a demon—anyone looking at me would think I was one of them, minus the weird metal scrapings. What does it mean?

      My breath catches. Is it the demon side of my powers finally taking over?

      Immediately I close my eyes and try to connect to the deep well of energy that sits inside me, but it’s lying dormant, not reacting to anything that might be happening. I can still sense my little demon—despite the fact it’s not bouncing around—but again, it doesn’t feel like it’s powering this glow. Clearly it’s not an ominous attempt by the demon to take over my body and turn me into a killing machine. So why the hell am I glowing?

      For another second or three, my response remains fearful. What if this is some new demon power I haven’t come across before? Or maybe a demon somehow affecting me without even possessing me? My heart thuds heavily in my chest and I clench my hands into my blanket. I whip my gaze around the room like a demon is about to leap out of the wardrobe or crawl out from under the bed.

      But eventually common sense seeps over my irrational responses and I remember: this has happened before. When I was doing the spell web tests with Mei in the basement lab at Blade’s cliff-side house, I turned blue just like this. It frightened Mei at the time, even if she was half out of it with her reaction to the spell web. But it didn’t mean I was about to turn into a demon. I let out a breath and attempt to calm down.

      I’m just over-tired, I’ve had an anxious few days—weeks—and it’s all finally catching up to me. What with being at SIG headquarters, being arrested and sent to the mountain prison, escaping, and then the demon infestation… I just need to take it easy, remember how to relax. I lean back against the headboard on my bed, and close my eyes.

      And that’s when the very specific events of yesterday come flooding back to me.

      Freeing Mr. Fookes.

      Leaving Mei with Director Holden and Lakas.

      Seth almost attacking me when he realized what I’d done.

      A sharp pain hits my chest, and this time I know it’s nothing to do with the demons. I sit up again, suddenly unable to relax. Seth’s expression—distraught, unbelieving—is burned into my brain and I can’t stop thinking how he must be feeling right now. I’ve been sleeping like a little princess, and he’s probably so worried about Mei, he can’t do anything. The knowledge I could have saved him from that is the pain I feel in my chest. This isn’t just about Mei, and whatever she’s experiencing at the hands of the director, although that’s bad enough by itself. It’s also about the people who love her, and are desperately worried about her.

      I have a feeling I won’t be able to get rid of the pain in my chest any time soon. Not until we rescue Mei, and make sure she’s okay.

      Not until I know that keeping my promise to Mr. Fookes wasn’t the worst decision I’ve ever made.

      I push my legs out of the bed, suddenly needing to move, to get going. To do something to help find Mei. Sitting around is no longer an option.

      Where’s Blade? My next impulse is to find him, to make sure he’s okay.

      I grab an old, comfortable pair of jeans from my drawers. Pulling them on feels more like I’m fighting with a live snake than the usually easy process of dressing. I don’t know why everything is so difficult, maybe it’s the blue glow that’s putting me off, or maybe I’m just more tired than I realized. But I’m not going back to sleep. That’s not an option.

      Eventually I open the door and peer out into the hallway.

      There’s light down the hallway, coming from the living room. Do I want to go out there and show Blade that I’m glowing all over? What if it means something bad? What if it means that I’m being taken over by the demons? There’s so much I still don’t know about being a chalice.

      What if it’s the beginning of the end?

      I used to be afraid that Blade would kill me because I was possessed by a demon. It was basically his job, to kill supernaturals who’d been possessed before they could harm anyone else. A demon inside a supernatural is a recipe for disaster; death and destruction always follow, usually on a large scale. The only way to avoid it is to “eradicate” them—Blade’s words, not mine.

      Luckily I never behaved like a supernatural who’d been possessed, and I managed to scrape through that situation without a knife to the heart. Just.

      But now… I hold my hand up, and the glow lights up the hallway.

      Would Blade still…?

      I swallow hard over my suddenly dry throat. I don’t even want to ask myself the question in my head. Blade is all about duty and honor, protecting people who need to be protected. Except… I’m sure he wouldn’t. We’ve been through too much. He cares about me too much. He would never hurt me on purpose.

      I think. Probably.

      I hesitate in the hallway, my brain buzzing as I try to solve this new puzzle, while the blue glow from my visible skin lights up the white painted walls next to me. I let out a loud breath and give myself a little shake. I’m being ridiculous. It’s like my brain has gone back to my old fearful, untrusting way of thinking, just because I’m back in my cozy little apartment.

      Blade isn’t going to hurt me. He doesn’t need to. I’m a chalice. I don’t need to be afraid of Blade and what he might do. I can control demons, not the other way around. I’m obviously way more worn-out than I realized. I shake my head, trying to ease some of the fuzziness. There’s way too much going on for me to take time out right now. I hold my breath for a moment, and the glow dims.

      I keep creeping forward, planning to see what Blade is doing. I just want a glimpse of his familiar face, maybe hold his warmth tight against me. I don’t want to interrupt him. Maybe he’s sleeping on the sofa? I can’t hear anything from the room, so he’s not watching television. Maybe he’s reading a book? On the computer? I quietly push open the door into the living room, and look expectantly at the sofa.

      He’s not there.

      I walk further into the room, and check the kitchen, but he’s not in there either. I walk over and pick up the television remote from the side table. I flick it on, meaning to check the time. I have no idea how long I’ve slept. The screen is immediately filled with images of Randy Crowe, the front man for Sunday Lies, my father’s favorite band.

      “…Crowe has been released after being jailed for two months on drugs charges…” the television reporter is saying. The view flicks to a blurry video of Randy Crowe walking out of a building flanked by lawyers. Flashing bulbs and journalists are pushing in at him on all sides. Dark circles hang under Randy Crowe’s eyes, he looks thinner and somehow more rugged than usual. He also looks about ten years older than he did the last time I saw him.

      “He wasn’t arrested on drugs charges,” I mutter to myself, unaccountably annoyed at this new evidence of the spell web working its magic. “He was arrested for demanding equal rights for supernaturals.” My stomach churns as I continue to watch the screen. It flicks back to the main reporter, who tells the anchor that authorities would be closely monitoring the rockstar from now on, and had said he would return to jail if he even considered breaking his parole restrictions.

      “…Authorities are now focused on a no-tolerance for illegal drugs stance for all celebrity singers such as Crowe…”

      “It certainly doesn’t appear to be doing Crowe any good. He looks terrible,” says the anchor with a laugh.

      “He probably doesn’t even do drugs,” I mutter, pressing the button on the remote to turn off the television. “They probably just tortured him.” My stomach grumbles, and I head into the kitchen to see if there’s anything to fill the gap. The fridge is fully stocked with vegetables and meat and there’s fruit on the bench top. I grab an apple and bite into the juicy flesh.

      Then I look around me, trying to decide what to do. Where’s Blade? Where’s everyone else?

      They must be down at Mr. Fookes’s place.

      I grab the key from the shell on the kitchen bench and head out the door. Just as I’m in the hallway locking it, my twelve-year-old neighbor Nelson pokes his head out from the door on the other side of the hallway. His silver eyes flash, standing out as usual against his brown skin. He’s wearing jeans and a t-shirt, and he looks so wonderfully familiar I give him a huge watery smile. He comes out to give me a hug.

      “I missed you,” he says against my stomach.

      Tears threaten to fall, and I have to blink quickly to stop them. I hug him tighter. “Me too, buddy.”

      “Blade said you were tired, and I had to leave you alone. But you’re up now, so it’s okay, right?”

      “Absolutely,” I say, one arm around his shoulders. I hadn’t realized until this moment how much I’ve missed being in my apartment building, seeing familiar faces like Nelson and Mr. Fookes. They’re the family that I’ve been missing for the last five years.

      “You wanna play a game of FastRacer?” he says wistfully.

      I glance at the stairwell, and then down at Nelson’s upturned face. He looks so eager and hopeful, I can’t say no.

      “Just give me a few minutes to go downstairs and see the others, okay? You go in and set it all up on the PlayStation.” Surely it won’t hurt to spend half an hour with Nelson? I can multi-task. I’ll come up with plans to get Mei back while I’m racing my favorite neighbor.

      Creeping down the stairs of the building, I hear voices coming from the apartment where Mr. Fookes lives. The voices are talking, chatting, laughing. I hear Daphne and Poppy, as well as Blade and Mr. Fookes.

      The door to the apartment is open, and I peer inside. Daphne is pottering about next to Mr. Fookes, her face happy, although she looks tired and thinner than when I last saw her. Poppy is talking to Blade, both of them sitting at the dining table, pouring over a map.

      Everyone looks so happy that for a moment, I just watch them, my heart contracting. This is what I was thinking about the whole time I was at SIG Headquarters and the mountain prison. Every time Lakas tried to interrogate me, or any time the director seemed more threatening than usual, I just had to think about this place, and these people, to calm myself down. To keep going. To survive.

      Mr. Fookes looks up like he’s sensed I’m here. He probably did, or at least his apartment building did. He’s so connected to it, I wouldn’t be surprised to learn it worked like that. He whispers something to Daphne, and she glances over at me, then heads in my direction. She comes to the door, letting herself out, and closing it behind her.

      Her eyes are fierce as she looks at me. For a second, I wonder if she’s mad at me. Then she walks straight up to me and hugs me so tight, I’m struggling to breathe. But I hold onto her, too. We’ve been through a lot, me, Daphne and Poppy.

      “Thank you,” she whispers. “Thank you for keeping your promise.”

      I nod, but don’t say anything. I can’t help the sharp pain, and the feeling I made the wrong decision. The thought that maybe I should have rescued Mei.

      “He thought you wouldn’t do it,” says Daphne, pulling back to look me in the eyes. “Even before he went back into the toaster, he knew there was a chance you would leave him in there. It’s happened to him before.”

      My chest tightens at the thought. “And he did it anyway? Even thinking that?”

      “He knew it was important. He’s an honorable man.” Tears form in Daphne’s eyes, and fall silently down her cheeks. Her grey-blonde hair is sitting in layers around her face. She looks more comfortable in herself than I’ve ever seen her, despite everything.

      “I almost didn’t save him, Daphne. It was the hardest decision I’ve ever had to make,” I admit, trying to be honest. “Seth was so…” I can’t say the words.

      “Robert told me. He told me what happened,” says Daphne, pulling me into a hug again. “Hazel, we’re going to find Mei. We’re going to make sure this works out.” Daphne’s voice is fervent, and she means every word she’s saying.

      I nod again and again, wanting to believe her, trying to push away the crumbs of doubt burning inside my chest.
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      “Come on everyone, grab your plates and get some food.” Mr. Fookes’s voice carries easily over the noise in the living room at Anna Blade’s luxurious mansion in Palo Alto.

      “Yum,” yells Ben, Suzanna Blade’s youngest boy, as he immediately scrambles up from where he was playing cards on the floor next to his older brother, Finn. There’s a ripple of laughter across the room as the gathered guests watch him line up at the front of the queue for dinner.

      We’re here because Blade’s grandmother invited everyone to a massive Operation Rescue Mei meal. She wanted to have a celebration for me coming home, but since none of us felt like we could celebrate until we rescue Mei, she had to settle for what she could get.

      I’m seated on a plush leather sofa, watching as the guests move about the room. Everyone here has knowledge or information that might be helpful in some way in our mission to rescue Mei and solve the problem of the spell web. It’s like a convention of all the people I’ve met since I first found out about the supernatural.

      Poppy and Daphne are chatting to Fleet, who looks completely different from the dangerous ex-special ops soldier who joined us on the rescue mission to Ravenwood. He almost looks… relaxed. He winks at me, and I give a small laugh. Fleet is a chameleon, always changing to suit the situation.

      Nearby, Professor Hasselblatt is talking earnestly to Anna Blade on the other three-person sofa. She nods serenely like she’s listening to every word, but I have an idea it’s just a front, and inside her head she’s actually composing a stern email to the board of directors, or trying to figure out some complicated business problem. She’s elegant as usual, her long gray hair curled in a chignon, and her matching pale cream shirt and pants combo probably worth more than my yearly rent. Across the room, Suzanna is trying to wrangle Ben and Finn, and talking to Nelson’s mother, Cassie. Nelson has been outside helping Mr. Fookes cook on the grill, along with Detective Capello.

      Freddie’s standing in one corner talking to Walter, my old work friend from Larry’s Pawn Shop, and his sister Iris. He arrived back from Newport News yesterday on one of the Raven Technologies helicopters. Freddie’s just as elegant and suave as he’s always been, in an expensive suit—the shirt open at the neck—and a Rolex watch; except now he’s wearing the family heirloom I found for him at the SIG Headquarters around his neck. It doesn’t look like much, just a small piece of bone covered in runes, but I can feel the power emanating off him from across the room. His eyes seem even darker and more mysterious than they did before. Iris stands next to him, her dark eyes and dark skin contrasting to the pale lilac pantsuit she’s wearing like she’s just jumped off a runway in Milan.

      Mr. Fookes however—standing by the large double doors that lead out to the veranda, still waving his tongs at us—looks the complete opposite to the suave genie I had to deal with when he was in the toaster. He’s wearing jeans and a blue T-shirt, with a red apron over top that says “Mr. Goodlooking Is Cooking”. There are a ridiculous amount of stains on the front of the apron, almost like he made himself messy on purpose. He’s been cooking on a complicated-looking barbecue that seems to have more cooking options than the oven in my apartment.

      “Come along, that means everyone, not just Ben,” says Mr. Fookes with another grin.

      Everyone starts murmuring to each other, getting to their feet, and moving outside. Based on the delicious smells that have been wafting in from outside, Mr. Fookes has outdone himself this time.

      Blade, who’s been sitting quietly next to me, stands up and grabs my hand, pulling me up next to him. “Mr. Fookes will think we don’t like him if we don’t eat his food,” he says, his mouth quirked in his particular half smile. His black hair flicks down messily over his forehead, and somehow accentuates the intensity of his emerald-green eyes. He’s watching me carefully, like he has for the last three days since we’ve been back from Newport News. I don’t know what he thinks I might do, but he’s clearly worried.

      “No, he won’t,” I say. I saved Mr. Fookes’s butt from the toaster, after all. He knows how I feel about him. I smile, trying to show Blade that I’m fine, even if I’m starting to wonder. We still haven’t heard anything from Damien or Seth. Not that I really expected them to get over it so quickly, but I guess part of me was hoping they’d relent. Maybe realize that I had to keep my promise to Mr. Fookes?

      Instead, they’re still mad at me, and everyone associated with me. Freddie said they barely spoke to him after I left. So now we all have to work separately, possibly even at cross purposes. It will be even harder to find Mei if we’re not working together. It makes her seem further away, more out of reach. I swallow hard against the tendril of panic that’s attempting to worm its way up into my chest.

      I need to move on from the tornado of fears that have been plaguing me. What’s done is done. I can’t take it back. All I can do right now is focus on rescuing Mei, and finding a solution to the spell web problem. Everyone here has said they’ll help all they can, and I’m going to use every resource I can to make it happen.

      As I turn to head outside, a small book tucked into one corner of Anna’s bookshelf catches my eye. “Is that an SIG Manual?” I say, pulling Blade over to look. I pick it up, and flick through the pages. It’s much nicer and cleaner than the old battered copy Blade gave me, but it’s definitely one of the manuals. “Who did this one belong to?” I ask Blade curiously.

      “It’s Blade’s father’s,” says Anna, coming up beside us, like she knows it’s going to be a difficult conversation and she wants to be there to help us through it. I’ve discovered that she’s extremely protective of her grandchildren.

      There’s a flicker across Blade’s expression at her words, but that’s all the indication he gives that the topic of his father is a difficult one.

      “It looks like he barely used it,” I say, flicking through the pages. I stop at my least favorite page—the one describing demons, and how you should deal with them. It’s all so wrong, wrong, wrong. “Who writes this baloney anyway?” I ask. I flick to the front, looking for a name to attribute to the writing.

      “Dorothy Adler used to do it in my day,” says Anna helpfully. “I assume she’s retired now.”

      What? “Dorothy Adler? The SIG librarian?” I stare at Anna incredulously.

      “She’s still there?” says Anna.

      “She never even leaves the library,” I say, understanding dawning. It becomes very clear why the manual is so ridiculous. “Does she even talk to agents? Ask them if this stuff is useful?”

      Anna shakes her head, glancing from me to Blade. “I don’t know, my dear.” I think this conversation has taken a turn she wasn’t expecting, but I can’t help it. The idea that Dorothy Adler, the librarian who hates me, is the one writing the SIG Manual has blown my mind.

      I look back down at the book, the reason for the misinformation inside it now abundantly clear. “She’s literally making this stuff up. Does she even consult the books in the library? Does the director know about this?” I’m outraged.

      “It probably doesn’t matter too much any more,” says Blade, amusement in his voice. “You’re an escaped prisoner of the Supernatural Intelligence Group. I’m pretty sure you’re not getting any Agent of the Month awards any time soon.”

      I humph in Blade’s general direction, but he’s right. As much as this little manual annoys me, it’s not my problem any more. What does it matter to me if SIG agents are being given a whole book’s worth of incorrect information?

      “Would you like to keep the book, my dear? I have no particular use for it. I was just keeping it out of habit more than anything,” says Anna.

      I frown down at the manual. “I don’t know,” I say, hesitating. Do I really want it? I run one hand over the cover, and find that part of me still feels connected to the manual somehow. I lost my other one when Lakas dragged me away from the SIG. “Actually, yes, I’d like that.”

      “That’s settled then. Come, let’s go wrangle this mob, and solve all our dragon-related issues,” she says. She links arms with me, and then I’m walking beside Anna as she leads us toward the veranda, Blade following behind us.

      There’s a mild breeze outside, but the late afternoon spring sun is keeping things warm enough for us to eat at a large wooden picnic table. We’re all dressed warmly—Anna warned us she wanted to sit outside if the spring weather played nice—and everyone looks relaxed as they gather food onto their plates. Surely we’ll be able to use our collective hive-mind to find Mei? Surely someone here will know something useful, something that will help us create an ingenious plan for finding and rescuing Mei? I put the manual under my arm, pick up a plate from the side table, and join the small queue for the sausages and steaks fresh off the grill, hoping I’m right.

      Detective Capello is standing next to Mr. Fookes at the barbecue and putting sausages on everyone’s plates using a large pair of tongs. He grins at me as he puts one on my plate, then grabs another one off the grill for Blade.

      “Thanks Detective,” I say.

      “Hazel…” he says warningly. “I’ve told you already.”

      “Okay…uh, thanks, Marco.” I feel weird calling him by his first name, even though he’s asked me a couple of times already. He saved me from the police station, and he’s more than just a police detective to us now. But old habits…

      “I might need your investigative skills for a side project,” I say mysteriously.

      His eyebrows rise up. “Don’t you have Poppy for that?”

      “I thought maybe you could work with her. It’s important and I think it might need both of you.” I’ve been thinking about how Connor was searching for the previous lives of the demons. If we could find the previous life of the little demon that’s possessed me, then maybe we could find out why it came back. If the little demon is a lost soul, I want to help it, just like the translated book says I can.

      “Sure. Just let me know.” His kind crinkled eyes are smiling down at me, and I can’t believe I’m standing here with the police detective who arrested me all those months ago. It feels like a different lifetime.

      I move down the line and Mr. Fookes hands me a piece of steak using another oversized pair of tongs and I grin at him before heading to the table, already looking at the delicious array of salads that Anna—or more probably Fleet—has put together.

      I sit down in the middle of the long table, next to Poppy. Blade sits on my other side, and reaches out to fill his plate with the large lettuce salad in front of him. The clatter of cutlery fills the air as everyone focuses on getting food on their plates.

      I reach for a spoon and dip it into the rice salad next to me, watching as Poppy grabs some garlic bread and dips it into the beetroot dip she’s placed on her plate.

      “Wow, that’s a big call,” I say, half laughing. “Beetroot and garlic bread.”

      Poppy makes a face at me. “Keep your eyes on your own plate if you’re going to judge me,” she says, before biting into the garlic bread.

      “I just talked to Detective Capello—Marco—about the special project. He said he’s happy to help.”

      Poppy nods. “You really think we’ll be able to find out what you want us to?”

      “I need you to try. If my little demon really is just a lost soul wanting to right a wrong like the translated books said, I want to know what happened. I want to find a way to help my demon move on.”

      “What if it’s something you can’t help with?” she asks softly.

      “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. For now, I just want to see if we can figure out who it was before it died and became a demon.”

      “I’ll do my best, Hazel.”

      “That’s all I ask,” I say, dipping a piece of sausage in tomato ketchup and putting it in my mouth.
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      We’ve been eating from the delicious spread in front of us for a few minutes before I clear my throat and bring up the reason we’re here. “We need to make a co-ordinated effort,” I say loudly. “To find Mei.”

      There’s a rumble of agreement from everyone at the table.

      “It’s not just about finding Mei, either,” says Freddie thoughtfully. “There are a few projects that need to be looked at to keep us ahead of everyone else.”

      I open my mouth to ask who he’s talking about, but I already know. Dr. Green, Connor, Gavan, Lakas and Director Holden are the five big assholes in my life—in all our lives—and they’re all pretty much out to destroy the world.

      “Like what?” I ask instead.

      “The increasing number of demons, for one,” says Blade.

      Freddie nods. “That’s probably the most urgent.”

      “Finding out more about your chalice powers, for another,” adds Blade.

      I shake my head, immediately rejecting what he’s suggesting. “We need to start with Mei and the spell web. Then move onto the other projects from there.”

      “We don’t need everyone working on finding Mei. After tonight at least,” says Freddie. “It’s not a good idea to ignore the demons.”

      “Or finding out more about your powers,” repeats Blade like a broken record.

      I wave my fork—still with a piece of sausage skewered on it—at Freddie. “The most important projects are Mei and the spell web. No arguments.”

      Freddie holds up his hands in supplication. “Of course. I’m not arguing that point.” Blade nods in agreement, but the two men glance across the table at each other in some kind of silent agreement. I know I’ll hear more from Blade about this later, but for now, I let it lie.

      “So what do we do first? What’s been done to find Mei so far?” asks Anna crisply from the head of the table. I imagine it’s her boardroom voice, for when she’s bossing around her minions.

      “They looked in all the obvious places first and couldn’t find her in any of the SIG’s prisons, or the headquarters in New York, or with the Earthbound. That much we know,” says Freddie. “All the magical connections they have to her need to be at close range. They couldn’t find her through them.”

      I think back to Seth and the wild desperation in his eyes. I know Mei and Seth had a connection, a way to talk in each other’s heads. But even that wasn’t enough. I can’t imagine what he’d be like now, after another three days of not being able to connect to Mei.

      “I’m sure the ravens have tried everything as well,” I say. “They have Damien and Seth hounding them.”

      “I’m sure they haven’t tried everything,” says Blade. “Or they would have found her.”

      Freddie shrugs. “They’re using all their resources.”

      “We should be working together,” says Blade, his frustration suddenly crystal clear in his voice.

      “Damien still not taking your calls?” Freddie asks sympathetically.

      “No,” he says shortly. It’s hard on him. He’s known Damien a long time. And it’s not over something he did. I was the one who had control over the last wish, and I was the one who chose to set Mr. Fookes free. I squeeze his hand, trying to show him that I appreciate that he’s on my side.

      “Just let him calm down,” says Freddie with a shrug. “He’ll come around. He’ll see that it was the only thing Hazel could have done.”

      I smile at Freddie, appreciating his words more than I can say.

      “In the meantime, we need to start our own investigations,” says Anna.

      “We’re a group of almost twenty people, and we’ve all got different networks. We need to start by checking our contacts, seeing what people are saying. We’ll find out all sorts of information, I know it,” says Blade, looking around the table at everyone. There’s a general nodding in agreement. “The murkier the connection the better. Someone must know something. There’s always a leak, especially with someone like Mei, who’s so well known.”

      Walter leans forward. “I’ll talk to Larry. He’s got some dodgy customers.” He glances at Detective Capello. “Allegedly.”

      Poppy takes a breath beside me. “I don’t want to be a downer, but I’ve already been checking around to see if anyone knows anything. They’ve been keeping it real quiet. There’s no chatter anywhere about Mei. It’s like she’s disappeared.”

      “Except we know she hasn’t,” says Blade sternly. “They’ll make a mistake somewhere. Director Holden might be smart, but he’s not infallible. We just have to stay focused, and take our opportunities when they come.”

      “What else can we do to find Mei?” asks Anna. She’s peering around the table, looking for ideas.

      “We could have someone tail Director Holden?” says Poppy.

      “He’s a professional spy. He’d spot a tail in two minutes flat,” says Blade.

      “Does anyone know where a minokawa might have a lair?” I ask. “Lakas might have taken Mei there.”

      There’s a murmuring up and down the table, but no one has any concrete ideas.

      “Are there any secure SIG facilities that you know of Blade? Somewhere else they could have hidden her?” asks Detective Capello.

      “It’d be like searching for a needle in a haystack. We don’t know where he’s taken her. They could be anywhere in the US by now. Maybe even overseas,” says Fleet.

      “I don’t think he’d take her overseas,” says Freddie. “He’s got plans for her. He’s going to get rid of her as soon as they make their new spell web.”

      I can’t help my wince after he says the words. Blade shifts next to me, moving closer like he’s trying to shield me from the truth of the situation. But we’ve already talked about it, and we both know exactly what the plans are for Mei once they’ve figured out how to recreate the spell web. Connor and my father were very clear about that.

      “It just means we have to act fast. I think for now, we just need to all talk to our connections,” says Anna. “Who knows, one of us might know the one person who’s going to crack this wide open for us.”

      “We need one person to report back to who can be the center of the operation to find Mei,” says Blade.

      Poppy puts her hand up. “I can do that. Everyone can report back to me. I can use my fox senses to assess what information is relevant.”

      “What else can we do?” says Freddie. “There must be more.”

      “This is an ongoing project, and this is just step one. We gather intel first. We all have twenty-four hours to check through our contacts, then we see what we find. Then we’ll decide what we do based on that information.”

      “What about magic options?” asks Freddie.

      “What magic do we have?” says Blade, looking between Freddie and his sister Iris, who’s sitting just down from him.

      The siblings glance at each other, then back at Blade. “We can look through some of the older spells. There’s nothing I have that would be useful, I don’t think,” says Freddie. He looks at Mr. Fookes. “What about you?”

      Mr. Fookes shakes his head. “I don’t have the ability to find people. If you want to make something seem bigger inside, I’m your man. But this isn’t something I can help with. But I do have some contacts who might know something.”

      “What happens if we find out something?” says Fleet suddenly. “Who’s going to go rescue her?”

      “We put together a team, based on her location,” says Blade. “The fewer people the better. Ideally, we want to get in, and get out with Mei, wherever she is.”

      We keep talking and eating, discussing the plans. In the end, everyone agrees that we have to start by checking our connections, and going from there.

      “Now, what are we going to do about the spell web?” asks Anna, again shepherding the conversation.

      “I guess that has to be me,” I say awkwardly. “I know Connor and Gavan are working on it, and that it’s got something to do with my birth father’s powers. So I guess that’s my powers too. I just have to figure out what it is.” Part of me is frustrated that I can’t just go back to the SIG Records and Relics room and look it up. There must be any number of books on the topic. The fact that I was able to find a book about chalices and demons already just proves that. “I have more information about being a chalice than I did before. Blade was able to translate a book from the SIG library. It helped me create the helicopters.”

      Walter raises his eyebrows at me from the other end of the table. “Helicopters?” he says.

      I shake my head, understanding his misconception. “I didn’t make the helicopters, I turned them into relics that could be used to kill and absorb demons.”

      “I don’t know why you think that’s less impressive than making a helicopter,” says Walter wryly, shaking his head.

      “Does anyone else have any other ideas on how to find information on the spell web?” asks Anna. “Who can we talk to? Where would more information be stored?”

      Walter makes a noise and leans forward. “I could check in my networks for that as well. There are some strange creatures that like who come in and purchase the cursed objects Larry sells.”

      Detective Capello’s ears perk up. “Cursed objects?” he says.

      “Allegedly cursed,” says Walter swiftly.

      “The mountain clans have lots of spell-web information,” says Blade. “Maybe we could talk to Carrick about looking at the documents at the Compound.”

      “Carrick hates me now,” I remind him. “He was just as angry as Damien and Seth.”

      “But surely if it was to save Mei…?” says Poppy, her face concerned.

      “They won’t answer my calls,” I say. “Told me they didn’t want my help.”

      Blade lets out a frustrated breath. “We just have to give them time. At the moment, they’re still angry.”

      “Is there anyone else we could ask?” says Poppy. “Other supernaturals that we haven’t pissed off to the point of hating us?”

      I give her a look, but her words actually spark a memory. “There’s the mountain super guard at Pismo Beach. He liked me.”

      “The Pismo Beach mountain clan are very old,” says Mr. Fookes. “They’re probably older than the Earthbound Compound itself.”

      “So they might have information?” I ask. Suddenly it seems like there might be a lead, and it’s a huge relief.

      “We can only ask.” Mr. Fookes shrugs, his hairy shoulders a little more muscled than they used to be.
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