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  Magic First Book One Blurb

    
        
You can resist. You can win. But can you do it again tomorrow?
Sarah's a witch on the run, hunted by a deranged magical council out for her blood. All she's ever dreamed of is revenge.
One day soon, she'll get it. When she finds her nemesis's son has no magic, she slips in beside him and pretends to be his secretary - all to kill him and deliver her first blow. But plans rarely work out.
Soon Sarah is dragged into the crippling magical world of the council. And soon she'll get her revenge. Or rather, someone will seek their vengeance through her.
For her boss is not who he seems and only in his arms can she find redemption.
....
Magic First follows a gritty witch and the man who keeps wiping her memory as they fight to save their twisted city. If you love your urban fantasy with fast-paced action, tenacious heroes, and a splash of romance, grab Magic First Book One today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

    


    Chapter 1

    The rain drove down so hard, it could’ve stripped the cobbles from the bridge. But nothing could remove her mom’s hand from Sarah’s. Her fingers sliced around the young Sarah’s skin, holding her tight, a few charges of magic zapping and sinking into her grip until nothing could break it.

    “Don’t fall behind,” her mom breathed, the words shaking from her constricted throat that tightened with every pounding step.

    The young Sarah couldn’t help it. Twisting her head, her brown hair slicing in front of her face, her eyes widened at the sight of their pursuers. She couldn’t see speeding cars, couldn’t see men racing behind them, weapons held high. Nothing but shadows flitted from one side of the road to the other, hiding behind streetlamps only to slice in behind old cars.

    “Don’t look behind us,” her mother screamed again.

    Holding her hand harder, she yanked Sarah across the threshold of the bridge.

    They’d never make it to the other side.

    One of those shadows shot in from behind. It smashed down into the cobbles a meter in front of them, rock dust spewing up everywhere.

    “Behind me.” Her mother grabbed Sarah, twisted her to the side, and protected her with the bulk of her body. As sizzling hot chunks of rock slashed down, several smashed into her mother’s back, and Sarah could smell the scent of charred flesh.

    As it filled the still night air, a harsh chuckle rang out. It sounded like a knife slicing right by Sarah’s heart. A few centimeters to the left, and it would kill her.

    The shadows flickered slightly, dancing above the cracked cobbles, yet as one pushed forward, Sarah heard the dull thump of footfall.

    Her mother hunkered over her harder, gripping her, magic building across her skin, nothing more than a faint charge now, a light blue wisp like a wash of paint. It would grow.

    “You have me. Leave Sarah,” her mother hissed, voice strong but lips weak. As they wobbled, parting with a desperate gasp to utter Sarah’s name, Sarah gripped her mother harder.

    “We’ll take both of you. Both of you are aberrations; both of you are monsters that must die. The council does not abide by things it cannot control.” Again the shadow took a step forward, even though there was no foot to step with.

    The voice the shadow spoke with was an electronic muffled hiss. It was deidentified, but there was no one like Sarah’s mother.

    Twisting backward, always keeping an arm around Sarah to block her off from the shadow and its power, her mother snarled again. “Charles, isn’t it? Why would the council send their head after me? You don’t expect me to put up that much of a fight, right?”

    “I volunteered.” Now Charles was sprung, there was no need for his shadow. He took another step, and he emerged from it like a hand from a pile of dirt. First it was his feet, and they appeared in a cloud of crackling black magic. It scissored and sliced across his flesh, but the skin remained intact. The bridge beneath him did not. The already smashed-up stones were pulverized further. They turned into clouds of dust that erupted over the bridge. But Charles didn’t want anything disrupting the pantomime of this show. He swiped one bony white hand to the side, a red ruby ring visible on his pinky finger. The dust disbursed from in front of his blazing blue eyes.

    He wore the long purple robes of the council. Trimmed with blood-red like fresh arterial juice, they glimmered with his power. He took another step forward. Now he’d formed in full, she couldn’t hide from the look in his eyes, no matter how hard Sarah wanted to.

    Sarah’s mother pushed further back into her. “You will have to kill me here today, Charles,” she hissed. Every word shook down her arm into Sarah’s form, each one like the bang of a judge’s gavel. “Or I will find a way to drag you and the council down to hell, where you belong.”

    Sarah hunkered forward, her small body covered with the protective veil of her mother’s spells. Tears sliced down Sarah’s cheeks, trembling onto her chin before sliding down to her collar, dislodged by her quaking nerves. As they pounded through her, she knew this was it. There’d be no getting away now. The council had them where they’d always wanted them.

    One word rang through Sarah’s mind. A word with the power to part her personality, to rend flesh from bone, to grab up her heart and pulverize it in one swift kick.

    Aberration.

    She’d only heard it whispered by her mother, only behind locked doors.

    Sarah had been pulled out of school, kept home, kept from going out even into the yard, all because of that one little word. Now that word would kill her. Or at least Charles Whitmore’s bony magic-covered hands would.

    He sneered again. Sarah saw the look in his eyes, that wide, fixed stare, the energy of a man who wanted to kill, wanted to wrap his hands around someone’s throat, squeeze, and drive the life from their body like a farmer driving cattle across some barren field.

    He took another step forward. Sarah thought she could hear another echo as if his footfall had been delayed somehow.

    “You didn’t come alone, did you? It should be easy for you to kill me alone, Charles. But you’re a coward, right to the end,” her mother hissed.

    “I am no coward, Leanne March. I am,” he extended a hand from the long sleeve of his purple robe, and dark green magic danced from fingertip to fingertip, “the last thing you two aberrations will ever see.”

    “If the council remains on this hateful trajectory, it will die,” Leanne hissed.

    “The only people who will die here today are you and your treacherous little daughter.”

    Charles hadn’t paid attention to Sarah once. Until now. His gaze rammed over to her, slicing up the air, carving through space like a butcher’s knife. As it locked on Sarah, she saw the true aberration, the real monster in this town. The quality of attention behind Charles’s eyes was like burning hot magma. Dare to get in its way, and it would gleefully singe you to a crisp.

    Sarah shuddered back again, pushing into her mother. Her mother gripped her tighter. Then she whispered one word, right by Sarah’s ear, “Safe.”

    It called to an enchantment, a secret spell her mother had cast on her for months, if not years. Sarah felt something ignite in her sternum, a crackle like fire, then an adrenal burst like a flare. It shot down into her legs, coursing through her bloodstream like drugs. She shuddered back. She kept hold of her mother’s hand. She had a moment – one single sweet second to stare into her mother’s gaze. There wasn’t even the time to tell her mother she loved her.

    The spell took hold.

    Sarah turned.

    She jerked out of her mother’s grip, the magic in complete control.

    “Pathetic. You have no chance,” Charles snarled.

    A bolt of magic sliced towards Sarah, but it didn’t count. She moved too quickly now, the escape spell pulsing through her body with the force to take on any enchantment. As she twisted to the side and rolled, she dodged with agility a six-year-old child should not have. It was sufficient to yank her out of the grasp of that groping spell. It smashed into the bridge railing, tearing off a massive chunk that hailed down into the cold river below.

    As it splashed and sizzled, Charles’s scream rang out. “Catch her.”

    Sarah hadn’t noticed before, but now her eyes widened like they’d been slapped. There were other shadows – they thronged the bridge, collected under the cars, and stood close to the streetlights. Now they moved, electrifying, magical energy pulsing through them like blood through a spasming heart.

    Sarah screamed. She moved her head – the only part of her body still under her voluntary control. She turned, staring back in the direction of the bridge. Life provided her one second, just one moment to gaze at her mother. Then Charles Whitmore moved in. His hand formed a sword, bright, shining under the light of its own power. And that sword sliced right through Leanne March.

    Sarah saw the blood splatter out behind her, heard every drip and patter.

    She screamed her mother’s name, over and over again, and would for the rest of her life. But she escaped, and that was the point.

  
    Chapter 2

    Years Later….

    Sarah woke with a start. Rubbing her eyes, really pushing against her eyelids, even though stars erupted across her vision, she chased the dream away with a snarl.

    She said nothing to it, wouldn’t do it the dignity of speaking aloud. It was just a remnant.

    She could draw a dividing line through her life. There was the past with her mother and her short life in magic school. Then there was now.

    The unending now of being on the run.

    Her mother might have cast a powerful flee spell on Sarah, but from the age of six, she’d been on the run from the most powerful magical council in the world.

    It was a miracle she was still alive. But miracles can’t arise on their own. They’re a lot like magic. You cast them through your grit, blood, sweat, and tears.

    Speaking of sweat, Sarah shoved a hand up her top and along her stomach. Then she slipped it around her hips to her back. Sweat covered her. It clung to her skin, a sticky, cloying reminder of a nightmare she would never escape, no matter how fast she learned to run and how far she threw her feet.

    She moved through her basement. It wasn’t much, but it functioned as a good safe house. More than that, it’d almost become a home. What had it been, three years living here already?

    She stopped in the middle of the room, dropped the hem of her sweaty top, and forced a smile across her pale lips. As it inched over her mouth, walking carefully as if the ground it trod upon could fall, she twisted to stare at her life. She didn’t have much furniture – didn’t need it. Dressers and bookshelves were a waste of money and effort. You go out and buy them, then go out and buy things to put in them, then you lose both the next time you have to run.

    Her money went into materials, instead. Her kitchen table wasn’t a place to eat – it’s where she manufactured most of her potions. Large colorful vials covered it. Massive vats bubbled away, 24 hours a day. She had to cast and constantly recalibrate ventilation spells to ensure none of the fumes rose through the floor and affected the people of the apartment above her. They had no clue she lived in their basement. She’d keep it that way.

    No longer distracted, she walked over to the basket she kept her clothes in. Once, she’d owned a wardrobe. The third time she’d fled a safe house, she’d realized there was no point to them. Clothes didn’t care where they were kept. Keep them in a pile on the floor by your feet or in a designer dresser – it was all the same to your jeans and jackets.

    She searched around for a top, grabbed the hem of the threadbare grey t-shirt she currently wore, and went to peel it off her sweat-caked back. She froze. A muffled creak echoed out up by the door that led down the rickety old wooden steps to her basement.

    Was it the wind? Unlikely. This basement was protected from the elements – one of the reasons Sarah had picked it. It could be the movements of the old building, then? This apartment block was built in the sixties. The foundations were strong, though – coming from a time when people cared more if their constructions lasted beyond a decade or two.

    How about an animal? No creature walked that precisely, not even a predator.

    Only one thing could make that creak.

    Sarah dropped the top, swallowed, and spent half a second staring at her stuff again. Her lips twitched into a half smile – a quick, unsatisfying goodbye. She would burn everything down to the ground in a minute or two.

    She could turn, reach over to her potion-covered table, and try to grab an attack spell. She could race over to her kitchen bench, pluck up the massive cleaver she used to slice through magic substrate, and wield that instead. Nothing more than distractions. Weapons are always crutches. Find yourself relying on them too much, and you won’t know how to fight when they’re wrenched out of your grip. The only things you should rely on are your fists, your feet, and your head.

    Sarah didn’t move a muscle until she heard the second creak. Like lightning, like fire, like a witch who could never be held down, she jolted. Twisting, she rolled to the left, her body maneuvering like a gymnast on speed. As she jerked to her feet, she saw a shadow by the edge of the stairs. All this time, the council still hunted her the same way. She knew their assassins could take on all forms of stealth magic. Despite a plethora of other shady spells at their fingertips, when it came to hunting her, they remained in the shadows. Maybe in their twisted, violent psyches, they thought hunting her in the dark would engage her fear. The only thing it ever switched on was her anger – that core of pulsing hatred that throbbed where most people had a heart. Sarah had lost hers back on that bridge at the tender age of six, and she’d never get it back again until the entire magical Council of Seven crumbled. She’d crush them, turn them to dust, and leave them for dead, just like her mother.

    Sarah said nothing. What use were words when your fists were so much harder?

    Everything Sarah had learned, she’d taught herself. She’d even educated herself and learned to practice the finer, more intricate aspects of magic. She’d had help. After fleeing that bridge, she’d returned to a safe place her mother had tattooed on her arm. She’d remained there for at least 10 years. Everything she’d needed, she’d had – except for human company and familial love.

    It had made her who she was today. And who was Sarah March? An unstoppable force of nature.

    A fact this assassin was seconds from learning.

    A bolt of magic sliced into the floor where Sarah had stood. It didn’t mess around, and neither did the practitioner who’d cast it. As it struck, it spread out, its effect wave pulsing further than the original attack. Find yourself trying to avoid only the initial bolt of magic, and the shockwave would catch you, rendering you unconscious as effectively as someone taking a baseball bat to the back of your skull. But Sarah knew what to do. Jolting, she twisted, spun on her toes, and threw herself into a flip just as the shockwave reached the back of her knees. She moved like the wind embodied.

    The shadow hadn’t said a word, hadn’t even grunted – until now. A sharp, hissed breath broke from the guy’s lips. He utilized a blocking enchantment designed to ensure Sarah couldn’t recognize his voice. It was the same enchantment Charles Whitmore had used on that bridge. Sarah’s mother had been able to hear through it back then, and Sarah could do the same now.

    Male assassins fought differently from female assassins. They didn’t attack as intelligently. They went with brute force, often ignoring their environment in the hopes that they could pound on you with their fists and feet instead. They wanted the singular joy of wrapping their hands around your throat and using nothing but strength to crush your windpipe.

    Fine. Sarah could fight dirty, too. And she could win.

    With a grunt that echoed around her basement, she flung herself to her feet, moving as fast as a slice of light.

    The guy was hot on her heels. He remained in his shadow form. It flickered strangely, though, and more as he used magic. Shadow forms were powerful stealth spells. But for them to be effective, the person they were cast on had to be all but still. Shadows hardly flipped around wildly unless there was a powerful, moving light source. The fact a shadow danced independently of the sun would indicate said shadow wasn’t real. This guy was way beyond hiding himself. He clung to his darkened form to mess with Sarah’s nerves. It would take a heck of a lot more.

    She rolled right over the top of her table, her body crashing down on the other side, her arms sweeping over her once neatly stacked potions and sending them clattering to the ground. As they smashed over the uneven floor, they splattered, magic erupting up and dancing over the ceiling in waves of pulsing red and green light. It almost looked like Christmas in here. But trust Sarah, she wasn’t about to bring the cheer.

    The guy growled, spun on his foot, and came at Sarah from the side. She could hear every movement of his body, even though his actual form still pulsed with shadows.

    “Come out and fight me in the light, coward. What, worried that I’ll see your face? You should be worried about something worse. One of these days, one day soon,” her voice dropped like a stone thrown from a bridge, “I’m going to reach the top. You tell Charles that I’m coming. I will destroy his life like he destroyed mine.” Emotion surged through Sarah’s voice, crackling high, dancing just like the light of the cracked potions marching across the ceiling. It could’ve breached any wall, any obstacle at all. And hell, if you’d put Charles in front of her, it would’ve smashed right through his sternum, grabbed hold of his heart, and crushed it to dust.

    The guy spun hard. Sarah felt the blast of air as he sliced his hand to the left.

    He wasn’t alone. Something Sarah should’ve figured out earlier.

    Too late now. A magic-enshrouded arm smashed into her side. It was a hard blow, like getting hit by a careening truck. She sucked in a breath, held it in her chest, and did all the right things. She let the attack force her up into the air, let it shunt her back toward the ground, but at the last moment, just when the guy, woman, or spell thought they’d win, Sarah took hold of the move once more. She rounded her shoulders and controlled how she impacted the floor. It was just by the table, so her back struck the fine shards of glass and crackling magic. They cut her top, the sparking, colored liquid covering her skin. She had to use a charge of mental magic to protect her body, lest the toxic mix of various potions killed her before the shadows could.

    Grunting, Sarah sliced her legs up. She channeled all her strength into her feet. She kicked them forward. That’s not all she did. A potion bottle rolled against her fingers. She clutched it up, her thumb sliding over the cap and dislodging it with a pop. She threw the potion right in the second shadow’s face. There was a crackle, followed by a keening shriek. High-pitched and female, it meant there were two assassins in the room now, one man and one woman.

    And both were as volatile as rising steam. The female assassin had to launch backward and clutch her face. This time Sarah saw her hands. They became visible for a few flickering seconds, dimming in and out as if someone had grabbed hold of the light switch of reality and they toggled it madly.

    The woman made the mistake of clutching her face. That disrupted the shadow spell around her eyes. Sarah saw a glimmer of them.

    “We’ve got you now,” the male assassin snarled happily from behind Sarah.

    How wrong he was. He threw himself at her from behind. Sarah heard the distinct sound of somebody magically turning their hand into a sword. A tricky and costly enchantment. You had to learn that from a sword master, and the only one of those around these parts was Charles Whitmore. Get the spell wrong, though, and you might find your hand permanently turning into a blade. Get the sword right, however, and the consequences could be just as bad. You might find yourself spending more time with a deadly weapon attached to your most critical appendage. That could cause the spell to grow. If you weren’t careful, your whole body might turn into a blade. Then again, that would be exactly what Charles Whitmore wanted. Anyone foolish enough to work for him soon turned into naught but a glorified murder weapon.

    The woman continued to clutch at her face, her fingers now fully visible. As they slid over her charred skin, she shrieked. “Kill her. Take out half the apartment. Who cares? Charles will give us commendations.”

    “Unlikely,” Sarah hissed, the first word she’d said. “Charles will kill you. Anything and everything related to me and my case is swept under the rug. You fail, you die. You succeed, you die. That’s the nature of the man you work for.”

    “You have no right to speak of Charles, Aberration. Now, die,” the male assassin snarled from behind her.

    Sarah stood her ground. A mistake – the guy and his sword-hand loomed right behind her. She heard the blade slice through the air, then that particular sound you get when sharp metal moves fast toward your back. Others might not recognize that notorious noise. Others hadn’t lived Sarah’s life.

    She let the sword press in close, even felt the tip slice through her threadbare top. Only then did she move. She sent a charge of magic powering across her skin. It started in her heart, surged around her back, and erupted over her flesh in a cloud of white-yellow power. It pushed the blade back just at the last moment. Sarah did the rest. Dropping down to her knee, she kicked out with her right foot. She wasn’t wearing shoes. Didn’t much matter. She could fight against someone in full magical body armor, but it would be irrelevant. Sarah knew how to move her body, knew how to wield every cell, every muscle fiber, and every damn tendon.

    As her foot smashed into the guy’s knees, he buckled forward. His hand was still a sword. How unfortunate.

    The female assassin saw an opportunity that wasn’t there and shot toward Sarah. Her regulation magical council black boots crushed the potion vials covering the floor.

    The thing about a magical sword for a hand is it can be used to slice through spells, not just people’s beating hearts. Sarah grabbed the guy’s elbow, using it like a hilt, then shunted the tip of the sword down into the floor. It sliced through easily, the tough stone giving about as much resistance as a bird’s heart would to a cat claw.

    Half closing her eyes, focusing her mind until the rest of reality fell away like clouds fleeing a bright horizon, she let magic sink down into the guy’s sword.

    There’s another reason such spells are dangerous, see. Unless you know exactly how to control them, they can be hijacked by other more powerful practitioners.

    The guy had only been visible in fits before. Now in a blast as her magic interacted with his sword, his shadow spell fell like a burning cloak.

    Staring up at her with fear-filled, rounded eyes, he didn’t have the time to open his mouth, didn’t have the time to scream. His sword sliced right through the enchantment Sarah had cast on this floor – the basement, too.

    The thing about being on the run is you have to be ready to flee your safe house at even the slightest provocation. You also need to be ready to destroy it and everything you own. If the council couldn’t get her, the least they could do was get her stuff, right? They could use it to forensically examine what she’d been up to and try to track her likely future exploits. She would never let them get their hands on one of her safe houses again.

    The woman reached her. Sarah heard the sound of her hand turning into a sword, too, that specific crunch as bones elongated and that almost slithering sound as skin turned to steel.

    Sarah didn’t even turn, just watched the affair out of the corner of her eye, more sparks and flames collecting around the assassin’s arm and powering into her fist. It lit up her wide, anger-filled eyes, the angle of her white, bloodless lips, and the hard line of her chin.

    “You can’t—” the guy began.

    He never got a chance to say his piece. Sarah couldn’t what? Win? She was about to win, seconds away from it, in fact. He could count down to his impending doom on one hand.

    Or maybe he meant Sarah couldn’t take control of his spell – that only someone like Charles could. But that monster had been sending sword practitioners after her for years. She knew their secrets better than anyone else.

    Or maybe what the guy really wanted to say was that Sarah couldn’t get away again. She’d evaded the council too many times to count. She was the only person who’d ever been on the run this long. But her winning streak wouldn’t end today.

    With a roar that could’ve split the heavens in two, Sarah controlled the guy’s spell one last time, and she used his knife hand to cut right through the booby-trap in her floor. The first thing she did when she moved into a new safe house was retrofit the entire thing with a massive interconnected self-destruct spell. She’d pull back the walls, the floor, even the ceiling, and she’d hide exploding charms in every single centimeter, under the plaster, between the nails, embedded in the wood like termites. With naught but a command from her, she could activate them, blow her place up, and walk away without a second glance.

    “You can’t get away. Charles is sending the whole council after you this time,” the guy spluttered, his quick words and wide eyes telling her he knew she’d won.

    She leaned down, right in his face. “I can’t be caught, either.”

    The female assassin rocketed to her feet. She shot in close. Sarah was done playing. She didn’t have to reach for another potion. Her fist would do. Just as the woman attempted to punch Sarah, Sarah leaned back, her hand still controlling the guy’s elbow, and she struck the woman across the jaw. An echoing, soul-crushing crunch rang out.

    The woman didn’t say anything, didn’t have the chance. She folded over and fell on her face like a waterlogged robot.

    The guy screamed, real fear fattening his eyes now, dancing around his irises, giving the milky blacks of his pupils more force. “The council won’t leave you alone ever again. It’s time for you to die, Sarah,” he snarled.

    “I’ll—”

    His phone rang. It didn’t ring aloud, but Sarah felt the slight vibration shuddering up from his hip pocket into the arm she held.

    He jolted. His other hand was technically free, but he hadn’t used it to attack her – was too smart to even bother. Now he shoved his hand toward his pocket. Sarah got there first. She kneed him easily in the stomach, not bothering to use magic, her strength sufficient to wind him as badly as a popped balloon. As she grabbed the phone, she saw a name dart across the cracked screen – none other than Charles.

    Her thumb as stiff as a dead man’s grip, she answered.

    The male assassin struggled, using every single trick in his book to try to beat her, but she just kneed him in the stomach and kicked him back down. He fell hard against his side. His sword remained in her floor, his magic peeling back every hidden destructive spell in the room. Now the floor lit up with them. Even the worst witch could calculate their combined destructive capacity. If Sarah hadn’t directly calibrated the force of these spells, upon exploding, they wouldn’t just take down this basement – but the entire block.

    She pressed the phone against her ear, her hand trembling but her gaze as steady as a knife.

    “Do you have her yet? Is the aberration—”

    “Careful, Charles,” she hissed. “The aberration is on the other end of the line.”

    Charles paused. She heard him suck in a breath, could almost feel it as it shook down his throat. That was just wishful thinking, though. She didn’t have her hands around his neck yet. That would come.

    She slid her angry gaze down to the assassin. He jolted back, staring at the look in her eyes. You know, the look that could melt steel? The look that could break through any wall? And the look that could shatter any bone on its way.

    Charles hissed again. “You can’t escape forever, Sarah.”

    “Your little assassin here told me that the entire council is after me now. What does it feel like when you keep failing, Charles? How much will it hurt when I wrap my hands around your throat?” she hissed, taking satisfaction in every single threat.

    Believe it or not, Sarah’s mother had brought her up to be moral. Sarah had never once been allowed to cuss, and the thought of telling somebody she’d kill them would’ve turned her mother’s stomach.

    Times change, don’t they? And the only language monsters like Charles understand is the very violence they dole out.

    “Brave words, Sarah. But you’ve never been able to touch me all these years. And your own demise is inevitable. You’ve sealed your fate. You did the very day you were born,” he hissed, his voice becoming progressively darker like a quick, unexpected night. That was the perfect image for Charles Whitmore. He was what happened when you woke up to a bright sunny day, only for the light to be sucked out of the sky.

    But Sarah knew how to play in the shadows.

    She gripped the assassin’s arm harder, using her control spell to ensure that his power continued to pump into her room. Truth be told, she didn’t need to use him to activate her self-destruct spell. And while his force had revealed it, it couldn’t activate it yet. It had a precise trigger. You required approximately one nanosecond to initiate it. Sarah would set it after she’d escaped the basement. For now, let the assassin kneel there and stare at the thousands of charges Sarah had laid throughout this room, and let him imagine just how much it would hurt when they exploded.

    “That’s another safe house you’ve lost, Sarah. You have to restart everything. How many times can you keep doing that until your heart gives up? You still have one, don’t you? Ah, I forgot. Aberrations don’t have hearts. They have holes in their chests where an ordinary human heart should be. You’re nothing but a monster,” he hissed darkly.

    Here’s the thing. He pretended he didn’t like monsters. But as he snarled that word, he did so with satisfaction. Maybe he fancied he’d been born to hunt her kind, to wipe away every single so-called aberration.

    He could tell himself any story he wanted. Charles Whitmore was just a psychopath who fools and cowards let run this city.

    Sarah turned. Staring down at the assassin, she let his arm drop. He tried to wrench it out of the floor, but he couldn’t. She locked it in place, gathering force unseen to control his sword spell.

    Perhaps he thought only Charles could do that. The council had always underestimated her force and always would. In their hearts, Sarah was still a child who’d luckily fled their justice.

    But even children, in time, can punch back.

    Sarah walked over to her clothes basket, rummaged around, found a T-shirt, turned, and stared at the assassin. Then she let her lips pull slowly over her teeth, feeling like shutters revealing windows within. And what view did they show? Cold, hard force. “No matter what you send after me, Charles, it will be irrelevant. I’ll come after you. And one of these days, one day real soon,” her voice dropped until even she could hardly hear it, “I will wrap my hands around your throat, and I will end this.”

    Sarah yanked the phone away from her ear. She wrapped her T-shirt around the case as fast as her jerking fingers could. She then grasped it with both hands, closed her eyes, and chanted.

    On cue, the phone shuddered, these violent vibrations spreading out from the battery pack. It was seconds from exploding. Judging by the ferocity of the quaking, it would take her with it.

    “He’s got you now. He’s got you now,” the male assassin said with glee. It was tempered with fear, however. His foolish heart could hope all he wanted, but his eyes couldn’t deny reality.

    The phone didn’t explode. Sarah’s suppression magic worked well. The T-shirt ensured the phone couldn’t touch her skin and acted as a buffer between its growing heat and Sarah’s fingers. It still burnt her. But here’s the thing. When you spend your entire life from the age of six on the run, you learn to put injuries in perspective. You don’t fear broken bones, cuts, or deep contusions. They’re friends – your only family. They prove you’re still alive, and with a little more grit, you’ll stay that way.

    Sarah’s fight with the phone continued until, with an earsplitting crack, the spell stopped.

    She opened the T-shirt and peered down. The phone was intact. Dear God, the phone was fine. This was the first time she’d ever secured a piece of council technology. Better than that?

    She could unlock this thing.

    She lurched over to the male assassin, yanked up his free hand, and shoved his palm against the phone.

    He recognized what she was doing a second too late. “I’m not gonna unlock it. I’m not—”

    “You’ll be surprised what you can do for me.” She didn’t ask nicely.

    She punched him. His head jerked back, but he couldn’t move far – his sword was still buried up to the equivalent of its hilt in the floor.

    Her punch was short, sharp, and as effective as an anvil over the head. The guy teetered back, his eyes rolling.

    Sarah waited to hear a click, waited to see the burst of light as the screen unlocked. She wasn’t that lucky. She needed more to unlock this thing.

    Sarah had to escape right now. Nothing more than foolish bravery had made her talk to Charles. She’d wanted to hear that sharp hiss he always gave whenever he found out she’d escaped again. She’d only heard it several times, but the memory took up half her brain. In the early days, Charles had come after her himself. Every time she’d escaped, she’d glanced back at him, heard that hiss, and seen the way his lips yanked over his teeth as if the flesh were trying to hide from his anger.

    She could imagine it – in every perfect excruciating detail, the recollection looming whenever she closed her eyes, whenever her mind stilled enough and brought up her tortured past.

    Now it acted as the ignition she needed most. More council assassins would be on their way. But Sarah would take every second given to her.

    As her mind whirled, moving at a thousand kilometers an hour, she jolted toward the guy again, wondering if some other part of his body could unlock the phone, then something clicked in her head.

    Assassins like this had to know each other well, had to work together as the same body. Especially if they wore shadow disguises. The mechanics of shadow spells worked globally, if that made any sense. It was like real shadows. Shadows are cast by external light sources, right? If you want to remain invisible, if you actually want to act like a shadow, then you have to know how your partner is going to move. That required a certain closeness. Maybe this guy was married to the comatose woman back there, or maybe they were family members. That wasn’t the point. Sarah had a hunch. Allowing that hunch to explode through her stomach like a mortar, she twisted, her bare feet crushing the potion glass beneath her. She grabbed up the female assassin’s hand and pressed it against the screen. She had a second, one chance. If it didn’t work out, Sarah would have to abandon this phone and flee. Her intuition – the same damn intuition that had kept her alive, despite the odds for so many years – screamed at her that Charles was on his way.

    Whenever she got into a situation like this, and had seconds to escape, the image of her mother on the bridge slammed into her mind. Sarah imagined that wasn’t by chance. Remnants of the flee spell Leanne had used on Sarah that fateful night remained in Sarah’s body, hidden somewhere in her muscle fibers, cast deep down into her bones.

    They felt like her mother’s trembling hand. Now it locked on her shoulder, shoved her in the back, and angled her toward the door.

    Not yet. Not yet. Sarah just needed—

    Yes. In a flicker, the screen unlocked.

    Sarah was in.

    A thump echoed out from somewhere outside. As soon as these two assassins had breached Sarah’s defenses, she’d turned on the surveillance spell beyond her door. Now it recorded and played back every sound outside until you could pick up even the quietest scuffling of a cockroach’s feet.

    She could detect footfall – maybe three men, maybe four. No, five.

    It was time. Sarah turned. She was barefoot. She didn’t even have the chance to grab some sandshoes from the end of her bed. Sarah ran for the back door. This basement had lacked a back door when she’d found it. She’d made one, the very first thing she’d done. She’d stayed up two nights straight, hadn’t even eaten and had barely drunk. If there was one thing her life had taught her, it was you didn’t enter a room without a secondary escape.

    But sometimes life has funny lessons ahead.

    “Get her,” she heard someone roar from outside the basement. “Don’t let her get away with a phone.”

    That just made Sarah want to get away even more. Spinning on her foot, she catapulted up onto her bed. She couldn’t grab her most comfortable pillow, couldn’t even reach over for those damn shoes. There was a door hidden by a clever plaster spell between her bed and the wall. After years of experimenting, she’d realized this was the best place for a hidden exit. The council had a habit of trying to sneak up on her while she slept.

    Her fingers scrabbled madly over the plaster, wrenching the spell back, and the door revealed itself in a cascade of spluttering sparks like a dying engine. She yanked the door open. She threw herself through, but one arm remained in the room.

    She reached all the way back, her shoulder straining. She waited until she heard the sound of those five assassins breaching her main door and rushing down the stairs. Then Sarah clicked once. She initiated the self-destruct spell. It wouldn’t kill them. Even the two assassins she’d knocked unconscious would be fine. The others would protect them. But there was no one to protect Sarah. And that was the point. She was alone and always would be.

    Nobody in this city shared her anger nor her dream to destroy the council once and for all. So no matter what they threw her way, no matter how many times they crept into her room in the dark to strangle her, she’d always rise again. And she’d keep rising until she busted through their power once and for all.

  
    Chapter 3

    Sarah ran and didn’t stop running. It wasn’t just adrenaline, wasn’t the remnants of her mother’s spell that pumped through her after a close escape like this. She had a council phone.

    She didn’t draw it out, couldn’t. It was locked in her pocket, protected by her old T-shirt. She’d broken through the council’s enchantments. They wouldn’t be able to remotely destroy it again. She just needed the opportunity to sit somewhere quiet and search through it. Lord knows what she would find. Sarah entertained everything, her mind rushing through the possibilities. Safe houses could be listed on this phone or other council assets. There could even be important information about Charles. She just needed a chance, a few facts that could lead her right to his waiting throat.

    She stuck to the rooftops, moving over them like clouds, like the pounding rain from a hurricane. Nothing could and ever would hold her down. Her muscles worked in perfect concert. They liked this, liked running, jumping, flipping. They even liked fleeing. Every time Sarah successfully ran from the council, it proved to her body she could do it again.

    She didn’t stop until she climbed onto the slanted, old slate roof of the city clock tower. It was nowhere near the middle of town anymore. The epicenter of Nightmare City, as she called it, but Rivertown as the inhabitants called it, had moved over the centuries. This clock tower was over 200 years old. It had been slated for destruction multiple times, the council too cash-strapped to fix it. In other words, it was something old, something the inhabitants no longer needed. Something whose imperfections outweighed its possibilities. Just like Sarah.

    She’d come here so many times over the years. She’d briefly thought of turning it into a safe house but couldn’t stomach it. She had to abandon and destroy every safe house she created. It was always a matter of time before the council found her again. She couldn’t destroy this place. It acted as a balm whenever she needed soothing.

    Walking comfortably on her dirty feet, she strode up the slate, her body outlined by the moon rising off the river. Its silvery light scattered over the still water, slicing through the long arms of the bridge that separated both halves of Rivertown. The clock tower had a bell-chamber just above the primary clock faces. The clock faces were visible on all four sides. The bell tower had a view like a Monet painting. Sure, it was nowhere near as tall as the skyscrapers downtown. Heck, most apartment complexes were higher. But there was something about the specific angle of the view from atop the bell tower that always calmed Sarah’s nerves. As her eyes were carried out over the city and across the water, it stilled her mind, giving her a moment to pause. So pause she did, her body angled out of
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