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  Magic First Book Three Blurb

    
        
Sarah keeps remembering. But Henry keeps wiping her mind.
He might think he's saving her. But in this twisted game and crooked town, information is everything.
Sarah must find the answers to every question that haunts her. Languish behind, and Charles will swoop in for the kill.
As more blood spills across the streets of Rivertown, Sarah must struggle to remember the past and find a new future for all.
....
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 Three today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

    


    Chapter 1

    Sarah woke. Because she was in bed.

    She….

    Crunching forward, stomach not working right, all her muscles feeling like they’d been beaten by God, she locked a hand on her face and let her fingers slide down her brow.

    “What the… what the hell?” She wore an ordinary T-shirt. She yanked the hem up, smoothing her prying fingers over her stomach, looking for scars – searching for damn holes. Honestly, it felt as if she’d been through the fight of her life, but….

    There was no evidence.

    “A dream… I just had a terrible dream, right? Of the… sprite, right?” she asked loudly as if she thought her concrete walls would spring to life and answer. But there was no one here. She was alone. She….

    Why she felt the need to fill in her mind with answers to patently obvious questions, she didn’t know, but the gaps roared in her psyche like black holes.

    She stumbled to her feet, desperate to look at herself.

    She didn’t possess a mirror, but with a few handy spells, you could create one simply.

    She did that now. Jerking her hands to the side, she gathered several sparks. They swirled in the middle of the room, becoming glassy and reflective. She stripped and stared at her body. She didn’t expect to find anything until—

    There.

    Just at the base of her back. Clutching a hand around, using her superior flexibility, she managed to lock her palm against it. This strange collection of scar tissue hugged her coccyx.

    She’d seen scars like that, but only from absorbing and transferring a lot of magic. Which Sarah hadn’t done for… years.

    But the scar felt new.

    Her fingers stopped over it. She yanked them back, letting them hover over the skin, not daring to touch it in case somehow her fingers were making it real in the first place.

    Sarah stood there, rocking back and forth, no longer ignoring the fatigue setting in. And the less she ignored it, the more real it became. It sank into every limb, dragged her expression down, collected over her shoulders, and made it feel as if soon she’d be six feet under.

    She fell onto one knee, then the next. She remained naked in front of her reflection, and she shook her head.

    Clutching her face, she wondered what the hell this was. Why….

    Sarah turned.

    She didn’t need to go outside to check what time it was. Her natural instincts always told her. She could be buried under a mountain for weeks, but she’d still know when the sun rose and set. And dawn now cracked over the city.

    She… what day was it again? A workday, right? She went to work these days, didn’t she?

    It was only the automaticity of that thought that saw her walk over, grab some clothes, and put her appearance spell on as Daisy once more.

    The mirror remained. She walked over to it slowly, dragging her feet like somebody had tried to nail them into the floor. She stared at her face, not the disguise spell – the real Sarah beneath. She clutched her cheek, letting her fingers spread over her cold skin. Then she turned. She touched her back one last time.

    She had work to do.

    It was time to rip the council apart… right?

  
    Chapter 2

    She made it to work, wary not to make eye contact with the warlock out front. He wasn’t the same guy. Hell, he looked ten times stronger than the last guy. As Sarah walked into the main foyer, she realized the receptionist was different too. The previous one had been magical, but this one? God, she was so strong, she had to be high up on Charles’s command list.

    That wasn’t to mention the other guards she saw. Yeah, okay, they weren’t obvious, or at least wouldn’t be to an ordinary person. But Sarah knew what they were as soon as she passed them. She kept her footsteps soft, stared at the floor, didn’t make any obvious movements, and certainly kept her magic in check.

    She soon made it into Henry’s office, and though it sounded crazy, rushed the last few steps, twisted, and closed the door without his permission. Then she turned.

    She usually interrupted him when he was on a phone call. Now he just faced her as if he was ready – like he’d waited in this position all night. This strange smile flickered across one edge of his lips then toward the other like electrical interference.

    Sarah opened her lips. No words came out. She couldn’t even muster a quick hello. She just stared at him. She knew she looked strange, knew she had to pull herself together, but….

    She rubbed her head. The center of her forehead, to be exact. Henry lost his calm for a fraction of a second, face contracting with intense concentration. When she dropped her hand, cleared her throat, and took a wary step up to the desk, his smile returned. A shadow of it, anyway. She’d seen a far more natural smile than that, right? One that had consumed his face, that had brushed away the shadows always looming around his features.

    With two large hands flat on the desk, he rose and cleared his throat. “How are you this morning?”

    Why was there an edge to that question? One that perfectly matched the way he assessed her?

    Sarah stood there in the middle of the carpet, probably looking like a stunned mullet, lips half open, head slightly tilted to the side.

    Look at the view, she told herself. Answer him. Do something.

    He walked right up to her. That assessing quality continued. His attention fixed on the center of her brows.

    Did she have coffee there? She lifted her fingers to rub her face but froze.

    Had she thought this before?

    It felt like holes filled Sarah’s head. Massive ones. This wasn’t the first time she’d experienced such a sensation, but it was worse. It was like last night someone had fastidiously sat down with engineers and drilled through her brain. Her hippocampus would now be nothing more than a glorified colander, capable of holding onto as many memories as a baby’s hand.

    Maybe Henry started to realize his gaze was too intense, because he cleared his throat and nodded at the door. “You might’ve noticed a little more security today,” he said, voice careful.

    “There are—”

    She went to say warlocks everywhere, but she controlled herself just in time. You’d think, after such a potentially devastating slip-up, she’d kick herself internally. She didn’t. She… wasn’t that bothered about the fact she’d almost blown her cover. It was like it wouldn’t have mattered.

    “I’m sorry to say there was an accident last night at my father’s business,” Henry said, every word careful, precise, too, like he’d spent the last half hour practicing them.

    Sarah’s eyes narrowed. “Accident? What are you talking about?”

    “A man who worked very closely with my father – in fact, in many ways was his third in command,” he said clearly, “died.”

    Sarah….

    Control yourself. Frigging control yourself, she begged, but her cheeks stiffened, her brow flattening.

    At that exact moment, he turned away.

    If he hadn’t, he would’ve seen the confused smile twitching across her lips.

    Winchester was dead?

    Yeah, of course he was. She’d watched him die….

    That thought came to a spluttering stop like someone reached in, grabbed the gas pedal from a speeding car, and nicked off with it.

    She… Winchester was dead. But how had he died?

    That second question flooded in after the first automatically. It was like she was a computer program, and that was the result she should spit out after the first input.

    She rubbed her face.

    Henry didn’t appear to watch her, but appearances meant nothing with this man. She saw it in the tension in his shoulders, in the way his head inclined to the side, and in the quiet force of his every breath.

    For too long, he assessed her from the side before turning once more. He crossed his arms and leaned against his desk. Was there… a slightly guilty look dulling his gaze?

    What exactly did he have to be guilty over?

    “We have to amp up our efforts from now on,” he said out of the blue.

    Ha?

    They sold yacht insurance. How could you amp up efforts? You couldn’t exactly shell it out to every Joe and Jane on the street. To insure a yacht, you kind of needed one in the first place.

    For another…. why did it feel like he spoke about something else?

    He slowly slid his fingers down the back of his neck, short nails tracing along every stiff muscle. He might look casual, but even from here, she watched as his biceps bristled against his shirt. Keep doing that, and he’d split the seams.

    The sharp look in his eyes said he didn’t care.

    She hadn’t said anything yet, and she forced herself to suck in a deep breath. “Sure, Sir. What exactly does that mean?”

    “More phone calls and contract proposals. But I’m afraid to say there’s something else we have to do first.”

    He’s going to introduce me to Charles’s second in command, something in Sarah said, moving so quickly, flitting through her consciousness so violently, it was like someone firing a bullet.

    “Have you ever been to the shipbuilding yards? They’re at the docks,” he said smoothly as he walked over to the back of his chair, picked up his jacket, and eased it over his tense back. He didn’t roll his sleeves down. It was a perpetual look for Henry. You’d think with someone with such a perfect face, they wouldn’t want to look so out of place. But that’s not how Henry worked. He was hardly perfect. He had scars just like Sarah—

    God, had she been about to suggest he had scars just like her? There was nothing similar about the two of them. They….

    Henry walked toward the door but didn’t open it yet. He slid his gaze toward it, the quality of his attention fixed and careful. If she didn’t know any better, he was assessing to see where the warlocks were outside so they couldn’t listen in to his conversation.

    “After the sudden death of my father’s third in command, I just need to go and speak to Helen Rush,” Henry said.

    He didn’t need to introduce her. Every single magical practitioner in this town knew her name. They also knew her shadow. Helen was Charles’s second in command. And every other brutal soul Sarah had ever met couldn’t cast a shadow on her. Helen was more like Charles than anyone Sarah had ever met. Save for the sprite, of course.

    You’d assume upon thinking about the sprite, Sarah’s skin would become clammy and a cold sweat would race between her shoulder blades. Nothing like that happened. Hell, behind her back, her hand involuntarily clenched into a fist. A strong one.

    The memory of the sprite, though it had elicited fear days ago, now became strong. How the heck did that work? It was like the last time they’d met, Sarah had claimed a victory over her….

    Sarah rubbed the center of her forehead again. Henry’s lips tugged down, the move quick. He cleared his throat. He teetered forward, like he intended to brush something off her face, but then rocked back again, careful gaze settling on her lips. For way too long. And what did the look in his eyes mean, anyway?

    It took one frown, then he turned and locked his palm on the door handle. “This will be quick. After that, it’ll just be phone calls for the rest of the afternoon, I’m afraid.”

    “Phone calls are fine,” Sarah muttered.

    “Really? I always feel your skills are better utilized elsewhere. Now, are you ready for another day?” Slowly, fingers still on the handle, he arched his head over his shoulder and looked at her.

    Facing him and taking a step up to his side felt like voluntarily getting closer to a fire. But Sarah had a history of getting burned.

    … Right?

  
    Chapter 3

    She didn’t like the fact they couldn’t drive anywhere alone anymore. If Winchester was really dead, though, she understood why Charles would beef up Henry’s security. To him, it would look like someone was churning through his command structure. How the heck had Winchester died, though? Bear with her, but Sarah was curious, yet not curious at all. It was like somewhere deep within, the answer was buried. If she could just grab her subconscious and rip it apart, she might find the truth there.

    … A crazy thought, and she chided herself quickly as she angled closer to the window and stared out of it. She needed to control herself. A seriously strong warlock chauffeur drove this limousine, and she couldn’t let anything slip. But her mind… felt like it had broken last night for good.

    It took about 20 minutes to wind through town and make it to the shipbuilding yards. They were at the dock, though not the section Sarah had visited recently.

    Sorry, what? She’d been to the dock recently?

    She rubbed her face again. Every time she did that, Henry stiffened beside her.

    Why did he keep doing that? Why did he seem so….

    A thousand different answers wanted to pop into her head. They couldn’t. Every time she tried to answer the question of what Henry Whitmore was, this void opened up in her skull.

    They parked out front of the shipbuilding yards, and Sarah was treated to the sight of it. The feeling, too.

    She was having trouble sorting through her memories, but some seemed strangely sharper.

    She still possessed the council’s encryption enchantment. She knew with a swipe of her fingers if she encountered any council technology, she had a good chance of unlocking it. Heck, why had she wasted so much time these past days? Why hadn’t she used the van? After returning from the phone fix-it shop, she’d unlocked its GPS. And there it had sat, for several useless days, out by the front of her safe house, waiting for her to use it to wreak havoc on the council. Instead she’d… just dreamed and slept and ate, right?

    “We’re here,” Henry said softly, prying gaze sliding over her body again.

    You could almost think there was an amorous quality to it. Maybe there was, because once or twice it slipped toward her lips, but then she caught hold of herself, and so too did Henry.

    “Is there something wrong, Boss?” she asked as the warlock jumped out of the car and took up a defensive position in front of Henry’s door.

    Henry shook his head way too quickly, like he’d expected the question.

    Sarah’s better instincts told her that wasn’t normal. None of this was….

    Normal.

    She rubbed her face again.

    She got out of the car.

    And dammit, suddenly, she reminded herself where she was. The energy in the air wrapped around her, coiled up from her feet, and made that scar on her back tingle.

    So much dark energy filled this place, it was like jumping into hell.

    She couldn’t hear the disembodied screams of ghosts, and nor did she pick up the distinct tingle of stolen magic. But this place had its own special brand of chaos. Grinding her teeth into her bottom lip, she turned and felt the horror in every dark moment. It seemed as if every second of every day, these yards had endured the darkest magic the council could produce.

    She rubbed at her arms.

    Fortunately the warlock was far more interested in Henry and less in her. If Sarah’s mind had worked properly, she would’ve chided herself, maybe even slapped herself. Here she was, so close to toppling the council. She couldn’t lose hold of herself and make silly mistakes now.

    She took a step, then stopped, foot skidding on the bluestone gravel.

    Here she was, so close to the top….

    It didn’t matter how Winchester had died. The fact was, he was no longer a council asset. Last night something had happened to him. Maybe an accident, or maybe another player had taken him down. The point was, it was now just Helen Rush standing between her and Charles.

    As a cold wind picked up and raced across the yards, that thought settled.

    But not far and not for long. Henry walked around the car, cleared his throat from beside her, and angled his neck toward the main open doors into the central factory. “Helen’s within.” Why did his gaze sharpen and tick from side to side like the ocular equivalent of slapping someone lightly to remind them where they were?

    She needed it – damn did she need it. Her mind kept flitting off like a bird learning to fly.

    She had to focus.

    Paring back her senses, controlling every single spark of magic in her body, and never letting her fingers drift toward the scar on her back, she followed Henry.

    The first massive shed was almost too much to take in. It didn’t hold the carcasses of ships – just other equipment. The actual ship bellies would be closer to the water in one of the other three huge buildings.

    She wasn’t here to have a tour of manufacturing, anyway.

    Light footfall rang out down the metal staircase to the side, and Sarah turned to see Helen stride down from a managerial office situated halfway up the wall.

    She wore black pencil pants, a white shirt, a protective hat, and a simple jacket. One hand rested casually in her pocket, and the other remained by her side, swinging softly. Atop her fingers sat her ring.

    Sarah stared at it, had to control her expression, had to rock back and partially hide behind Henry. It was that or rush over, grab the ring, and yank it right off Helen’s finger. How many dead souls were trapped inside? Precisely how much stolen magic lay within?

    All of that just brought back….

    What?

    A painful memory hid within Sarah somewhere, one flitting around her heart doing untold damage, yet one she couldn’t quite grasp hold of. The ring was important, though. She’d learned something about Charles’s ring, right? About the magic within….

    Sarah turned away, sharp pain stabbing through the center of her head. She rubbed it surreptitiously.

    Fortunately, Henry watched Helen.

    Yeah, he was Charles’s son, but Helen, in many ways, ran the business in Charles’s stead. She dealt with all the complicated organizational issues of the council while Charles got to be the bigger-picture man.

    Even Henry would have to show some respect. Yet just as Helen opened her mouth to say something, Henry ducked close. With wide, open, searching eyes, he stared at Sarah.

    What… was he worried that she’d… collapse?

    Not yet.

    Helen cleared her throat. She didn’t stare at Sarah once. Though Sarah felt like she was breaking apart, she still controlled her magic. She’d just look like a fracturing human, not a broken witch.

    “There’s something we need to discuss. Right now,” Helen demanded. She jammed her thumb backward in the direction of the office up the stairs.

    The driver muscled forward, but Helen shook her head once. “He’ll be fine with me.”

    Her voice hissed quietly, but Sarah picked it up.

    It was more confirmation of the fact that the council now scrambled to protect Henry from what they saw as a growing threat.

    Good luck – Henry was….

    Henry was what? Sarah wanted to fill that sentence in with the following: Henry was the threat.

    She shook her head again and scratched behind her ear.

    “You look a little pale. You should head to the car,” Henry whispered as he slipped in close.

    Sarah went to say she was fine, but his words did something. They ignited the prospect that yeah, she wanted to return to the car. She couldn’t keep hold of herself. She had to extract herself from this highly magic-charged environment, slap herself several times, and get a hold of her raging nerves.

    Preferable to do that alone in the back of the limo with no prying eyes to watch her.

    Without a yes or a thank you or even a goodbye, she turned and headed toward the car. The warlock hadn’t locked it.

    She….

    As soon as she exited the shed, she paused, heels crunching on the gravel.

    Now in the open air, she… felt fine.

    It was just the magic in there, right? It wreaked havoc with her mind.

    No. It was more.

    Her prying fingers went to slide toward the scar on the base of her coccyx, but she stopped them in time and pretended to scratch at her hip instead. Then she turned slowly. Fortunately no one paid attention to her. Helen disappeared with Henry, and that other warlock guarded the stairs that led to the managerial office, his back to Sarah.

    So Sarah was free to stare and assess.

    She bit her lip.

    She could head toward the car, but….

    She thought she could feel flows of magic. Any witch could if they concentrated hard enough, but this was a different experience. Her skin crackled, and this aching sensation plunged down her back. It swept over her spine and settled in that scar like it wanted to tell her something.

    Shouldn’t Sarah freak out about how she got it? This was not the kind of injury you picked up by just sleeping on the floor. You needed to have absorbed and yet transferred a massive amount of energy without holding onto it.

    … When and how?

    Now the scar tickled even more, grasping her attention so firmly, she could never turn away.

    Shoes crunching, she found herself heading toward the side of the largest factory, closest to the water. Presumably that would be where the ship carcasses were built.

    She could detect the smells of solder, other industrial scents, too, like marine paint. They filled the air, raking at her nostrils, but they couldn’t detract from a far more interesting scent. Blood.

    How she detected it from here, she didn’t know, but it mixed with the sensation crackling over her scar. Both fixed her attention so firmly, nothing would’ve turned her away.

    As she marched down the gravel, part of her realized where she was and who she could face. Start messing with this place, and Helen would rush out. It was all in the name, see. One of the reasons she was such an effective council asset was she never stopped, and she never slowed. Men like Santini and Winchester might’ve been perfect for torturing victims, but Helen dealt with problems before they became problems.

    But could Sarah stop? No. Could she even control her breath? No. As it raged away in her stomach, pumping up and down like a broken bellows, she reached the side of the largest factory. Stopping in front of it was like stopping underneath Niagara Falls. As the rush of power smashed into her, she should have fallen to her knees and crawled away. But she felt powerful, so powerful, she almost wanted to open her arms and accept the energy. Let it rush through her. Let it….

    Bam. That memory did something to her, trying to drag something up from the center of her frigging broken psyche.

    Last night… had Sarah… opened her arms to a far more powerful magic than even the one she faced now? Had it rushed through her? Had she let it use her as a conduit to return to the ground where it belonged?

    That memory….

    She couldn’t take it anymore. She slumped forward.

    She was dressed as Daisy, and she knew she couldn’t afford to break this disguise. If she lost the ability to hang around Henry, she’d never get to the top.

    But she couldn’t turn away.

    Rather than head in through the main doors of the factory, she moved around the side. This was stupid. Dangerous, too. With so much magic gathering around this factory, spells would protect it. Sarah didn’t have the ability to just click her fingers, practice magic, and turn them off. Do that, and not only would somebody notice, but Helen herself would rush out and stop Sarah. Violently.

    Sarah still moved around the side of the factory, still stared at the corrugated iron wall. She half closed her eyes. A mistake. She skidded to a stop as memories struck her. They just weren’t hers. It was like she momentarily became the victims of the council. Witches, warlocks, wizards too. All of them killed because nobody would miss them. Even if there were families to miss them, the council always just engineered a situation where the family no longer cared.

    And all of the magic of all of those practitioners, every drop was stolen.

    Sarah staggered. She planted a hand into the wall beside her. As her fingers scrambled across the metal, she detected another spell.

    It felt like something pulsed through the wall. Maybe she would never have felt that before, but the scar on her back did something to her – honestly. It focused her magic, made her sharpen her senses until she knew precisely how to filter through the junk to get to the gems beneath.

    When you cast layers of enchantments over a place, it gets pretty hard to sift through the various spells to find out what they are and what they do. You either need to have a clue, or you need to be a far stronger practitioner than Sarah. But now none of that counted. Her hand knew what it searched for, her mind capable of piercing through all distractions until she realized what lurked within.

    Blood.

    Blood pulsed in those walls, and it pulsed under the floor of the factory, too.

    Sarah almost saw a flash of it as if, once more, she momentarily became the thousands of victims of the council.

    It was too much. She couldn’t take it anymore. She….

    Before she could stagger back, a hand locked flat on the base of her shoulder blade.

    She spun, expecting an attack, but faced Henry. That said, his expression paled with shock, his lips almost rigid with anger. But that couldn’t hide the utter fear in his eyes. Without a word, he grabbed her wrist and pulled her to the side. His gaze was watchful, head arched as he assessed the side of the building.

    How he’d slipped his guard, she didn’t know, but fortunately the warlock chauffeur wasn’t with him. Ha, what? Fortunately? What was Henry doing?

    Silently, carefully, he pulled her back until they reached the car park.

    The warlock appeared out of the main factory doors a second later.

    A frown marched across his lips. “Where did you go, sir?”

    “What do you mean?” Henry asked carefully. He’d already dropped Sarah’s hand, but not before forcefully opening the door for her.

    The chauffeur didn’t look happy but soon realized this mistake was likely his, not Henry’s.

    He apologized, and they all got back in the car.

    Sarah….

    She wanted to jump her knees up and down, needed to clutch at her stomach, to scratch her face. She had to release the tension building inside her somehow, that, or explode.

    The factory back there was used to hold the blood of victims. Maybe it was even then created into batteries on the spot.

    Wait, that was it.

    That factory was where the batteries were created. They’d been stored in that storage facility. And presumably, the lungs helped pump the energy from the Blood Cage Club.

    It was all sliding into place. And it did so with a wet, sickening crunch.

    Sarah closed her eyes. She couldn’t…. Just when she thought she’d break and all the tension would wind around her heart and kill her, Henry slipped a hand over. He touched her shoulder. The move didn’t linger. It was nothing more than a fleeting pat like the brush of a butterfly’s wings.

    It served to center her, focus her attention forward, and snap her mind off all that horror. It was like he slipped blinkers over a bolting horse’s face.

    “Not much more to do today, Daisy. Just a few phone calls in the office.”

    “… Yes, Boss,” she managed.

    Slowly, she turned to face Henry Whitmore. Her eyes darted over his. For half a second, he met her gaze but couldn’t keep hold of it anymore. He turned, his hand falling down to his side limply. He curled one finger into his palm but soon let go.

    So he just stared out of the windows, gaze dead, neck taught, and hand as limp as a dead man’s.

  
    Chapter 4

    Sarah made it home. Henry gave her an early hour or two after work. She didn’t use them. She just sat at her desk, staring down at her assorted papers.

    Something was missing. Something she’d drawn from her dreams. Was it… what kept saving her from her dreams again? A hand?

    She pushed to her feet but immediately sank back down again. She kept doing this, rising then receding like a weak wave.

    She desperately wanted to remember something, but she couldn’t even begin to guess what that was. Every time she tried, she became so demoralized, she wanted to fall asleep.

    In between her fraying sanity, she hadn’t forgotten the van. It now preyed on her mind, looming larger than a frigging blue whale.

    Sarah didn’t honestly know what she’d done all week, but she could appreciate the council was in a vulnerable position. With two of their most senior staff down, Sarah could make that position even worse. All she needed to use was the van and her encryption enchantment. She could head through the city tonight, find other storage places for batteries, and destroy every one.

    It was such a tantalizing thought – it was the only thing that could push her up from her desk. Surprisingly, she didn’t wobble. She’d staggered all day – heck, she’d fallen over the second she’d returned home.

    Now she managed to stay on her feet.

    As long as she didn’t close her eyes. Do that, and all the horror from that factory would rush in.

    All of those lost souls.

    Sarah made the mistake of rubbing her eyes for a second, and she saw a flash of a witch’s last moments, screaming there as Winchester cut her veins and stole every last scrap of her magic like the butcher he was.

    Wait… he was a butcher? How did she….

    Sarah paused, halfway towards her stairs. She was certain Winchester was a butcher earlier in life, but how could she know that?

    She rubbed at the center of her brows once more. Why did she keep returning there? She didn’t have a headache. Just… it felt like the location of the hole in her head, if that made any sense. No, it didn’t make any sense. Nothing did. And that was the harrowing point.

    She remained there, soon staggering over to the stairs and grasping the banister. Then she shook her head once. A determined frown marched down her lips, and she rose up through the trapdoor.

    She reached the van, careful this time.

    She kept going back to the incident at the shipbuilding yards. Damn, if she hadn’t pulled herself together, she could’ve lost everything.

    Sorry. She hadn’t pulled herself together. Henry had found her.

    And frowning, he’d pulled her away before anyone could find out what she’d done.

    Sarah understood her thoughts were this discombobulated mess, and they were as easy to gather together as cats. They kept jerking off in various directions, doing whatever they pleased.

    There was no cohesive force in her mind anymore. Just this dense, throbbing fear.

    That all changed when she reached the van. She opened the front door and slid into the passenger seat, and finally a sense of control and power returned to her. All she had to do was touch the steering wheel, and the van came to life. Once more the GPS blinked on, and she watched all the secret council assets in the city appear just after the flashing rotating council shield.

    She clutched the steering wheel tighter, grinding her teeth together, letting a real smile burst up over her lips like the first flower in a charred wasteland.

    “You are gonna have no idea what hit you in the morning, Charles. You think the last several days were bad? I’m only getting started.”

    She couldn’t exactly lay ownership to all of the crap raining down on Charles and the council, but it felt good anyway. Just as it felt good to turn the van around and start driving down the road.

    She’d driven this van before, right? Back from the lake to her house. She’d cast the stealth enchantment on it, right? So why did… it feel weird to drive now? She had to search for the indicators, and the brakes were a little soft.

    “Whatever. Just focus,” she whispered to herself. She searched through the GPS while stopped at a red light and found the closest asset. It was hard to know exactly what it was, but she assumed it was a storage facility. It was close to the previous storage facility, but if she was reading the map correctly, it wasn’t anywhere near as large. Good. If she hit the smaller ones, she could do a number in one night. Then Charles would wake up tomorrow with no clue what hit him.

    She knew the danger of parking right out the front of a council asset but couldn’t waste this van. If some warlock saw her approaching, they wouldn’t question it. Not until it was way too late.

    She settled for parking across the street opposite what looked like an ordinary suburban house. Sarah would’ve walked past it without a second glance – or at least, she would have before yesterday. Now she approached, the scar on the base of her spine tingling something horrible. Was this going to be her life from now on? It was like she had a gimpy knee that acted up whenever it rained.

    At least it didn’t stop her from moving. Did the opposite, in fact. It wanted her to rush in, destroy this storage house, claim all of that energy, and liberate all the stolen magic for good.

    When she parked on the opposite side of the street, it was to the sight of a warlock out front on the porch. He glanced over at the van, shrugged, then went back to his job.

    Sarah wore a disguise. Simple, just an ordinary face. The kind of features you’d never look up and glance at twice. Good. It meant she could walk across the road and leap over the white picket fence before the warlock bothered to dart his head up again. By that time, it was far too late for the poor fellow.

    She reached around, formed a magic fist, then punched a remote attack across the path. It struck him in the center of the chest, knocked him off his seat, and saw him crunch into a ball by the main door.

    “Get in, get out,” Sarah muttered to herself.

    She rushed up the porch steps, and rather than open the door politely, kicked it. It exploded, wood shards blasting out everywhere. She landed down on one knee, hair in front of her face, a few errant charges of magic zapping over the tips and making them tickle up like a cloud.

    Someone raced in from the room beside her, and she pirouetted up, twisted, and kicked them in the guts. The warlock crumpled without another word, didn’t even have the time to gasp.

    She heard something from the kitchen. She finally felt it. There were batteries in here, all right.

    And each damn one screamed at her to be free.

    “Monsters,” she snarled.

    She twisted, picked up a shard of broken wood, electrified it, and threw it like a bomb as a warlock raced to her left, coming from one of the bedrooms. As the burning wood smashed into his noggin, his head jerked back. Her foot and fist did the rest. She kicked him in the stomach, and as he crunched forward, punched him on the jaw. It was a hell of a haymaker.

    He fell back, hit the wall, and tumbled right through it.

    She twisted, grabbed her jacket, pulled the ends down, then shouldered through a warlock who appeared behind her. He’d run around the side of the house, and the brute probably thought he had the element of surprise.

    Sarah would never be surprised again.

    Over her years of running from the council, she’d learned how they fought. And yet, though she couldn’t remember the last several days, her activities had somehow solidified that knowledge until it was now second nature. Her muscles knew what to do, her instincts understanding exactly what to search for. She was now like a programmed computer who could predict warlocks’ movements, and she sure as hell tracked another one as he ran through the wall to her side.

    Plaster dust exploded out everywhere as more wood shards met her. She swiped them out of the air, dropped down to her knees, twisted in a move any videogame player would be proud of, then kicked him on the ass. He fell forward. She locked a hand over his throat and followed him down. Then she grabbed the back of his collar and rammed his skull against the dusty floorboards. A nail or two protruded from broken shards of wood, and the poor boy cut his cheeks.

    The least of his troubles, frankly.

    With a punch to the back of his head, he fell unconscious.

    Sarah climbed him to get to her feet.

    Another warlock ran from the kitchen, this one holding a gun.

    Her instincts warned her about a second before he started firing, and it was enough time to dodge. Slicing to the side, she rolled, then came up beside him. She kicked him in the guts, punched him in the jaw, and stole the gun off him. It was a smooth move. It spun in the air, and she grabbed it. She wouldn’t use it on him, though. She was not like the council. Instead, she dropped it to her feet, and with a single stamp, crushed it. Which is incidentally what she did to his foot as he attempted to kick her a second later. She grabbed it, magic blasting over her fingers, and she crunched in. Several bones broke, and the guy got enough pain to last a lifetime. She followed it up with another punch to the jaw. He crumpled.

    And Sarah stood there in the settling dust. A few sparks of magic charged over her feet and up her legs. That was it. The fight was over.

    She was sufficiently confident it had been quick enough no one got a message off to the council. She couldn’t waste time, though. She marched into the kitchen to find boxes of batteries.

    She rose up off the ground a few centimeters as she charged with enough power to take on the sun. Then, with a righteous roar, she let magic explode out of her. It struck the battery boxes and tore them apart. She ensured the resultant explosion didn’t bring the whole house down. Don’t get her wrong, she wanted to burn it to the ground. It wasn’t like you could sell this on to a family after you tore the weeds of the council from it. A house that’d seen this much darkness needed to return to the earth to cleanse. If it didn’t, any poor sap who bought it would have nightmares for the rest of their lives.

    Batteries were kept in the bedrooms, the lounge room too. She repeated the process, not caring how much energy it took. She had more to give.

    She… okay, maybe it was because she’d rested for the past several days, right? There’d been no massive battles. But at the same time, it felt like the exact opposite. Sarah had fought for her life over the past several days, but rather than run her own batteries dry, it’d taught her how to fight better, how to fight harder, and how to scrounge, every step of the way.

    When she was done, she ran across the street
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BOOK THREE OF MAGIC FIRST

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.
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