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  Magic First Book Four Blurb

    
        
The fight for Rivertown begins today.
Sarah has seen every one of Charles's horrors. She can't hold back anymore.
But neither can Charles. He's found what he wants in her - unchecked power. And he'll tear up the city and every heart within to find it.
Sarah and Henry must fight Charles one last time. But when you fight, someone must lose.
....
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 Four today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

    


    Chapter 1

    Sarah remained there, arms around Henry, as the memory of him started to fade.

    This was Marlene’s death memory, after all. As the real Marlene sank back under the waves, everything twisted and fell away. The last thing to go was Henry’s shaking form. Sarah fruitlessly tried to hold on as long as she could, her arms hooked around his middle, her face next to his neck.

    She had the time to mutter one last thing. “Don’t worry, Henry. I’ll stop them all.”

    With that, the dream faded.

    She didn’t find herself back in the water with the sprite. Instead, she arrived back in her safe house. There she lay on the concrete floor. She must have thrashed during the dream. Most of the clothes had wended their way out from underneath her body. They were covered in sweat. Hell, some of them crackled. She must have let go of some of her magic.

    There was even a chunk missing from the ceiling.

    She stared at it just as another chunk fell down. Before it could smash her in the face, she reached a hand up, cast a quick spell, and made it float. As every single speck of rock dust fluttered down, they looked like ash.

    Appropriate.

    Sarah slowly pushed to her feet.

    She didn’t sway. She didn’t really stand though, either. For most of her mind was back there in the lake, arms cradled around Henry’s shoulders.

    There was one part of the vision, however, she’d already thrust from her mind.

    Marlene had begged Sarah to end this. And the only way to do that, apparently, was to save the sprite.

    Like hell. There was no way Sarah could do that.

    Yes, the sprite had become somewhat of a pitiable creature over the past several days. Every single time Sarah went after the sprite in her subconscious, she could feel the creature’s fear.

    But there’s a difference between something being pathetic and something actually deserving your compassion.

    The sprite head crossed that bridge a long time ago. When she’d encouraged dead bodies to be thrown into her lake so she could consume their souls, she’d become a monster, through and through. Did it really matter if someone else’s actions had created the monster in the first place?

    Sarah was the kind of person who would usually say yes to that statement. But she’d never met an example as extreme as this one.

    She pushed off toward her desk. She hovered above it. This was important information, right? She should at least sit down and start to detail it. Maybe in the process of writing it, she’d come across another important connection. But that other part of her brain clamored at her that she didn’t need that. She already knew the most important facts of this case. She had to save the sprite. It was that plain and simple.

    But again, the mere thought was enough to make Sarah clench her teeth and hammer them closed like they were wooden boards.

    She couldn’t go there. She’d begun this mess to try to find justice for people like Tina. Justice would not be saving their tormentor, right?

    Sarah had initially wanted to say murderer, but here’s the thing, despite how monstrous the sprite was, she wasn’t a murderer… was she?

    Sarah started to touch her neck, the movement uncoordinated, almost as if her fingers had lost the ability to move. But as her prying nails finally settled on her throat and dropped down, she appreciated she could no longer escape this thought.

    Apart from the numerous times the sprite had tried to kill Sarah, the sprite didn’t murder people. Henry or Santini or Winchester had murdered the corpses thrown into the lake. The sprite presumably just stole their ghosts from there.

    “Doesn’t matter,” Sarah said through clenched teeth, thrusting her words out like the equivalent of bullets from an assault rifle. “She’s still part of this. She still wants to be fed. She still encourages it,” Sarah spat, getting faster and faster.

    But no matter how hard she tried to hide from the truth, it kept clawing up her throat until her words could no longer be said. They ground to a halt right there behind her lips, wobbling, cold, almost cavernous.

    If she kept holding on to them like this, they’d turn into some kind of black hole and suck the rest of her inside them.

    Sarah pushed over to the desk. She sat properly. She grabbed out a piece of paper. She went to draw something and to start taking notes, but her fingers paused, frozen over the parchment as if someone had come along and shoved her inside a body freezer. And yes, that was an appropriate image, because all Sarah had to do was half close her eyes, and she was back there in the lake. But she had a new haunting image to spread through her mind like blood now, didn’t she? The one of Marlene chained to that stone.

    Sarah made the mistake of crying a single tear. That wasn’t to say that this wasn’t sad. Ordinary people ought to cry. But normal folk didn’t have a fiendish water sprite who could manifest in any drop of moisture to deal with.

    Sure enough, Sarah heard the sprite hiss. It wasn’t aggressive – more like a cornered wild animal. “No matter what you do, you will lose in the end. I will win. I have to.”

    “You,” Sarah began. She couldn’t finish. The word just hung there on her lips, almost inviting her to pull it back in and retract her anger.

    “I’ll win. I always have. I’m safe now.”

    “You’re safe from what?”

    The sprite hissed more wildly now. “You’re not stronger than him. You’re not stronger than anyone. I’ve been in your mind. It’s the weakest psyche I’ve ever seen. You spend too much time attacking yourself. You might be strong on the inside, but you’ll never gather the power to use that strength. I’ll win. I’ll be safe,” the sprite continued to cry.

    There were 1000 things Sarah could have said to that. First and foremost was that the sprite didn’t need to scream this out loud if it was true. Best to just stay quiet and let Sarah continue to attack herself, right? So why mutter it nervously? Sarah kinda knew the answer to that. When you got yourself into such a state that your anxieties were the only real thing left in your life, and when you could no longer physically fight them, you verbally fought them whenever you could.

    Hadn’t Sarah done that all too many times? She’d never actually been able to go up to Charles and end this with her hands around his throat – she’d just claimed she could over and over again.

    If someone had been listening to her at the time, they would think that she was just as pitiful as the sprite was now.

    Sarah leaned forward. She grabbed the pen harder. She was about to write the words Marlene had shared with her. That the sprite held the key. That Sarah… had to save her. But when it came to actually putting pen on paper, her hand froze, everything cramping up.

    She bared her teeth. That did nothing. So she hissed. That was about as useful as fighting a dragon with a paper sword, frankly.

    If she actually thought any of these physical expressions of anger would change the situation, she was fresh out of luck.

    And maybe she was fresh out of luck for another reason.

    The sprite hissed once more, and it was a gravelly, husky kind of move. But it cut out halfway through. It was almost as if she was receding back into her shell.

    Now, why would she do that?

    Sarah’s ears pricked up.

    While she’d already created a backdoor to her safehouse, she hadn’t completed all of the necessary safety enchantments to surveille it properly. She’d been too distracted running after Henry and forgetting things.

    Now, now she just had her intuition to rely on. As she sat there, back lengthening, heart pausing, and breath trapped somewhere halfway up her throat, her intuition ran wild. It was enough to see Sarah lurch back, enough for her to maneuver until she was in the middle of the room and a few protective crackles of magic shot over her skin.

    Then the door to her safe house exploded. Make no mistake – it wasn’t Henry. The council had just found her once more.

  
    Chapter 2

    Sarah didn’t wait around. Her intuition told her she had seconds to fight back. Unless and until she took every single one, she would be nothing more than a sitting duck.

    Sorry. People don’t make magical rings out of sitting ducks. Best to refer to Sarah as a mineral resource waiting to be plucked from the ground.

    Two shadowy shapes ran into the room. Low, she could barely see them as distinguishable from a cloud of dark crackling magical smoke that rushed out around the door.

    Sarah didn’t jerk back. She held her ground. Her back door was right behind her. But there was something she’d missed. Something critical. Yeah, she hadn’t yet gotten around to casting all of the necessary surveillance charms on this place. Worse, she hadn’t rigged this factory to explode.

    She might be able to scrounge the magic required to destroy it, but it would take effort, and it would bleed her dry.

    Sarah stared over at the table. Before being interrupted, she’d started quickly sketching Henry’s frigging hand. Yeah, she wasn’t the best artist out there, but he had a memorable scar down his thumb. If Charles was already suspicious of Henry, it wouldn’t take much to push him over the edge with that tender drawing. Maybe Charles would just think that Sarah was doing recon on his son to kill him. Or maybe this would be the last straw.

    Sarah opened her hand, and she started to develop a charge of crackling red magic, but the two assassins were quicker. One of them jumped down beside her, twisted, and tried to elbow her in the knees, but Sarah rolled to the side then came up so fast, her hair flattened around her head.

    As she fought, the only thing she could think of was the sprite and Marlene.

    For Marlene to tell Sarah she had to save the sprite, it meant it was real, right?

    Which meant the only way to actually end this was to swallow her pride and save the least pitiable creature in existence.

    Yeah, Sarah hadn’t been able to process that fact previously, but maybe there was something sufficiently evocative about fighting that made her mind work faster. Or maybe it was just the fact that the council was on to her again. And they would keep getting on to her. Usually she had a good three months before the council found one of her safe houses. But not these days.

    Sarah could run. Maybe she’d find somewhere to hide for the night. Maybe she wouldn’t. The point was, this situation would just keep getting hotter and more violent every day. Until or unless Sarah did something bold.

    Until she saved the damn sprite once and for all.

    The other assassin jumped down beside Sarah in a cloud of dark crackling green force. It looked like a forest come to life. And crap, a second later, she watched as it acted like one, too. Vines shot out from underneath the assassin’s feet. They rammed their way through the air, reached Sarah, and plucked her up by the ankles. She tried desperately to fight them, but she couldn’t.

    She sailed up. Before she could strike the ceiling, Sarah reached down, grabbed hold of the magic, and yanked. It took a lot of effort to break through the spell. Even then, she didn’t manage to snap the whole thing. A few tendrils still remained around her ankles as she pivoted, changed direction, and landed behind the assassins. She should have concentrated on breaking those remaining strands, because unbeknownst to her, they started to sink into her skin. As they pressed further in, a dark crackle of biting force snaked up her legs. She went to punch the closest assassin, but just before her fist could strike home, that darting force reached her heart. It felt like magical tendrils wrapped around it.

    Sarah gasped and jerked back.

    The assassin in control of the vines snarled in laughter, reached out, twisted his fingers wide, then yanked them back. Then Sarah was forced to fall to her knees and was dragged toward him – all by the grip around her heart.

    She’d fought some fiendish creatures before. Lord knows she’d felt real pain. This was far worse.

    She honestly thought her heart would burst. As she came to a stop at his feet, he lifted his foot up then kicked her across the face. Blood splattered out, coating her hair and the old, chipped concrete.

    The other assassin was hardly going to stand around and watch his friend have all the fun. He didn’t have control of any vines, but with a motion that sounded like he was cutting the air with his fingers, said fingers started to grow into a sword. It had been awhile since Sarah had fought a sword master. To be fair, the last time she fought an assassin capable of creating a blade out of his arm, it’d been back when she lost her old safe house. The guy had not been a master, either. He’d made plenty of rookie mistakes Sarah had capitalized on at the time. This guy, on the other hand, was a real professional. That was evidenced by the fact that it took nothing more than a single second for his fingers to extend, twist, and change into violently shimmering metal.

    The vines were still clasped around Sarah’s heart. They began to squeeze. She spluttered, even coughed up a few speckles of blood. Her mind tried to shut down, began to convince her that there was no way out of here. But she blinked her eyes open, sweat caking her brow, her fingers shaking. She reached forward. Then she changed the angle of her fingers at the last moment and slammed her hand over her heart.

    Sarah didn’t pay that much attention to her heart. In a fight, sure. Otherwise, she tried to ignore it. Hearts like hers were not trustworthy. Hearts like hers had been taught to see a violent world and to recognize every potential source of danger out there, not love.

    Now all her attention was rammed into her heart as she felt it expand. It sure as heck wasn’t with love. The vine magic pumped something into it. Until, God… it felt like it would explode.

    Real fear shook up through Sarah’s throat then slammed back down into her chest. It shuddered. And her heart….

    The other assassin sliced in close. No messing around, clearly. He went straight for her throat. She had a moment to realize this was it. She’d escaped so many monsters. She’d come back from the point of death too many times to count. And heck, she’d even fought Rush off personally. Now two measly council assassins would pull her down? This was the exact same format Charles had been using to trap her over the past two decades.

    And now it would finally work.

    Sarah closed her eyes. But for a split second, time felt like it dilated.

    She heard the rush of air as the sword master sliced toward her back. She felt the scrunch of the vines around her heart. But none of them mattered. Time got out of the way to provide her a moment. And who did it provide her that moment with? Henry? No.

    The sprite. A tear had already leaked out of Sarah’s eyes. Heck, several had. Blame that on the fact that she was about to be stabbed through the back and her heart was going to pop a second later.

    The point was, the sprite already had all of the means she required to manifest.

    “You can’t die. Not yet. You’re going to be my last friend,” the sprite hissed.

    Sarah was surprised she’d only ever heard anger and violence in the sprite’s words. Now, even though Sarah’s attention should be firmly elsewhere, she heard the true fear. It’d always been there. It wasn’t a kernel, wasn’t some little seed. It ballooned until it occupied every shaking syllable the sprite hissed.

    She was by far the most frightened individual in this sorry situation, wasn’t she?

    And while that was an important conclusion to make, it couldn’t save Sarah.

    “Get out of your own way. It’s the only way to let your magic flow,” the sprite hissed.

    Sarah heard the words, but she could hardly enact them. She couldn’t do a thing. She wasn’t in control of what time was doing right now. No doubt, time itself hadn’t actually stopped. This was just a widening of her perceptual system right on the edge of death. You know, the artifact of a brain that knew it had to capture hold of this moment, because it would be its last. Hell, maybe because the sprite was in Sarah’s head, she’d be destined to turn into a ghost. And ghosts needed to have functional memories of their final moments.

    It was over.

    Sarah felt the blade go in. It impacted her back. It almost reached her heart. The same heart that shouldn’t be functioning anymore. The same heart that still somehow managed to beat even under the force of the vine magician’s attack.

    Those two things should have combined to cut Sarah down.

    Instead, they were that last final invitation into the core of her power. Or maybe it was the sprite’s words. She was part of Sarah’s subconscious, wasn’t she? So by reason, her warning could slip in further than any other.

    And it did. It bypassed every single one of Sarah’s usual mental controls until it reached down into the center of her power.

    Before Sarah could die, her true magic rose.

    There wasn’t a moment where it exploded out. Horns didn’t play. Dramatic lighting didn’t illuminate her. It was almost silent. Until it wasn’t.

    A shockwave of force caught both assassins and thrust them back. This was no mere simple attack. It picked them up and pinned them against the walls. The sword master’s hand started to vibrate, the spell that made his fingers into a blade retracting from his body like a cat getting rid of its claws. As for the vine magician, he was still mentally connected to Sarah through his spell. He had a chance to scream, then Sarah felt the vines around her heart explode.

    The guy shuddered back, head banging hard into the wall behind him. It was so violent, she saw blood leak out from the move.

    She remained down there on her front until she pushed back onto her knees. They ached. Everything ached. But still Sarah got to her feet, swaying as she did.

    She ran a finger down her face. She collected one of the tears.

    If the sprite hadn’t risen to her defense, Sarah would be dead right now. She could keep telling herself that the sprite wanted her dead, but that clearly wasn’t the case.

    “Safe now,” the sprite said. Then she took this gagging gasp of a hiss. “I will kill you,” she roared. “I’m the strongest ghost necromancer there has ever been. Everyone is afraid of me.”

    “Sure you are,” Sarah muttered in the kind of voice you used on a child.

    Then she dropped her hand by her side, rounded it into a fist, and stalked forward. Her magic retracted from the vine magician, and he slid down onto his butt then erupted up onto his feet.

    He twisted his fingers to the side and screamed. He wore a thick, shimmering black balaclava. It hid his face. Nothing could hide his fear. As he roared once more, he twisted his hands to the left, then to the right. A symbol appeared right in front of him, a manifestation of his magic. That was likely the only warning Sarah would ever get. He was desperately attempting to grasp the last remnants of the vine spell in her body to turn it on to full.

    Good luck with that.

    Sarah settled a hand on her own chest.

    The sprite’s words had reminded her that she had a power inside her none could match. Who cared how strong this vine magician was? Sarah would find the strength in her to surpass him.

    It would have been easy enough to attack him directly. Not only would that knock him out, but it would end his spell, too. Yet Sarah had something to prove, both to him and to herself.

    Every fight she had, Charles unwittingly trained her.

    He presumably didn’t even train his own men like this.

    Time to learn every lesson she could.

    The vine assassin screamed. And Sarah grabbed hold of the vines just as they shot up from her chest wall and pushed toward her heart. Clenching her teeth hard, it was almost impossible to wrangle them all. They were like snakes. Just not one or two – try 1,000,000. It was insanely hard for her mind to gather together the focus required to track each one, but she did it. Right before they could reach into her heart again.

    Judging by the way the guy shook on his feet, one hand shoved forward, the other clutching his wrist for support, he was using all the magic he could. This attack would kill Sarah in one hit.

    It never got that far.

    Silently, almost gracefully, Sarah opened her eyes, lifted her hand off her chest, and pulled the vine magic out of herself. She watched it as it left her body. It disgustingly looked like wriggling worms. Heck, one or two of them still shimmered with blood. Maybe it came from her very heart.

    She’d tell them to enjoy their feast, but they wouldn’t have long to enjoy much now. Staring right at the guy’s balaclava, Sarah twisted her fingers and clicked. The worms exploded. Their force blasted out. It was sufficient that it struck the floor beneath Sarah and gouged out several holes. It was nothing compared to what it did to the vine magician. He screamed, that wretched cry coming up from the center of his chest and blasting out like those aforementioned horns. Sure, Sarah hadn’t experienced sufficient drama when she’d called on her true power. But she got it now. The guy clutched his face, sank to his knees, and rocked forward.

    Vine magic spilled from him, sank into the floor, and cracked it for a meter-wide radius. He continued to hold onto his head, clutching it harder until, with a blast that took down one of the walls behind him, he fell over. Magic continued to crackle around him in this wild dance of green and gray. Then finally, he lay still.

    That just left the other guy.

    Sarah’s magic, without her having to control it, had kept that other assassin pinned against the wall.

    Ostensibly, he was in a much worse position than his friend. He’d already lost his hand. That’s what happened when you voluntarily made a piece of your body into a weapon. When the magic had broken, so too had all of the knuckles, bones, and flesh. Now he just had an unappealing, oozing stump. Oh yeah, and a seriously deadly look in his eyes.

    What had Sarah said previously? That she hadn’t set this place to self-destruct?

    It didn’t matter, because just when Sarah broke through the spell holding him in place, he opened his mouth. He said one word. Or rather, it was like something inside his stomach said it. It rattled up his throat, pushed through his lips, and broke through the air in a blazing blast of fury.

    Sarah jolted back.

    “Run, run, run,” the sprite said through her tears. Heck, she used any water source, including the sweat beading across the guy’s brow.

    What’s blood? It might be viscous, but it’s got water in it too. The sprite scarily spoke through the blood splattered across the room. The message was the same.

    Sarah had to get out of here. Now. She spun as fast as she could. She opened her hand, activating the back door spelled just above her bed.

    She didn’t get there in time. The guy exploded.

    Sarah just had to get through.

    “You’re just like me. You have the forbidden power. You’re just like me. You have the power that doesn’t let you use it. That lets itself be used through you.” Somehow the sprite said all of this even as the guy exploded and the shockwave struck Sarah. She managed to open the door, but as that blast rocketed out, it picked her up and threw her into the tunnel beyond.

    Just before it did, an arc of solid, crackling yellow power blasted around Sarah from somewhere. It didn’t come from her, nor from the sprite – it was that amazing force within Sarah that only ever activated itself when she got out of its way.

    An explosion that should have torn Sarah to shreds picked her up and pushed her further into the tunnel leading from her safe house. But the tunnel itself couldn’t take this kind of damage. It began to cave in. As large, smoking hot chunks of rocks scattered down around her, Sarah had to pick herself up, even as the force of her true magic shook through her.

    Sarah thought she understood her magic. Hell, she arrogantly thought she understood herself, too.

    But as she ran and her true magic rose higher, she realized within her was a force you couldn’t understand. For within her was the beating heart of the greatest mystery of all.

    “Don’t get in its way. Let it flow through you,” the sprite hissed.

    Her voice shook like she actually cared what would happen to Sarah. And Sarah could tell herself that was just because the sprite didn’t want to be deprived of a snack, but it had to be more than that.

    Sarah had never run faster in her life. Nor had she ever concentrated harder. But it wasn’t in the usual way she did to practice magic. Sarah had to get out of her powers’ way, if that made any sense. She directed it by making empty voids in her head where she wanted her force to manifest.

    It was the direct opposite of the way you usually cast magic. Most practitioners focused, and it was the equivalent of grasping something up with their mental hands. But what happened to Sarah right now was like getting out of something’s way.

    This was anathema to the ego.

    But it was working.

    Just as another chunk of the magical tunnel failed, this time in front of Sarah, and this time large enough that it would be able to crush a van, let alone her small form, she squinted her eyes half closed, and she removed her attention right at the last moment.

    It had the effect of redirecting her magic forward. It blasted into that massive chunk of the ceiling. It wasn’t just rock. Sarah would be able to survive a falling chunk of stone. Nope. Because this tunnel shouldn’t exist in the first place and was only created by manifested magic, as it exploded, two things occurred. The tunnel realized that the space it was in shouldn’t have a space at all, and her magic exploded on fast forward.

    Sarah had to fight against that violent cocktail of destructive forces.

    And it worked.

    The sprite kept begging her to let her power flow through her, that she couldn’t get in its way. That the second she grasped it would be the second it would stop.

    Sarah somehow put every single word the sprite was saying into action. But more than that, she locked them away for further analysis. Right now she was learning more about the sprite and her true self than Sarah had learned in all the previous weeks combined.

    Finally she reached the set of magical stairs she’d created that would lead up to this city street beyond.

    She knew she had to be careful. She understood how the council operated. There would be other forces out there, waiting on the street in case Sarah got free.

    But careful she was not. Directed she was.

    She had to keep preventing her mind from grasping hold of her magic.

    The mind always thinks it knows best. That’s the very nature of it. It doesn’t exist to take a back seat. And as Sarah had already pointed out, that was anathema to how you practiced magic. But as this process occurred, Sarah came to a new understanding of force.

    Practicing put you in the center. You and your desires led your power. This was more collaborative. For the first time in Sarah’s life, she felt magic as an external force, as this great creative flow. It wasn’t something that her will created out of pure grit. And as she felt it externally, she tapped into its unquenchable power. Just when Sarah thought the tunnel would collapse before she reached the door that led onto the street, she did it again, and she removed her ego from her head like somebody kicking a squatter out of a house.

    She rose. Her magic flowed forward. It reached the door, and it exploded. Sarah blasted out onto the street, rolling and coming up in a cloud of force. Unbeknownst to her, a single tear shimmered, trapped just underneath her left eye. She would have looked like those pictures of sad clowns. With an edge.

    Because this sad clown was now on a mission.

    And no matter what got in her way – including the five council assets that turned at her sudden appearance and started attacking, Sarah would not back down.

  
    Chapter 3

    She dodged to the side. She came up close to where she’d parked her van. One council assassin had just opened it, likely to drive it away or do some forensic analysis on it to figure out where she’d driven it in the first place.

    Hell no. That was Sarah’s only transport.

    She almost went back to fighting with her mind, but at the last moment, the shimmering tear underneath her eye expanded until Sarah could finally see it. It now looked like a glimmering bubble attached to her face.

    “Let it flow through you. These are top-level assassins. You do not have the power to fight them on your own,” the sprite warned.

    Again. Sarah couldn’t stop and ask the sprite why she was helping her. Sarah could guess. But wasn’t guessing the problem? Whenever she’d lacked information over the past several days, she’d made it up. She’d concocted a convenient story that fit in with her preconceived notions. And she’d acted from those like they were real. A lot of the messes she’d gotten herself into were because of that. So now she just… got out of her own way. She got comfortable with the fact that there was an empty void rushing in her head like a vacuum cleaner.

    She became okay with not knowing all the facts.

    Oh yeah, and she continued to fight.

    The closest assassin sneered. She only saw that because his lips puckered against his shimmering black balaclava. They pushed hard, and she watched them snap around some quickly spluttered word.

    It had to be a devilish enchantment, and it had to be one he intended to use to snap her like a cooked chicken wing.

    Sarah shoved down low. She instinctively grabbed up a chunk of dirt. Earth magic was complex. You usually needed to practice your entire life. And even when you went to cast it, you kind of needed to know the dirt that you were going to cast it on, if that made any sense. Dirt is a complex organic substrate. Worse than that, it is jam-packed with the dead. Over the entire history of the planet, things have arisen, and they have died. And all of that has gone back to the dirt.

    Dirt magicians have to be aware of this. They have to negotiate around all that death, but also the dirt’s natural inclination to let magic return to it.

    The last thing you want to do when you cast earth magic is to just surrender all that force up to the earth like someone stupidly emptying their water can into a gutter.

    But right now, Sarah, despite her usual limitations, practiced earth magic without even thinking about it. She reached into the gravel, pushed past it, and grabbed up several flecks of earthy brown dirt. Then with a whispered prayer, it came to life.

    That closest assassin rounded on her again. Not for long. The very dirt beneath him rumbled then shot up. It encapsulated him in a twisting vortex of pure power.

    Sarah didn’t have a chance to be amazed by what she’d achieved. Or rather, the collaborative process that had occurred when she’d let her magic do as it pleased. There were four other assassins to care about.

    As their friend became inundated by a tornado of stones and mud, two of the other closest assassins ganged up. They reached out and clasped hands. This was not a kumbaya moment. Power arced between them, crackling over their fingers then sinking back into their flesh. It happened with these strange snapping sounds like someone popping their lips. Then all too soon the overpowering scent of burning flesh met Sarah’s nostrils. It raked at them like somebody turning their claws down silk.

    Sarah didn’t bring up a hand. She fought nothing. At all times, she used her mind like a conduit. If Sarah hadn’t already experienced what she had at the lungs and back with Rush, she wouldn’t be able to do this. Not on the fly, and not so completely. But as she opened her mind up to the power within her and let it do as it pleased, she glimpsed a greater reality.

    That had only happened once before.

    She couldn’t even remember how many days ago it was now, but Sarah had realized that there had to be a life beyond this. A life beyond pain, beyond survival. A life where you didn’t get up every day with only one goal in mind – to ensure you had another day tomorrow.

    And as she collaborated with her magic, letting it surge through her and do what it had to, she glimpsed that world again. She almost stepped into it.

    It might be night, but that was irrelevant. The sun started to shine in Sarah’s head.

    Sarah knew the importance of negative emotions. They could power almost anything. But the emphasis there had to be on almost.

    Rely too heavily on negative emotions, and you will never know how to create without them.

    Sarah used her anger as jet fuel. She used it like bullets. She used it as fire. But you don’t need those things when you’re trying to forge trust.

    Though it sounded weird, and the magic wasn’t really alive, that’s what she was doing with the force inside her body. She was learning to trust it, understanding that she didn’t need to direct it nor conceive of how it would defeat the enemies. She just had to give in to its own desires.

    And maybe Sarah’s inability to trust was the very reason her relationship with Henry had turned into such a tug of war.

    A deep thought. A distracting one.

    There were still two other assassins.

    One of them had lingered around the car, realizing Sarah was likely going for it, but now as she fought those two cooperating assassins, he joined up with his friend.

    Turns out he was an earth magician, too.

    He stamped his foot down once. Then a cloud of mud erupted up from underneath his feet.

    It shot towards Sarah. No questions asked, no pausing. Just a brutal attack designed to crush somebody, force mud down in their lungs, and bury them without going to all the trouble of actually sticking them in the ground.

    Sarah ducked back, yanked up an arm, and tried to hide behind it, but the dirt could go anywhere and do whatever it pleased. It rushed around her spell then finally struck her chest. There was an explosion of breath as every last ounce of oxygen was squeezed from her throat.

    She was forced up then slammed down. Then what felt like hundreds of tons of dirt collapsed onto her front.

    Sarah couldn’t scream. Do that – actually open her mouth – and she would only invite that violent spell further in.

    All she could do was wriggle there on the spot, bucking wildly as she tried but failed to save herself.

    The weight went from being manageable, to instantly crushing her. She felt her ribs quaking. It was like someone trying to build a tower on top of a swamp. No, worse than that. Like someone trying to build a tower on top of Lego. She just didn’t have the strength—

    “Mud is made of water,” the sprite could barely scream that. That tear still shimmered on Sarah’s cheek. She almost felt it speaking to her through vibrations.

    But it didn’t matter how the message was transferred – just that it was received.

    Mud is equal parts earth and water.

    And Sarah had an advantage when it came to anything wet.

    Just when her ribs shook and she was certain her heart was going to pop for the second time in 10 minutes, she voluntarily opened her mouth. She roared, but she did not suck the dirt further into her lungs. She connected to the water.

    But it wasn’t just her.

    Without being consciously aware of it, Sarah trusted the sprite enough to let it force its way into every drop of water suspended in that cascade of mud.

    It did nothing at first, and Sarah wondered as her mind shut down whether the sprite was just using this opportunity to leave her. But just when the crushing force of the onslaught became too bad, it lifted. Sarah felt the moment the sprite grabbed hold of it. Then it twisted.

    The mud shot up from Sarah’s chest. It was sheer surprise alone that saw Sarah sit. Surprise, then a glimmer of fear. Because the water separated from the earth then shot back toward the earth practitioner. His hand was held out wide, his fingers spread. His balaclava had ridden up over his mouth so she could see his teeth. His lips widened in surprise as the water struck him.

    He was picked up several meters, thrown into the air like a cloud, then thrown back down. He struck the now sodden ground with this bone-crunching thwack. Sarah felt it, and it translated all the way up into her hips and throat.

    She watched. She actually watched, gobsmacked, until she realized she had to intervene before the sprite did what the sprite did best.

    “No, don’t kill him,” Sarah commanded.

    The sprite said nothing. Sarah could still feel the tear shimmering there on her cheek. But it became stronger, vibrating now like it was about to take flight.

    “I said don’t kill him,” Sarah roared.

    She collapsed her hands over that tear, hoping that physical control would allow her to better communicate with the sprite.

    The sprite hissed. “He’ll die anyway. He’s failed Charles—”

    “But we won’t kill him ourselves,” Sarah snarled.

    The other assassins were still out there. Sarah had to put up with barrage after barrage of attacks. They smashed into her sides and face, dragging her backward and forward like she was paper in the wind.

    But critically, they couldn’t get through her magic defenses.

    “If you don’t kill, then Charles will just use murder to get to you. Any weakness you show, he will capitalize on,” the sprite snarled.

    “It’s not a weakness,” Sarah said. She turned, just as a megalithic attack struck her right on the chest and drove her down to her knees.

    One of the warlocks thought that meant she was dead, and he raced forward. He opened his hand wide. A charge of red-rimmed fire spread around his palm.

    Sarah paused and stared up at it, almost entranced by the beauty of it. But just before it could strike home, she shoved her fist forward. She let her magic do what it must, and it powered out of her knuckles. It struck the guy in the chest before he could attack. It drove him backward, using him like a battering ram. He smashed into the remaining assassins.

    They all tumbled onto the ground in a mess of limbs and magic.

    Sarah staggered over to them.

    Her tear vibrated harder. “You do not live in a kind world. You live in a brutal world of death. Until and unless you realize that, you will be walking blindly into the trap he set for you,” the sprite warned.

    “We will not kill,” Sarah shrieked now, letting her voice arc out louder so the assassins heard, too. Did that make her weak? Heck no.

    It made her stronger than every single one of them. They gave in to their fear. They destroyed everything that made them uncomfortable. Sarah? She could live right there on the precipice of uncertainty. And as she stood there, she let her magic race through her.

    She fancied she couldn’t have complete certainty and power. They were incompatible. If magic was nothing more than chance, then the more trapped you became in your own beliefs, the fewer possibilities you found.

    Sarah let out a scream, both at the larger situation and the sprite. And as it ripped from her throat, a force field of power rammed out of her chest. It struck the three remaining assassins. It pulled them up into the air and smashed them back down. This time not a single one of them could charge with magic, because every single one of them blacked out.

    Silence settled as Sarah dropped to her knees.

    She did not collapse completely, and nor did she stop clutching hold of the tear on her face. She didn’t do so with a cast-iron grip. Her knuckles didn’t bulge out of her skin. She just held it like you would a child’s hand.

    The sprite seemed out of breath, either from fright, or from the fact she’d used magic too.

    “If you don’t kill them, they’ll just come after us,” she hissed.

    “Charles only wins because he’s a virus,” Sarah said in a heavy but knowledgeable voice. It was the kind of tone you used when you finally came to a conclusion you’d been skirting around your entire life.

    As it clunked out of her lips, she turned her head up, and she stared at the dark sky above.

    “Charles is the most powerful practitioner in the city, if not the country. If you cannot fight him—”

    “Charles is a virus,” Sarah said again, voice even now. She didn’t have to use force. You don’t use force to claim that the sun will rise every morning. You use facts, and they speak for themselves. “Charles works by making everybody around him give up their morals. He can live without any ethics. He’s a true psychopath. But he knows the secret to making everybody else support him is by forcing them to compromise their morals. He turns them into himself. He makes you think the only way to get forward is by murdering, by using hate, by using greed. I will not be turned into him,” she said.

    Sorry, but how many times had she gone over this exact same material? This right here was a well-worn track in her mind. But she’d never said it like this. Every other time, it had been a mantra she had repeated to force herself to believe it. Now it was a conclusion drawn from unassailable facts.

    She would not turn into Charles. And it would not make her a weaker fighter than he was. It would save her and everyone else in the city.

    She just had to believe that.

    Sarah strode toward the open van. She checked it over, but when she didn’t find any booby traps, she slid in.

    She wasn’t hurried, though she knew more council assets would be on the way.

    That tear continued to shimmer on her cheek.

    She had no clue what she would look like. Though she hastily changed
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