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      Blurb

      

      
        5 books. One volume. Binge the complete The Frozen Witch series.
      

      

      
        She's in trouble - of the mythic kind. When Lilly White finds a strange box, it changes her life. It ignites the ice lying dormant in her heart. Oh, and it brings her to the attention of him.
      

      And who is he? The god of revenge. He drags her into his world. A world of magic, of crime, of retribution.

      She'll never escape him. And soon she'll realize she doesn't want to.

      ....

      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 today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

    

  
    
      The Frozen Witch: The Complete Series

      
        	
          Cover
        

        	
          Title Page
        

        	
          Copyright
        

        	
          Table of Contents
        

        	
          The Frozen Witch Book One
          
            	
              Prologue
            

            	
              Chapter 1
            

            	
              Chapter 2
            

            	
              Chapter 3
            

            	
              Chapter 4
            

            	
              Chapter 5
            

            	
              Chapter 6
            

            	
              Chapter 7
            

            	
              Chapter 8
            

            	
              Chapter 9
            

            	
              Chapter 10
            

            	
              Chapter 11
            

            	
              Chapter 12
            

            	
              Chapter 13
            

            	
              Chapter 14
            

            	
              Chapter 15
            

            	
              Chapter 16
            

            	
              Epilogue
            

          

        

        	
          The Frozen Witch Book Two
          
            	
              Chapter 1
            

            	
              Chapter 2
            

            	
              Chapter 3
            

            	
              Chapter 4
            

            	
              Chapter 5
            

            	
              Chapter 6
            

            	
              Chapter 7
            

            	
              Chapter 8
            

            	
              Chapter 9
            

            	
              Chapter 10
            

            	
              Chapter 11
            

            	
              Chapter 12
            

            	
              Epilogue
            

          

        

        	
          The Frozen Witch Book Three
          
            	
              Chapter 1
            

            	
              Chapter 2
            

            	
              Chapter 3
            

            	
              Chapter 4
            

            	
              Chapter 5
            

            	
              Chapter 6
            

            	
              Chapter 7
            

            	
              Chapter 8
            

            	
              Chapter 9
            

            	
              Chapter 10
            

            	
              Chapter 11
            

            	
              Chapter 12
            

            	
              Epilogue
            

          

        

        	
          The Frozen Witch Book Four
          
            	
              Chapter 1
            

            	
              Chapter 2
            

            	
              Chapter 3
            

            	
              Chapter 4
            

            	
              Chapter 5
            

            	
              Chapter 6
            

            	
              Chapter 7
            

            	
              Chapter 8
            

            	
              Chapter 9
            

          

        

        	
          The Frozen Witch Book Five
          
            	
              Chapter 1
            

            	
              Chapter 2
            

            	
              Chapter 3
            

            	
              Chapter 4
            

            	
              Chapter 5
            

            	
              Chapter 6
            

            	
              Chapter 7
            

            	
              Chapter 8
            

            	
              Chapter 9
            

            	
              Chapter 10
            

            	
              Epilogue
            

          

        

        	
          Sample
        

      

    
  
    The Frozen Witch Book One

  
    Prologue

    He leaned back, his leather chair creaking as he rested his hands on the desk before him.

    Larry McGregor cowered in his seat, his back hunched and shoulders jutting out as he stared at the room. There was no light on in the office, and dark shadows danced over Larry’s face.

    “Please, just give me another chance. Another chance,” Larry begged, his words quick and spluttering like blows from a whip.

    The other man didn’t say a word. He remained there, still and silent as he watched in the half gloom. His eyes were practically luminescent, the deep blue pools achieving a color rarely seen. “You had your chance,” he said, his voice a rumble like the ocean during a storm.

    “Please, just one more chance. Give me just one more chance!” Larry pushed up from his chair, got down on one knee in a supplicating position, and brought his hands up as if praying to God. In many ways he was – except this god wouldn’t listen.

    The man behind the desk rose slowly, locking a hand on the polished mahogany wood and pushing up. The chair clattered over behind him as he took one strong step toward Larry.

    Along the side of the room, a large plate-glass window offered an unrivaled view of the city beyond. At 3 o’clock in the morning, with its lights aglow under the dappled starlight from above, it looked like a painting, each stroke carefully selected by a master. The view couldn’t match the godlike man as he made his slow, deliberate way across the room. He wore a fine, pressed suit made of the most expensive Italian wool. It couldn’t hide his build. With broad shoulders, a tall frame, and an angular jaw, he looked like a carving from old. His stature was nothing compared to his eyes. Set in a strong face, outlined by a halo of golden hair and a thick flax-colored beard, he almost didn’t look real.

    But real he was.

    His muscles and joints creaked as he leaned down and locked a hand over the back of Larry’s neck.

    “No, please, stop. I’ll do anything, absolutely anything if I’m given one more chance,” Larry begged.

    “Anything?”

    Larry’s face slackened with desperation, for even though he was terrified, he was still frozen by the look playing in those impossibly deep blue eyes.

    “Will you really do anything?” the other man repeated, his voice once more like an angry ocean being swept around by a violent storm.

    “Yes. Yes. I’ll do anything. Just one more chance.”

    “Two weeks ago, you sold this item.” The man reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. He unlocked it with a slow movement of his thumb. The screen was already waiting on a picture of a simple box. Ancient, made of old, chipped, dark-brown wood, it had a single rune carved over the top by a hasty hand. It was as if the craftsman had been forced to finish the box at the point of a sword.

    Larry gasped, his shuddering breath shoving hard into his torso as he almost crumpled forward. The other man wouldn’t let him.

    “Two weeks ago,” the man repeated slowly, each word like a drumbeat, “you stole this item from my office. I want it back. You have two days. If you fail—” He didn’t finish.

    He turned and walked back to his desk. Picking up his chair in a smooth move, he sat. Just as he did, the door behind Larry opened with a creak.

    “That… that box – it will be impossible to get back—” Larry began.

    The other man tilted his head and stared with the power of 10,000 suns. “Then it will be impossible for you to live. For, Larry McGregor, unless you bring that to me in two days, you will die.”

  
    Chapter 1

    “No, Larry, I can’t work tonight. Are you serious? I already told you I need the day off. My grandmother’s barely got a week. Do you have any idea what my mom will do to me if I miss saying goodbye to her?”

    “But you need money, don’t you, kid? Rent’s gone up again, hasn’t it?” Larry said in that smooth, sanctimonious voice that half made me hate the guy and yet always made me chuckle at his sheer ballsiness.

    “Yeah, sure, I need money. But she’s my grandmother.”

    “And you can thank her when she leaves you a chunk of cash in her will. But right now I need your help, kid. Who’s more important? A grandmother who always hated you because you didn’t live up to her crippling expectations, or me, a guy who dragged you out of the gutter and gave you the job you always dreamt of?”

    There was so much wrong with that statement. Firstly, he hadn’t dragged me out of the gutter. Secondly, I really doubted late-night waitressing gigs for a somewhat shady catering company was my dream job. I didn’t know what my dream job was, but I was relatively certain serving alcohol and finger food to inner-city businessmen wasn’t it.

    I peeled my curtains back and gazed at the view. I pressed my phone closer to my ear and glared at the clouds as they marched across the horizon. The last few days had been miserable. It was meant to be midsummer, but I couldn’t tell that with the gusty wind chasing through the streets and rattling everything that wasn’t tied down. It felt more like the deepest winter.

    I rubbed the center of my chest right over my sternum. My skin was cold. Call me crazy, but my chest had been cold for weeks now. It felt like I’d swallowed a small fragment of ice, and it had become stuck above my heart.

    “Come on, kid – you owe me. Now, I’m not taking no for an answer,” Larry said, his words more snapped than usual.

    Don’t get me wrong, Larry was hardly the politest guy in the world. If they gave out an award to slightly balding, potbellied men in their mid-50s who’d made a career out of shouting at people for dropping wine glasses, Larry would win hands-down. Still, I kind of liked to believe that underneath that extremely frosty exterior was a nice guy. Deep, deep underneath. Heck, you’d probably have to get some geologists from an oil rig to plumb the depths of his soul before you found a grain of good, but I was certain it was there. That was the only reason why I took a deep sigh and let my shoulders deflate.

    Dropping the corner of the curtain, I whirled and marched through my room. “All right, fine. I’ll do it. But, Larry, listen to me – you owe me.”

    He let out a sharp breath. “Yeah, sure. I owe you like I owe Franklin Saunders. I’ll take a debt to you any day over that guy.”

    I frowned. Larry talked crap. It was a combination of the fact he never slept and his liquid of choice wasn’t water but whiskey. Though I let most of his insane comments slide, this one was weirder than most. “Um, sorry, are you in debt to Franklin Saunders? What the hell does that mean?”

    Larry took a hissed breath, one that rattled down the line and proved to me he hadn’t been conscious of what he was saying. “Never mind,” he said with a snap. “Just be here by six for prep. I’ll text you the address. And, for the love of God, put a little bit of effort into your appearance this time. This is one of the classiest gigs I’ve had in a long time, and I don’t want you ruining it by looking like something the cat dragged in.”

    I made a face at my mirror as I poked at the deep, dark circles around my eyes. “Yeah, got it,” I snapped back. “But seriously, Larry. What do you owe Franklin—”

    I didn’t get the chance to finish. Larry hung up.

    Like I’d said, he was rude, but Larry never hung up on you. You were usually the one to hang up on Larry. He could talk your ear off, and he often did, warning me with colorful insults to do my hair and makeup so I didn’t look like something the cat dragged in.

    Frowning at my phone, I chucked it on the chipped wood dresser before me and went back to poking the circles under my eyes. I sure would like to look nice tonight, but the fact was, I’d barely slept in weeks. I was working around the clock in four different casual jobs, and it still wasn’t enough to pay the bills. So yeah, Larry was right – I didn’t exactly have the luxury of passing up this job. Maybe he was right about my grandmother, too. She’d never liked me. I’d never been able to live up to her crushing expectations.

    It hadn’t always been that way. Back when I’d been a kid, she’d doted on me, giving me anything I asked for. But something had changed. If you asked her, it was me. When I’d grown up, I’d no longer been the angel she’d loved. According to her, sometime in my teens, I’d started down a bad path. I’d lost my morality. And to her, morality was everything.

    Frowning at my reflection in the mirror, I pushed back and bared my teeth at it. “It was always different for you, wasn’t it? Nona, you grew up in a world where you didn’t have to struggle to survive. Everything was handed to you on a silver platter. You had money, you had prestige, you had class. And I’ve got nothing,” I said as I tried but failed to swipe a hand through my knotted hair. Getting even more frustrated, I gave the door a petulant kick as I walked out into my tiny kitchen.

    My apartment had three rooms: my bedroom, a bathroom, and a glorified kitchen. It had just enough space for a tiny table, a tiny chair, a stove, a fridge, and a sink. It gave close quarters a whole new meaning. I didn’t have to take a single step to reach the cupboards when I was cooking, and if I needed something from the sink, I just had to pivot on my foot.

    My grandmother, on the other hand, had grown up in a mansion. But Larry was wrong – when she died, there was no way I was going to inherit a cent. She’d already made it crystal clear that I’d been struck from the will. I wasn’t ready for my inheritance. The old ditty had written those exact words in a card she’d sent to me barely a week ago. That same card was now lodged under my fruit bowl, a few tattered apple leaves covering it.

    I still wasn’t entirely sure what to do with it. Burn it? Chuck it out the window? Write a quick, snarky reply and send it back to her along with a gorilla gram? Or should I keep it because, like it or not, Nona was on her way out, and this would be the last letter I would ever receive from her?

    My belly gave a rumble, and I turned to face the fridge. Opening it with my foot, I stared glumly at the contents: one half-eaten packet of Chinese take-out that was several days old.

    I grabbed it, sniffed it experimentally, winced, and shrugged. It was the best I could do. Grabbing a used plastic spoon from the counter, I sat down at my cracked Formica table.

    As I settled down to eat my old Chinese, I plucked my phone out and began texting my mother, telling her I wouldn’t be able to make it to Nona’s. She was currently holed up in her mansion in a room that had been renovated with specialist medical equipment.

    Even though I’d only gone to see her a few times over the past few months of her palliative care, that room was seared onto my eyeballs. I could even hear the hiss of her oxygen machine.

    Rubbing that particular image from my mind as I pushed my fringe from my eyes, I leaned over my phone.

    I lied, quickly coming up with a better excuse than I had to work. Then I sat back and downed my Chinese in a few unpalatable gulps.

    Even though I’d just gotten up, I headed back to bed. I had a feeling tonight would be a long one.

    …

    Hank Chaplain

    The room was dark and gloomy with a musty scent filling the air. Running along with it was the sharp smell of fresh blood.

    Hank walked forward, his hands in his pockets. He tipped his head down and nodded at the box on the plinth. “Tell me we finally found it?”

    A man stood behind the plinth in a long, dark robe that touched the dust-covered floor. The robe was completely black except for red accents of perpetually fresh blood rimming its sleeves and collar. The blood dripped along the fabric until it splashed onto the floor.

    The man inclined his head to the side and brought up a hand as it escaped from his long sleeve. His hand caught the light. It was gnarled down to the bone – nothing more than a thin sheet of skin stretched across joints.

    Hank didn’t shudder back in fear; he’d seen much worse and done much worse. “Tell me it’s the right box. Tell me we’ve got our hands on it?”

    The other man ignored him as he picked up the box carefully with the gentle touch of a soldier brandishing a live grenade. The old man tapped one of his twisted fingers on the wood. A dull, resonant thump echoed through the room. It sent a thrill racing up Hank’s spine.

    “I need fresh blood,” the old man announced.

    Hank didn’t wait. He shoved a hand into his pocket and pulled out a vial, chucking it at the old man.

    “And the victim?” the man asked.

    “Killed in all the right ways. It’s as fresh as fresh can be. Just what you need.” Hank’s words were quick and snapped as all his attention was locked on the box and the promise within.

    The old wizard didn’t waste any more time. Carefully, he undid the lid of the vial, and with a single word echoing under his breath, he tipped the blood over the box.

    At first, nothing happened, and Hank’s heart sank. Then an explosion of magic covered the box, blue flames sparking so high Hank had to take a step back and protect his face.

    As he let his hand drop, an enormous grin cut across his face. “Finally, finally, we found it.”

    The wizard didn’t reply. He brought his hand down, and despite the blue flames, he plunged it past them to run a gnarled nail across the wood.

    Though a protection spell ran along the wizard’s hand, it wasn’t strong enough to completely shield him from those dancing flames. The old man gave a hiss but did not stop running his nail down the length of the box.

    “Open it,” Hank insisted as he pressed forward. The flames weren’t hot yet, but if he reached a hand out without the right protection spells in place, the fire would consume him. It took practitioners of the strongest caliber to be able to push the power of that magical fire back.

    The wizard continued to rake his fingernail across the runes carved into the wood, but the flames kept licking higher and higher. With every second, his protection spell dwindled, until, with a rattling gasp, he jerked back.

    “Open it!” Hank screamed, spittle flying from his mouth.

    “I cannot,” the wizard conceded as he drew his damaged hand back into the protection of his blood-soaked sleeve.

    “Then find a way.”

    “I will,” the wizard promised.

    “And keep that thing safe, for god’s sake. Who else knows about the box?”

    “Only the fools who sold it to me.”

    “Have them eliminated at once.”

    The wizard nodded down low.

    “Right.” Hank shoved his hands back into his pockets. Before he could turn and leave, he shot one last lingering look at the box. Within was the power to change everything. Whosoever held that power would hold the world in their hands.

  
    Chapter 2

    I didn’t like the waitressing business. Never had. I’d fallen into it like every other job in my life. If you asked my grandmother, I had no direction. In her books, I was worse than a murderer, because I had talent. I was intelligent, and under my frumpy hair and baggy eyes, I was almost pretty. But I never did anything with my potential. I wasted it.

    As she’d once told me to my face, in her books, ignoring your abilities was as bad as killing a man.

    Rubbing my sleepy eyes, I listened to the train’s PA announce the next stop.

    Sighing into my hand as I yawned, I got up and followed the other commuters off onto the station.

    Even down here it was fiendishly cold. Despite the fact it was midsummer, and it should have been a warm, balmy night, a shiver raced down my back. I shrugged further into my thick winter jacket just as I noted that the other commuters were in shirts, skirts, and shorts. They hardly looked like they were about to face a blizzard. But I couldn’t chase away the sudden cold that had descended over me in a wave.

    Clenching my teeth and listening to them chatter in my skull, I headed up onto the street beyond. I glanced up and stared at the clouds gathering along the horizon.

    “Christ, those look like storm clouds,” I muttered to myself as I huddled further under my jacket.

    A cold blast of wind slammed into my back, chasing the loose ends of my hair over my shoulders.

    Despite the fact the street was packed, no one else appeared affected by the gale. Which was just my luck – even the weather was out to get me.

    After a few city blocks, I made it to the right place. Dragging my phone out of my pocket, about as chipper as a prisoner about to be sent to the gallows, I checked the address Larry had texted to me.

    “Yep, this is it,” I said under my breath.

    I took a few seconds to drink in how expensive the building looked. It was one of those new towers that had replaced one of the inner-city parks. Weirdly, though I’d lived in Saint Helios my whole life, I didn’t remember this particular building.

    It seemed weird – almost like it was a cardboard cut-out someone had propped up on the horizon. Kinda like if I turned back and blinked, the building would disappear completely….

    As I tilted my head back and took in its enormity, it looked as if it had cost more than the GDP of a small country. As someone who always had to scrounge to get by, that pissed me off.

    Before I headed around back to the service entrance, I smoothed a smile over my face. I even checked my reflection in the shiny door as I entered the kitchen. Larry, who was always up in my face when I turned up for work, was nowhere to be seen.

    Stacy appeared, holding a bundle of clothes. “Hey, kid. You’re late.”

    “Sure am. Where’s the codger? Off robbing old ladies?” I quipped as I looked over my shoulder in case he was somehow hiding in one of the giant industrial ovens.

    “Haven’t seen him.” Stacy handed me the clothes. “Now change into this uniform. We’re already running pretty late.”

    I frowned obviously, gesturing to my black skirt and shirt with a brush of my hand. “I’m already wearing a uniform.”

    “Not good enough. This is a high-class gig.” She gestured to the expensive kitchen equipment behind us. “I’m surprised Larry isn’t making us wear evening gowns.”

    I snorted. “That or lingerie,” I quipped as I spied a bathroom sign and rushed over. I tugged my jacket off before I’d made it into one of the female stalls.

    I heard Stacey walk into the room behind me. “Larry’s going ballistic about this one. Got a long list of rules. He made me personally promise to remind you to look presentable. Seriously, he’s crazier than usual.”

    I’d left the door to my stall ajar, and Stacey nudged it further open. She handed me a cute little makeup bag.

    “I’ve already got plenty on.” I wriggled into an extremely well-fitting skirt and blouse combo.

    “It’s not enough. Larry wants everyone looking their best. And Larry…” she trailed off.

    I frowned as I managed to wrestle the blouse over my bust. “Larry is what?” I nudged the door open with my knee and faced Stacy as I zipped my skirt up and buttoned my top. “He was weird on the phone,” I pointed out as I grabbed Stacy’s makeup bag and rifled through it for a shade of lipstick that didn’t belong on a news anchorwoman from the 90s. Clutching a suitably soft pink, I darted over to the large mirror behind the sink and started to apply the lipstick with a quick hand.

    Stacy frowned as she turned around and jumped onto the counter. She sat there, swinging her legs, looking decidedly un-Stacy as she continued to consider me with a concerned look. “Something’s not right with him. I mean, I know we’re always saying that, but seriously, I’ve never seen him like this.”

    I smudged my lipstick, my hand ticking to the side as a sudden burst of nerves pounded through my gut.

    While I thought, deep down, that Larry was a good guy, the cops might not agree. I’d heard enough around town to know he wasn’t always an upstanding businessman.

    I frowned at Stacy as I grabbed some mascara and started applying way too much until my eyes looked like they were framed by spider legs. “What do you mean? Where is he, anyway? He should have been at the door, chiding me for being late.”

    Stacy shrugged. “I saw him when I got here. But I haven’t seen him since. Camille from the kitchen said she saw him darting off into a taxi an hour ago after he had a conversation with a god.”

    I arched an eyebrow. No, I didn’t think Stacey actually thought old Larry McGregor of Fabulous Catering Services had nicked off in a taxi after a meeting with the divine.

    One look at the way Stacey was biting her lips told me the only godly thing about the guy Larry had talked to would be his butt. Or his abs. Or his chest – Stacey was never picky.

    “What guy was he talking to?” I clicked the lid onto the mascara and shoved it back into Stacey’s makeup purse.

    She took an entirely unnecessary breath as if she planned on swooning into the sink. “Franklin Saunders. This party is his. I heard from the other waitresses that he has just rented out this entire tower. You know who he is, right?”

    Yeah, sure – I knew Franklin Saunders. Anyone who stepped foot in Saint Helios City soon met the guy. And no, he didn’t walk up to you and personally introduce himself – he was just everywhere. From the gossip rags to newspapers, you couldn’t move without news of Mr. Saunders – the city’s number one philanthropic, rich, handsome bachelor. The media couldn’t get enough of him, and neither could any red-blooded female.

    Franklin was the kind of perfect you didn’t actually see in real life. Though I’d never met him personally, by all accounts, he looked like a Greek statue come to life, airbrushed, muscled, and crammed into a fine Kashmir suit, Gucci loafers, and a Cartier platinum watch.

    “It’s like the guy’s been carved out of hotness or something.” Stacey fanned herself.

    I ignored her textbook, girlie move and scratched my neck.

    What was going on here? When Larry had said he would rather owe me than Franklin Saunders, had it been more than a throwaway comment?

    “Anyhow, when you’re finished here, we need you on the floor. Drinks are about to start.” Stacy jumped off the bench, pivoted, checked her lipstick, and waved as she walked through the door.

    She left me there, frowning at my own reflection.

    My phone vibrated with a message, the sound so unexpected I had to stifle a yelp.

    Groping in my bag, I pulled out my mobile and frowned all the harder when I saw it was my mother. The text was suitably brief. Just three words, in fact: not good enough.

    It was a response to my earlier message that I wouldn’t be able to see grandma today.

    I sucked in what I hoped would be a calming breath, but it just made me all the more pissed off. Lashing out, I kicked the bench. Though everything in this building was made of steel and polished chrome, I still managed to dent it.

    “Crap,” I spat under my breath. I dropped down and ran a hand over the damage.

    A good girl, in my grandmother’s eyes, would promptly turn around and tell management what she’d done. Me? I grabbed Stacey’s makeup bag, checked my reflection one last time, and left.

    I wouldn’t bother replying to my mother’s text until this gig was over. And, hey, by that time, maybe I wouldn’t have to reschedule with my Nona – maybe she would be dead.

    I winced at the thought. There were some lines even I wouldn’t cross.

    Or at least, so I told myself.

  
    Chapter 3

    Larry McGregor

    This was it. He was a dead man. Even if he managed to make it back to Saunders in time, it wouldn’t count.

    Larry had already burnt too many bridges.

    “Move your ass,” Larry spat at the taxi driver as he banged his knuckles against the glass dividing window.

    “Sir, I’m driving as fast as I can.”

    “Well, it ain’t fast enough. I’ve got two minutes.”

    Two freaking minutes.

    Franklin Saunders had given Larry two days to retrieve the box. Larry had gotten it, but it had cost him. He’d had to personally go against Hank Chaplain’s men to steal it back. And Hank Chaplain was the worst monster in Saint Helios City.

    Larry was a small fish, and Hank had always ignored him, only partnering up occasionally if Hank really wanted something Larry could get.

    Now Larry had burnt that bridge.

    All to get this stupid box back.

    Not for the first time, he timidly ran a hand along the rough wood. The thing was old – ancient if Barney was any expert. And he was; Larry had stolen enough antiques from clients over the years to appreciate that Barney had a real nose for figuring out how much something was worth.

    This box? When Barney had seen it, his beady eyes had popped. The old grouch had doubled over his bench, practically salivating.

    Larry had tuned out most of what Barney had said. There’d been something about ancient Norse runes carved into the wood. Something about the box potentially being thousands of years old.

    The only thing Larry had cared about was one little word: priceless.

    Priceless never meant priceless. It meant something was so rare it couldn’t be replaced. Larry knew from experience that everything in life could be sold. You just had to find someone willing to pay.

    Now Larry’s knuckles tensed, protruding like white rubber balls against his flesh as he pushed the box harder into his chest. It was Larry’s turn to pay.

    Pay for his sins, as Franklin Saunders had put it.

    “Just hurry the hell up,” Larry snapped as he glanced at the clock on the dash once more.

    One minute. Larry had one minute. If he didn’t show up at Franklin’s door in time….

    …

    Lilly White

    “God, it’s packed in there.” Stacey grabbed her skirt, neatening it with a quick pat as she shoved her empty tray toward me.

    I leaned past, catching a glimpse through the service door. Stacey was right – the function hall was packed. It was a massive room, too.

    “There’s gotta be at least 500 people in there,” I whistled under my breath.

    “Sure are, and they’re drinking like fish. We need more champagne and Chardonnay, stat.”

    “I’ll let the kitchen know.”

    “No, I will. You’ve got to get out there – I’m all smudged,” Stacy pointed out as she checked her reflection in her shiny silver tray.

    “You look okay.”

    She snorted at me derisively. “You think okay is good enough? My future husband’s waiting out there.”

    I chuckled. “Does he know that?”

    She flashed me a smile that was all teeth. “He will soon. Now cover me while I go do some touchups.”

    I didn’t question. I grabbed one of the trays on the service bench to my side, smoothly backed toward the door, pushed it open, turned, and entered the function.

    I smoothed a smile over my lips – the kind of grin that would not be moved no matter what happened. Drunk guy spills his burgundy down my pristine white shirt? I would smile. Some old lady elbows me in the face while she reaches for a canapé? I would smile. Some letch goes for my ass? I would smile stiffly then tell the kitchen to spit in his drink.

    It was all about the smile as Larry always said.

    Larry….

    My mind instantly snapped back to him. I hadn’t seen him yet, which was insane. Larry ran his business right down to the minutest detail. He took micromanaging to a new level. As he always harped on, he hadn’t created the city’s most lucrative catering company by sitting back and watching buffoons like me flop around ineptly.

    Then again, it wasn’t micromanaging that had brought Larry his success. Considering some of the rumors I’d heard about him, it sounded like Larry wasn’t always shy about taking a souvenir from clients. And the richer the clients? The more expensive the souvenir.

    You’d think, knowing this, that I wouldn’t work for him. Firstly, I needed the money. Secondly… god, I don’t know, but I seriously didn’t think Larry was a bad guy. Sure, he was as crooked as a gnarled tree, but that didn’t make him bad.

    I knew instinctively that my grandmother would cringe at my loose morality. To her, Larry had broken countless laws and should pay for them. To me? Larry had lived a hard life. Sure, that didn’t justify stealing. But let’s face it – the kinds of rich jerks who could afford functions like this were also stealing. They were just doing it in public by messing with everyone’s finances. Society was strangely okay with that. I wasn’t.

    A guy leaned past me and snatched one of the drinks off my tray before turning to offer the woman beside him a wink.

    She was stunning and decked out in a blue satin dress with diamonds draped around her throat.

    I glanced at her but didn’t stare, because I wasn’t allowed to stare. Smile, of course. But staring – actually using your eyes to make eye contact with people – that reminded them you were here and that they should say thank you, please, and excuse me.

    The only time these guys would say thanks to anyone was when they were helping themselves to your retirement fund and screwing up the economy.

    Without making eye contact, I offered the woman a drink.

    She reached out one long, elegant arm, hesitated, then took one of the flutes of champagne. In that brief moment of hesitation, I swore I saw something that couldn’t have been there – a blue symbol flickering over her wrist.

    I twitched with nerves, and that cold, hard lump I’d been battling in my chest for weeks suddenly became all the colder.

    I had to readjust the tray as I rubbed my sternum.

    Feeling my cheeks slacken and a quick sweat pick up across my brow, I turned on my foot quickly. I wanted to do the rounds and get off the floor before I fainted or hurled. Larry may be a good guy way underneath, but if I screwed up this gig, he’d find some way to make me pay.

    I turned so fast that I didn’t see a figure behind me until it was too late.

    I slammed into a man, and I lost hold of the tray, the drinks teetering to the side.

    Before they could fall all over me and smash against my feet, something happened -something my rational mind told me shouldn’t be possible.

    The guy I’d bumped into pushed a hand out, grabbed my wrist, and twisted it to the side. It was a precise, smooth move. It straightened the tray and stopped the glasses from falling. I got splashed with a few splatters of alcohol, but that was it.

    As soon as I was stable, he took a step back.

    You know that trick where a magician comes along and grabs a tablecloth, pulling it out from underneath an expensive dining setting?

    Yeah, that was like this. Except this was real and way more impressive.

    I stood there, heart pounding as I stared up at the guy. He neatened his tie and straightened a strange brass tie pin until it sat perfectly horizontal with his collar bone. Then he nodded quickly.

    And who was he, exactly? Oh, he was Franklin Saunders.

    He was way hotter in the flesh than he was in the magazines. Which, my mind told me, should be impossible. There wasn’t any airbrushing in real life, no fancy lighting, no staged sets. Yet Franklin Saunders looked sharper, clearer, and realer than anything I’d ever seen.

    I wasn’t usually a girly girl. Unlike Stacy, I didn’t sit on bathroom benches and pretend I was going to swoon. Still, I couldn’t fight the effect he was having on me.

    I’d drawn a crowd. I might not have just broken a tray full of expensive champagne on the floor, but that didn’t matter. Franklin Saunders had used super-human reflexes to save a ditzy waitress.

    People were already craning their necks to stare.

    Clearing my throat and redoubling my grip on the tray, I managed a quick, throaty, “Thank you, sir.” I twisted around to flee. As I did, I heard the woman in the blue dress introduce Franklin. It sounded like she was his secretary.

    Seriously, his secretary? She looked as if she was wearing a million bucks.

    Trying to hide behind my fringe, I had to fight off the urge to turn and get another look at him.

    I had to fight and fight, and by the time I made it to the service door, I lost the battle. With one hand resting on the smooth metal frame, I craned my neck as far as it would go until I caught sight of him. Fortunately, he was tall and broad enough that he stood a full head and shoulders above most of the crowd.

    He was looking right at me. Even from here I could see a confused frown crumpling his lips. His gaze darted from his hand then back to me, almost as if I’d left a stain on his fingers when he’d grabbed my wrist.

    Thump.

    Thump.

    Thump.

    My heart started to go crazy. It was as if somebody had reached inside my chest cavity, wrapped their hands around my heart, and started shaking it with all their might.

    That permanent cold sensation in my sternum exploded.

    The unmistakable taste of metal filled my mouth as my head started to spin.

    Before I could drop the tray again, somebody shoved the service door from the other side. The door rammed into my shoulder, and I jolted forward.

    I managed to shift and save the tray in time. I turned to see Larry.

    He was finally here, and he was as white as a sheet of ice. His cheeks were so sallow it looked as if he hadn’t rolled out of bed that morning but he’d rolled out of a grave instead.

    “Larry? You okay?” I asked.

    He ignored me. He stood there, somehow growing paler by the second as he appeared to search the crowd for somebody.

    That somebody started to walk toward him.

    Franklin Saunders.

    As soon as Larry made eye contact with Franklin, it looked as if the little guy would have a heart attack.

    Franklin tried to straighten his brass tie pin once more. “Let’s take this somewhere quiet,” he suggested.

    One of the other wait staff had bustled past me, and as she shifted out of the way, Franklin’s eyes locked on me.

    His stare slipped down to my wrist. He looked like he wanted to ask a question, but he didn’t get the chance.

    Larry untucked something from under his arm. Whatever it was, it was crammed under his jacket. Larry never took his jacket off at gigs like this. It could be sweltering, the air con could be broken, but Larry always wore his suit and tail.

    Now the pristine Italian wool was crumpled under his sweaty grip.

    Larry, who was usually as talkative as a pet parrot, didn’t say a word as he turned and walked back through the service door.

    Franklin paused, his attention still riveted on me.

    I watched his lips open to ask a question.

    Whatever it was, I didn’t get the opportunity to find out. Several waitresses shifted through the door, blocking me from view.

    When I looked up again, Franklin had disappeared, the service door swinging on its hinges.

    I stood there stock still for several seconds. My heart hammered so hard, I was sure I would end the night in the hospital.

    Back when I’d been a kid, I’d been anxious. Though I hid it well as an adult, I got scared easily. I always found it hard to talk myself down whenever terror raised its ugly head.

    I had plenty of coping mechanisms these days, but deep down under this acerbic personality I’d built myself, I was still that scared, anxious child. That kid inside me shivered at the look Franklin had given her, shivered at Larry’s pale cheeks, and more than anything, shivered at the cold spreading through her chest.

    Stacy walked through the door. “Hey, there you are.” She looked flustered. “Suzy has burnt herself in the kitchen. I’ve got to get back out onto the floor. Can you get the first aid kit—”

    I didn’t give her the chance to finish. I walked through the service door.

    “Hey!” she protested.

    Though all I wanted to do was turn tail and hide, I… found myself strangely pulled toward Franklin.

    For somebody with known anxiety problems, I also had a known curiosity problem. Sometimes I would flip. I would become intensely curious about the very thing that made me frightened, so curious that I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from seeking it out.

    That had to be what was happening now. It had to be curiosity, because what else could it be? It couldn’t be that I felt… compelled. That the cold sensation welling in the center of my chest felt like it was pulling me along as if somebody had wrapped a rope around my wrist and was now dragging me forward with relentless strength.

    I tuned out the chatter of the wait staff as they bustled around me. I followed Franklin and Larry at a distance. Though Franklin took Larry on a circuitous route through the building, I never got lost. It was almost as if I knew where they were going….

    I had no idea what I was doing – none. This was crazy, yet I couldn’t stop.

    I followed them until they came to a relatively simple corridor, considering how fancy the rest of this building was.

    Hiding behind a thankfully tall and verdant Kentia palm, I watched Franklin open a door and lead Larry inside.

    “God, what the hell is happening?” I mouthed.

    I teetered on the spot as I tried to decide whether to turn around or attempt to overhear what was being said.

    My curiosity won out.

    I darted out from behind the tall palm and shifted forward warily.

    Shaking, I pressed my ear against the closed door. My fingers practically scrabbled over the door in my eagerness to overhear what was being said within.

    At first, all I could discern were low, muffled tones, interspersed here and there with louder bursts as if somebody was shouting. With my heart ramming hard in my throat, I tried to decide what to do. It wasn’t as if Larry McGregor ever had trouble holding his own. But even a fool would realize he was no physical match for Franklin Saunders.

    My wrist tingled from where he’d grabbed it. If I’d had the presence of mind to lift it up and check the skin, I would have seen something burrowing under my skin. But right now all I could do was lock my full attention on that door and the argument within.

    I wasn’t very good at predicting events even when they were obvious. I was more of the kind of clueless chick who would miss the leprechaun for the rainbow. Not this time, though. My tummy pitched, and just in time I scuttled off down the corridor, found a half-open door, and threw myself within. A second later, I heard a door open and footsteps ring out.

    Pressing against the doorframe and peering out of the crack in the door, I caught sight of two figures: Larry and Franklin. I could have fallen to my knees as a relieved shudder passed through my body. Larry was alive, then.

    Of course he was alive, my rational mind retorted immediately. Because this entire situation was innocent, right? I hadn’t slept well last night, I was stressed, and god knows I wasn’t eating well. The tingle dancing through my wrist, the look Franklin Saunders had shot me – none of this was real. It was all my overactive imagination—

    “So what happens now?” Larry asked through a shaky, terrified breath.

    I watched Franklin Saunders smooth down his tie and take special care to neaten his tie pin. I hadn’t managed to get a good look at it when I’d seen him in the function hall, and I was too far away to properly discern it now. It was clearly important to him, evidenced by the fact he gave it one more lingering pat before he stretched out his shoulders and let his hands tensely drop to his sides. “What happens now, Larry McGregor, is this: you leave town, you sell your business, you donate the proceeds to charity, and you never return.”

    Larry spluttered.

    I waited for Franklin to laugh, for somebody to point out this all had to be a joke. But from the ashen, destroyed look crumpling Larry’s features, to the tight, determined angle of Franklin’s jaw – none of this looked funny.

    Stifling a gasp, I crammed a hand over my mouth, the move crumpling my lips with my rigid fingers as saliva slicked across my skin.

    “Sell everything—” Larry began, voice shaking. Not with anger, mind you, but with fright. The Larry I knew would take the opportunity to turn hard on his foot, sock Franklin on the jaw, and laugh his ass off. There was nothing more important to Larry than money. He would rather feed his entrails to a bear than give every cent he owned to charity.

    So why did Larry take a dejected step back, his eyes now so hooded it looked as if they were trying to sink through his skull?

    “Yes, sell everything. Give the proceeds to charity. And, Larry McGregor, never come to my attention again.” Franklin Saunders turned hard on his foot, his expensive shoes squeaking over the polished floor. He neatened his tie pin once more, cracked his shoulders, and walked off.

    I stood there, still pressed up against the crack in the doorway, my breath a frozen lump in my throat.

    Larry took an unsteady step toward the wall, planted a hand onto the plaster, let his head drop, and breathed. Just when I thought he would keel over, he pushed a hand into his pocket and plucked out his mobile.

    Franklin Saunders might have been the richest man in town, but Larry McGregor was no pushover. He also had the kind of contacts in the underworld who would make any good boy cringe. Except Larry didn’t make a call to every mob kingpin he knew – he called his bank.

    I only caught the beginning of the conversation before Larry pulled himself together and walked off down the corridor, but I heard enough to confirm one fact – Larry was selling everything.

    As soon as his heavy, dejected footfall was out of earshot, I let a gasp rattle out of my mouth. I took a step back into the darkened room behind me. I was now cramming a hand so hard over my mouth it was a surprise I didn’t squeeze my lips into spaghetti. “What the hell is going on here?”

    This… this couldn’t be happening.

    It had to be some kind of mistake. A game, maybe. Perhaps Larry had seen me dart into this room, and he was good friends with Franklin – and the two were now playing a trick on me. Except they didn’t turn around, rush up, and laugh until they went blue in the face.

    “Crap,” I muttered under my breath as I realized I couldn’t exactly stay in this room forever.

    Carefully checking that no one was in sight, I walked out. I cringed when the door creaked on its hinges. It didn’t bring Franklin Saunders powering down the corridor, thankfully.

    Fortunately I was alone.

    Adrenaline pumped through every muscle and tissue, leaving my fingers and toes tingling as if I’d just dragged them through a bed of lightning.

    I hesitated before shifting forward. Though common sense told me to get the hell out of here, I was way beyond common sense.

    … I swore I felt something in the room Franklin and Larry had been in. As I approached, I felt like I was being reeled in like a caught fish.

    I couldn’t describe it. This haunting sense shot down my back and sank hard into my middle. It left a tight shiver racing across my shoulders.

    I crammed a hand on my tummy and tried to subdue the strange sensation, but there was no chasing it away.

    My gaze slid up and locked on that door once more.

    Now I’d confirmed Larry was okay(ish), I should have been rushing to get the first aid box for Suzy, but suddenly that didn’t matter. Suddenly, nothing at all mattered apart from that door.

    Almost unconscious of the action, and completely unable to stop it, I reached a hand forward. As my fingers brushed the cold metal handle, I had a moment of clarity – it was just enough to question what I was about to do.

    Curiosity got the better of me. I opened the door and walked into the room. It was empty except for a single desk and a single chair.

    It was a small room, and it had no windows. I doubted it was somebody’s office, not unless they were really unpopular. The first impression that came to mind was an interrogation room.

    My gaze was drawn toward an object sitting on the desk. It was a book. I leaned forward and picked it up. Frowning as my fingers brushed the old, black leather, a jolt of something snapped hard up my back. It was such a powerful sensation, I felt as if I’d been thrown from my feet.

    “What? What the hell?” I stuttered.

    Before I could open the book and find out what was inside, I saw something that had been hidden beneath it: a small wooden box.

    I was no expert when it came to antiques, but I was guessing it wasn’t from the local souvenir store. The wood was cracked and chipped and marked with age. It had an unmistakable feeling of antiquity that made me grind to a standstill. I stood there, frozen like someone had just locked me in shackles.

    Unconsciously, before I knew what I was doing, I plucked the box up. A tight shiver escaped down my back – fast and unrelenting as it took my heart on a rollercoaster ride.

    Suddenly and completely overtaken by the box, I let the book drop. It fell onto the table in front of me, opening to a seemingly random page. It caught my attention for half a second, and that was all it took.

    The book was a ledger, except it wasn’t reconciling accounts. Instead, it reconciled crimes. A name was written in the left-hand column – none other than Larry McGregor. Written in the right-hand column was a horrible list of crimes: theft, racketeering, aiding and abetting, cooking the books, and fraud.

    My lips froze open in surprise as I brought the book up and read it.

    It didn’t take long for the box to steal away my attention once more. Placing the book back down, I slowly sat in the chair. Unintentionally, I ran a hand over the box. There was an odd symbol carved in the lid. It didn’t look rough, yet it cut my thumb as I stroked it.

    Yelping, I sucked in a sharp breath as several droplets of blood splashed down from my thumb and ran along the carved symbol.

    Something… something started to happen. Light began to spill along the symbol as if someone had somehow filled it with fire.

    “What the hell?” I screamed as I pushed the box back. I jolted to my feet.

    At first, my rational mind told me it was some kind of electrical effect. There must be globes hidden under the wood, too small to see.

    A second later, unmistakable blue flames grew brighter and brighter. They began to leap all over the wood, somehow consuming it without destroying it.

    I jolted back, my foot catching the chair leg. The seat clattered out from behind me and slammed against the floor with a rattling thump.

    I felt something moving along my thumb. Shrieking and backing off, I jerked my hand from side-to-side. I assumed it was a spider, but it was no living creature.

    As I brought my hand around, I saw a tiny lick of blue flame trapped within the skin. All I could do was stand there and stare at it.

    Then something exploded across my skin. At the same time, the coldest sensation I’d ever felt spread through my chest. It shifted with all the chaotic fury of wildfire yet felt as cold as the heart of the oldest glacier.

    Symbols spread across my body. They started from the cut in my thumb, powered down my wrist, cascaded up my hand, and rushed over my chest.

    “Oh my god!” I shrieked. I shook my hand wildly as I tried but failed to dislodge the light.

    Symbols danced over my flesh like live tattoos. At first, they stung but soon felt like nothing more than creatures slithering beneath my skin.

    I screamed and screamed, but no one could hear me.

    Shaking, practically convulsing, I cowered against the wall, my back slamming into it as I lost all balance. Knees buckling, I fell on my ass.

    With one hand still raised, I stared in abject horror as the light grew brighter and brighter. It now filled this tiny room. It sent shifting shadows playing along the bare, stark walls and underneath the simple desk.

    My head started to spin. Stars exploded over my vision. The taste of iron filled my mouth as if I’d just been struck on the side of the head.

    As my shoulders hunched in and I felt myself lose all muscular control, I heard a creak.

    The door opened.

    I had a single second to use the last of my energy to lift my head.

    I saw a man. Through my swimming vision, I made out a golden beard, flax-colored hair, and piercing, piercing blue eyes.

    Franklin Saunders.

    Overcome by light, I reached a shaking hand out to him. “Help me,” I managed.

    As I lost consciousness, I had time to notice one fact – he did not accept my hand. He simply watched as I fainted, those blue eyes never leaving the symbols dancing along my flesh.

  
    Chapter 4

    I woke with my face pressed into the concrete.

    It was so hard to rouse myself. My thoughts were a pounding mess right in the center of my skull. It felt as if somebody had replaced my gray matter with a pulsing heart. But slowly, slowly I came around.

    Though my muscles ached as if I’d just run 20 marathons in a row, I groaned as I found the strength to push into a seated position.

    It took several seconds for my bleary eyes to take in the rest of the room. There was no light on, and the only illumination was a slice coming in from underneath the closed door.

    No, that wasn’t the only illumination. I yanked my hands up and turned them over. I saw the light.

    I jolted so hard that my back slammed up against the wall behind me. My leg shifted forward and snagged the desk. I hit it with such force that it almost fell over.

    My breath shallow, I began to cover my mouth with my hand but pulled back when I saw those same strange symbols dancing across my flesh in cold, blue flames.

    Just as tears began to streak down my cheeks, I heard breathing.

    Someone was in the room with me.

    “Who’s there?” I demanded in a shaking voice as I pressed myself against the wall with all my might. My shoulders were so tight with tension, it felt as if they would shatter.

    I heard someone shift. Through the gloom, I saw Franklin Saunders.

    He’d been standing there on the opposite side of the room, arms crossed, staring at me in the dark. Now he came close enough that I could see his face from the illumination of the marks along my hands.

    I shuddered back. I pushed so hard against the wall, it was as if I was trying to shove right through it. “What… what do you want?”

    “What do you want?” he asked in a completely casual, normal tone. It was exactly not the kind of tone you would use against a frightened woman who was covered in burning symbols.

    I jolted so hard into the wall, the back of my skull slammed into it and I felt a shifting pulse of nausea sweep down my neck and plunge into my back.

    I went to cover my mouth with my hand, but again I jerked back at the sight of those symbols.

    With my stare locked on Franklin’s imposing form, I tried to rub the symbols off my flesh. But they wouldn’t budge. Even when I gouged at them with my nails, they could not be removed.

    Franklin leaned to the side and shifted his weight against the table as he ticked his head on an angle and looked at me. “You’re a witch, then?”

    I had no idea what he’d just said. My desperate gaze sliced off him and locked on that dim line of illumination under the doorway.

    I knew I had zero chance against a guy with Franklin’s build. Even with a gun, I doubted I could take him down him.

    My only chance lay out in the corridor among other people.

    “They can’t help you,” he said.

    I stiffened, a cold sweat drenching my brow and spreading between my shoulders. “What?”

    “There’s no one out there anymore. They’ve all gone home.”

    “What have you done with them?” My voice shook so badly I could barely understand it.

    Franklin chuckled. “Nothing. Like I said, they’ve gone home. It’s 4 o’clock in the morning.”

    “4 o’clock?” I repeated in a shaking voice that was little more than breath and desperation. “That’s not possible.”

    He gave another unkind chuckle. “You were out for five hours.”

    I shook my head, wrenching it from side-to-side. “W-what’s going on here?” I asked through another choked breath. The light along my hands pulsed even brighter like a flame that had just been fed a mound of dry wood.

    This time Franklin didn’t chuckle. He pushed off the table, and I heard its legs grate against the marked concrete.

    If I’d stiffened before, it was nothing compared to what my back did now. It felt as if I had become so rigid, I’d turned into a carved statue.

    I heard the creak of his knees as he folded down into a kneeling position.

    I freaked out. I kicked him, and my foot rammed his knee.

    It was a good, solid blow. I’d taken a couple of self-defense lessons way back when I’d started waitressing shady gigs. So I knew the kick was strong, just as I knew it caught him right on the tip of the knee. It should send him back no matter his size.

    The problem was, it didn’t. It felt like I’d just kicked a mountain.

    “Get away from me. Get away from me!” I screamed, my voice pitching high. Then I realized something: I should have screamed earlier. “Help, someone help me. Help me, please! I’m being attacked!”

    “No one can hear you,” he repeated in that same casual tone as if we were chatting about nothing more important than the weather.

    I tried to kick him once more, and even though I connected with his knee again, it just didn’t matter.

    I saw his hand reach toward me. I saw it because the light playing across my skin caught the underside of his fingers as they stretched my way.

    “No, get away from me.”

    I couldn’t push him back. He latched a hand around my wrist and pulled me forward.

    I can’t say the move was violent. He didn’t try to wrench my arm from my shoulder. It wasn’t exactly gentle, either.

    He leaned close as he appraised the symbols still dancing along my flesh.

    I could feel them like they were insects burrowing underneath my skin. They felt like they were made of light and paradoxically cold fire.

    I’d never felt more frozen in my life. Maybe it was the fear; maybe it was the adrenaline; maybe it was the fact I’d apparently spent the last five hours in this cold room.

    Or maybe it was the symbols.

    I felt as if my insides had been carved from ice.

    “Fortunate,” he muttered to himself. He let my hand go.

    I hadn’t been supporting it, and it slammed into the concrete with a crack.

    Hissing against the pain, I yanked my arm up and cradled it against my chest. I tipped my head back as I stared at him. He looked even more imposing in this gloom. “Please, please, just let me go.”

    “You don’t deserve to be let go.”

    That comment was enough to extinguish the rest of my hope. Up until that point, it hadn’t been clear what Franklin Saunders was planning.

    Now it was.

    Without turning from me, he used one of his long, strong arms to pluck something up from the desk. It was the same book that had Larry McGregor and every crime he’d ever committed written neatly on one of the pages.

    Franklin patted his suit and produced a pen from his pocket. He opened the book and began to write on a fresh new page.

    My heart rammed against my ribs. It felt like it would tear the lining from the flesh and chip away at the cartilage and bone. “What are you doing? Please, look, whatever you think I’ve done—”

    He abruptly finished writing and closed the book with a snap. “I don’t think you’ve done anything. I know what you’ve done,” he concluded in a rumbling tone. It was the kind of strong, punchy voice that would get anyone’s attention. It didn’t just shake through him but rattled the room.

    “What?” I asked through a rasp.

    He made a show of putting his pen back in his pocket. Leaning against the table once more, he opened the book. “Petty theft at the age of five. You went to the local supermarket and stole an orange.”

    “I’m sorry, what?”

    “You followed that up with a string of offenses during your teens. Stealing, for you, was how you found yourself away from your family, wasn’t it?”

    “What… what are you talking about?”

    “It escalated until you stole from family friends. This time, you’d gone too far. This time, they were going to call the police. And they would have if it weren’t for your grandmother. She paid off the debt, smoothed things over, kept you safe.”

    “I… I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I stuttered. I was frozen to the spot. The cold in my chest kept sinking further through my body until it felt like I would never know warmth again.

    He wasn’t making these wild accusations up.

    They were true. The kind of truth I’d swept under the rug.

    Everyone was foolish in their teens, weren’t they? Everyone made mistakes. You were meant to forget them and move on. Problem was, this guy had a list of every rule I’d broken and crime I’d committed.

    I began to submit to the situation. I didn’t surrender – I just stopped like a bird that had become immobilized by the presence of a predator it could not escape.

    The symbols continued to dance across my skin, the cold continued to march through my chest, and Franklin Saunders continued to read through my crimes.

    “Who… who are you? How do you know these things?”

    “It’s irrelevant. You don’t need to know who I am. All you need to do is pay for what you’ve done.” His voice changed. For the first time, it wasn’t easy anymore. There was no longer any sense of casual calm. It was dark like the room around me.

    “Oh god, what are you going to do?” I began to speak so quickly, I couldn’t draw my breath in fast enough.

    “I’m not finished.” He brought up a hand as if I were being impudent for interrupting his speech. “Your petty crimes pale in comparison to what you did tonight,” he said. Again his voice became so dark it made this gloomy room luminescent in comparison.

    “Tonight?” I gulped through a shaking breath. “I haven’t done anything. Look, I didn’t mean to find this room. That book, that… box,” I could barely say it. My voice became so twisted on the word box, it was like it had tied knots around my throat.

    “Just like you didn’t mean to become distracted by your greed and ignore the plight of a friend? Weren’t you meant to go find a first-aid box for Suzy? Just like you didn’t mean to accept Larry McGregor’s offer for work instead of seeing your grandmother before she died?”

    “W-what are you talking about? My grandmother isn’t dead.” Even as I said it, cold dread began to form in my gut like a knot.

    “You promised you’d see her tonight. And she held onto the hope you would. But when you backed out once more, it became too much for her. Lilly White, your grandmother’s dead. She died two hours ago.”

    It was blow after blow. From reading through my crimes, to casually commenting on the fact my grandmother was now dead – just as my chest had become cold, this situation had now turned to ice.

    I wasn’t equipped to deal with something like this. I wasn’t the kind of girl who could roll with the punches. I liked a neat, orderly, explainable life. From the symbols dancing across my skin, to Franklin Saunders’ cold eyes as he stared at me and judged my every crime – none of this was explainable.

    I began to breathe harder, my heart pounding with such fury it felt like my chest would explode.

    A couple of times as I’d been growing up, I’d hyperventilated. It had been anxiety caused by a girl who could never grow up and fit the shoes that had been left for her.

    If Franklin noticed, he didn’t seem to care. He continued to stare at me, his head on an angle. “What do you say?”

    “Sorry?”

    “How do you answer for your crimes?”

    The total fear that had seen me riveted to the spot abruptly twisted and turned into a pulse of anger. “Let me go, you prick. Let me out of here. Someone, anyone, please, help me!”

    “There is no one to help you. You have angered the gods, and now you will pay.”

    “Angered the gods? You’re crazy. Dammit, you’re mad—”

    He let out another chuckle.

    “Gods don’t exist. This can’t be happening.”

    “It is happening. And the symbols on your arms beg to differ – gods do exist.” He returned the book to the table, closed it neatly, then patted his hands down his front to smooth his jacket.

    He reached behind him and produced something from his back pocket.

    My attention was riveted on him as I saw a flash of metal.

    Oh god, it was a gun.

    Tears ran down my cheeks, bathing my shaking face as I sobbed wildly. “What’s going on? Who are you? Please, if there
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