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      I hit the street, magic billowing around me as I continued to control the air, incanting under my breath, every sharp movement of my lips feeling as if I’d tear them from my face.

      I’d gotten down here – safely fallen 30 floors – and I had the victims with me. But I wasn’t safe. Nowhere near. Above me, I swore I heard that mind bender screaming, his pitching bellow shaking over the city.

      I could run – on any day, I could run. I did it most nights Serena was in danger. Even when she wasn’t, sometimes I would take control of her body just to ensure her fitness was up to scratch so that, when needed, she could put on a burst of speed to get out of danger.

      Me running was one thing. The 10 victims I’d saved was another.

      They looked like zombies – their bodies were awake, but their minds had been crushed.

      I had no idea what kind of spell the Kingpin had used against them – and no clue whether they could get their memories back.

      But as long as they were still living and breathing, I had to save them.

      I spun sharply, instantly ditching my heels.

      There was no point in trying to hide the fact I was a witch anymore. Dammit, I’d pulled 10 people out of the top of a building.

      If I wanted to assume that no one had seen – that would be ignoring the two taxies that had screeched to a halt further up the street, their drivers hunkering down low against their seats, surprise and fear stretching their features.

      If they thought I had any intention of attacking them, they were dead wrong.

      I was not, however, above using them.

      Turning toward one of them, I leveled a finger right at the guy, and I shrieked, “Call the police.”

      I put enough magic and force into my words that it didn’t matter that there were a good 20 meters between us and that the guy’s windows were closed on this cold night.

      My scream easily shook through his car and could have powered through noise-canceling headphones if he’d been wearing them. Heck, he could have been behind an inch-thick concrete wall, and he would still have heard me.

      My sharp gaze locked on him, picking up the details of his features as his eyes blasted wide.

      Above me, I heard another scream.

      Dammit all to hell.

      How on earth could I hope to get out of this?

      I couldn’t run with these zombies. Yeah, I could continue to use any variant of a wind spell to push these people along – but it would take time. And importantly, it would take energy. Energy I needed to use to remove myself from the situation so that Kingpin didn’t catch up with me. Because the conclusion that had formed in my mind as I’d dropped from the building had not been wrong.

      The next time that guy came upon me, he would capture me, and there would be nothing I could do about it.

      I’d never felt fear like this. I’d never had to. In my world, I’d always been the strongest.

      Now I felt like a big fish in a small pond that had been fattened up only to be let into an ocean full of sharks.

      With a pulse of magic, I removed my heels, changing them until they were sturdy runners. Yeah, they didn’t match the outfit. You know what? Neither did the real me underneath.

      Though it could have been tempting to revert to my real form – because I had more experience commanding my body – I couldn’t dare. My disguise spell was categorically the only thing keeping me safe.

      We’d landed at the edge of the tower, and as I yanked my head to the side, I heard a door grating open and gruff shouts ringing out.

      Dammit.

      What could I—

      I finally heard the one thing that could change everything and give me the hope I so desperately needed.

      The blare of sirens.

      Fortunately we were right in the middle of downtown, and the police station wasn’t far away.

      As the alarms pitched, getting louder and sharper with every second, relief flooded through me.

      It was not, however, relief that could ignore the fact the police weren’t here yet.

      The Kingpin’s witches, on the other hand, were.

      “Dammit, I’ve got no other option,” I spat.

      Just before the Kingpin’s witches could blast out of his building, I brought my foot up, stamped it down hard, twisted it, and whispered dirty words in my mind. No – I didn’t start spitting curses – I whispered words of dirt. Of earth, of mountains, of rocks, of earthquakes. And importantly, of the compacted stone and rock that sat under the city. I called to it, opening doors in my mind until magic rushed through me, elongating my back, spreading my fingers wide, and allowing me to shove a hand forward toward the building.

      This was a costly spell. But the spell I would cast after it would be worse.

      With a scream, I took hold of the pavement, shoving it up and pinning it against the doors of the building.

      It was only then that I twigged as to what this building was.

      It had been bought only a few weeks ago. The only reason I knew that was because it had been in the papers. The person who’d bought it was meant to be some millionaire philanthropist who’d moved into Mag City. A successful stockbroker or something, the papers had been touting him up, saying he’d promised funding for community schools, health, and homelessness.

      He had a reputation, see – in his last city, he’d personally cleaned up the joint.

      My back itched with nerves as I appreciated what that could mean, considering he was a witch.

      I didn’t let it distract me. In the background, the pitching blare of police sirens continued to ring out, and I counted every one, trying to grasp them in my hands, trying to pull them closer to me faster.

      Though I could wait, just riding out the storm until the police arrived, I couldn’t risk myself.

      Though Serena had somehow reasserted herself during the fight, ensuring I saved these people, I was ultimately stronger than her – or at least, the mission my mother had given me was stronger.

      I would ensure Serena lived a peaceful life, no matter what it would take. But to do that, I couldn’t ever let her fall into the hands of that Kingpin.

      So I shifted.

      I used the few seconds provided to me to drop forward. Moving as fast as I could, I swiped a hand toward those mindless victims around me, using a blast of wind to twist their faces to me. And then, one by one, as quickly as I could, I stared into their eyes, casting a spell.

      This wasn’t a forgetting spell – there was no point. Whatever the Kingpin had done had been truly effective. These people didn’t even look as if they had enough of their minds left over to appreciate they were human and not just some funky moss that had grown up on the sidewalk.

      As I stared one by one into their pupils, I placed a silent command in their minds.

      I was not a Mesmer, but over the years, the female witches of my family had learned spells from others, so I knew basic mesmer commands. Enough to ensure these people did one thing.

      “Run,” I hissed under my breath.

      And as one, they ran.

      I pushed them toward the sirens, and I ran in the opposite direction.

      All the while, I was aware of my heart as it thundered in my chest, beating so hard, it could have shattered every rib and blasted out of the back of my spine.

      Fear… it was all through me, shaking through my limbs, clawing through my cells, pulsing, absolutely pulsing in my blood. And as magic came through my circulatory system, it was a toxic mix.

      Even when I’d momentarily lost control of a spell, or I’d woken to find someone trying to hurt Serena, that terror had never lasted this long.

      Because that terror had ultimately been manageable.

      The two asshole brothers who’d attacked me recently had been easy enough to deal with.

      The Kingpin?

      Even once I got Serena home – if I got her home – this threat would still loom.

      I’d seen it in his eyes – heard it in his voice – the Kingpin would come for me. He would knock down every wall, push through every building, and go through every file until he found me. He’d turn this city upside down.

      As I powered down the street, my magical runners giving me the speed and agility I so desperately needed, I tried not to give up. After all, what was the point? I had finite resources, and though I’d fled the Kingpin, the conclusion that had formed in my eyes as I’d stared at him, electricity crackling in the air around us, could not be pushed away. He was stronger than me – much stronger. Somehow, out there there’d existed a mind bender with the power to not just match my family’s abilities, but to eclipse them.

      It would only be a matter of time before he came to me and—

      “Put it out of your head. Run. Deal with it later. Don’t try to fight two battles at once. Concentrate on fleeing, then planning. There’s always a way. Always a way.”

      Those words slammed into my consciousness seemingly from nowhere. It took me so long to recognize the tone behind them, the quality of kindness, maybe even innocence.

      It was Serena.

      Whether it be because of the fear pounding through my head or the fact I’d been in control of her body for longer than usual, she was somehow reasserting herself.

      Her presence wasn’t sufficient that she was impeding the flow of my magic or the control of my body in any way – but she was there.

      And she….

      I pushed myself forward. I did what she said. I cut away all thoughts of tomorrow, concentrating instead on running, pushing my body to its limits as I sprinted down the street.

      I would look like a right sight. Some impossibly crafted woman in a ridiculous dress powering down the street with expensive runners on, her expression as hard and angered as a soldier heading out to battle.

      Unsurprisingly, I didn’t care what I looked like – I only cared what people saw.

      Though it would have been tempting to cast a disappearance spell around me, ensuring that the pound of my footfall, the sound of my breath, and the sight of me were obliterated in people’s minds until they forgot about me on sight, there was no point. It was a costly spell, and I’d already run through too much magic.

      I just had to run. Plus, I doubted such a spell would work on the Kingpin.

      I shifted down the side of a building – though not one close to the Kingpin’s tower. It was across the street, and as I entered the alleyway, my senses pricked, knowing that if the witches were going to follow, they’d do it now.

      I thought I knew this road. Though it was narrow, it was a laneway, and cars were allowed to park on one side – meaning it would never be blocked off. And yet, as I turned into it, it changed. It no longer became the road I was used to, and instead terminated at a thick metal fence that was 10 meters high and looked like it belonged to somewhere in the heavily secured areas of the industrial zone.

      I skidded to a stop, choosing to spin around and head in the opposite direction, but that’s when I heard the pound of footfall behind me. There were no screams, no shouts, no nothing. Just people following me with silent, deadly force.

      I knew the Kingpin would be with them.

      Dammit, I—

      “Look forward. Blast through the fence,” Serena suggested.

      It wouldn’t work. It would take magic – I could tell that fence wasn’t real so much as another reinforced proxy spell. Yes, technically I could blast through it, but it would slow me down, which is precisely what the Kingpin would want.

      Though I’d only glimpsed him momentarily, my senses had become so intense in that moment, I swore I remembered everything about him, right down to his specific cologne.

      It was expensive and had a complicated French bouquet. And importantly, it spread out behind me right now, warning me he was close.

      My eyes blasted wide and my arms pumped as I threw myself, goddamn threw myself forward.

      I reached the fence. I hesitated. Just before I brought my hands up, curled them into fists, and incanted a destruction spell under my breath, Serena screamed. “No, to the left – blast through the building to your left.”

      I didn’t have time to tell her that blasting through a brick wall was a seriously hard thing to do. The stronger the substance, the more effort it took from you to destroy it. And the more energy and magic that was pulled from my muscles and bones right now, the easier it would be for the Kingpin to catch up with me.

      I shuddered through a breath as I reminded myself that the less magic I had on board when I met him next, the easier it would be for him to control me.

      … He’d almost done it up in that operation room. As he’d blared the words “Come to me,” my muscles had wanted to run me right into his arms.

      That memory only ignited me now, and before I could question Serena any further, I jerked to the side and curled a hand into a fist. I allowed a destruction spell to slice down my fingers, letting magic spill out everywhere, and I punched right through the wall. I was ultimately a mind bender, and while I certainly knew many handy spells, destroying walls and jumping out of buildings was not my forte.

      I just managed it, but the toll was taxing. As I blasted through the brick, debris grating over my skin, slicing along my cheeks, and filling my eyes, my muscles turned to jelly. I wanted to collapse and crawl forward. But something pushed me.

      Serena.

      I swear… I swear she was taking control of my limbs now and not the other way around. And somehow she was forcing me onward despite the fact she couldn’t possibly understand the enormity of the threat behind us.

      All these years I’d been the one to get her out of danger because I’d been the one to be able to control her fear.

      That thought was distracting enough that as we punched into some building, I didn’t instantly recognize it.

      I felt something shifting around me, this confusing warping effect, as if space was grinding like two layers running over each other. You wouldn’t think space could grind, but you wouldn’t understand what a proxy spell could do to a building.

      It was as if the space-time continuum had been scrunched up, and as I suddenly exited from one point in the city to another, it was like a car having to rapidly grate down through old gears.

      There was a shudder around me, and my eyes blasted wide.

      I was back at the crime scene – the one from this morning. That abandoned factory where that woman had been forced to swallow a magic bomb.

      It wasn’t abandoned at the moment, though, was it?

      It was being guarded by armed police.

      As soon as I skidded in, fear jolted through me.

      I had a split second to figure out my next move just as two armed guards spun on their feet, their guns in the air, their fingers tightening on the triggers in a split second.

      I pushed into a roll just as they started to fire behind me, the bullets of their high caliber weapons gouging into the concrete, sending up cascades of chips and dust.

      I slipped a hand forward, relying on my adrenaline to eke out more and more of my magic. I caught hold of the concrete chips, and I pulled them in front of myself, creating a kind of shield.

      I ran at the opposite wall.

      I calculated my move, knowing from this morning that this wall would lead out onto the street and not onto the heavily guarded compound out on the opposite side of the building. Bullets continued to streak behind me, slicing into the wall of concrete chips keeping me safe.

      I had to concentrate with all of my might, ensuring they spun fast enough that they dislodged the bullets, pushing them off course.

      It took everything – everything out of me. I had just enough magic to round my shoulder, shove it into the wall, and break through.

      By the time I fell onto the city street outside, rock and stone scattering around me, I could barely move.

      I had to keep going.

      Had to run.

      There was one thing I was aware of, right in the back of my head. Maybe it was Serena who pointed it out and not me.

      The Kingpin and his witches hadn’t followed. They hadn’t dared.

      If there was one place I could’ve transported to get free of the Kingpin, it was here.

      But now I had to get out of the police’s clutches when my magic was practically zero.

      Fortunately there were only two cop cars out on the street, and though the police inside were keeping guard, obviously they hadn’t heard the firefight in the factory.

      I had time.

      My body was shutting down, but dammit, I had time.

      I ran right up the front of one of the cop cars, rolling over the hood and dropping deftly down behind it.

      My entire body creaked like an old tree that couldn’t stand the wind any longer and was wondering which limb would crack first.

      I threw myself forward just as I heard the officers unclick their seatbelts and try to follow me.

      Though it was agony, though I didn’t have any more magic left to spare, as I rolled off the cop car, I beat a hand into the trunk, sending a charge of magic jolting through the metal. I took hold of the electrics and locked the car, frying the mechanism to ensure if they wanted to get out, they’d have to break through the windscreen.

      Then I ran.

      I heard footfall behind me as the armored cops made it out from behind the compound.

      I heard shots ringing out, but by the time they whizzed past my shoulders, caught my fake hair, and blasted it off, chunks of magic-laced energy discharging everywhere, I made it around a corner.

      I ran. I didn’t stop running. Not until I found my way into the subway, not until I managed to get to safety.

      Even then, I waited a full hour before dragging myself home.

      By the time I made it up the fire escape and into my apartment, I was shaking, so close to collapsing, I couldn’t keep my eyes open. I staggered into the table, falling against it, my face flopping down onto it, my nose banging so harshly, a few speckles of blood dripped out.

      I groaned, trying to push myself up, but I couldn’t.

      I rolled off the table, fell harshly against my hip, then just curled up underneath it.

      Before I closed my eyes, before I could allow myself to fall into the deepest sleep of my life, I locked my gaze on my window.

      It was closed.

      I was safe. For now.

      Tomorrow would be another day.
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      I woke. Bleary-eyed and weak, I felt like I’d been hit with a battering ram.

      It took me several seconds of staring up at what was above me to realize it wasn’t the ceiling in my bedroom.

      Reaching up a wobbly, shaking hand, I felt wood.

      It was the table.

      I could see the old furniture mark from the place that had made it.

      “What the hell?” I stuttered. My voice was raspy, so croaky it felt as if someone had spent the entire night trying to sandpaper it.

      Bringing up a badly shaking hand and latching it on my throat, I ran my fingers down, looking for some injury.

      There was nothing. Nothing obvious, at least.

      But while there weren’t any holes in my body, there were small scratches and marks on my cheeks, and my entire form felt as if someone had forced me to battle a giant last night.

      Waiting a few seconds until I felt I had the strength, I pulled myself out from under the table. Even then I was still so uncoordinated that I accidentally banged into one of the chairs, and it fell harshly onto my leg. Swearing as I shoved it out of the way with the little strength my tired body had, I forced myself to stand.

      Dammit, what the hell was wrong with me? My body wasn’t so much wobbly as it was… empty. Truly empty. Not of food, not of water – but of… whatever the hell really ran me.

      Latching a hand on my head and feeling that my hair was so knotty it was like I’d replaced it with tied up string, I managed to control my body as I made it to my kitchen. I collapsed against the bench, driving my head down, pushing my cheek into the cold laminex.

      I closed my eyes and opened them again. “Am I sick or something?”

      There was no one to answer.

      It took me a while to gain the courage to push up, and even then, I had to keep a hand locked on the edge of the bench for support. I felt like I was standing in a choppy sea, and at any moment I could pitch to the side violently.

      Bringing up my free hand, I pressed the back of my fingers against my brow.

      Could I feel any residual heat? Did I have a temperature? It was hard to say. Next, I checked my breathing. I ran a hand down my throat, my fingers prying over my collarbone as if they were medical scanners attempting to punch through my chest wall to get to my lungs beneath.

      Was my breathing raspy and congested?

      Yes. But that might just be the aftereffects of smoke inhalation from yesterday.

      I had a lightbulb moment. Couldn’t this… sudden illness be because of yesterday? Obviously I hadn’t been as fine as the attending physician had thought.

      Obviously that smoke had congested my lungs somehow, and I’d gotten a nasty fever last night. One bad enough that I’d collapsed under the table.

      As that theory neatly slotted into the confusion engulfing my mind, giving me hope that I wasn’t completely insane, I reached around, staggered over to the fridge, gripped the door for support, opened it, and pulled out some food.

      I looked at it, wondering if I could stomach it, but when my tummy gave an almighty rumble as if it was a mountain ready to crumble to the sea, I yanked it toward me.

      I couldn’t even be bothered walking over to the other side of the bench and grabbing up a clean fork from the cutlery drawer. I leaned over, rummaged in the dirty dishes in the sink, and pulled out a fork. It had cheese stains on it from a couple of days ago, but in my mood, I didn’t care.

      Heck, I barely knew what I was eating. My mind was so diffuse and shaken up, all I could tell was that I was feeding myself and that was good.

      Once I finished the meal, I stretched my shoulders, experimentally taking a jerked step away from the counter to see if I could hold myself up. When I didn’t face-plant the sink, I let out one heck of a groan. It rang through the room. “I feel awful,” I said to no one in particular.

      … For some reason, I swore part of me replied with a snarly, “I bet you do.”

      I shook my head, dislodging the confusion.

      My stomach gave another rumble. I felt for some reason as if I’d expended more energy last night than I ever had in my life, and it was now up to me to replace it.

      Leaning over and grabbing a dirty mug in the sink, at least this time I rinsed it out before filling it with water, guzzling it down, and then drinking another two mugs.

      It wasn’t until I finished off the third, freely allowing the excess liquid to dribble down my chin and across my collar, that I felt strong enough to stand properly. I strode over to the fridge, this time willfully pulling out a large chunk of cheddar cheese, some butter, and some dried fruits.

      I usually ate pretty simply – especially in the morning. I could stomach cereal with milk and that was it. Now I felt like I was having a rich plowman’s breakfast, as if I was some farmer who’d been working all morning and desperately needed a feed to reinvigorate themselves.

      By the time I was done with my rumbling stomach, I’d gone through a loaf of bread, half a block of cheese, and a ridiculous amount of butter.

      I sat there, head angled down while I watched my stomach as if I thought it would pop like that scene out of Alien. It didn’t. As I patted it, running my thumb down my top, I realized it wasn’t even sitting out.
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