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      Blurb

      

      
        Everything is different now. Not only has Lilly found her power, but she's found her courage, too.
      

      And she'll need it. She may have become Vali's equal, but that comes with a heck of a lot of strife.

      If she wants to live, she'll have to fight. And if she wants Vali, she'll have to sacrifice everything.

      ....

      The Frozen Witch follows an awakened witch and her dangerous handler fighting through a dark city for justice. If you love your urban fantasies with fast-paced action, mystery, and a splash of romance, grab The Frozen Witch Book Four today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Chapter 1

    It was a new day.

    I stood close to the window, staring down at the lawn of the manor beyond. I’d moved back into my grandmother’s house.

    I hadn’t severed ties with Vali – far from it. As for whether our relationship had developed further, I couldn’t answer that. Both of us had been too busy since returning from the realm of the gods to give that lingering kiss too much thought. The prospect of the end of the world filled my every waking moment.

    I stared from the turning circle and tilted my head back, casting my gaze to the road beyond. I saw a car heading through the gates and making its slow way up the gravelly path.

    I didn’t have to squint or reach for a pair of binoculars to recognize the car, even though it was still out of sight. With Vali, I could sense him. Plus, he’d called ahead.

    I’d been sipping from my grandmother’s delicate china teacup, but now I carefully placed it into the saucer on the table beside me, wiped my hands on my trousers, took a tight breath, and turned.

    I walked out of the room, latching a hand on the carved wooden banister of the stairs as I strode down them. By the time I reached the bottom, the door had opened. Vali had a key, after all.

    In he walked, one hand in his pocket, his head tilted toward the ground. It wasn’t like he couldn’t see me. Yet it took several steps until he inclined his head up to face me. Even then, he hesitated. He always hesitated before making eye contact these days, and I knew why. I wasn’t the same little girl he’d contracted several months ago.

    Now? We were equals. It was going to take him a long time to adjust. Vali loved being at the top. He lived to look down at people from his tower, lived to judge, lived to punish. Yet that wasn’t all he did and wasn’t all he was. There was so much more to him. If there hadn’t been, I never would have kissed the guy.

    “Any news?” I managed, my lips barely moving.

    It took a moment, but he shook his head. “Still nothing. Though I’ve been searching everywhere, I have no leads.”

    I made no attempt to be polite as expletives spilled from my lips. I rubbed my chin, shifted it about, and tilted my head back to face him again.

    He was looking at me. Even when he tilted his head to the floor and apparently locked all his attention on the pattern of the carpet, he still gazed at me out of the corner of his eye.

    His actions brought a smile to my lips. There’d been a time when I’d been the one scared to look Vali in the eyes, but how quickly things change.

    “You’d better come in, then,” I said as I motioned toward the stairs.

    “No.” He took a step forward, the move snapped, and locked a hand over my elbow. There would have been a time when he would have grabbed me with strong, hardened determination. Now I felt how hesitant his move was, almost as if his fingers were apologizing for reaching out to touch me.

    I looked at him, an expectant rush tingling through my stomach. Academically, I knew we didn’t have time to further our relationship, but my body didn’t heed my mind. My stomach clenched, and I became way too aware of his lips and the hard angle of his jaw.

    He hesitated before speaking as if he was remembering exactly what it was he wanted to do with his mouth. “Something has come up, and I need your help.”

    I took a moment to appreciate that Vali, the God of Revenge, wasn’t ordering me around as one of his servants, telling me to go and investigate a case. Nope, Vali the faux god was staring at me, his focus growing ever more gentle as he looked pleadingly into my gaze.

    I tilted my head back and nodded. “What do you want?”

    He sighed, his expression cracking with frustration and loss. “Bradley’s finally woken up. I need your help to interrogate him.”

    I understood exactly why he was being so hesitant. My stomach cramped so hard I swore a boa constrictor had me in its coils.

    I tried my hardest to control my expression, but it fractured as I sucked in a shaking breath. “He’s awake?”

    Vali nodded. It accentuated just how tense his muscles were. Though the movement might have also accentuated his jaw and brought my attention back to his lips, all thought of kissing them was gone as another wave of fright shoved hard through my gut.

    I might have recently found that I was a real goddess – or at least a demi-goddess who now had her own super powerful Drift sword – but that didn’t mean I was immune to everything the old me had found frightening. Bradley was one thing that would always affect me.

    Despite everything that he’d done to me, I still owed him something. Even though he’d made a pact with Loki, I couldn’t abandon Bradley – he was family, after all.

    Vali watched me carefully. It was obvious he was looking for the concern I was trying to cover-up as I sucked my lips in and clenched my jaw tightly.

    “Where is he?” I asked.

    “Back at my tower. In lockdown,” he added with a growl.

    Not of course that Bradley was in any position whatsoever to escape an unlocked room, let alone one of Vali’s super secure cells. The effects of letting Loki possess him would haunt Bradley for life.

    I nodded tightly. “Why? Why did he finally wake up?”

    After the event with Loki, Bradley had fallen into a coma. Though Vali had never actually said it, I knew full well that he’d been concerned Bradley would never wake up. But now apparently Bradley was fine. Fine enough to be out of the hospital and in one of Vali’s cells.

    “What are we waiting for, then?” I looked right at him.

    He smiled, and it was the kind of smile that was trying to tell me I’d changed. I didn’t need Vali to tell me that. I could feel it. Heaven knows it still surprised me every waking hour. If you’d told me several months ago that I would undergo a magical transformation where I would find out I was half a goddess who had the fate of the world resting on her shoulders, I would have laughed in your face. But I couldn’t exactly ignore the breakneck adventure I’d been on. More than that, I couldn’t deny how it had taught me self-reliance and a sense of personal power. I’d changed in exactly the kind of way that now allowed me to push past Vali, head out the door, walk over to the front door of his car, open it, and get in front of the wheel. I didn’t need a man driving me anywhere.

    I watched Vali hesitate. When he saw me there, he shrugged and got into the passenger seat.

    I gunned the engine, tore down the driveway, and headed through the gates. They closed automatically.

    They were magical, you see, and so was I .

  
    Chapter 2

    It didn’t take long to reach Vali’s tower. It was a different experience walking in as an equal than it had been when I’d been his lowliest slave. Though I was darn certain Vali hadn’t bothered to explain to his other so-called contracted sinners what exactly had happened between us, I could tell people knew something was different. For one, Vali no longer pulled me around by the arm and snarled at me that I’d killed my grandmother. Oh, heck no. Instead, he walked a step behind me.

    He had an uncharacteristic pensive look on his face. I only glimpsed it because of the reflective wall paneling.

    Ever since this whole mess had begun with Loki in the realm of the gods, I’d realized Vali was so much more than I’d ever imagined him to be.

    Back in the beginning – when I’d met him after I’d foolishly broken into that office and opened the Drift box – I’d always assumed Vali didn’t have a range of emotions. Nope. The guy was only capable of showing one feeling – anger. No matter the situation, his face would always twist in contorted rage.

    Now I realized I was wrong.

    I thought I was conflicted finding out about my grandmother and the Drift. But for Vali, it would be different. His people expected him to harvest humans like cattle.

    And yet Vali, the God of Revenge, had grown a conscience.

    I wondered if he was battling with it right now as he continued to walk several steps behind me.

    From past experience, I knew exactly where we were going, and I took myself through the warren of basements until we reached one of the interrogation cells.

    As I stopped before it, my stomach kicked with nerves. Hello, kick was a generous term. The exact somersaults my stomach performed made it feel as if it were trying to push out of my torso and flop onto the floor.

    Though I seriously didn’t want to show any weakness around Vali, I gently clenched my teeth and told myself it would be okay.

    I didn’t owe Bradley anything anymore. I’d saved his life. Surely that was enough?

    I stopped in front of the doors, arching my head over my shoulder as I waited for Vali to catch up.

    He made eye contact as he shifted past, a magical symbol appearing over his palm.

    Ever since I’d found out what he truly was, I’d paid a great deal more attention to when he used magic. I couldn’t help but wonder where or who it came from. If the fake gods required the life-flames of humans to exist and practice their power, then the force allowing Vali to open this door had to come from somebody else. Was it Cassidy? Alice? Or had it been me before I’d learned the truth?

    Vali ticked his gaze up and locked it on me. We watched each other. I didn’t need to be a genius to realize that while I was questioning what he was thinking, he was doing the same with me.

    With a soft click, the door opened. Vali nodded down low and swept an arm forward as if he were a game show host indicating that I’d just won a prize.

    Ha, what a super fancy prize – Bradley, the guy who’d always made me feel truly inferior. If I won him on a game show, I’d throw him back and go for the car and a set of steak knives.

    I could feel Vali’s gaze on the back of my neck as I shifted past into the room. It was a distraction, just the distraction I needed from my wildly churning gut. Seriously, it felt like some ambitious milkmaid was trying to churn butter in there.

    Fighting the urge to cram a hand on my tummy, I entered the room. I had to squint against the darkness. Assuming the lights hadn’t been triggered by our motion, I reached up to my tippy toes and waved a hand.

    That would be when I heard Vali by my side. “We can’t turn the lights on. Bradley has to stay in the dark.”

    My stomach might have been churning before, but now it felt as if it was pushed into free-fall.

    I fought against my dry mouth and cracked my lips open. “What? Why?” Though Vali had spoken at full volume, I couldn’t help but whisper.

    He cleared his throat and leaned in. Despite the fact it was dark in here, I could feel the movement as the subtle rush of air pushed the fine hairs on the back of my neck.

    “He may have woken up, but he isn’t entirely… here,” Vali managed.

    Though Vali hadn’t explained anything, he didn’t have to. The truly hesitant quality of his tone was enough to see my stomach do a loop de loop around my chest.

    I swallowed as I narrowed my gaze to spy Bradley through the darkness.

    There was barely any illumination whatsoever making it in through the open doorway, which didn’t make sense. It was well lit out there. The light should have been able to illuminate half of this room, even if it was only with a dull glow. There was another problem – there was no heat. An ordinary person would have been able to appreciate that earlier. But I wasn’t ordinary when it came to the cold. Since returning from the Drift, I barely noticed it. Those sudden winds that had rushed past me even in summer no longer affected me. Nor did the coldest days. I could swim in ice-cold water, and to me, it would feel as pleasant as dipping into the ocean on a South Pacific island.

    Even now, I only noticed the cold academically, like you would a fact you’d seen written on paper.

    It was my turn to lean close to Vali, the sleeve of my shirt brushing against his. “Why’s it so cold in here?” I asked, this time my tone stronger but my voice still dulled out of respect for the creepy, dark room.

    “When Loki abandoned Bradley, he left a part of Bradley’s mind between realms.”

    “You mean in the Drift?”

    Vali paused. “Technically.”

    There was something about the exact way he said it that told me Vali was holding something back.

    I made a mental note to push the point later.

    Then I steeled my nerves and faced Bradley.

    Despite the fact the light still couldn’t make it in through the door, my eyes somehow adjusted to the gloom. It took me a second to realize it was no ordinary night vision. I started to sense a blue glow on my face. It infiltrated my eyes, helping them perceive the world more clearly.

    My power.

    Ha, to think I hadn’t even deliberately called on it. There were no more locks for me. Even if Vali still thought they were a good idea, I would never agree to them again.

    I was now facing the responsibility of controlling myself, and I wouldn’t turn from that.

    I concentrated on that little tingle of cold, chaotic magic as it shifted about my cheeks and danced along my nose. It took precious few seconds until it cut through the darkness of the room and I could perceive it clearly.

    There, right in the corner, chained to the floor with a stake was Bradley. His back was pressed against the wall, his head lolled down as if someone had broken his neck.

    His posture looked so weak that my stomach kicked with fear. Bradley was now nothing more than a lifeless husk.

    But a second later, that seemingly lifeless shell moved – just one eye. It opened, and it swiveled around to stare at me.

    My stomach was way beyond kicking now. The exact sensations that rippled through my torso felt more like the bucking movements of an earthquake. The old me would have screamed. The new me clenched her teeth, steeled her nerve, and pushed forward, her hands rounded into fists.

    I heard Vali behind me. “Careful.”

    There’d been a time when I’d been terrified of unsightly, fiendish things. I’d never been the kind of girl to hunt out horror willingly. The first few missions Vali had sent me on would always remain some of the most intense and frightening of my life. This was different. In a way, it was edgier. I wasn’t going in weak anymore. I wasn’t going in without a clue how to defend myself. I’d dispatched Loki, and I’d seen to plenty of other enemies, too. What I was doing now was moving forward with the full knowledge that if Bradley did something, I would fight back. That wasn’t as great a feeling as you could imagine. I knew there was still so much more to learn about this world. I’d lain awake for more than a few nights, wondering just how far I should go, just how much magic I should use in defense of myself, my friends, my world, and Vali.

    With a kick, the ominous feeling shifting up and down my back told me today I might find out.

    Though Vali stayed a step behind me, either out of deference or because he wanted to keep an eye on me, now he shifted forward with a quick movement that saw him press along my arm. “Careful,” he commented, his voice quick and tight with a warning.

    Rather than reply and reassure him I wasn’t going to do anything stupid, I went with my body. My body, despite all reason, told me to get down on one knee right in front of the creepy Bradley who was staked to the floor with magical chains.

    I heard Vali draw in an echoing, rasping hiss. I felt his gaze on the back of my neck as he watched me like a hawk.

    It didn’t take me long to find my voice. “Bradley? Bradley. It’s me, Lilly.”

    He didn’t react. With that single eye, he continued to stare at me, the rest of his body remaining as limp as someone who’d had their bones removed.

    Then, in one of the slowest, categorically creepiest moves he’d ever made, he cracked his lips open so slowly it took 10 seconds until he revealed his teeth.

    Bradley began to laugh. For a single, aching second, I thought I heard Loki’s unstable tones twisting through Bradley’s voice. It was enough to make my back stiffen with tension. But the tone didn’t last, and nor was there the same memorable, awful presence of Loki pushing through the room.

    Bradley’s voice settled down to a truly mad, shaking pitch. “Lilly. Lilly has come to see me. Little Lilly. All on her own. Poor defenseless little Lilly. What will she do when all the walls fall down?”

    You could tell from the look in his eyes that if Bradley had ever possessed sanity, it was well and truly gone, burned up by whatever Loki had done to him. That didn’t stop the fear from powering through me. At Bradley’s threat that all the walls would fall down, I shook back, pushed to my feet, and bumped into Vali. I felt him flatten a hand against my shoulder. It was reassuringly warm in this cold room. Though I didn’t honestly need the sensation of warmth these days, what Vali offered me was different.

    With his hand still flattened against my back, he took another step forward. Now the both of us were in range of Bradley. Not, of course, that he was doing anything but sitting there, hunched against the wall, his head still held at such an angle it looked as if somebody had replaced his neck muscles with string.

    “He’s lost his mind,” Vali explained.

    I didn’t bother to point out that was obvious, because that note of tension was still filtering through Vali’s tone.

    Keeping one eye warily locked on Bradley, I half turned my attention to Vali. “What do you mean?”

    Vali nodded at Bradley. “Half of him is still in between realms.” Vali opened his mouth as if he wanted to add something. He didn’t.

    The magical light infiltrating my eyes was now sufficient that I could see the entire room in exquisite detail. It was more than enough to pick up just how concerned Vali looked.

    Though I knew full well that Vali wanted to keep our relationship – or whatever it was – secret from his employees, no one could see us here. So there was no reason not to reach a hand out and tenderly touch his shoulder.

    He reacted with the slightest shiver as he turned his attention to me.

    “What is it?” I asked. It was a demand, but it was a soft one.

    Surprisingly, Vali reacted to it. He clenched his teeth then leaned in, drawing his face along mine. Though my lips told me he was about to kiss me again, he whispered in my ear. “Now he’s a target.” His tone was so hesitant, he sounded like a different person. Gone was the arrogance I was so used to. In its place was a god – no
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