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      Blurb

      

      
        5 books. One volume. Binge the complete Anna's Hope series.
      

      

      
        Anna Hope Summersville can't catch a break. She's the kind of girl who trips and drops every break luck throws at her.
      

      With lacy socks and a hundred frumpy cardigans, she's not your usual witch. Her sisters might confidently dash around in heels and leather, but Anna's cut from a different cloth. Not only would she sneeze and break her ankle if she slipped on a stiletto - but her cat would laugh loud enough for the whole town to hear.

      She's easily the unluckiest witch in the country. That's all meant to change when she starts a new job. She's expecting something behind a desk, but as soon as she sets foot in town, the trouble starts. There's a dark wizard haunting the streets, and he's after witches. When she becomes his target, she's pulled into a desperate race against time.

      With a full cast of leather-clad barmaids, dashing bounty hunters, and debonair wizards, Anna's Hope is a rollicking urban fantasy packed with humor, adventure, and mystery. Oh yes, and kissing. Eventually.

      ....

      Anna's Hope follows a bumbling, allergic witch and the most powerful (and handsome) wizard in the city fighting to solve magical crimes in the sequel series to Witch's Bell. If you love your urban fantasies with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Anna's Hope today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Anna's Hope Episode One

  
    Chapter 1

    Anna shouldered her bag, rearranged her coat, and stared up at the skyline.

    “Gosh, that’s a big city,” she said before biting her lip and wincing. “Too big.”

    “Oh, would you hurry the hell up? You think I want to stand here all day while you wince at the damn skyline? Or do you think, just maybe, a great witch like me has something better to do?”

    Anna swung her head down to look at the tabby cat sitting next to her feet. The cat was a dusty brown color, with a collection of odd spots and stripes running down her head. She also had the most peeved expression a feline had ever possessed. Considering cats were domesticated to look down on humans, that was saying something.

    “Don’t just stand there – hurry up,” the cat spat.

    “Alright, alright – I just wanted to pause to see what I was up against. Because that sure is a big city.” She turned back to the view, nerves snaking around her gut and making her feel exquisitely queasy. On account of her being a witch allergic to magic, Anna spent most of her life feeling ill.

    In fact, she could feel a sniffle coming on. She reached into her pocket and pulled out her pink floral handkerchief.

    “Oh the goddess, you are the worst witch in the world. You can’t even think about magic without getting a runny nose. Now hurry the hell up, stop staring at the city, and jolly well take me to our new house. I want some milk… and some tuna. Perhaps with a sprig of dill,” the cat added thoughtfully.

    “I don’t want to rain on your parade, but we don’t exactly have much cash anymore. We spent almost all of it on the plane trip to get here. I’ve got enough for the month’s rent – which I have to prepay. But that’s it. Until we find some work, it looks like we’ll have to go hungry.”

    “Until we find work? Who the hell is this we? I am the spirit of one of the most powerful witches ever to have ever lived. Do you honestly think I will lower myself to work?” Her voice trilled on the word work as if it were the nastiest curse this side of a death hex.

    “Okay, I’m sorry – I didn’t mean to insult you. I’m the one who’ll be working.”

    “Call me by my proper name when talking to me, girl.”

    “Oh the Wondrous and Great Luminaria von Tippit, I apologize for my insincerity.”

    “Do not pronounce Tippit like that. It is a powerful word, you foolish witch.”

    Anna rolled her eyes – an unusual move of defiance for someone as admittedly timid as she was. Still, no matter what way she looked at it, Tippit was about the least powerful witch’s name she’d heard. Even Anna Hope Summersville was punchier – well, just a little.

    Not for the first time, she started to wonder whether she could do this. When she’d accepted her transfer to Marchtown, she’d been over the moon. Finally a chance to reinvent herself. Away from friends and family, she could find a new life. She could flourish.

    Now as she looked up at the spires and towers of Marchtown, she reminded herself she wasn’t the flourishing type.

    She bit her lips, sinking her teeth into the flesh until the slight stab of pain cut through her trembling nerves.

    “Hurry up,” Luminaria spat. “You are contract-bound to look after me, young witch. Need I remind you what will happen if you don’t?”

    Anna made a squeaking noise and pushed off down the road.

    She had a lot to do today. Once she settled Luminaria into their new home, Anna had to meet her new boss.

    Though Marchtown had its own police force, the dynamics of magical crime-enforcement were different from Vale. For one, the police knew nothing about magic. The witches, wizards, and magicians kept that secret to themselves. They also enforced the law.

    Considering the three races didn’t always get along, a council had been formed to oversee magical law enforcement. The council was the body ultimately responsible for determining the punishments of criminals, yet they weren’t responsible for the day-to-day plod work. Rather, the council gave out bounty-hunter licenses to “reputable magical folk” who brought in criminals as per the council’s bulletins.

    Anna certainly had not applied to become a bounty hunter. Though she had some experience in tracking down and apprehending criminals through her work with Vale Police Department, that would not prepare her for magical bounty hunting. The only loons desperate and dumb enough to get into that line of work had a skull as thick as a mountain, and a body to match. Magical bounty hunting was one of the most dangerous jobs out there.

    No, Anna’s transfer would take her into the office of the Magical Enforcement Council. The grunt work would be left up to people who could grunt – the most Anna could manage was a pathetic, “Hup,” and that wouldn’t scare a baby bird.

    “I’m getting tired,” Luminaria suddenly announced, shifting her small head back and twitching her whiskers disdainfully. “Carry me, vassal.”

    “Shoosh, we’re coming onto populated streets,” Anna said under her breath. “You can’t speak in front of a normal person – you’re a cat.”

    “Oh pish – this hellhole hasn’t seen a normal person for centuries. Just look at them all.” Luminaria turned her tiny head left and right as she pointed out various people with her tail. “They’ve all got pacts with the Devil. Mark my words. It takes one to know one, and I can sense their kindred spirits.”

    Anna looked around. Rather than seeing a gleefully evil population, sacrificing chickens and drinking goats’ blood, she saw an old lady walking a corgi, a bin man smoking a cigarette, and a child walking hand-in-hand with her mother.

    Unless this group of particularly innocuous citizens was very good at hiding their Devil pacts, it was safe to say Luminaria was overreacting.

    “They’re just normal people. Now keep your voice down.”

    “Normal?” Luminaria hissed quietly. “I sense great evil in the air. Mark my words – this city is damned. I’m going to have a hell of a lot of fun living here,” she added triumphantly.

    Anna pressed her lips together and tried her hardest to ignore Luminaria.

    If it were up to Anna, she would ditch the possessed cat at the pound – but that would be a great way of winding up dead.

    Luminaria was contracted to Anna, and to break the contract would break Anna.

    Hurrying through the streets, she ignored Luminaria’s constant commentary until they made it their new house.

    Standing on the pavement and looking across at it, Anna quickly grabbed her phone and checked the address.

    666 Hollow Crescent.

    ….

    Yep, this was the place.

    She returned her phone to her pocket and winced as if she’d been punched with a brick.

    The place before her was exactly the kind of house to chuck a brick at someone’s head.

    It wasn’t rundown, so much as creepy. Magically creepy.

    Luminaria sniffed the pavement, padded up to the letterbox, gave it a calculating look, then tipped her tiny cat head back and laughed maniacally.

    “Shoosh – keep your voice down! We’re in the middle of the street.” Anna reluctantly left the safety of the pavement to reach Luminaria.

    “Oh, this place is perfect. Can you feel that dark, chaotic energy? It beckons me.” Luminaria was a tiny cat – the kind of feline who’d never grown much bigger than a kitten. Well, right now she stalked towards the house, and she looked as menacing as a tiger.

    No… she still looked like a kitten, just one clearly unaware of how small and cute she was.

    “Wait up,” Anna said, exasperation making her tone pitch high, “don’t approach that house! There must have been a mistake. We can’t live here. This place is—”

    “Delicious. Its energies will sustain me and my great plans.”

    “—Evil,” Anna finished. “I’m just going to make a call to ensure this is the right place.” She looked up at the imposing weatherboard and stone house and made a face. “Because it definitely can’t be.”

    It took a few minutes before her worst nightmares were confirmed – 666 Hollow Crescent was indeed her new home.

    Swallowing hard and securing her hand over the charm bracelet she always wore, Anna approached it.

    Not much ever went right in her life. In fact, she was easily the unluckiest witch in the world. From allergies to possessed cats, Anna Hope Summersville never caught a break. A cold, yes. Always yes.

    But maybe, just maybe this new job would change everything.

    Crossing into the yard of this massively creepy house, she kindled a little hope. If she could do a good job in Marchtown, maybe her prospects would change. If she worked hard in her new position, maybe life would start smiling at her.

    Or maybe not.

  
    Chapter 2

    Anna approached the imposing brick and stone building, a knot of nerves causing havoc in her gut. With one hand on her tummy and the other carrying her patchwork bag, she mustered the courage to walk up to the doorway.

    Two wizards were on guard, and they both shot her bored looks.

    “Ah, I’m here to see Wizard Aaron – I mean Arana. I have a new job. He’s going to show me around, I hope. Or maybe he’s just going to greet me. I don’t know. Nothing much has been explained to me—”

    “We don’t care, lady,” one of the wizards interrupted, his tats peeking out from under his tight gray t-shirt. As a light wind brushed his neck-length greasy blond hair over his shoulder, he shook his head. “Just get inside.” He jammed his thumb towards the door.

    “Sorry,” Anna said in a weak voice as she hurried past the wizard.

    Once inside, she took a deep breath and immediately regretted it. This place – being the HQ of the Magical Enforcement Council – wreaked with magic. With a hearty cough, her eyes started to water.

    Plunging a hand into her bag, she fumbled for her hanky.

    “Do you mind?” Luminaria trilled as she popped her tiny head out of the bag. “I was sleeping.”

    “Sorry, I just need my handkerchief.” Anna negotiated around Luminaria’s snarling form until she managed to pry her floral tissue from a side-pocket.

    “You’re so pathetic. Mark my words, they’ll take one look at you, and give the job to someone else.”

    Anna tried to ignore Luminaria. She concentrated on finding her way through the labyrinthine halls instead.

    There was no one waiting by the front doors to direct her to Aaron’s; neither was there a helpful building map or a reception desk.

    Nope, there was simply a series of branching corridors leading to closed doors with out-of-sequence room numbers. The first one she passed read ‘356’, the second, ‘09’. Either the builder had been particularly dyslexic, or the rooms changed themselves around. Considering this was the building of the Marchtown MEC, she imagined it was the latter.

    “Okay,” she mumbled to herself as she wandered off down the corridor, drawing her phone from her pocket to check where she was meant to go. “It should be around here somewhere.”

    “We’re going to get lost and end up as skeletons scattered over the floor. When we start to starve, mark my words, I’ll eat you first.”

    Anna ignored Luminaria. Over the years, she’d become particularly good at it. It was a survival mechanism. If she didn’t find some way to block out the cocky evil cat, she’d go spare.

    “Alright, it should be just over here.” Anna surprised herself by stopping in front of the right door. “Ha, I found it! Room 01. Here it is.” She pocketed her phone with a smile and knocked.

    “You did not find it – you got lucky,” Luminaria sniped. “Finding entails skill, girl, of which you have none. You couldn’t find your way out of a locked coffin, let alone into a wizard’s office.”

    “… Ah, who could find their way out of a locked coffin? That’s a really weird thing to say.”

    “A witch could. True witches can do anything.” Luminaria glared at her pointedly, then popped her head back into the bag, disappearing from sight with a flick of her tail.

    Anna rolled her eyes.

    At the same moment, Aaron opened the door. He lifted an eyebrow. “I’m sorry if you feel I made you wait, Miss…?”

    “Summersville,” she squeaked. “And no, no, I—”

    “If you could just take a seat.” He barely glanced at her as he turned and walked back to his desk. “I have something I need to finish.”

    “Oh, sure.” She quietly sat down and started to wait.

    And wait.

    And wait.

    Aaron’s office was suitably roomy. It was also suitably majestic. It matched the guy’s personality perfectly. Suave and debonair with the kind of class you rarely see this side of ‘50s classics.

    It also somehow had a commanding view of the city’s stacks and office towers. A fantastic view considering this office was technically on the first floor. She hadn’t entered a lift or gone up a single flight of stairs, and yet she guessed they were easily twenty stories up.

    Not that surprising when you considered magic was involved. In fact, considering the sheer amount of raw potential concentrated in this place, it was a surprise this office didn’t have a great view of the center of the sun or the surface of the moon.

    Anna brushed her hair over her shoulder as she continued to wait.

    Aaron didn’t look up. Not once. Fair enough – he was a busy guy. He wouldn’t have time to deal with a silly little witch while he was protecting the world from evil wizards.

    He had a patient expression as he methodically leafed through a massive magical tome propped on the desk before him. The book was easily as big as a TV and looked just as heavy. It had intricately designed gold motifs twisting up the black and blood-red spine.

    She could sense it was magical. It made her skin itch and her throat tingle.

    Just as Anna resigned herself to waiting here all day, something horrible happened. The same horrible thing that always happened to her – Luminaria.

    With an irritated snort, she snapped her head out from the bag, instantly glaring at Aaron. “Do you mind, wizard? We have not come here to watch you read. You may be particularly full of yourself – but trust me, boy, nobody is interested in the fact you’re literate. Surprised, granted, but not interested. Now hurry the hell up.”

    Anna sucked in a shocked breath and tried to shove Luminaria back in the bag. “Oh, I’m so sorry, Wizard Arana. She doesn’t mean it.”

    “Yes, I do. Now get your hands off me.” Luminaria swatted Anna, scratching her across the hand.

    “Ow.” Anna jerked her hand back.

    Aaron finally looked up. He had a pen in one hand, the other halfway through turning a page. At first it looked as if he had a patient expression on his handsome face, but it quickly became bored. “Do you mind?”

    “Do I mind?” Luminaria’s eyes flared with indignation as she repeated his exact tone. “Let me think?” She tapped a claw to her chin. “Yes, I mind! You are wasting my time. Do you know who I am?”

    “Yes, I am aware of who you are.” Aaron clasped his fingers together and gazed blankly at Luminaria. “You’re Luminaria von Tippit, one of the most prolific witch criminals to have ever lived. You personally created some of the most devastating dark spells of the Middle Ages. You stole and connived your way into history. And yet, despite all those crimes, you never went down for a single one. You managed to dodge your trial by conveniently dying.”

    Luminaria narrowed her small golden-green eyes and shot Aaron the kind of look that should have withered him into a prune. “My death was not convenient, wizard. And I take umbrage at your accusation. I died when Nature dictated.”

    “Indeed.” Aaron smiled around his words. “And I take umbrage at having you in my office, let alone my city.”

    “Well, Mr. Wizard, what are you going to do about it? Oh yes, nothing. You have no legal recourse against me. I’m here rightfully, and there’s not a damn thing you can say to that, is there?”

    Though Anna was right there in the room, neither of them looked at her. She felt like wallpaper blending into the background. Then again, when didn’t she feel like that?

    Even though they both steadfastly ignored her, she had to say something before this erupted into a slinging match. A magical one.

    She cleared her throat and shifted forward until she sat on the very edge of her antique chair. “I’m sorry, Wizard Arana, please excuse her. But I, um… I’m here about that job. I was told to meet with you directly for my introduction.”

    “You may have dodged your rightful comeuppance, Luminaria, but you’re not untouchable. If you fall out of line again, you will be punished. Eternally,” he added darkly.

    “Ah, excuse me?” Anna tried to get their attention.

    They both ignored her.

    Luminaria chucked her head back and chuckled, the effect so high-pitched and cute you’d be forgiven for finding it funny. Well, you wouldn’t be forgiven by Luminaria – she would eat your soul and curse every remaining second of your life.

    “I wouldn’t laugh,” Aaron warned. “Your heirloom contract with the Hopes might have saved you so far, but you will step out of line one day. And I will be waiting.”

    “Oh, you scare me, little wizard. Can’t you see? I’m positively trembling.” Luminaria brought up a paw and held it perfectly steady, as she wobbled her bottom lip in mock fright.

    “Ah, hello, guys?” Anna raised her voice.

    This was not how she’d envisioned this meeting. She’d hoped Aaron would politely show her around with his trademark debonair smile lifting his cheeks and making his eyes sparkle.

    Then again, when Luminaria was involved, things never went to plan.

    Anna would have left her at home, hell, she would have left her back in Vale, but she couldn’t. She was bound by the contract.

    She was responsible for Luminaria. She had to look after her. From her health to her protection, Anna couldn’t leave the possessed cat alone.

    If she did, things would start to break. In particular, Anna would start to break.

    Heirloom contracts were a particularly nasty business. Unfortunately some distant relative several hundred years ago had been foolish enough to enter into one. Now every successive generation had been burdened with the duty of looking after one Luminaria Von Tippit – the most ill-mannered and raucous witch since Hecate herself.

    Fortunately heirloom contracts were well understood by the magical community. No one blamed Anna – they saw it as the rightful curse it was.

    The MEC and Aaron had known all about Luminaria before they’d offered Anna the position. Most magical enforcement councils did not discriminate based on such situations. Plus, it wasn’t as if Luminaria was a threat to anyone. Verbally, yes. Magically, no.

    The terms of an heirloom contract prevented Luminaria from practicing magic unless in self-defense.

    Still, if given a chance, Luminaria would shout at Aaron until the sun went down.

    Unnoticed by the bickering pair, Anna reached into her bag, withdrew a small can of tuna, and opened it quietly.

    Immediately Luminaria stopped, mid-insult, and sniffed the air.

    Anna placed the tuna on the floor, and Luminaria jumped down to eat it without so much as another word or curse.

    Aaron, cheeks reddened from his fight, looked across at her and cleared his throat. “I wouldn’t have thought that would work on her,” he admitted quietly.

    “She loves tuna. More than fighting. More than magic. More than anything. It’s the one way I can keep her quiet,” Anna mouthed. “Anyhow, so, ah… do you have a job for me?” she asked hopefully.

    Aaron didn’t even try to smile. “No. That position has been filled.”

    She blinked. It was so big and overwrought, she would have looked like an actor on a stage. Problem was, she wasn’t. This was real.

    “Ah, you’re joking, right?”

    “That position has been filled,” he repeated firmly.

    “But… I came all the way here from Vale on the promise of a job.”

    “No, you were not promised anything. You were offered, but unfortunately the offer no longer stands as we’ve found someone else to fill the vacancy.”

    Anna tried to swallow. It was hard, because it felt like her throat had frozen. “Um… I… packed up my whole life to come here.”

    Aaron looked unmoved. “There are other jobs available in this town, both mundane and magical. I’m sure you’ll find something.”

    Anna was shell-shocked. Was this punishment for Luminaria? It had to be. No one could be cruel enough to let someone schlep all the way to a new city for a job that no longer existed.

    “Look, if this is about my cat,” she tried.

    “It is not about von Tippit. The Magical Enforcement Council of Marchtown does not discriminate based on heirloom contracts. The simple fact is, we found someone better for the position, and we employed her. Your skills will still be useful somewhere else.”

    Just not here. Ha?

    “Oh. Ah, goodbye then,” she said weakly.

    Anna slowly leaned down, grabbed up the tuna can, hooked her bag over her arm, and walked out, Luminaria following the still half-full tuna, mewing pleadingly.

    “Goodbye, Miss Summersville.” Aaron didn’t look up from his book.

  
    Chapter 3

    “I can’t believe this,” Anna said softly into the bottom of her drink. It wasn’t that she couldn’t believe she’d downed her drink already. That was totally understandable. The fact she’d lost her job wasn’t. “How could I be so unlucky?”

    A few more patrons entered the bar, all somehow looking grittier than the last. From black leather boots with hex-wards scribbled into the soles, to magic-protecting shades – they were a far cry from the law enforcement she was used to.

    “Why exactly have you taken us to this massively displeasing bounty-hunter bar?” Luminaria suddenly popped her head out of Anna’s patchwork-quilt bag and shot the nearest patron a death glare.

    “Because it’s preferable to a dark-arts bar.”

    “To you, maybe. But you always have been a soppy girl. When are you going to open your black wings and embrace the dark, glorious side of life?”

    “Never. I don’t have enough money for anything right now. And I know for a fact that the dark arts require a lot of candles and black-velvet cloaks. That stuff can add up real quick.”

    “You are a soppy witch,” Luminaria declared as she flashed her tail like an executioner wielding an ax.

    “Yeah, I suppose I am.” Anna rested one of her arms on the bar, propped her head with the other, and stared at her empty glass.

    “You look like you need another,” the barwoman said as she walked up and slapped her hand on the bench.

    Anna blinked back her surprise.

    The barwoman was everything Anna wasn’t: statuesque, slim, confident, and with looks that could melt a mirror.

    “Ah, thanks, but I better leave it at that. I only have enough for one drink.”

    “It’s on the house.” The woman flourished a liquor bottle from somewhere and poured Anna a drink before she could protest.

    “Ah, I, oh, I couldn’t.”

    “Just drink it, sweetie. Now I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation with your demon cat.” The barwoman smiled, her crimson-red lips curling with the languid ease of a snake slipping through grass.

    “Oh, no – she’s not illegal,” Anna jumped to her defense immediately, “she hasn’t committed a crime since she died. She’s an heirloom contract.”

    “Relax,” the woman shook a slender finger at Anna, “I don’t care about that, sugar. Now let me introduce myself. Meredith.” She leaned over the bar, grabbed Anna’s hand, and shook it.

    Her handshake was strong and suspiciously crackly. Either Meredith was packing a Tesla ball somewhere in her slim-fit black leather jeans, or she was magical. Really magical.

    Anna pried her hand back and squeaked, “Anna Hope Summersville.”

    “Pretty name. Now, what do you do, Anna? I can sense you’re a witch.”

    “Oh, I’m a police witch. At least I was. I just lost my job, actually. Well, I lost it before I had it, I guess,” she babbled.

    Meredith raised a sculpted eyebrow. “Sorry, I missed that – did you say police witch?”

    “Ah, yeah. I used to work in Vale.”

    Silence catapulted through the bar. Though silence usually wasn’t a projectile, the way it slammed its way around each patron was so fast and violent, you’d be forgiven for thinking it hadn’t been shot from a gun.

    Anna swallowed. Audibly. Visibly. Loudly.

    Meredith leaned in, crumpling her long arms in front of her as she brought her face as close to Anna as the wide bench would allow. “Vale?” she pushed her glistening teeth into her lip with relish. “You were a police witch in Vale?”

    “Yes,” Anna squeaked. She sounded exactly like a mouse.

    “And you’re out of work?” Meredith’s eyes glittered with a particularly unsettling combination of magic and shrewd calculation.

    “… Yeah?”

    “Well, Anna Hope Summersville, you’ve walked into the right bar. I’ve got a job for you. Great pay, free drinks, and fantastic future prospects.”

    “S-sorry?”

    “I’m offering you a job, kid.” Meredith grabbed a piece of yellow-gold parchment from somewhere under the bar and slid it towards Anna with the practiced ease of a croupier revealing an ace. “Sign on the dotted line.” She tapped the right spot with one of her carefully manicured nails, the click-click-click somehow louder than the rowdy patrons.

    “B-but… I just met you.” Anna shrunk away from the bar. She wasn’t scared of Meredith. Though the woman cut a striking figure in her tight patent leather and knife-thin heels, she was imposing, not evil. No, Anna’s reluctance came from simple confusion. This kind of stuff didn’t happen to a girl like her. She was slow, patient, and, well, boring. And boring never got offered jobs in seedy bounty-hunter bars.

    “Don’t matter. You need a job, honey. And I’ve got one for you. With your extensive experience, it’ll be a breeze.”

    “Extensive experience. Wait, no, I only worked a couple of months for Vale Police Department. And anyhow, how would that help me be a bar mistress?”

    “Sweetie, I’m not offering you a bar mistress job,” Meredith chuckled melodiously. “I want you as a bounty hunter. With your experience, you’d be able to pile up the bounties quicker than one of Arana’s boys. And god knows I could do with a proficient hunter.”

    “Ah… you hire bounty hunters?”

    Meredith arched her back and patted a hand to her chest. “I’m a licenser, hon. You clearly don’t know how this town works,” she flicked her gaze over Anna’s ankle-length skirt and patchwork bag, “so I’ll give you a crash course. We don’t have a police force. Magical crime enforcement gets foisted onto any magical creature who can hold it together long enough to pass a character check. But even if you can prove you’re not the Devil herself, you still have to have a licenser. That’s where people like me come in. You could call us sub-contractors, I guess. We own the bounty hunting licenses, and we can astutely pick employees to carry out our bounties.”

    “Why doesn’t the Magical Enforcement Council just hire bounty hunters? Why do they need you guys?”

    “Because we do the paperwork and… mop up after things.” She smiled through her words. “We make the process run smoother. Plus, the Council is way too busy to deal with your average bum bounty hunter. No insult intended, boys.” She waved a hand at the assembled bar before continuing. “They need licensors like us to deal with the day-to-day work. We’re the ones ultimately reportable to them. Bounty hunters like you only have to deal with people like me.”

    Bounty hunters like you? Meredith was already acting as if Anna had accepted.

    “All you have to do is sign there,” she tapped the contract again, “and then start bringing in the bounties. Easy as,” she purred.

    Anna opened her mouth to say no.

    She could never be a bounty hunter. She’d barely managed to scrape by as a police witch in Vale, and only with the welcome help of Benjamin Tate.

    She wouldn’t have a Benjamin in Marchtown. There’d be no police back up. She’d be on her own.

    “Just think about it, kid.” Meredith winked. “You need money, and you can clearly do the work. I promise you, knowing what you put up with in Vale, police work in this old hole of a town will be a walk in the park.”

    Considering the evil that had lurked in Vale City Park, that wasn’t as reassuring as it should have been. “Ah… look, thanks, but—”

    “She accepts,” Luminaria spat as she jammed her head out of the bag like an aggressive meerkat.

    Meredith tilted her head and laughed. “Well, that’s a deal then. I’m glad to have a witch like you on the team.” She offered her bony, elegant hand to Anna.

    “Hold on, I—”

    “I make the decisions around here,” Luminaria cut in, “and I accept this offer.”

    “But—” Anna stuttered.

    “This witch,” Luminaria gestured to Anna with a clawed paw, “is under my heirloom contract. She is indebted to me. She is magically bound to care for my every need. And she is currently out of work,” she spat, her long whiskers bristling. “So she accepts this job. Because if she doesn’t, I’ll break her leg.”

    Anna winced. She got the threat. While she wouldn’t put it past Luminaria to attack her, that’s not what the cursed cat meant. Oh no, she was referring to the contract. It really would crush a bone or two if Anna didn’t keep up her end of the bargain.

    Meredith chuckled. “I can’t say I usually like demon cats – but maybe I’ll make an exception for you.”

    “I am not a demon cat, madam.” Luminaria pulled herself up to her full height. Though she was as tall as a garden gnome, she held herself like Mount Everest incarnate. “I am possessed.”

    “Yeah, there’s no difference. You still claw the couch and drag in the occasional angel through the cat flap. But what I’m really interested in is getting a signature.” Meredith shoved the contract under Anna’s nose again. “Dotted line, sweetie. Come on now, I’ve got a whole bar to keep happy here.”

    Anna wanted to protest. She wanted to point out she couldn’t be a bounty hunter.

    Yet she couldn’t afford not to be. She needed the money, and she very much needed to appease the contract before it started breaking her legs.

    Driving her teeth into her lip until the pain cut out her nerves, she cautiously pulled the contract towards her.

    She took a calming breath, then jammed her thumb onto the bottom of the contract. A few sparks of magic jumped over her flesh, flashing along her nail and sinking into the parchment.

    Immediately, she sneezed.

    “Bless you, if you’re into blessings, of course,” Meredith mumbled as she snatched up the signed contract and stuffed it under the counter. “Right,” she clasped her hands together and leaned in, “pleased to have you on board, Ms. Summersville. You begin tonight, right after I knock off work at 3 AM. Bring your hexes, your weapons, your blessings, and your balls. We’re taking down a kingpin.”

    “S-sorry a kingpin?”

    Meredith shrugged, the silver rings embellishing her fingers clinking together as she ran her pinkie over her teeth. “Runs a dark establishment in Course Street. Up to all sorts of no good. I don’t have all the specifics – the MEC don’t always share their reasons with us. From my own experience, though, I know this guy’s a real low life. All we have to do is force our way in the front door, deal with his hired muscle, and drag him back to MEC HQ. Simple and quick. Trust me.”

    “Ah, how much hired muscle? And what is this guy? A wizard, a magician, a troll? And do we have backup?”

    “Questions, questions, questions. They can wait. Now I have to deal with my customers. See you, sweetie.” Meredith waved and sashayed off.

    “… Oh my god, what have I just done?” Anna put her hand up to her head, suddenly feeling faint.

    “You did what I told you to do, fool. Now take me home. I wish to be comfortably in bed before you go out and get yourself killed tonight.”

    Anna crumpled her hand over her mouth and tried to breathe. “B-but you told me to accept the job.”

    “Of course I did – we need the money. Other than that, though, it’s a damn terrible idea. You are the worst witch in the world, and you have severe magical allergies.” Luminaria tipped her small furry head back and cackled like only a possessed cat could. “You are most definitely going to get yourself killed. I suppose I shall be handed back to your mother for safekeeping. Which will be infinitely better than you – your mother can cook.”

    Anna closed her hands over her eyes and slumped against the bar.

    Things couldn’t get any worse.

    Oh, wait, they could.

    And tonight, they would.

  
    Chapter 4

    “Ah, is this such a good idea?” She turned over her shoulder and shot Meredith a pointed look.

    Meredith shrugged, reached into her pocket, pulled out a stick of fluro pink gum, and proceeded to chew it in a thoroughly non-caring way. “Who cares? We’ve got you – an ex-police witch. You can always chuck a fireball or two if things get hairy.”

    Anna took a calming breath. At least she tried to. There was nothing short of valium that would settle her nerves right now. “Ah, I really wasn’t a very good police witch,” she tried to explain for the thousandth time.

    Meredith looked bored. She even stretched her long, swan-like neck back and yawned. “If you were good enough for Vale, you’re more than good enough for this piece-of-crap town.”

    Anna swallowed uncomfortably and shook her head.

    “Buck up, kid,” Meredith swooped an arm around her shoulders and winked, “like I said before – this will be a real simple case. All we have to do is go in there, get the kingpin, and go.”

    Anna offered a meek smile. “… Okay.”

    “That’s the way. Now once we’re done, we’re really going to have to get you out of those frumpy damn clothes and into something more suited to Hellhole.” Hellhole was what the locals – at least the dissatisfied ones – called Marchtown.

    As far as names went, it wasn’t too far off the mark. While there weren’t demons and the damned spilling onto the streets, Anna was starting to learn this place certainly wasn’t heaven.

    There was an odd feel about it. Most cities usually felt alive, bustling with people as the hectic pace of a metropolis drove them like cattle dogs.

    Despite its size and population, large parts of Marchtown felt dead. You could go into a crowded shop and feel like you were walking through empty ruins.

    It had a distinctly odd vibe. The architecture didn’t help. It was a thoroughly ugly mix of old with unappealing modern. Ornate, grand 1920s Art Deco frontages sat alongside brick monstrosities from the ‘70s. Here and there, new glass and steel structures broke up the horizon, but they only served to highlight how much of a mishmash this town was.

    Vale had an ancient, powerful vibe to it. Marchtown was simply confusing and chaotic. Great, epic tales could and had happened in Vale. In Marchtown… oh boy, if the vibe was enough to go off, anything could happen here.

    “Come on, kid, let’s do this. I’m pretty sure he’s in there now. I probably don’t need to ask – considering your pedigree – but do you remember the plan?” Meredith reapplied a coat of luscious red lipstick. It was the kind of hue that belonged in cut rubies or cut veins. It drew so much attention to her lips, it was a surprise men didn’t walk straight into them.

    Anna wanted to ask: plan, what plan? Meredith’s entire operation came down to two steps: walk into the bar and walk out with the kingpin. Everything else would be worked out on the fly, as she’d put it.

    Anna had never been a particularly good police witch, but she did have an eye for procedure. If you wanted to carry out a successful sting operation, you usually had to put more thought into it than ‘meh, we’ll just chuck a fireball at whatever moves and run out the back if there’s trouble.’

    Before she could say anything, Meredith walked away, carrying a slim black handbag over one shoulder as she glided towards the bar.

    The bar in question looked like little more than a nondescript doorway carved into the side of a drab brick building. There weren’t any bouncers out front. There wasn’t even a sign.

    There was, however, magic. Anna could feel it itching her back and leaving a heat rash.

    “Okay, you can do this,” she whispered to herself. “Meredith is here, and she’ll know what to do if things go wrong.” She clapped her hands together in a praying motion.

    If things go wrong? More like when. She couldn’t turn off her police brain. And right now said brain was screaming at her to turn and run away.

    There was only one silver lining to this looming storm cloud – Luminaria had stayed at home. She was tired. Meaning Anna could do this without a talking, cursing cat ruining everything.

    That being said, occasionally Luminaria could be useful. While she was great at keeping the house free from all but the darkest and most evil mice (which Luminaria doted on), the evil cat was handy in a fight.

    On occasion, Luminaria had actually protected Anna. When it served her interests, of course.

    Still, it was nice to leave the old crone at home.

    “Come on.” Meredith waved her forward with one bony hand. “The night has only just begun, and I’ve got things to do after this.”

    It was 3 AM. The night was over.

    The chase, however, was about to begin.

  
    Chapter 5

    Anna had been to some dark places before. She’d worked in Vale, for one, and that place was well known for its seedy, shady establishments.

    But this… this was worse.

    As she and Meredith walked their way into the bar (Meredith technically glided), Anna couldn’t contain her swallow. She gulped like a fish coming across a sudden shark, or bar-full of sharks.

    Every single patron sitting in this murky, dingy pub looked… dark.

    There was a vampire sitting on a barstool to her left, drinking something that smelled suspiciously like real blood.

    To her right, she passed a bona fide banshee, staring at its empty drink with pale white irises tinged with red capillaries – a sign of tension from a life spent screaming at the top of your lungs, no doubt.

    If the patrons weren’t bad enough, the wait staff was worse. There were two burly looking magicians behind the bar, serving drinks from bottles with so many runes written over the glass, it was a surprise the liquid inside didn’t boil and shoot out in a giant shot of glittering steam.

    Even though Anna had worked for several months as a police witch, and she had come across mini little hell holes like this before, she’d always had backup.

    She’d never been following a leather-clad lascivious bounty hunter, either.

    “Let’s get a drink,” Meredith suggested in a low and sultry voice that made every man – human or not – turn and stare at her.

    While Meredith was decked out in the tightest leather this side of a dominatrix conference, Anna was in the same old drab clothes she usually wore: an ankle-length blue skirt and a neck-high overly lacy blouse that looked like something Liberace would pass on for being too over the top. She also had a pair of sensible shoes and socks.

    She was not and never would be fashionable. Even if you threw away all the floral and lace in her wardrobe, it wouldn’t work. Anna couldn’t pull off stylish. She’d tried it before, and people just laughed at her.

    She had neither the body nor the personality. She was tall, willowy, and a little gaunt. Her skin was usually as pale as fresh milk, and her dull hazel eyes were often red-rimmed from her allergies. Her hair was this knotted curly mess of nondescript black. It wasn’t pretty – it was awkward. Which summed her up perfectly.

    “Excuse me.” Meredith slid onto a bar stool, her leather pants somehow not sticking to it and causing her to fall off. “Two drinks, please.”

    “What do you want?” The barman shifted his shoulder, indicating the splendid array of dark liquors behind him. Even though the lighting was suitably gloomy, Anna could still make out some of the titles written on the bottles. Blood of a Cat was a particularly worrying one. If Luminaria were here, she’d likely swat the magician, pour the bottle down the sink, and breathe on him with her tuna breath until he died.

    “What do we want? Hmm. Whatever you think we deserve,” Meredith replied cryptically. And sexily, very sexily. Every word that came out of her mouth sounded like satin slipping down skin.

    If her intended effect was to distract the barman, it was working. The guy cracked a smile, even though it looked like he had a permanent frown etched into his gaunt face. He leaned down on the bar and started to chat with Meredith.

    Not once did the guy glance Anna’s way, not even to ask Meredith what on earth she’d brought with her.

    Anna sat awkwardly on the edge of her stool, shifting her head to the side as she again stared at the rest of the bar.

    According to Meredith, this would be easy. According to Meredith, the ‘kingpin’ would be sauntering around here somewhere, completely unaware there was a bounty out on his head, and completely unprepared for a leather-clad witch and her frumpy sidekick to take him down.

    Anna couldn’t see the kingpin anywhere though, unless he was taking a really long time in the bathroom.

    Then again, she didn’t know what he looked like. When she’d questioned Meredith about that, she’d said Anna would know him when she saw him. The guy had a dark magical vibe, apparently. Well, that was hardly a distinguishing feature – every single patron in this hellish bar had a dark vibe. It was kind of a requirement of entry. Those with angelic vibes didn’t drink cat’s blood next to banshees and gloomy vampires.

    Tuning out of Meredith’s conversation, Anna turned around on her chair, trying to get a better view of the far corner of the bar.

    The lighting over there was appalling. Though she understood that added to the overall ambience, it had to be an OH&S risk. Someone could and would trip, spilling their wine over another patron. Or they could stab the wrong person. Whatever constituted a humorous accident in a bar like this.

    It was while she was peering into the gloom that she saw something.

    There was a man sitting in a booth with his back pressed hard into the chair behind him and his legs rested on the table. It wasn’t his excessively nonchalant behavior that caught Anna’s attention – having your feet on the furniture probably wasn’t a taboo here.

    No, it was the fact he felt… different.

    There was one upside of having magical allergies. There was a bucket full of downsides, mind you – but occasionally her illness came in handy.

    She was exquisitely sensitive to different kinds of magic. Not only would she sneeze whenever she encountered the stuff, but depending on her symptoms, she could tell what type of magic was being practiced. Good magic tended to give her a runny nose and watery eyes. Bad magic gave her a blood-red heat rash and made her spine tingle as if spiders were growing in the bone.

    The guy in the corner wasn’t bad. He was good. She could feel it. He wasn’t practicing any magic at the moment, but he’d clearly practiced some recently.

    As her eyes started to water, she rubbed them with one hand.

    The guy was wearing a pair of thick pants and a nondescript gray top. His boots were enormous and clearly made for climbing up mountains or surviving mudslides. He wasn’t decked in the usual array of black velvet and leather you saw in places like this.

    Just like her, he didn’t fit in.

    She tilted her head to the side as she tried to get a better look at him.

    If she had to, she’d bet he was another bounty hunter just like her. Why else would a good guy come to a bar like this?

    Anna pressed her lips together and wondered if he was after the same bounty she was.

    There was every possibility he wasn’t. Just one look around this bar confirmed every single patron had something to hide. There was likely a bounty out on all of them.

    “Are you coming, or what?” Meredith said pointedly as she looped a firm hand around Anna’s arm.

    “Sorry, what?” Anna lurched around on her stool, realizing she’d zoned out so badly she hadn’t heard a word of what Meredith had said.

    “Are you coming? Our friend here has some fabulous wine he wants us to try. It’s out back,” Meredith added.

    Anna’s gut reaction was to say “hell no” at the top of her lungs. Go out back with a dark magician like that, and you’ll wind up bled dry for his next vampire customer.

    She had to stifle her common sense here, though, as she was on an operation. Or at least a semblance of one.

    While Anna had always assumed she’d been an appalling police witch, maybe that wasn’t entirely true. Something had rubbed off on her during her stint in Vale – the importance of good procedure. If you wanted to keep a city safe – especially one as murky as Marchtown – you had to have a set of rules in place. You had to know exactly how to deal with different types of crime, and you had to stick to those procedures. Over time, you modified and improved them until you had a rulebook.

    Marchtown didn’t have a rulebook though, and nor did its bounty hunters. They looked exactly like the kind to tear pages out of rulebooks to light cigarettes with.

    “Are you coming?” Meredith said one last time, shooting Anna a very specific look. It was the kind of look that told her that unless she got her butt off that stool, she’d be kicked off.

    “Yep,” Anna squeaked as she jumped down.

    By the time she shuffled past the bar to join Meredith and the magician, the bounty hunter in the corner was gone.

    Though she craned her neck to stare right into the far corner of the room, she couldn’t see a trace of him, nor his massive action boots.

    Before she could wonder how he’d disappeared so quickly, Meredith waved her forward with a sharp cough.

    Anna followed.

    As soon as they walked through a dark doorway into an equally dark hall, she started to feel her allergies kick up.

    A nasty red rash was rising up her chest, and the tingling in her back was so bad she had to squirm as she walked.

    Yep, they were about to encounter some seriously dark magic.

    Meredith’s stiletto heels clicked along the floor, sounding like nails being driven into the wood with every step. She was a decent enough witch that she’d be able to feel the dark vibe, but the woman looked as confident and calm as ever.

    How did she do it? Anna thought briefly to herself.

    While Meredith was strutting forward into what was obvious to everyone was a trap, Anna could barely hold it together. Her hands were sweaty, her heart was a fragile beating mess, and her tingly spine was killing her.

    Before she could turn around and run back to the bar, they arrived in the backroom.

    It was more of a side room, technically – as the long corridor continued beyond them.

    She wasn’t in the mood to point that out though.

    The magician pushed his hand into the door, and it creaked like a gravestone coming to life. It sent such a shot of nerves pulsing down Anna’s back, it was a surprise she didn’t fry herself.

    “So where’s that wine, sugar?” Meredith purred at the magician as he led the way into the room.

    It was dark in here. Like really dark. There wasn’t a window throwing light in from the street. And whatever minimal illumination made it in from the hall stopped at the door.

    “So,” the magician said, voice dripping with menace.

    Oh hell, Anna thought.

    “Yeah?” Meredith asked, voice still light even though they were in a dark room with a magician who’d just said so with all the glee of the damned.

    “We’re all out of wine, ladies,” the magician said.

    There was a flicker of light. Said light came from the magician’s hand as he brought up a candle.

    In an ordinary non-magical situation, bringing a candle to a fight was pretty funny. When a magician was the one holding the candle, however, all humor curled up and died.

    The specific kind of candle the guy held tightly in his white-knuckled grip made Anna gasp. It was a caller candle.

    It didn’t grab your phone and start dialing numbers in a panic. No, it simply sent out a message on all dark magical frequencies, attracting whatever may come.

    It was the kind of candle you brought if you were suitably evil and wanted to call some friends around, but you were too cheap to pay for a text.

    Once lit, the candle would summon every demon, ghost, ghoul, or plain bad dude to your abode in a heart’s beat.

    The one good thing about the candle was it threw some light into the room.

    It was enough to see Meredith’s pallid expression. While she had a hand squeezed behind her back, a few licks of blue-white magic collecting up her fingertips, she didn’t act.

    “My friends will be here shortly, witch,” the magician snarled, “so I wouldn’t bother attacking. I’d save your magic. It might buy you a few more minutes of your worthless little life.”

    Meredith stared darkly at the man, her once attractive face contorting with anger. “Where the hell did you get a candle like that?”

    “I borrowed it off a friend. A powerful one. One who has no use for a meddling little bounty hunter like you.” The magician’s lips curled so hard against his teeth, it looked like they’d shatter the enamel.

    Despite the danger of the situation, Anna had just enough spare brainpower to think, “ha.”

    She was in the room too, but the magician was acting like it was just Meredith.

    Was Anna that invisible?

    “Oh my, can you hear it? It’s coming for you.” The magician smiled. The kind of smile that would see any person locked away for life. It had all the creepiness of Jack Nicholson combined with the frantic energy of a wasp homing in on its target.

    It was exactly the kind of smile you ran away from, not toward.

    Meredith clearly didn’t know that lesson, though, as she pushed forward and rammed her shoulder into the magician.

    There was a scuffle, and the candle fell to the ground. Even though it rolled all the way to the opposite side of the room, it kept burning. That was no normal wax, and it was no normal flame. Both were being sustained by the magician’s power. The only way to snuff the candle out would be to snuff the guy out too.

    Anna had to help. Pushing the pain of her burning, tingling skin to the back of her mind, she ran forward.

    She didn’t get far.

    Something landed outside the open window.

    There was a scratch of claw on glass and a rustle as something moved past the wood.

    The blood drained from her face in a heartbeat, just as a flash of heat burst up her back.

    A demon was in the room.

    She knew it was a demon, not only because her allergies were going into overdrive, but because she heard the specific whoosh as its black web wings unfolded.

    Before Anna could think, she reached Meredith, hooked a hand over her arm, and yanked her to the side.

    Though Anna was quite thin and hardly a muscle-bound witch, she managed to muscle Meredith out of the way.

    Just in time.

    The demon’s tail lanced out of the darkness with all the speed of a bullet.

    It swooshed past her hair, ruffling it and sending it tangling over her eyes.

    Meredith, despite her towering heels, punched to her feet and ran towards the demon.

    Not away, towards. What was this woman on?

    Before Anna could push to her feet to offer a hand, somebody pulled her back.

    It was the magician. Showing speed that belied his gaunt form, he looped a spidery arm around her throat and yanked her towards him. “Let her deal with that. You can come with me,” he offered.

    Anna yelped. She instinctively shoved her shoulder back, pulling her torso forward as she tried to ram her way free from his grip.

    Though the guy let out an, “Ooph,” he didn’t let her go.

    So Anna Hope Summersville did some magic.

    It was honestly something she tried to avoid. If sensing magic was bad for her allergies, practicing it was havoc.

    Whenever she called up the raw potential in her veins, it felt like her blood turned to acid. So much pain accompanied any display of her own power that Anna only ever did it when she had to.

    Now, she absolutely had to.

    Magicians didn’t practice magic like wizards, and to be honest, weren’t usually as powerful. It took a true master to learn the intricacies of magicianhood and most boys didn’t have enough brain on their shoulders.

    Anna balled her hand into a fist and sent magic rippling up her wrist and into her palm and fingers.

    Though an ordinary witch could throw a fireball without so much as a grunt, Anna felt it – every damn spark – as if her skin really was on fire.

    With a massive half-grunt half-scream any bodybuilder/ action hero would be proud of, she rammed her fire-riddled hand into the magician’s chest.

    He crumpled, the surging magic leaping over his black shirt, and burrowing between the buttons and weave until it sank into his skin.

    Singed flesh filled the air as the guy lost his grip on her, stumbled, and staggered to one knee.

    Anna had just enough light and time to note his expression. He looked at her with clear surprise slackening his cheeks and widening his pale brown eyes.

    He hadn’t thought she could do that, right?

    A lot of people were surprised by her power. Just because she had allergies, it didn’t mean she couldn’t practice magic. Nor did it mean she was weak.

    It was true that the stronger the spell, the more it hurt her – but that didn’t mean she didn’t have the power and prowess to practice it.

    Because of her allergies, Anna had been forced to put more effort into learning magic than your average witch. She’d studied extremely hard to find a way to practice that didn’t leave her as a puffing, blotchy, itchy mess on the floor.

    Some would ask – considering her condition – why she’d never quit and sought out a mundane life instead.

    The answer was simple: her heirloom contract.

    It wouldn’t let her. Luminaria von Tippit’s agreement with the Summersville family forced each member to look after Luminaria in every way they could. If Luminaria got into trouble, and Anna somehow held back on protecting her, she’d wind up very broken and very sore.

    She couldn’t hold her magic in reserve, not when it meant not doing everything within her power to help Luminaria.

    Also, to be honest, Anna couldn’t give magic up. Even though it clearly hated her, and her body even more, she couldn’t turn away from it.

    For a girl like her – one as drab and plain with as boring prospects – magic was the one thing she could hold on to. Okay, she wasn’t the best witch out there, but she was a witch. And that meant something.

    So she’d stock up on hankies, eye drops, and cooling cream, and she’d keep being a witch.

    Well, she would if she could get out of here.

    Just as the magician fell to his other knee, she saw him reach a hand around his back.

    She could feel dark magic. Her allergies flared as it ate through the room.

    Though the calling candle was still on the opposite side of the room, the magician suddenly made it blaze.

    She snapped her head towards it, the blaze of light like a small bomb going off in the corner.

    The magician had one second to look up at her, his eyes narrowing in dark delight, before he jerked back and… disappeared.

    He didn’t fall, roll, and quickly hide behind a handy couch. Nor did he lurch up to his feet and dash for the door.

    No, in a flash of dark magic, he was gone.

    It was some kind of transportation spell, one that left the air heavy with dark, pulsing energy.

    Anna pressed a hand into her chest, pain shooting through her ribs and down into her back.

    Her skin would be bright red from the insidious rash climbing her chest and neck, and her limbs tingled so much it felt like they’d detached themselves and plunged into a pool of ants.

    Magical allergies usually only resulted in mild discomfort in the presence of irritants. Sometimes, and with some people, they could become exquisitely severe.

    While Anna wasn’t about to collapse from anaphylactic shock, she was feeling less of the so-called discomfort right now, and more of the abject agony.

    There was something different about the magic that magician had just cast. Something she’d never encountered before and something that was sending her allergies haywire.

    Despite the fact she was sure her muscles were on fire, she forced herself to turn.

    Just as she reached Meredith, the bounty hunter managed to dispatch the demon by roundhouse kicking it to the face with a flaming, magical heel.

    The demon, suitably put out, gave a blood-curdling cry and crammed himself back out of the window, metaphorical tail between his legs.

    Meredith pushed back a non-existent stray hair from her perfect soft curls, struck a pose, and smiled. “Nothing like a demon fight to get your blood pumping. Are you alright? Did that loser get you?”

    Anna dropped her hand from her chest and took a calming breath. “I’m okay. But I’m sorry to say we lost him – he disappeared. It was… weird. He practiced a kind of magic I’ve never seen before.”

    “What do you mean? I would have thought you’d come across plenty of magicians in Vale?”

    “It’s not that. He didn’t practice magic like a magician. It was….” She trailed off as she stared around the room, looking for inspiration to describe her confusing thoughts.

    It was then that she noticed the candle was still burning.

    In fact, as she stared at the flame, she realized something.

    It wasn’t a normal caller candle.

    This feeling – the scratching, hot pain making its way through her ribs – it was coming off the candle, wasn’t it? Whatever strange magic the magician had practiced, he was still practicing it, because his caller candle was still lit.

    Wordlessly, she picked her way over to it.

    “Hey, what’s up?” Meredith fell into step behind her. “We should probably make our discreet exit the same way the demon did before things get worse. I imagine our friends back in the bar heard our fight and are on their way to lend a hand to the side of evil. Anna…?”

    She didn’t answer. The closer she came to the still-burning candle, the more her stomach knotted with nerves.

    Reaching it, she leaned down, placed a hand next to but not on it, and brought her face level with the softly burning flame.

    This close, her blood felt like insects as it clawed its way through her body. This new magic was hell on her allergies.

    Still, she didn’t shift back. She locked her knees in place as she leaned on the dusty floor, and she concentrated.

    She may not be the best witch out there, but her ability to sense a vibe was second to none.

    “Ah, Anna? I think I can hear that vampire swooping down the corridor. Unless you’ve got some handy stakes tucked into your ankle-high frilly socks, I think we should leave.”

    Anna finally felt the tendril connecting the candle to its master. A trace of magic, so dark and evil, it made her back convulse with fear.

    She jerked up with a move that saw her bang her side against the wall.

    “Just leave the candle – we can’t snuff it out. But if we get out of here, it won’t matter. No one is going to care if a caller candle calls any more deadbeat evil goons to a deadbeat evil goon bar. Come on, Anna,” Meredith insisted, leaning down and latching a hand around Anna’s elbow.

    “Wait,” Anna managed, “he’s… he’s still in the building.”

    “What?”

    “That magician, he’s still in the building.”

    “I’m not going to ask how you know that, but it doesn’t matter – he’s not our target. Our target isn’t even here. And we shouldn’t be here either – seriously, that vamp is just around the corner. Oh, damn. Too late. He’s here.” Meredith spun on her pinpoint heels, bringing her hands up as she did. Blue magical flames licked high over her curled fingers, matching the mean glint in her eye.

    Anna was distracted. She shouldn’t be – Meredith was right, and a vamp was literally right outside the door.

    Even though she could feel that, something about this new magic was distracting Anna. It wasn’t just her allergies going nuts – it was… it called to her.

    “On your feet, girlie,” Meredith snapped as she sent a warning shot at the door. As the magic dashed against the wooden frame, blistering the drab gray paint, it lit up a figure just beyond – a tall, spindly man in a swathe of black and blood-red velvet.

    Even without the fangs poking out of his thin lips, he was clearly a vamp. Everything from his slicked-back grease-clogged hair, to the cape attached to his collar by a single blood-drop ruby screamed vampire – that, or a cos-player desperately trying to mimic a vampire. Because seriously, the costume was overdone.

    There weren’t too many vamps in Vale. They didn’t like places with strong magic. Places with strong magic tended to have too many wizards and witches sticking their noses into affairs and trying to maintain order.

    Your average vampire was at his or her best when they were the only one in a town or city. Lonely, but effective, they could prey on the unwanted and never missed, dispatching a township’s homeless one by one until they moved onto another haunt.

    Wizards and witches tended to hate vampires – for very good reason. Not only did they hunt the innocent, but they could bring undue attention to magic. All you needed was a few dead bodies winding up in the river, bloodless and with two telling bite marks in their necks, and the mundane media would go nuts.

    Though Marchtown did have the MEC and its team of registered bounty hunters to keep law and order, it was clearly fragmented enough to make this city homely for your average vampire. Indeed, the very fact this guy was here, being so open about his identity with his pointy fangs and slicked-back hair, was all the evidence Anna needed that law enforcement in Marchtown didn’t work.

    Not for the last time, she concluded crime like this just couldn’t happen in Vale. Marchtown needed its own dedicated magical police force – not some disjointed bounty-hunting
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