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  Magic First Book Two Blurb

    
        
Nothing is as it seems.
Sarah wakes to a wiped mind. But Henry won't let her sit still. He's just started using her to clean up Rivertown, and he won't stop.
When Sarah is sent against Winchester, one of the vilest assassins in town, she'll rapidly remember the stakes. But not before spilling blood through the streets.
And all the while, Charles will watch and wait
....
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 Two today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

    


    Chapter 1

    Sarah woke in her makeshift bed. A pounding headache assaulted her, driving through her temples, reaching her jaw, and shuddering down her spine. After several bleary blinks, she forced herself forward but only to swoon back. Her mouth was as parched as Mars, and it felt like she hadn’t swallowed properly in weeks.

    And all the while… all the while, a hole spread in Sarah’s head.

    She roused sufficiently to scramble off the pile of clothes on her floor. She turned and stared at her hands, one by one, like they held the secret to reality. But they couldn’t even hold the secret to her immediate past.

    “What… what the hell?” she muttered, voice as harsh as a whip crack.

    She could remember being at the lake house, recall defeating Santini, and recollect, all too clearly, the moment he’d killed himself. That sent a surge of adrenaline shunting through her, but it couldn’t bypass the heavy, sticky sense assaulting her limbs. It was like she’d swallowed every weight on Earth. Move over Atlas – her brain had to lift a world’s worth of fog.

    Rubbing her blinking, blurry eyes, it did little to reinstate her lost memories. She’d… defeated Santini. Then… what did she do? She drove a van, right?

    Alarm sped through her, and she pushed up. She went to hurl herself up the stairs and out of the trapdoor but paused. If last night she’d been so out of it that she’d foolishly driven a council van all the way home, then she couldn’t rush out. Councilmembers might’ve already tracked the van down. For all she knew, they could fill the streets beyond.

    Panic soared through her and kept rising and rising. It was a sharp, tangy dread that couldn’t be tamped down, no matter how hard she stamped on it. The kind of panic that shot through her heart and kept shooting. It could thrust her into outer space. It could blast through the dimensions. And no matter where she was and what she foolishly did, she’d never be free again.

    Collapsing backward, Sarah sat on her crumpled pile of clothes. Dragging her knees in, she settled her face on her thighs. Not for long. She might currently be more panicked than ever, and it might feel like a hole the size of the Mariana Trench grew between her brows, but she knew how to survive. Tightening her teeth, she twisted her fingers around and went to activate her security charm on her safe house.

    … There was no security charm. After moving in here, she’d only focused on the outside world and not perfecting her new home.

    Another blast of panic raced through her, this time far more powerful than the last. She could barely breathe. She pushed up again. Warily, like she expected attacks from every direction, she dragged herself across the broken, dank floor, up the stairs, and to the trapdoor. She pressed a hand against it. Usually when she came to a safe house, she thought ahead, and she cast charms outside – ones that could be easily activated to relay information on critical incidents for a kilometer radius. Without them, she had to rely on her senses. The same ones that were now pulled around by her fear as easily as a ribbon attached to the tail of a comet.

    She kept panting, every successive inhalation shallower than the last. It felt like her breath was stuck somewhere between her throat and mouth. Her neck couldn’t expand far enough fast enough.

    “Come on. Come on. Be lucky. Just this one time.”

    Sarah could’ve begged that at the top of her lungs. She could’ve sacrificed everything she had – including her own blood. It wouldn’t change the fact she’d never once been lucky. Why would that change today?

    … Except it did change. As Sarah parted the outside world with the equivalent of her magical fingers like pulling back thick curtains, she saw nothing, felt nothing, and heard nothing.

    Council assassins… weren’t here.

    Settling a breath deep in her chest, for the first time her hope rising, she opened the trapdoor and eased her way out. Placing a shaking hand down on the chipped slate-gray concrete above, she crunched into a defensive position – an unnecessary one.

    Again, she spied no one, heard nothing, and felt naught but the dank, cold air stagnating through this rundown factory.

    Keeping her senses pared, she slunk away. She pushed out of the managerial house into the rest of the factory. Again, nothing.

    Sarah’s senses were so primed, you could’ve dropped a pin in here, and she would’ve heard it. The pin could be the size of a micron or made out of pure damn air – it wouldn’t matter.

    Though her heart pounded, and she swore the sound alone should’ve alerted the council, she pushed past every nervous symptom and crept onto the street, every step as small as a cat’s. There was no need for concern. The van was parked up on an old patch of brown dirt near the torn-up fence protecting the factory’s perimeter.

    The van crackled with stealth magic, so much, even sorcerers wouldn’t find it.

    Sarah snuck toward it, every step slight. Her panic gave rise to… something else – this strange nervous energy somewhere between terror and hope. As it tore through her, she touched the van, fingers sliding down the smooth black metal. Her magic interacted with her prying fingers, the stealth spell recognizing who’d cast it like a son returning to his mother.

    The strangest flutter of fear warned her for a second it might be someone else’s spell. Maybe… though it sounded crazy, someone else could’ve driven Sarah home, dumped her down on her bed, cast a spell on this van, and left.

    But no.

    The spell was her magic, right down to the way it hugged the tires and connected to the ground like fat tap roots, using the earth’s natural magic to stay hidden.

    She wrested her fingers back and took a step away.

    It took a second to snap her hand up to her throat. It was the first time she’d touched it since waking. She still felt the shadow of something. A cloying touch. A dark, forever-cold promise. The lady of the lake.

    Sarah’s eyes twitched open wider. She almost remembered the full fight with the water sprite, but holes kept forming in her head.

    Santini had taken her to the lake. Then… he’d thrown her in. She couldn’t remember a lot of the details between that and now. And Santini had thrown her into the lake… right? Not someone else?

    She could ask those questions. They could pound through her cerebellum, faster and harder than a storm. But no one could answer them.

    When Sarah was satisfied the council wouldn’t find their van, capture her, and drag her back to the hell that was that lake, she turned.

    She couldn’t go back to bed. Dawn broke above Bridgetown. Angling her neck toward it, she waited for a smile to part her lips. Did she deserve one? Santini was dead by his own hands. She’d satisfied the ghosts he’d killed. But the game? Ah, the game was still afoot. And as that brilliant orange and yellow dawn broke above the city, Sarah knew today would only pull her further into this dark web until every strand stuck to her and pulled her down like a sinking ship.

  
    Chapter 2

    Sarah made it to work. She took a taxi again. One of these days, she needed to buy a car. She doubted it’d be a good idea to rock up to Henry Whitmore’s place with her stolen council van. She’d deal with it in time. Usually she didn’t keep appropriated council property near one of her safe houses. It was the equivalent of a red flag or a blaring horn. Yes, she could cast stealth spells on it, but what if they found it accidentally?

    Now she didn’t mind so much. The stealth spell she’d cast on that van was one of the best she’d ever managed. There might be a hole in her memory, but her magic was strong enough to do what she needed.

    Speaking of the hole in her memory. The longer Sarah had to calm down, the more she guessed her forgetfulness was likely a consequence of fighting the lake monster. Though Sarah didn’t want to appreciate this, that sprite still had a hold of Sarah’s subconscious. Just as she could invade Sarah’s dreams, maybe she could affect Sarah’s memories, too? Even if that weren’t the case, Sarah had almost died in that lake. She’d sacrificed so much of her magic. There was a high likelihood it’d come along with a high physical cost. That cost had been her memories and thankfully not a limb.

    Sarah strode past the warlock watching the joint. He didn’t care about her now, didn’t even nod at her though another employee offered a cheery wave.

    It was easy to tell who worked for the council and who worked for Henry directly. The latter were friendly. The councilmembers? Every one was as cold and hard as carved ice.

    No, this warlock was colder and harder today. As she passed him, she saw something gathering in his pupils. Was it fear? Why, yes, it was. Last night, Sarah had defeated their third in command. You know what she’d do tomorrow night? Maybe she’d defeat their second in command.

    Sarah made a fist by the time she walked into Henry’s office.

    She didn’t knock. She only realized that a second too late. He spoke on the phone, several documents spread on the desk before him.

    He hardly looked sprung nor angry at the uninvited interruption. That said… a certain look shone in his eyes. One she couldn’t place. One that tugged at something inside her – something locked behind what felt like a brick wall.

    “I will call you back,” Henry said in a smooth voice as he hung up. He placed the phone back in his pocket, cupped the edge of his desk, and leaned in until his chair’s castors protested with a squeak. His gaze flicked across her once. It didn’t concentrate on her eyes – no – just the point between her brows.

    What, did she have food there?

    She surreptitiously cleaned the spot, but he dropped his gaze. The slightest smile flickered across his lips like a glimpse of a firefly on a dark night. “Did you sleep well?”

    Sarah rubbed her eyes. “Could’ve been better, honestly,” she muttered way too truthfully.

    “Well, what’s that saying? No sleep for the wicked?”

    “Are you saying I’m wicked, sir?” she asked without a single charge of fear burning through her gut.

    He smiled. What a sardonic move. Had she noticed that before? The way he could not only smile like he meant it but like he controlled every fine muscle in his body. You mightn’t think that’s much. But most people don’t have active control over the finest of micro-movements. Their emotions use their faces to express themselves. Henry, on the other hand, used things and not the other way around.

    He darted up, his chair rolling back a meter behind him. “We have a lot of work to do today. First off, we need to go to Silvermore Boutique.”

    Sarah frowned. “I haven’t heard of it.”

    “Fancy dress store about to open downtown. I have business with the owner. It’s a matter of pressing urgency. I also have a meeting at lunchtime. You’ll have to amuse yourself for an hour.”

    “Okay.”

    She slipped into step behind him. And how easy it felt.

    … How easy, she repeated, her thoughts at once dull yet as sharp as a paring knife. Or maybe they were as insistent as a bell. One tolling to remind her of something that kept slipping from her fingers as easily as water through cupped hands.

    Fortunately Henry intended to drive himself, and she sat in the passenger seat. She didn’t like controlling herself around his chauffeurs. Especially that guy who’d taken them to the lake house. She saw him around occasionally. It was clear he didn’t work directly for Henry, which meant he came from Charles. Which also likely meant he was a warlock you wouldn’t mess with.

    Once, Sarah had thought she’d charted the power of the council. Back then, she’d been so damn naïve. She’d known about Charles, Santini too. But she hadn’t recognized the intricacies of the council’s control structure nor exactly how many powerful witches and warlocks worked for them. Now, as the proverbial wool was pulled from her eyes and she saw just how horrifying and powerful they were, she needed something to clutch hold of. But unless she intended to slip in next to Henry and clasp up his strong fingers, she’d just have to follow him to his corvette instead.

    He backed the car out, swinging the vehicle around in a violent arc, the tires screeching.

    She looked at him pointedly. “Is that necessary?”

    “Forgive me. I have a new lease of life this morning. I feel like I can get a lot done for the first time in a long time.” He didn’t face her as he spoke. With two powerful hands wrapped around his black leather steering wheel, he fastened his gaze forward, planted his foot on the accelerator, and shot up the long, twisting gravel drive.

    They soon joined the wide highway leading back to town. Fortunately he didn’t swerve in front of any trucks, but he merged at a clipping pace, gravel spewing from the driveway onto the asphalt.

    Sarah stared at him, wondering where his change of behavior came from, then the answer slammed into her skull with all the force of a pummeling hammer.

    Henry might not be magical, but he’d be just as affected by the news of Santini’s loss as the rest of Charles’s assets.

    She could say that to herself, but as she surreptitiously turned her head and stared at Henry, it wasn’t to the sight of a man crushed by the fact his father had been beaten.

    If anything, Henry was happy. He had a new lease on life. Energy seemed to pump in him, coursing through his body, making every movement sharp, and more than anything, making those eyes as alive as a thousand souls.

    With Henry driving like that, it took minutes to reach the compact streets of downtown. She preferred the highway, frankly. Not only did the brilliant morning sunshine glitter over the black hood of the corvette just alluringly as it did along the ocean beyond, but it gave her time to calm her mind.

    People like her can’t calm their fractured lives for long. In minutes, she was back, back into the fray, and back in the lethal embrace of a city that’d never let her rest.

    Henry knew where to drive and soon stopped out the front of a new boutique. It was located on one of the most prestigious streets downtown. Sarah frowned at it. It’d once been a restaurant-hotel. Now every level of the three-story building was an expensive clothing store.

    “Interesting choice. Wouldn’t think there was an economic argument for it,” she muttered. “Don’t most people shop online these days?”

    “Anette plans on bringing something… a little extra to this business venture,” Henry said after pausing to find his words. He crammed his hands into his pockets as he jumped onto the pavement. Why did he always do that?

    Wait, Sarah knew the answer; it simply slipped her mind momentarily. As her eyes darted down his side, she watched his hands press against the tight, pale fabric of his chinos.

    Henry walked around with his hands perpetually in his pockets to hide the fact he couldn’t release his fists.

    Slowly but surely, Sarah started to remember all the little things that didn’t make sense about this man. He wasn’t like Charles and certainly not what she’d expected. Henry had many layers.

    And he….

    She shook her head, having no clue where the need came from, but it stopped her thinking of Henry as effectively as someone blowing up the thought with dynamite.

    Henry strode ahead. He reached the locked, shined brass doors, pulled his phone from his pocket, and called someone. A second later, a shop assistant snapped over and led them inside.

    Henry nodded politely. “Where’s Annette?”

    “Just this way.”

    They followed the assistant through the boutique. It was only half-finished. Mannequins lay over the white floor like the plastic equivalent of a massacre. Clothes hung on doors and chairs and over the polished countertop. Opulent couches were spread through the room at odd angles, and they too overflowed with shoes and jackets like a river clogged with weeds.

    Sarah strode past an item on the floor and almost trod on it. She leaned down and plucked up the price tag. She almost had a heart attack. $2000? For a pair of shoes?

    “Just this way,” the assistant said as she reached the back door. It led into the change rooms. A long corridor branched off into 20 smaller rooms, each big enough that you could fit a small family in there.

    Sarah didn’t look impressed.

    When you led a life like hers, opulence was so abhorrent, it was like sewage on the street.

    Yeah, she got it. Some people had money. They liked to spend it on clothes and shoes. You know what she liked to spend her cash on? Surviving. Until and unless everyone could live, why waste two grand on a pair of plastic heels?

    Sarah expected they’d walk straight through this area to an office. They didn’t. There was a particularly large change room right at the end of the hall behind a door made of one large floor-to-ceiling mirror.

    She’d never seen such a massive mirror. She hated them on principle. It wasn’t her wrinkles, wasn’t the signs of a life that’d been hard to lead. She just didn’t like to be seen, full stop.

    Henry, on the other hand? He smoothly walked past, but not before flicking his gaze toward her reflection. Again, his eyes locked on the point between her brows. Did she have something there? Maybe a speck of froth from a coffee?

    She rubbed it again as the assistant knocked on the door politely. This throaty, deep female voice rumbled from within. “Come.”

    Immediately Sarah felt the magic. If the mirror hadn’t distracted her so much, she would’ve detected it from the front door of the boutique.

    If that was Annette, then Annette was a witch. And she worked for the council.

    You might think the last bit was a stretch. Why would Henry meet someone who didn’t work for the council? All that aside, Annette’s magic was the most important factor. Now Sarah tuned in to it, it grated at her nerves like a rasp down a tender belly.

    The large reflective door swung in, and they walked in to face a woman lying resplendent on a white silk chaise longue.

    She was at once everything Sarah expected, yet nothing like it. Her voice suggested she was around 60 years old. Her visage couldn’t be older than 30. She wore a white silk dress that matched the chaise longue. Jewelry dripped off her. Sarah didn’t mean the gold was still molten. But the way it adorned Annette was like perfume she’d spritzed on.

    She had these deep, bright brown eyes. And they were by far the most dangerous part of her.

    The first thing Sarah did as she stopped beside Henry was control her magic.

    Sarah always kept her force in check beside Henry, even though he had no powers of his own. Not the point. Sometimes she could gather her powers within her body and clamp hold of them until not even Charles could drag them out.

    She did that now as those brown eyes ticked across her face once then back to Henry. A smile plucked across Annette’s ruby-clad lips, curling them higher toward those unquestionably dangerous eyes.

    Sarah kept tabs on people high up in the magical community in Rivertown. Annette hadn’t come up before.

    “Are you here to congratulate me?” Annette asked as she slid upward. She didn’t sit. Honestly, every move was accompanied by the slippery whisper of her fabric and long muscles. She was less like a human, more like a snake. Even then, one dripped in frictionless satin that suggested, no matter what you put in her way, she’d only slip on by.

    Henry nodded slightly, the move tense. If Sarah had paid proper attention, she would’ve noted just how stiff it was. His back became rigid, his shoulders pushing against the thin white fabric of his Egyptian cotton shirt. As for his hands, he did let them swing forward but then clamped them behind him. If she’d looked, she would’ve seen the way his palms became sweaty, his hands like carvings someone had dumped in slime.

    “Of course. Congratulations. You will be a boon to my father’s business,” Henry muttered.

    Everything struck Sarah at once. She was lucky she didn’t fall to her knees.

    Boon to Charles’s business? Wait. Anette must be the new third in command.

    Sarah faced Annette now, faced her like the monster she was.

    Sarah had already felt Annette’s magic. Now she pared her senses back, she detected a whole lot more.

    If you could sense death on someone’s hands, it’d smell like powdered bones mixed with fresh blood. That was the sense that struck Sarah now, so overpowering, she had to root her feet into the floor like old oak trees.

    It was only the sharp memory of Santini from last night that kept her there, stopped her from hurtling forward and locking her hands around Annette’s throat.

    Sarah… last night, she’d proven that with diligence, care, and most importantly, stealth, she could make a dent in Charles’s numbers. She’d only achieved that because she worked for Henry. If she broke her disguise now by attacking Annette, she’d go back to square one.

    She pulled herself back, both from the figurative edge and away from Henry.

    She hovered closer to the door.

    That assistant stood right beside it on the other side.

    Sarah scanned her surreptitiously, not letting her senses press out in case Annette felt it but instead looking for telltale signs. Sure enough, a few seconds later, as Sarah’s saliva tingled on the tip of her tongue, she detected force.

    So the assistant was magical, then?

    Sarah went to scan the rest of the boutique, but something stopped her. Stopped her in a way that felt like a whole baseball team took their bats to her gut. She almost rocked back but straightened her quads in time.

    There was… something here. Something not far away. Only a few meters behind Anette, in fact.

    Sarah stopped herself from jerking over and instead surreptitiously slid her gaze up, over Annette’s shoulder, and onto the door behind her. Behind that was… a room.

    Yeah, because doors lead to rooms, don’t they? It’s that, or the outside.

    But whatever was in that room was magical, devious, and filled with the sense of death.

    It reminded her of Charles’s heart battery.

    No, Sarah hadn’t forgotten about it. She might’ve struggled all morning attempting to remember the lake house incident, but the battery was in her body, trapped there, beating along with her own heart like a shadow she’d never flee.

    The sense behind Annette’s shoulder mimicked that battery. What if it was a clearing room for stolen magical energy or something?

    There was only one way to find out. Sarah hung back.

    She could technically throw herself at it now. Or she could just return later. Didn’t Henry have a pressing lunch appointment?

    Now Sarah did too.

  
    Chapter 3

    Henry’s business with Annette finished quickly. At one point, they disappeared into another room for some discussion, and Sarah walked around aimlessly in the front of the store. But while she apparently wasted time guffawing at the ridiculous price tags, she scanned the shop. Without a shadow of a doubt, this place stored something important. Maybe energy – maybe something darker.

    When Henry broke for lunch, Sarah crept back to the boutique. She changed her face as easily as someone slipping into a new jacket.

    You’d think it’d be ballsy, and potentially suicide, to attack this place at lunch. As she watched it from across the street, she confirmed Annette and the sales assistant were still there. Until abruptly, Annette left.

    Hold on, really? Was Sarah’s crappy luck holding again?

    Confidently wearing her new face, she walked across the street, staring at the boutique from every angle. She ensured she had a big fat fringe. It was easy enough to hide behind the strands while, in the real world, she saw past unimpeded.

    The assistant was busy dressing mannequins on the main floor. That hopefully meant that out back, there’d be no one to stop Sarah.

    A sense of fire built in her gut, getting hotter, blazing brightly.

    All she had to do when she required motivation was to close her eyes and see Tina’s dead face staring back.

    “This is for you. For all of you.” Sarah ground her eyes closed, and she saw them – every body thrown into the lake to assure Charles’s continued dominance.

    By the time she made it to the back of the store, bile filled her throat, marching up like spitting fire.

    It needed an outlet. She’d give it one.

    There were a few magical protections cast on the back door. Simple surveillance spells. She cut through them like a chef knife through butter.

    She eased the back door open, silent the whole way, as quiet as marching death.

    She walked into a short hallway that led to branching rooms. Not one of them distracted her. She could’ve searched through them, could’ve found untold secrets. But she had a job to do, and she had 55 minutes to do it.

    She marched to where she’d felt the battery. She couldn’t doubt it now. It pumped through the floor of the corridor, up into her ankles, then into her knees. By the time it reached her tightly clasped lips, all Sarah wanted to do was shriek.

    With every step, she kept her senses peeled to ensure the shop assistant didn’t detect her.

    Toward the end of the meeting with Anette, Sarah had switched her attention to the assistant. She was a low-powered witch. But there was something Sarah had learned when fighting Santini. Your basic magic meant nothing now. If the council could concentrate power in batteries and hide them on people, then Sarah could fight what on paper was a pathetic warlock but in practice turned out to be as hard as Charles himself.

    That was the motivator Sarah needed to push harder. Her continued survival in this town would be dictated by how much information she could find out on those darn batteries.

    After walking down another section of the corridor, she felt something, right to her left, just through the wall. She squeezed her eyes closed and gave in to the horror clinging to her heart.

    It felt like walking into a shadow chamber.

    Darkness gathered beside her, beneath her, above her. Step too far to the left, and it’d crush her, she was sure.

    But Sarah knew how to get crushed yet rise afterward.

    No more waiting.

    A handy door didn’t lead to the heart storeroom. She had to make one.

    Settling her palms on the wall, her teeth shuddering at the horrifying sense beyond, she chanted under her breath and started to rap her knuckles back and forth until she found the weakest point. There. With some satisfaction, she brought her fist back. Chanting, magic soon encapsulated it. She punched the wall. It cracked, but not all the way through.

    She kept her other hand settled on the wall further up like she was calming a wild animal. She pulsed magic into it, ensuring her damage wouldn’t spread. The last thing she wanted was to knock down a supporting wall. Sarah might be able to hide a lot, but if she did that, the shop assistant would find out as the ceiling rained down like unwanted snow.

    Once, Sarah hadn’t believed much in stealth. Her life had taught her that you go in, you get something done, and you get out. The only thing that matters is speed.

    So it was hard to wrap her head around this. Harder to wrap her heart around it, too.

    When you build your life around fleeing, you build your nervous system around the same. Your body becomes primed for short and sharp bursts of energy. It knows how to pump adrenaline through you, knows how to get your nerves working at 100 miles an hour.

    Now she had to creep around, she had to push her fear aside.

    It clamored in her head, warning her that without it, she’d die.

    Fine. She’d take death as long as she could strike at Charles’s heart again.

    Literally. With one last punch, she crumpled through a small section of the wall. She paused there, up on her tippy toes, her breath half in her throat. She waited for an alarm to detect her.

    But no alarm did.

    She’d done it.

    With a crack of a smile parting her lips, she walked in, striding through the rock dust.

    And there, she saw a storeroom about 20 meters by 20 meters. It was only serviced by a single flickering light from above.

    Dragging her head back, Sarah stared at it.

    The light fitting looked solid. Yeah, it was pendulous, coming down on a thick wire, the globe about half a meter from the ceiling, but it was as thick as rope. So wide and strong that when she tilted her head up, it shouldn’t move at the mere touch of her breath. But it did. It swayed like a feather pressed against her mouth as she screamed.

    Sarah’s heart had a chance to expand, then the slightest rumble trembled through the floor.

    She turned.

    She assumed boxes would fill the room – and hoped they’d be cram-packed with batteries. She itched to do more damage. She remembered the satisfaction of churning through those batteries in that storage facility. The sense of all that energy slipping back to the Earth had filled her with hope.

    Sarah wouldn’t get that lucky, though. Nothing filled this storeroom save for old plastic mannequins.

    But the sense this room stored a battery remained.

    Perhaps the magic was trapped somewhere she couldn’t see?

    She settled her gaze on the floor. Crunching down to one knee, she dragged her fingers across the chipped concrete.

    “What—”

    She heard something scuttle to her left.

    Craning her neck to the side, as soon as she faced it, she saw nothing.

    Nerves built. Who was she kidding? They’d built the second she’d strayed in here. Now they reached a crescendo.

    She jolted to her knees just in time as something swept in close behind her. She jerked around. There was nothing there but a mannequin.

    Wait, what?

    None of the mannequins had stood previously, but now one teetered on its toes two inches behind her.

    It stood without a stand.

    Sarah jerked back.

    She’d lived with magic long enough to know it could do the strangest things. With enough force, you could make a rock come alive and dance to your tune. Plastic figurines were child’s play.

    She turned. Another mannequin appeared right behind her. Right behind her. Its outstretched fingers almost brushed her face.

    Sarah darted back, rolling to the side. She came up, but that’s when she realized she stood on more plastic mannequins.

    They now covered the floor like water.

    Sarah lurched away.

    She expected them to come alive, but they only moved when she didn’t watch them directly.

    So what should she do? Watch them all at once.

    Sarah clicked her fingers in a circle, casting a halo spell. She imbued it with her sense of sight. Few practitioners could pull off such a complicated enchantment. Few practitioners were Sarah, and few were as motivated as she was now.

    While the mannequins were creepy, the sense this room was a heart only became stronger.

    It reminded her of that awful metallic taste she’d experienced back at the Blood Cage Club. She thought she could feel the same devastating death magic pulsing beneath her feet, too.

    She cast her all-seeing spell. For the first time, she picked up almost every detail in the room and realized it was twice as large as previously assumed. Plastic mannequins filled it, and she saw a flash of a desk on the far wall.

    With crackling sparks, more mannequins came alive.

    Some spell somewhere created them like a 3-D printer on fast forward.

    Sarah might’ve cast an all-seeing spell, but she couldn’t detect where the mannequins appeared from.

    She backed off again.

    She fell right over the top of a mannequin, tumbled down, and came face-to-face with it. Blinking warily into its eyes, she waited for it to move.

    It did not.

    What? Was this room programmed to creep out any uninvited guests with these plastic dolls?

    Sure. They weren’t the nicest decorations. But Sarah had seen the bottom of Charles Whitmore’s Lake. She could face worse.

    Scarcely could she think that when a crack sounded out behind her.

    She took a step back, right onto a mannequin’s hand. Her weight wasn’t significant, but perhaps the mannequin hadn’t been cast correctly. She broke it, right from its palm up to its forearm.

    That would be when it started to move. Its head twisted around. It had no mouth. Few mannequins did. They didn’t try to sell you dental work – just the clothes adorning their skinny plastic forms.

    Now she watched that mouth grow. It was like God had a scalpel but didn’t know how to use it. The mouth shot from one side of the mannequin’s face to the other. Then a tongue, long like an ant eater’s, slithered out.

    Sarah jolted back. But if she wanted to get away from the mannequins, good luck. They still littered the floor beneath her. With another jerked step away, she crushed another hand. This one lurched out from underneath her. She twisted, and it was just in time to see that mannequin grow a mouth too.

    She spun on the spot, her clothes furling around her, her hair doing the same, and she watched every mannequin in the room grow mouths. They didn’t do anything with said mouths. They didn’t combine their voices into a horrifying throaty scream. Yet. But one by one, they clambered onto their plastic feet. Mannequins didn’t have real feet. By that, she meant they were cast in a way that mannequins couldn’t stand independently on them. They were pointed down to accentuate the length of the leg while the mannequin itself was propped up by a stand. So these mannequins teetered back and forth on their misshapen toes and heels like humans trying to stand on stumps.

    All the while, their tongues flapped out of their mouths, looking like dogs who’d thrust their heads out of car windows.

    Sarah backed off, jerked her hands up, and covered herself with magic. “Do your worst.”

    An open invitation. One they fully intended to take up. Another crack sounded out behind her, then something thrust into the small of her back. It threw her forward. She rolled, but there was no patch of floor not covered by a mannequin or a part of one. Though she hadn’t noted it before, just as many spare parts littered the floor as whole mannequins. As she rolled right over the top of a leg, it twitched and came to life like it borrowed a little of Sarah’s life force to do that.

    It twisted around and booted her in the back.

    Sarah went flying. You wouldn’t think it’d be a strong move. It was. It winded her as she rolled 10 meters away. Again, she fell on a mannequin, face down on it, her nose pressed up close against its smooth cheek. It whipped its tongue around, and it splashed across Sarah’s head. Revulsion shot through her as she powered to the side, dragged herself up, dried the saliva from her skin, and finally attacked. The closest mannequin threw itself at her, but Sarah ducked down, twisted, and smashed her knee into its hip. She screamed and sent magic ricocheting through the move. It shot up through the plastic creature’s body into its spine. It blasted apart, little white shards exploding everywhere.

    A few struck Sarah. They instantly melted, clinging to her clothes. As her clothes were naught but a disguise spell, they started to burn through her magic.

    Sarah screamed, jolted back, clenched her teeth, then wiped the plastic away with a charge of force.

    It drew her attention off the mannequin she’d attacked. Yeah, it had exploded. But the little chunks of its body had simply landed on the other mannequins. Now, they absorbed that plastic and magic and grew bigger. Right before Sarah’s eyes.

    One mannequin, right in the middle, was larger than the rest. As it took an aching step forward, creaking back on its misshapen plastic feet, it stepped over a mannequin’s arm. It crushed it, and the plastic was broken up and pulled into its form.

    Sarah shuddered to think just how large it could become if it absorbed every other mannequin in the room. She was about to find out, wasn’t she?

    That single light fitting above continued to sway, more chaotically now as Sarah had to power through every athletic breath to throw herself from the left to the right to the left again. The mannequins shot toward her, coming at her from every direction. By and large, they were expressionless – save for their long saliva-slicked tongues. They whipped toward Sarah like they intended to coat her with lubricant so the large mannequin could swallow her down in one go.

    Sarah had other plans.

    She needed to figure out how to destroy these mannequins, not just break them apart. Do that, and she’d just feed the large mannequin spell.

    Sarah hadn’t kept track of time and certainly didn’t have the chance to drag her phone out of her pocket and check how much longer she had. She couldn’t take the full hour. Who knew when Annette would return? When she did, she’d have Sarah exactly where she needed her. Sarah had required assistance to take Santini down. She didn’t know how strong Anette was, but if Sarah was forced to fight her now, she’d lose. Badly.

    No point in thinking ahead, anyway. There was every chance Sarah would lose badly to this mannequin long before Anette showed up. A fact the mannequin proved as it opened its mouth and those saliva-covered tongues whipped around. The sound was spine-tingling. It made Sarah want to retch.

    She rolled to the side again. She picked up a mannequin arm. She ignored the way it wriggled in her fingers. Now she attuned to it, she could detect the magic sustaining it. It was like worms.

    Fiery, destructive worms just looking for something to break apart and digest.

    She had to learn how to destroy it. She had to do it fast. There was a crack as that massive mannequin ate through another one of its kind. She almost thought she heard one of the mannequins screaming. It was far off, on the edge of hearing. Some magical creatures had the ability to almost psychically transmit messages to you. That wasn’t to say that they could form actual thoughts in your mind. Though the lake lady could. It was to say that they could force your mind to form impressions, these indistinct shadows, if you will. Do that enough, and it will drag your attention off the real world when you need it most.

    Sarah twisted around, concentrating on the massive mannequin when she should’ve focused on the arm in her hands. Big mistake, and too late now. The hand twisted and locked on her throat. Sarah spluttered, her eyes widening with a violent twitch. The hand pushed in and in. In a second, it would crush her neck. She’d—

    She thought she felt something rising from inside her. She had no clue where it came from, just that its power seemed unmatched.

    Not just power, though. It crackled with almost violent hope.

    The massive mannequin screamed, twisted one of its hands around, and commanded the arm strangling Sarah.

    It fastened harder around her throat, then drew Sarah back toward the massive mannequin.

    There was nothing she could do. That blast of hope from within her might’ve saved her throat from being crushed, but Sarah fell against the massive mannequin. It now had 20 arms and 30 legs. Some of the hands were missing, but that just made the sight more fearsome. The stumps groped over her, their rough edges cutting her skin.

    Sarah struggled, blasts of magic surging through her in a last-ditch attempt to escape, but none of that counted.

    She stared into that massive mannequin’s plastic face. While it had a mouth that dripped with all those tongues, it had no eyes. It clearly did not need them. All it required was to wrap all
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BOOK TWO OF MAGIC FIRST

Sarah’s a witch on the run, hunted by a deranged magical
council out for her blood. All she’s ever
dreamed of is revenge.
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