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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Broken Witch series.
      

      

      
        By day, Serena's a police recruit. She hunts witches alongside her strapping Sergeant, Jake Parata.
      

      By night? Serena Sanders is a witch. When her mother died, she gave her a gift - a split personality. Her other side - the dark side - only comes out when pushed.

      When a witch kingpin moves into town looking for Serena, her history rises up to meet her.

      ....

      Broken Witch follows a split witch and her handsome police Sergeant battling through a dark city full of magical crime. If you love your urban fantasies with punchy action, thrilling plots, and a splash of romance, grab Broken Witch today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Broken Witch Episode One

  
    Chapter 1

    I woke up at 2 o’clock in the morning to hear a man with mud-covered shoes jumping onto my bed.

    The mattress creaked as he shifted forward.

    Fear owned me.

    Total gut-wrenching, stomach-punching, debilitating fear.

    I tried to scream.

    He shifted forward and clamped a hand over my mouth.

    A hand that was covered in magic.

    He pressed it against my skin, the light and force of the power biting into my lips, tickling down my cheeks, and sinking into my throat.

    “You know,” he hissed, fetid breath breaking against my cheeks as he pressed forward, his wide, yellow-rimmed eyes hauntingly visible through the darkness, “I get a kick out of murdering humans. Ever been hunted by a witch, little lady? I’m going to take you up to the forest behind town, I’m going to set you free, and I’m going to hunt you down like the animal you are. Dirty human,” he spat.

    His eyes blazed out of the darkness, so powerful, so full of hatred and violence.

    He drove his magic-covered fingers harder against my mouth until my teeth almost cut my lips.

    I tried to throw him off; he was stronger.

    I clenched my stomach muscles, shoved my back into the mattress, and rounded my shoulders – none of it worked.

    He laughed, his lips pulling back to reveal saliva-covered teeth.

    With his hand still pinned against my mouth, enough magic lacing it that he didn’t need to drive a knee into my sternum to stop me in place, he casually tilted his head to the side. “What kind of room have you got here?” he muttered to himself.

    He licked his lips, sparks of magic dancing over his tongue, escaping into the air and flickering about.

    There was a click as the light switch turned itself on.

    Light spilled into the room, and I jerked my head to the side at the sudden illumination.

    It revealed the guy in full. He was six-foot, with sandy-blond, oily hair that sat in front of his face like a curtain as he leaned toward me.

    His hair was like a frame for his yellow eyes. Light rimmed his irises like a halo.

    Confident there was nothing I could do against his spell, he tilted his head to the side casually, staring at my room.

    His gaze darted from my TV to the small box of cheap jewelry on my dresser then skipped over my bedside table.

    Sitting on it was a photo – one of my best friend, Sally. We were standing in front of the Federal Police Force training compound, decked out in our cadet uniforms. The day I’d taken that photo had been the happiest of my life.

    “What have we here?” The guy leaned over and casually grabbed up the photo, his magic-covered fingers never moving from my face. He whistled as he danced the photo back and forth. “Lookie here, you’re a cop. Damn, didn’t I pick the right target.” He leaned in, spreading his lips, letting them slide over his teeth until all I saw was the saliva-covered enamel glinting back at me. “I hate cops. I’m going to enjoy murdering you.”

    … I… could barely breathe.

    Something was… something was….

    The guy pitched the photo over his shoulder. It struck the carpet beside my bed, the frame denting as it fell on its face.

    He continued to look around the room. “Cheap. No one’s going to miss you, are they?” he asked cruelly. “That’s a shame. I like it when my name hits the papers. You’re a cop,” he chuckled again, “so I guess it’s going to hit the papers big time. I’m going to write my name all over your corpse in permanent marker,” he snarled. “You know who I am, don’t you? The papers call me The Marker. You know how many humans,” he spat that word viciously, “I’ve killed this year?” He brought up his hand and tried to count, then gave up. “Too many. Now sit up.” He latched a hand on my shoulder and dragged me up, my head banging harshly against the headrest behind me.

    My head….

    My thoughts….

    I… something was stabbing through my mind.

    Something….

    He brought his face close to mine, those yellow, luminescent eyes more than close enough to touch. “Do you want to know why I hate humans so much? Especially cops? You’ve hunted witches for centuries, running my kind down. So that,” he yanked my head forward until his lips pressed alongside my left ear, “is why I’m going to do the same to you. Get ready to run.”

    I wasn’t fighting. Not anymore.

    There was no point. There was a ringing in my head. A ringing….

    He wrenched me up. He dragged me toward the door, my limp legs pulling the covers from my bed.

    The ringing only got worse. It was drumming through my brain, rattling through my thoughts. It was… it was dislodging something. It was….

    As the guy walked out of my room, he whistled and licked his teeth.

    The light turned off.

    He dragged me toward the window on the opposite side of my living room. It was open. It was obviously where he’d climbed in.

    There was a fire escape out there, so I was sure to keep the window locked.

    To somebody with his magic, that would mean nothing.

    My mind locked onto that thought, but it was whisked away, pounded by that ringing once more. I couldn’t pay attention to the fact this guy was The Marker – a serial killer the police had been hunting for a year and a half. A witch who’d murdered countless men, women, and children.

    Because the ringing in my head, it just… it….

    
      I’d lost my mother when I was three. She was murdered right in front of me.
    

    He hauled me onto his shoulder as he straddled the window, jumped down, and landed on the fire escape, the metal ringing.

    The sound went nowhere. He licked his teeth again, sending magic through the air, covering his moves.

    He didn’t bother to close the window. He walked down the fire escape, whistling with me over his shoulder.

    The fire escape emptied into a blind alleyway. There were dumpsters, but that was it.

    It was 2 o’clock in the morning, so none of the other lights were on in my apartment block.

    There was no one to see.

    No one to help.

    No one to….

    
      My mother had been murdered right in front of me. I’d forgotten that, but now the memory slammed into my head. I saw her falling, right in front of the couch I was hiding beneath. I saw her face dropping down just a few inches in front of mine.
    

    
      I saw her eyes. I saw—
    

    The guy jumped off the fire escape, despite the fact he was still a good 10 meters away from the ground. It didn’t matter, as he struck the ground with a muttered spell under his breath. It ensured his knees didn’t break. The spell, however, didn’t extend to me, and I jostled hard over his arm, his bony shoulder banging into my stomach.

    There was a car waiting a few meters away.

    He spread a hand toward it, and the door opened with a creak.

    
      I’d been hiding under that couch. She’d protected me. She’d hidden me from her attacker. She’d sacrificed her life for mine.
    

    He continued to whistle, that droning sound pitching through the alley but not making it out of it – the spell he’d cast on the air protected him.

    He opened the back door to his car, dumped me inside, and stood, but not before tracing a finger down the center of my head from the top of my hairline, right down my nose, over my lips, then to the tip of my chin. Magic rushed up his thumb, spreading into my skin, sinking down, down….

    
      My mother had been murdered when I was three years old. And as I huddled there under that couch, I’d watched the light leave her eyes.
    

    
      And the light, the light had gone into mine.
    

    A sharp pain stabbed through my brow, snaking from one side to the other, feeling as if someone had taken a scalpel to my gray matter.

    The guy paused above me, a sudden frown marking his lips. “Got a little pluck in you after all? Shouldn’t be moving after that spell,” he commented as again he dragged a magic-laced thumb down my face.

    It left this god-awful numb sensation eating into my muscles. The kind of sensation that made you wonder if you were seconds from dying.

    When I didn’t move again, he finally seemed satisfied. He closed the door, the metal banging shut with such a ringing thump, it should have alerted anyone out on the street.

    It didn’t.

    I could feel his magic lacing the air.

    He walked around his car, got in the front seat, started it, and drove out of the laneway.

    I lay in the back, incapable of moving, my eyes pressed open, my mind….

    “Your murder is going to make the front page,” he chuckled to himself as he started to drive out of town. “I’ll make it a good one. One fitting for a cop,” he spat.

    I lay there, face pressed against the bad smelling leather of his back seat. This was where my mind should be exploding, imagining every horror that was about to happen to me.

    But….

    
      I’d been adopted at four years old. I’d never known my biological parents.
    

    Or at least, that was the story I’d always told myself.

    But the horror of being kidnapped was waking up a far greater horror in my mind.

    I was seeing flashes of something I’d never known – a memory that had been so deeply hidden, it was taking the threat of death to dredge it up.

    The guy kept chuckling to himself, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel as if he was dancing along to some imaginary song. “You know, you weren’t even my original target. The man next door was. Wasn’t in, though. I felt you sleeping through the wall, and figured I wasn’t going to waste tonight. Lucky me. You’re a cop,” he repeated, stuck on that fact as he bared his teeth with another wet slap of his lips, “and I’m going to enjoy every last second of this.”

    I’d lived a happy life. Up until this point, at least.

    I loved my adoptive family, but my mother, I….

    The guy took a harsh turn, heading onto the highway that would take us right out of town.

    
      I saw her eyes again, my mother’s eyes, staring into mine as she died in front of my face. I saw something in her pupils, something dancing, something—
    

    “I don’t work alone, you know? Shouldn’t be telling you this, but it’s not like you can live through this. I just can’t resist gloating in front of a cop. You pricks are the ones who hunt us down, after all.” He shifted between chuckling with almost unstable glee, to spitting with utter vehemence.

    I didn’t reply. I couldn’t. And it wasn’t just the spell he’d cast on me holding me in place.

    My mind was… fracturing. Every time I saw my dead mother’s eyes, I….

    “Got a brother. Watches my back. Finds my targets. Gave me your next-door neighbor as a target,” the guy scoffed. “Prick works for the papers. Writes crap about witches every day. Don’t worry, though,” he said earnestly as he turned and shot me a flashing-eyed look, “I’ll get him tomorrow.”

    The guy didn’t bother to say another word as he drove me out of town.

    I lost all track of time. Because I lost all track of myself. Something seemed to be shaking inside me, cracking, falling away to reveal something beneath.

    Something hidden.

    Something precious.

    Something that shouldn’t—

    The next thing I knew, we stopped. I felt the crunch of tires as we rolled up in a dirt parking lot.

    The guy stopped, settled his hands on the steering wheel for several seconds, then arched his head over his shoulder. I watched his lips tick into a grin. “Time to run, girly.” There was a click as the car switched itself off, then a creak as his door opened.

    He got out. He walked around to my side of the car. He opened it.

    He reached in, grabbed me by the back of the neck, and hauled me out. He dumped me by his feet. My face smashed against the dirt car park, my cheek cutting against a particularly jagged rock.

    He stood there for several seconds, doing nothing, just breathing, the hollow sound echoing through the dark night.

    “You know,” he said after a significant pause, “maybe you don’t even get to run. Maybe a pig like you doesn’t deserve it. Maybe I should off you right here, right now, so I can see the look in your eyes?”

    
      My mother, right in front of my face, the light in her eyes….
    

    I practically felt something snap in the guy’s head as he came to some vicious decision. The next thing I knew, he locked a hand on the back of my neck, turned me over, and jammed a thumb into the center of my head.

    More magic sank into me.

    It should have robbed me of the ability to open my eyes, let alone breathe.

    He stared, and I watched as whatever was left of his mind cracked.

    “I’m going to write witch proverbs all over your body in permanent marker. Every sacred belief my people have had torn from us. I’m going to hunt you, human—”

    
      I watched my mother die in front of my face. I watched the light spread from her eyes to mine. And I watched her lips open. “You’ll live, no matter the costs.”
    

    The guy reached down and clutched my throat, his fingers bending in with the force to snap steel.

    And just like something in him had snapped, something cracked in me.

    That wall that always sat between me and my true history.

    You see, there were two people inside of me, and it was time to let my other side shine.

    As the guy tried to crush my throat, I pushed.

    I pushed right through the magic spell holding me in place. It cracked around me, shattering like a mirror.

    The guy spluttered as he was shoved back, and his eyes blasted wide with surprise.

    “I underestimated you, but if you think—”

    My leg snaked out, and I kicked the prick in the throat. The move wasn’t mine. Too compact, too fast, and far, far too strong.

    Despite the fact he was a witch, that didn’t matter. As my move impacted, he was thrown back. He slammed against his car with the force to dent the metal door.

    I stood.

    All around me, memories slipped into place. Fractured memories that were kept from me during my waking hours. Fractured memories my mother had sealed away.

    My body didn’t shake. It was loose, ready, in-control.

    The guy shook, then he blasted to his feet. His luminescent gaze ticked up and down my body, his lips slicing hard over his teeth. “What the—” he began.

    I jolted forward. So fast. So damn fast. It didn’t matter that I didn’t have any shoes on, that I was in flimsy, thin pajamas and it was a hell of a cold, biting night.

    I reached the guy just as he brought up an arm in defense, his skin blazing with magic.

    I shifted in behind him, looped an arm around his back, and threw him to the side.

    He tried to elbow me – and the move connected.

    But it didn’t count.

    As I threw him, he slammed against the jagged stones of the car park – just like he’d done to me minutes before.

    He didn’t jump to his feet this time. He jerked back, dragging his body away from me, his eyes so wide, you could have used them as torches. “What the hell are you? Are you some kind of witch? Was this some kind of trap?”

    I didn’t answer. There was no point.

    My body knew what to do as my mind knitted itself back together.

    There were two people inside my head. And there’d been two people since the day I’d seen my mother die.

    There was the ordinary me – the innocent, simple me who lived out her entire life not knowing what she truly was.

    Then there was this me.

    “I exist to protect the other one,” I said.

    “What the hell are you talking about?”

    “I exist to protect my other self.”

    He kept trying to scamper away, smart enough not to push to his feet, knowing it would give me all the time I needed to close the distance between us and kick him in the throat. “You’re a witch, aren’t you? This was a trap, wasn’t it? My brother will make you pay,” he spat. “We’ve got friends in real high places.”

    “I will hunt your brother down,” I said, my voice automatic, the thought automatic.

    Everything had slipped into place.

    I was a different woman. As I stood there, taking another looming step toward the man, body poised for anything, there wasn’t a scrap of fear left in me. Just determination.

    And understanding.

    When my mother had died all those years ago, she’d transferred a spell into me. As the light had left her and entered me, it had sealed her powers within me.

    The power to erase memories.

    I was a witch.

    A forgotten witch.

    The guy finally attempted to fight back again. I felt him incant an unheard spell under his breath, and a second later, yellow-gold magic spread down his arms. He punched a hand toward me, and force shot off it.

    It slammed into my chest.

    It should have shunted me backward, should have thrown me into the car. Hell, with the amount of energy crackling off the move, it should have killed me dead.

    Instead, it buffeted off my own magic as it suddenly encased me. It sprang from my heart, winding around every muscle, covering me like a shield.

    “You are a witch. You trapped me. You bitch, you trapped me,” he spat. He was still down on his butt and hands, and he bared those saliva-covered teeth at me, looking like a trapped animal.

    Me, I just took another easy, loose step toward him.

    “I’ve got friends in real high places,” he said again, voice shaking. “They’ll find you. Hunt you down. Kill you. Doesn’t matter if you’ve got magic – they’ve got more.”

    “Then I’ll hunt them down too,” I said matter-of-factly.

    Maybe there was something about the fact my tone was emotionless, because the guy finally realized something. Something I’d known since the moment he stole into my bedroom.

    I was not the hunted. I was the hunter.

    I tilted my head to the side, my messy hair bunching over my shoulder. “What’s your brother’s name?”

    “Do you think I’m gonna—”

    I pushed toward him.

    He tried to jerk a foot up, attempting to kick me in the knee, but I just leaned into the move, using my greater momentum to force myself down and onto him. It was enough that his leg clicked to the side as I body-slammed him.

    He grappled, attempting to lock his fingers around my throat. His nails dragged across my skin, the short jagged edges trying to cut me, trying to grab my eye sockets, my lips, my nostrils – anything.

    But his fingers just slipped off.

    My body was too covered in magic, and it was far, far too strong for him to break through.

    I shifted up until my knees pinned his chest.

    I settled my hands on his shoulders, and I stared down into his eyes.

    “What’s your brother’s name?”

    “You go after him – his friends will kill you. I don’t care what kind of—” he began.

    I brought his head up, and I slammed it back down against the gravel. “What’s your brother’s name?”

    Fear bolted through his eyes. “You kill me—”

    I shifted forward, my weight moving with me, crushing his lungs as I brought my face close to his. It was replicating the move he’d done to me when he’d pinned me against my bed. “Who said anything about killing you?”

    Silence. It shook through this darkened car park. Even the wind rustling through the trees stopped as that statement hung in the air.

    He wheezed. “What the hell—”

    “I’m going to track your brother down. I’m going to track his friends down, too. And you know what I’m going to do to them?”

    He wouldn’t speak now. His bravery had washed away. He simply lay there, as scared and beaten as the countless victims he’d murdered.

    Though I could bet his expression was slightly different. You see, unlike his victims, this prick knew something – he’d always had this coming.

    Karma had caught up with him.

    “You know what I’m going to do to him?” I asked coldly.

    He was now too terrified to speak.

    “I’m going to wipe his memory. Erase it. Lock it away forever. And in doing so, he will lose his spells. And if he loses his spells, he loses his magic. He’ll become a human,” I said, lips contorting around the word, “just like the humans you hunted.”

    “What…?”

    “And you know what? You’re going to become a human, too.”

    “That’s impossible—”

    I didn’t let him finish. I let go of his shoulders until his head banged against the gravel.

    Just as he had done to me, I crammed my thumb against the point where his third eye should be.

    He trembled, then stopped as if someone had made every single muscle in his body contract.

    I closed my eyes. As soon as I did, I saw my mother’s eyes.

    All those years ago, when I’d only been three years old, she’d made the ultimate sacrifice.

    Another witch had crept into our house. One who’d been hunting her for years.

    She’d hidden me under the couch. Then she’d died, and as her sightless eyes had stared into mine, a family spell had shifted from her into me.

    The witches of my maternal line had a spell few other witches did.

    The power to make people forget. Whether it be a few seconds or their entire life, we could erase the memories with all the ease of somebody rubbing marker off a whiteboard.

    That power built in me now, rising up through my chest and dancing through my limbs.

    The guy didn’t make a move, not anymore. He couldn’t. He simply stared up at me with fear-filled eyes. “You’re a witch,” he muttered with the last of his vocal control. “You should understand what we are doing. Getting revenge. We deserve revenge. Our people have been hunted by the humans for too long. They deserve to feel the fear they put us through.”

    I stared into his eyes as my unique power rushed through me.

    There are two types of monsters. Those that recognize what they are, and those that justify it.

    Though my mother hadn’t said a word as she’d passed this spell to me when she died, the look in her eyes had been enough.

    Love.

    Not revenge.

    Not hatred at the fact she’d been killed.

    She’d wanted to keep me safe and nothing more.

    Did I have the power to kill this prick? Yes.

    Would I?

    No.

    Because I was different.

    I understood one very important fact. There was only one thing separating humans from witches. Magic. Take it away, and we’re exactly the same.

    This guy didn’t deserve to die. He deserved to live in the weakened state he’d spent his entire life reviling.

    I closed my eyes as my magic spread through me, as it lit me up like a candle.

    He could no longer speak. I was in complete control of his body as my own body pulsed with the power to make anyone forget.

    I opened my eyes, I stared into his, and I uttered a single word under my breath.

    It erased every memory that made the man up. Every violent murder, every thought of revenge.

    It washed them away, never to return. And with it, it took his magic.

    Every spell, every incantation – they were erased from his mind, never to be re-taught or learned.

    His eyes rolled into the back of his head, his cheeks becoming sickly white.

    Until the day he died, nothing would be able to unlock this spell.

    As the spell took its course and he fell unconscious, I stood.

    I stared down at him as I felt something click within me.

    It was the same spell that had initiated when this prick had crept into my room.

    The spell that was designed to keep me safe.

    You see, when my mother had died in front of me all those years ago, she’d given me a gift, one that had made me understand humanity in a way no other witch could.

    I was both a human and a witch. Most of the time, I was the happy, carefree, awkward Serena Sanders. But when I was pushed?

    I would fight back.

    I leaned down, threw the unconscious man over my shoulder, and walked back to his car.

    He weighed nothing.

    Not to me. Not in this state.

    I dumped him in his back seat, and I drove away.

    I parked his car in a car park downtown, and then I left. Not before I pulled that permanent marker out of his breast pocket and wrote “The Marker” over his forehead.

    When it was done, I dumped the marker in his lap, closed the door, shoved my hands into my pockets, and walked away.

    All the while, I kept incanting a spell under my breath, ensuring no one could see and no one could hear.

    I made it home. I closed the window that led to the fire escape, fastening the latch tightly shut.

    I cleaned the muddy shoe prints off my carpet with several well-placed spells. Then I walked into my room. I made my bed, cleaned the mud, and finally leaned down and grabbed the photo frame sitting face down on my carpet.

    I picked it up, brushing a thumb down the glass, cleaning the prick’s fingerprints.

    I set it down on my bedside table. I whispered until the light turned itself off, then I went back to sleep.

    Serena Sanders wouldn’t remember this in the morning.

    That was the point.

    My mother had wanted me to grow up normally. Half of me got to do that, while the other half existed to protect.

  
    Chapter 2

    “We are so damn close to graduating, Serena. Buck up. You’ve got one hell of a frown on you today. Didn’t you sleep well?” Sally Enders leaned in and slapped me on the back.

    As soon as her flat palm jolted against my shoulder, it woke me out of my reverie.

    “You look like crap this morning. What happened to you last night?”

    I hesitated, then shrugged. “Woke up on the wrong side of the bed. I’ve got a terrible crick in my neck. Felt like I didn’t sleep a wink, but at the same time, I’m pretty sure I was asleep all night.” I shrugged, looking as awkward as I felt.

    Sally rolled her eyes. “For someone who’s about to graduate from the Federal Police Force, you sure are ridiculously cute.” She leaned in and tapped my cheek before turning around and locking her attention on the drab, sixties gray concrete enclave in front of us.

    We’d already walked through the main gates and had our IDs swiped. Before us was what the other recruits lovingly called the Compound. It had high metal gates surrounding it from the rest of the city.

    Other recruits and officers walked through the grounds around us, the majority of them heading to the main squat building in the center.

    Sally slapped her hands together, the sound ringing out. “I can’t believe we’re only two weeks away from graduating. You know there’s talk that we might be considered for the squad?” Her voice shot up high as her lips spread wide.

    I pressed my lips together, my brow crumpling. “We?” I questioned as I shook my head. “There’s no way with my scores that I’d ever get into the squad. You, on the other hand,” I took a step back and motioned her up and down, indicating her lithe six-foot form, “have a real shot at it.”

    Sally’s shoulders slumped. “Cut yourself a break. You may not be the most impressive physical specimen of the grad recruits, but you’ve got a brain on your shoulders. You have a talent for getting out of trouble, too.”

    I gave an awkward chuckle at that. “If by talent you mean never going out, never doing anything, and leading the most boring life out of anyone here – then sure, I guess I have a talent.”

    “I’m just saying don’t be so hard on yourself. There’s a chance—”

    “There is no chance that I’m going to be selected for the Witch Detection Squad,” I said squarely. “It’s the most sought-after squad in all of the FPF. The best of the best go there. Not those with mild abilities to keep themselves safe by not courting trouble.”

    Sally opened her mouth, but from her strained expression, I could tell that even she was running out of excuses.

    I smiled. I secretly hated my smile. The way it dimpled my chin, the way it tugged up my cheeks at the wrong angle. I know it made me look cute. With my size, I know everything made me look cute. Just as I was fully aware as a recruit of the FPF looking cute should not be high on my list of aspirations.

    “All I’m saying is you never know what will happen next.” Sally shrugged.

    “No, but you can make an educated guess, and I’m pretty sure I’m going to get a desk job.” With that, I put on a little speed, marched up the steps, opened the door for Sally, and waved her through.

    Though I’d only intended to open it for her, a bunch of other recruits walked up behind, and every single one of them walked through, only a few bothering to thank me.

    … Because that’s where I really sat among the other recruits. Sally might have the kind of good heart to think I was worth it to be in this program, but most of the other recruits disagreed.

    One of them in particular – Stephen Vanderbilt – always took every single opportunity to make that known. He took his time striding up the steps, and when I went to dart through the door in front of him, he growled. “No way to show respect for your fellow colleagues. You keep that door open, Cadet, because we both know that’s all you’re good for.”

    My heart sank.

    I should have a thicker skin when it came to Stephen, but he kept finding novel ways to poke holes in it.

    “Why the hell did you join the police force anyway?” He spat as he walked through, his voice low so no one could pick it up. “If you want to prove a point, go prove it somewhere else. You’re going to get someone killed.” He strode away, every step accompanied with heavy footfall. The guy was a titan, coming in at six-foot-four. He was a wall of muscle, and he acted like it.

    Despite the fact all the other recruits had walked through, I remained there for a few seconds, hand becoming sweaty as it locked around the handle.

    … Why had I joined the police force?

    I couldn’t really say. I think I’d woken up one day and it had felt like a good option.

    … No, that was wrong. I’d woken up one day, and I’d felt entirely compelled to do it, as if some switch had been flicked in my brain.

    I got that sometimes. Call me an obsessive personality, but some mornings I’d roll out of bed and feel like a different person. I’d have this… residue, I guess you’d call it. It would tell me to do things, tell me to make some sudden change in my life. I’d moved houses three times because of that feeling. And yeah, I’d joined the FPF recruitment program because of it, too.

    Did I have a point to prove? Not really.

    I knew I was small and weak, knew I wasn’t as fast as the others, and knew I didn’t have that great a head on my shoulders. But….

    “You don’t have to hold the door open for everyone, Cadet Sanders.”

    A rumble came from my side, and I ticked my gaze up, appreciating I’d slipped into my thoughts.

    I stared back at Jake.

    Detective Sergeant Jake Parata, the six-foot-five Maori who headed up the Witch Detection Squad – the same squad that every single recruit wanted to join. He was a wall of muscle with a face just as handsome as it was responsible. That was the thing about Jake. Stare for even a second into his large, soft brown eyes, and anyone would get the impression he was a warrior of old. He wasn’t some tough, ridiculous macho guy who spent all his time Instagramming his perfect body. No. He didn’t have the time. Every second of every day, Jake protected people.

    And right now, he shot me a pressed-lipped frown. There was a flash of disappointment in his eyes. “You shouldn’t let them bully you.”

    “I don’t mind opening the door. It’s polite. There’s nothing wrong with being polite,” I tried, too bashful to make eye contact.

    Every single woman in the recruit program had a crush on Jake. There were plenty of other good-looking recruits, but Jake’s attractiveness was only partially built on his body. Most of it came from his sense of duty.

    Anyone would get the impression that Jake was the kind of man who would do anything to protect others.

    “You’re right, it is polite, but you don’t need to extend that to people who don’t appreciate it.”

    I opened my mouth, still staring at my feet, then heard a siren far off in the distance.

    It caught my attention, and I tilted my head toward it.

    There were always sirens, especially downtown. The compound backed onto the city’s biggest FPF station. One side was for training, and one side was for the real police work.

    For some reason, the particular pitch of these sirens sounded off.

    Jake watched me silently for a few seconds. “I’ll give you one thing, Cadet Sanders. You have good instincts.”

    His left-field comment got to me, and I twisted my head back to him, for the first time making enduring eye contact. “Sorry?”

    “There’s a big case on. An important one. That’s what the sirens were.”

    “Oh.”

    Jake walked several steps, then turned, those soft brown eyes locking on me. “You gonna stand there all day opening the door for people, or are you going to get to class? My class,” he added.

    Cheeks reddening, I finally walked in the door, closed it, then felt the need to pat the sweat off my hands. I just stopped myself, hooking my hands behind my back instead.

    I was well aware of the fact I looked like a flustered idiot.

    We strode along, and it took me a few seconds to realize that we were walking together. With Jake’s long legs, he could easily stride ahead, but he was obviously measuring his pace.

    Which only made me more embarrassed.

    Sometimes – okay, most of the time – I hated how pathetic I was.

    I couldn’t help but wonder how my life would be different if I just had more confidence.

    Every few seconds, Jake shifted his gaze toward me, as if he was expecting I would start a conversation.

    Me, I just kept my hands clamped behind my back, my fingers now so sweaty, I was sure anyone would be able to see how nervous I was if they caught sight of them.

    “Any idea,” Jake began, obviously sick and tired of waiting for me to start a conversation. He didn’t get the chance to finish his sentence.

    An officer came barreling down the corridor, skidding to a stop in front of him. “There you are.”

    Jake immediately went into responsibility mode, and he lengthened his back, becoming even taller. “What’s going on? Is it something to do with the case?”

    The guy shook his head. “No, Sarge. Found another one,” he said, his voice bottoming out low.

    I didn’t recognize this guy, but that didn’t mean much. The Compound, despite the fact it backed onto the primary Police Department, was pretty much a silo. The true officers, detectives, and agents who worked for the actual Federal Police Force never had much reason to come in here. Only the trainers did.

    Jake paled, making it obvious that despite the fact this guy hadn’t given much information, Jake knew exactly what he was talking about. “Where?” He demanded, his tone quick.

    “In a car park downtown. Some bin men found him this morning.”

    “So he’s a man, then?” Jake demanded.

    The guy nodded. “About 32, no previous anything. No tickets, no crimes, no nothing. The guy was off the grid,” he added, as if Jake hadn’t already gotten the gist.

    Jake brought up a hand, anchored it on his chin, pressed his lips together, and breathed through them slowly. “I’ll get onto it once the class is finished.”

    The officer looked incredulous. “This is important. Just shrug the class off.”

    Jake straightened his back even further, clearing his throat as he looked at me specifically.

    Either I was too small or insignificant, because the officer hadn’t picked up the fact I was a recruit. It was one thing to suggest Jake blow off his class in front of another officer, but apparently quite a different thing to suggest it in front of me.

    The guy’s cheeks slackened. “What time will you be finished? Make it quick. They’ve already transferred him to St. Jude’s. He’s like the others,” the guy said, cagier now, obviously appreciating that it wasn’t appropriate to share the details of an ongoing case with someone who hadn’t even graduated from the recruitment program yet.

    Jake clearly didn’t have the same qualms. “You mean he’s got no memory at all?”

    “Can’t even remember his name. But that’s not all.”

    Jake took a hard breath. “What else?”

    … I should probably have left this conversation as soon as it had started. Yeah, okay, for some strange reason Jake had been walking with me, but when it had become obvious this was a work conversation, I should’ve walked past.

    Instead I stood there, listening to every word, lapping them up. I was curious for some reason. No, curious was the wrong word. I was involved. My body tingled as if I’d been running this case myself.

    I was poised forward, balanced on the tips of my toes, hearing sharp and gaze even sharper as I assessed both men’s expressions.

    “There’s neural evidence, ha?” Jake asked, voice low.

    Again the officer darted his gaze toward me, but when Jake didn’t snap at me to leave, the guy obviously appreciated Jake didn’t care what details were discussed in front of me. “Yeah,” he nodded hard, “doctors have already run a scan. It’s clear a spell was cast on him. His memories are gone.”

    … I think something inside me twitched.

    This tension suddenly built in my stomach, feeling as if someone had grabbed my intestines. It shot up my back, tingled along my neck, and pressed into my skull.

    I… for the strangest reason it felt as if I’d just learned a lesson. As if I’d just acquired some new fact I hadn’t known before, a fact that would make me better….

    I shook my head, the thought disappearing into a fog.

    Jake noticed the move, darting his gaze toward me. “It’s a recent spate of cases,” he began to explain. “We’re working on them with the Witch Squad.”

    I paused, then nodded. “They sound important.”

    “That’s an understatement. We’re pretty sure there’s a mind bender in the city.”

    I could tell that the other officer was surprised that Jake had shared that fact, but Jake sure as hell hadn’t done it by accident. He was looking directly at me as he spoke every word.

    I simply stood there, my hand still behind my back. By now that strange fog had disappeared from my mind, and I became just as awkward as ever. “I thought they were impossibly rare.”

    “Yeah, well, Mag City brings in the rare.” He shifted his attention back to the officer. “I’ll be with you just after class. Protect that guy. Make sure no one goes near him. I want a full police detachment.”

    “Already on it.” The officer walked off, but not before giving me a confused glance.

    Hell, it was a glance I completely understood.

    Why had Jake shared these details with me? The Witch Squad was a pretty closed off affair. As one of the most important detachments of the Federal Police Force, they had to be. Every single person who got in was vetted, and the cases they dealt with were some of the most secretive and sensitive.

    As he turned and continued to stride toward class, I felt Jake’s gaze on me.

    I swallowed. “I won’t tell anyone, sir. I understand my obligations under police ordinance—” I began, ready to tell him that he didn’t need to be worried that I’d share the details of that case.

    He chuckled softly. “What are you planning to do after graduation, recruit?”

    My stomach twitched, my stupid, idiotic mind wondering what kind of question that was, whether it was a prelude to asking me out after the graduation ceremony in two weeks.

    When my expression stiffened, and my eyes widened, Jake chuckled even further. “When asked for your preference, you wrote down desk job,” he said. “I read your file, Cadet,” he added when I stiffened even more.

    I blinked. Finally catching up to what he was talking about, I ran my teeth over my lip. “Yeah, I wrote down desk job. It’s what I’m best suited for.”

    “Every single other recruit in your cohort put their preference as the Witch Squad. You put yours down as a desk job. After that, you put yourself down for traffic duty. In fact, your preferences are a complete reverse of everyone else’s.”

    I swallowed. “I guess someone has to buck the trend.”

    He laughed softly. “It’s healthy to aspire.”

    “It’s also healthy to be realistic,” I said, voice quiet. This was potentially the longest conversation I’d ever had with Jake, but with the degree of familiarity he was using to converse with me, it was obvious he knew exactly who I was. In my head, Jake would’ve written me off the day I joined the recruit program, just like everyone else had.

    I was just the small one, the meek one, the one who lacked confidence, but the one who still doggedly went through training every single day. To most, I was an enigma, but the kind of enigma that was quickly and easily forgotten.

    The way Jake was conversing with me, it was clear I was more than a side note to him.

    We finally reached the right class. The door was closed. He paused in front of it. I went to open it for him.

    He chuckled. “I can open my own doors, Cadet. But only you can open yours,” he said seriously as he fixed a hand on the handle and turned to me.

    I looked up into those large brown eyes. “The Witch Detection Squad is only going to take three recruits out of 200. Some doors aren’t worth reaching for.”

    He narrowed his gaze at me. “That doesn’t stop you from trying.” He twisted the handle, then turned back to me. “Oh, and, Cadet—”

    I looked up at him, for the first time, my gaze hard. Sometimes… Sometimes I felt like a different person. Like a stronger person, like a confident person, like someone who wasn’t just in control, but someone who had the power to pretty much do whatever they wanted. I got a measure of that right now as I stared at him unflinchingly. “I won’t share a word of the case. You have my word on that.”

    He paused, then the left side of his lips ticked into a smile. “And that’s why you should reach for more doors,” he muttered. “You’ve got good instincts, Serena.” With that, he turned and opened the door.

    He left me there, blinking, confused. I didn’t see how predicting what he had been about to say meant that I had good instincts.

    I shook my head, hair trailing over my shoulder as I paused for several more seconds, then finally walked in.

    I didn’t want the other recruits to think I’d been walking with Jake.

    As soon as Sally saw me, she waved me over. She’d obviously been keeping a chair vacant for me.

    Head down, I scurried forward, sat quietly, and immediately tuned out.

    My mind locked on the details of the case I’d overheard.

    A man, his memory wiped by a mind bender ….

    Just repeating that sentence made the skin along the back of my head tighten as tingles raced down the back of my neck.

    But it wasn’t that detail that set my stomach grumbling, nerves darting through me as if I’d swallowed a flare.

    The one refrain I couldn’t get out of my head was the fact that there’d been neurological evidence of the man’s mind being wiped.

    … Evidence.

    Jake went through the standard lecture we got before any training class. From the proper use of weapons, to a reminder on the rights of the suspects we would track down.

    Though I usually listened with rapt attention, my head was in a fog today.

    By the time the lecture was over and everyone got up to enter the training room, Sally had tapped me on the shoulder before I walked off.

    She leaned in. “You’re in a daze today, kid. You really don’t want to be in a daze. This training session is gonna be critical. A bunch of the other sergeants from the other squads are going to be there. They’re gonna start picking people for their teams.”

    I didn’t point out that that sounded like we were at a sports meet, I simply nodded, pushed up from my chair, and ran after Sally. I reached the chair that Stephen had been sitting in. When he’d gotten up, he’d pushed it out, and it was blocking the path through the aisles. I pushed it in conscientiously. As I reached the door, I realized Jake’s eyes were on the back of my neck. That didn’t stop me from opening the door for Sally, waiting until the last recruit had gone, then glancing up at him.

    He was still paused behind his desk, his fingers spread as he tapped them on the wood. He looked up at me from under his brows. “I told you, Cadet – I can open my own doors.”

    I didn’t come back with a comment. I just quietly walked through and closed the door.

    “What was that?” Sally said from beside me as she hooked her hair behind her ear. “You get into trouble with Jake?”

    “No,” I muttered as I tilted my head to the side.

    Far off, I swore I heard the sound of sirens again. And just like before, they reached in and made my stomach clench.

    Sally shifted forward and waved a hand in front of my face. “You with it today, or what? Did you ignore the fact that I just told you that today’s training session is going to be one of the most important? Unless you want a desk job, you’re going to need to stay on your toes.”

    I hadn’t told Sally about my preferences. She thought that just like her, I’d put down all the most active placements.

    I didn’t bother to correct her.

    We quickly made our way to the training room.

    It was a gymnasium. It was huge. It was fully equipped with everything a budding Federal recruit would need to learn the skills required to keep this city safe from not just humans, but witches.

    We were already dressed in activity clothes, and I pulled off my jacket, resting it on the seat beside Sally as she checked the laces of her shoes. She grinned at me. “I can’t wait to see what they pit us against.” She brought up her muscles and flexed them. “Because I pity the fool.”

    I chuckled, leaning forward and checking my own laces. I hunched my body over my knees and froze still for half a second.

    … This position felt familiar for some reason. Like I’d been doing it recently – like it had been important at the time….

    I almost caught a flash of something in my consciousness, but then I shook my head as it was swallowed up by that fog.

    “Dammit, you look out of it today. Just keep it together enough that you don’t get kicked out,” Sally said, her voice shaking with honesty.

    Though she spent most of her time pretending I was just as good as any other recruit, right now I could tell she was seeing reason.

    If there was anyone more likely not to see it through today, it was me.

    And yet, part of me suspected that I wouldn’t let myself fail.

    I get it, that sounds confusing. I’m the one without any self-confidence and strength, remember?

    Yet….

    I don’t know, it kind of felt that the same impetus that had seen me join the police in the first place wouldn’t let me get kicked out.

    It was important. Being here, working for the Federal Force – it was key.

    We filed into the training ground, all of us standing in front of Jake.

    The back of my neck started to itch.

    There was this weird, prickly sensation that ran down the skin.

    I brought a hand up and scratched it, but when there was no insect bite or anything else, I let my hand drop.

    The itching didn’t stop.

    The guy taking the session kept going on about how important this would be. He kept reinforcing that this would be the most important lesson of our lives. We had to show what skills we had.

    I didn’t pay a scrap of attention, even as the doors at the back of the gym opened and I saw all the heads of the squadrons walk-in.

    I kept itching the back of my neck, digging my fingers in, trying to get at that strange tingle.

    But it wouldn’t stop.

    Sally was no longer paying much attention to me. Her chest was punched out, her hands behind her back as she stood up just like the dutiful recruit she was.

    Me, I started to wonder if there was something seriously wrong with my head.

    I—

    I tilted my head up.

    The ceiling was high, arched, and had steel supporting beams keeping it aloft.

    Far in the distance, I swear I heard more sirens. I don’t honestly know how I picked them up. The walls of the gymnasium were too thick. Yet they echoed and rattled in my skull.

    My head was still tilted up, my neck muscles straining, my eyes narrowing at those rafters as if I expected to see—

    Red.

    I picked up a red crackle.

    It was quick, faint, barely there.

    I threw myself backward just in time, just as that red dot fell down from the ceiling.

    The next thing I knew, all chaos broke loose. Because it was more than two glistening pinpricks of red light. It was a damn witch.

    My body acted long before my brain could catch up. Hell, long before anyone else could catch up in this gymnasium full of cops and soon-to-be cops.

    I’d had moments like this before. Split seconds where I react, where my apparently small, awkward form finds the coordination it’s been lacking all these years.

    Now was one of those times.

    In the moment it took everyone else to react to the witch – in the moment it took them to realize the man was holding a magic bomb – I pushed forward. I was like a blast. The way my arms moved – I was a damn explosion.

    I reached the witch, wrapped an arm around his middle, and shoved my other hand against his shoulder. The move was strong enough that I hauled him off balance. Though I shouldn’t be the kind to rugby tackle anyone – unless that person was a kid – the way I moved my body made it count. I took hold of his momentum and used it against him until the next thing I knew, I got him on the ground.

    I jammed my knee into his elbow, and finally his magic-laced fingers let go of the bomb before he could activate it. It rolled out of his grasp.

    I found myself staring at his magic-laced fingers, as if I’d seen them before or something similar. And that – it brought me back to the here and now. I’d just tackled a damn witch. I—

    All hell broke loose behind me as the pounding of footfall, screams, and blaring alarms started to shake through the building.

    Though there were plenty of recruits around me, no one rushed to my aid. They were meant to be the best of the best, while I was just—

    Reality court up with me – what I’d just done, and more importantly, what I was still doing. There was no way I could pin a damn witch.

    Just as fear pulsed through me and I felt my skin becoming clammy with sweat, the witch started to buck. Don’t ask me what the hell had been keeping him slack and pinned on the floor until now – but sure as hell it hadn’t been my slight 50-kilo form.

    “Oh God,” I had time to stutter.

    I finally heard thundering footsteps right behind me. “Keep him pinned,” someone spluttered.

    I looked up sharply to see Jake skidding to his knees beside me.

    “I’m too small—” I began.

    “You flipped him onto his face, Cadet. You can do it.”

    There was something about Jake’s assurance, or maybe there was something about the magic building in the witch’s body. The next thing I knew, I shoved my patella harder into the middle of his back, then I shifted my arm under the guy’s throat, ignoring the tingle of magic racing down his skin, and I pulled his neck up.

    I used strength I shouldn’t have – maybe training I shouldn’t have, either – and I stopped the guy from muttering an incantation, my small arm pressing hard enough into the base of his throat that he couldn’t get the words out.

    Jake was by my side, his hand pressed flat against the blue crash mat in front of me. He was looking right into my eyes as he appeared to be counting down the time on his watch. He wasn’t helping. He was—

    “All right, test is over.” He flicked me a smile as he rose to his feet.

    The witch beneath me became still, no more magic shifting over his form. Hell, he managed to let out a chuckle. It was gurgling considering how tightly I had a hold of him, but I still picked up the amusement shaking through his tone.

    “What the hell is going on?” I heard Stephen splutter.

    I was still locked on the spot with fear, something deep inside me starting to curl as I realized I’d been tricked.

    This had never been real – it was a test.

    Jake chuckled, and the entire time, he didn’t take his eyes off me. “That right there was the initiation program for the Witch Detection Squad. You all know you we can only take 3 out of 200 recruits.”

    I still had a death grip on the witch, and the guy was slapping a broad hand on the mat beside me.

    Jake shifted toward me, jamming a thumb up. “You can let him up now, Cadet. You’ve done your bit.” He made enduring eye contact. “You did well; you’re the only one who actually passed.”

    My muscles became jelly as I finally let go of the witch’s neck.

    The guy coughed and patted his chest with the base of his palms several times. “Dammit, you’ve got a good grip. But do you mind getting off me?”

    Still surprised, I pushed to my feet. I swiveled my gaze up to Jake, knowing full well I must look so surprised I could be on candid camera.

    He chuckled. “Relax. You passed. Looks like I was right about you, after all.”

    Something inside me – that part of me that felt betrayed – doubled down, a truly sick, twisting feeling shifting through my gut as if I’d failed big time, even though on the face of it, I’d passed when no one else had.

    I slid my gaze around the rest of the room, noting the expressions of every single one of my classmates.

    Though a few of them still looked surprised, the majority appeared overwhelmingly disappointed. Then there was Stephen and his ilk – they looked solidly pissed off.

    “She got lucky,” Stephen said with a barely hidden growl. “Her grades are the worst there is.”

    Jake turned to him, patted his hands on his pants, even though he hadn’t done a thing but count how long I could pin the witch, then ticked his considerable jaw to the side. I swore I could hear the click of his muscles and joints from here. It was easily the equivalent of someone cocking a gun. “Are you about to tell me how to run my recruiting program, Vanderbilt?”

    Though Stephen hadn’t hidden his pissed off expression until now, he finally reigned it in, his cheeks becoming cold and slack. “I’m just saying that some of us deserve another chance.”

    “Why?” Jake crossed his arms, the ceremonial tattoos up and down his forearms catching the light. “You think you will get another chance out there?” He jammed a thumb in the direction of the police station behind the Compound. “You think a witch’s gonna give you another chance if you fail to act and fail to protect your comrades?” he said, really emphasizing the word protect. He spat it so hard, in fact, it made me wonder if he’d overheard Stephen’s barb earlier when the guy suggested I was a risk to everyone around me.

    Stephen shifted his gaze to the ground, pressed his lips in, and finally appreciated he couldn’t get anywhere by arguing with Jake.

    Jake swiveled his gaze between everyone in the group. “Out there,” he kept his thumb jammed backward toward the city, “a split second with a which is the difference between you dying and you living. You need to have more than good grades,” he said as he shot Stephen a pointed look. “You need to have more than good physical fitness.”

    I could tell Stephen wanted to snort at this, but fortunately the idiot kept his mouth shut.

    “You need to have the kind of instincts that will tell you when danger is around. Most importantly, you require the kind of instinct that will see you run toward trouble,” Jake pointed to where I’d tackled the witch, “and not away from it.” He let that same hand flick toward where the majority of the cadets had run to.

    I was still down on my knees, as confused as hell.

    The witch had already stood, and as he stretched out his shoulders and patted down his jacket, his gaze slid to me.

    My stomach clenched with an unholy rush of nerves. It didn’t make me afraid – just the opposite. I got the sudden urge to curl my hand into a fist, to sink it into the witch’s jaw, and to make him forget this ever happened.

    But the urge quickly shifted away as Jake motioned me up.

    Though I hated – absolutely hated – to be the center of attention, I still rose, standing dutifully by his side. I probably looked like a garden gnome at the foot of a giant, but Jake accommodated by shifting back so he didn’t crowd me.

    “You can all think that the training you’ve gone through will see you make it as cops. I’m gonna be the first to tell you it won’t. You may think you already know what you will do if you face danger, but I will tell you you don’t. If you have any intention of going through with your oath to serve and protect, you have to be like Cadet Sanders.” He motioned toward me with a broad hand. “You have to run toward trouble, not away.”

    “And you need to have a choke like a wrestler,” the witch muttered under his breath, quiet enough that no one should be able to hear.

    But I picked it up. It rang clear in my ears as if the guy had shouted at me in front of my face.

    I was still stiff and unimaginably cold, no longer aware of the fact I was the center of attention. Behind the scenes of my mind, it was almost as if I was processing something monumental. Coming to some decision – trying to figure out if something was a threat.

    “From today, you will technically graduate. The last two weeks of your training will be placements.”

    “I thought we still had the training to go?” Sally piped up, though her tone was deferential and miles away from the barely concealed anger Vanderbilt used.

    “Training in the field is the only training that ultimately matters. Sanders here has earned a position in the Witch Squad. The rest of you are going to be placed in each of the various police departments. The best performers in their respective fields,” he emphasized best with a blast of air, “will be invited to take up the two remaining positions in the Detection Squad with Sanders. Now, go and think about what you could’ve done differently.”

    As everybody else walked away, I stood there. I was still confused, even though I’d ostensibly been given all the facts to understand what had happened to me. That wasn’t why I couldn’t move. My subconscious, or whatever you wanted to call it, was still processing something at a million miles an hour, attempting to figure out if I’d made some awful mistake.

    Though I wasn’t staring at him directly, my eyes locked on the witch in my peripheral vision. I seemed to be using skills I didn’t have to assess whether he was a risk. To assess whether he’d figured something out about me.

    … Wait, what? Figure something out about me? What was there to figure out? I’d gotten lucky. As that thought forcefully reasserted itself in my consciousness, my confusion started to ebb.

    Jake was still beside me, and he took a warm chuckle. “Still confused? I guess this will be a change of fortunes for you.”

    I made eye contact for the first time since this test had been revealed, and I controlled my expression so it didn’t look as if Jake had shattered my world. “With all due respect, Sir, I don’t think I’m—” I began, slipping easily into the formal tone I was so good at. I might not have the greatest grades, and God knows I wasn’t the best shot, but I did have a diplomatic voice, and I used it now.

    It didn’t work on Jake. He chuckled heartily. “I don’t think you’re about to say a respectful statement.” He clamped his hands on his hips, showing off his muscles for everyone to see.

    I blanched.

    He didn’t go all drill-sergeant-mode on me like he had with Stephen. He just made more of that enduring eye contact he seemed so good at. Maybe it was the color of his soulful brown eyes, or maybe it was his endearing personality, but he seemed to have the unusual ability to stare through your defenses. “Don’t look so shocked, Cadet. You know what I mean. It’s profoundly disrespectful when someone who has the skills to help chooses not to. Now I would assume that this demonstration here today has proven to you what I already suspected. You’ve got good instincts – great instincts. And I don’t want to see them wasted at a desk job. So go pack up your things and head to the Witch Detection Squad on level 8 of the police station. We’ve got a big case on. And I’m going to need your help.”

    I stood there, as cold as stone. It was as if my body wanted to revolt, turn me in the opposite direction, and run me away.

    But then… I started to ease. The tension climbing through me began to recede almost as if my subconscious had come to the sudden decision that this wouldn’t be so bad after all.

    That obviously played over my expression, because Jake chuckled. “You’ll be fine. And if,” he said as he half turned away, “after two weeks you decide that you’re really not suited for it, I’ll get you that desk job.” With that, he walked away.

    Though most of the other cadets had already disbursed, Sally was waiting dutifully by the chairs. As soon as Jake was finished, she rushed over to me, her face full of amazement and sheer pride. That was the thing about Sally – even though I knew for a fact she’d wanted to get onto the Detection Squad with all her heart, she wouldn’t begrudge the fact I’d gotten there before her.

    “Don’t look like that,” she hissed.

    “Like what?”

    “Like this is torture. Kid,” she said, her voice arcing high with total amazement, “you should have seen yourself. You were like a different woman. You moved so fast. Your attack was perfect, too. There was no way any man would have been able to throw you off.”

    “Even Jake? How about Stephen?” I challenged, my gaze flashing toward Vanderbilt.

    Though everyone else had already come to terms with what had happened and wandered off, Vanderbilt was standing by the doorway, his arms crossed. His gaze was shifting between his phone then over to me, and I shouldn’t need to tell you that it wasn’t friendly.

    Sally pressed her lips together, appeared to think, then winced. “Maybe not Jake and Vanderbilt. They do have a full foot and a half on you. But that doesn’t matter. Muscles are one thing – magic is something else. You took on a witch.”

    “The guy was a test. He had no intention of killing us. Speaking of which, I had no idea witches worked for the Police Department,” I said, my tone strange. I wouldn’t call it strangled, but it sure as hell wasn’t confident, either. It was… suspicious.

    If Sally noticed, she didn’t let on. She shrugged. “I’ve heard of a couple of cases. Mostly people who’ve fallen into witness protection. You might think that witches
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