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    To my family, I love you all so much. Without you, I'd be much like the characters in this book. Stuck in a cold dark place, with no way out. 
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The angry-sounding alarm blared into her ears. Adelia jolted awake with a scream, falling out of bed as she crashed to the floor with a thud.

She groaned, grabbing her clothes. She gritted her teeth against the cold air, shivering. This wasn’t the start of her week that she was hoping for. And with the boiler being on the blink, there was only one thing that had a chance in hell of warming her bones. Coffee, and lots of it. She glanced at the time on her watch, preparing for her usual marathon to get to work on time. Half-past eight. “Shit!” she muttered to herself. Once again, she had forgotten to change the time on her alarm, leaving her with only five minutes to leave the house. Her boss and colleagues didn’t like her as it was, and running late would only encourage them further. She made herself a pot of coffee, poured it into her favourite travel mug that she had bought herself for Christmas, grabbed her keys from the hallway shelf, her shoes from the door, and rushed out of the house. Inside the car, she started the ignition, driving barefoot to the Loan Industries where she worked. It wasn’t until she stopped in the parking lot, did she slip on her shoes and fastened her hair into a messy bun. Looking somewhat tidier than she did when she left the house, she smoothed down her skirt-suit and carried her still-hot travel mug into the building. 

She checked the time on her watch. Nine-thirty. She let out a sigh of relief as she strode up to the stairwell. The doors creaked behind her, slamming open. She smirked, for once she had arrived before the rest of the team. With her colleagues catching up, she turned and climbed the stairs. With what sounded like a herd of elephants stamping up the hallway steps, she finally made it to the top floor. She gasped for breath, her heart pounding. Just as she took a step towards the office door, her colleagues barged past her, knocking Adelia to the ground. She dropped her travel mug, spilling the coffee over the floor and herself. She cried out, only to find herself alone. Not one person stopped to check on her to see if she was ok. She sucked in a breath and climbed to her feet. She dusted herself down, groaning at the coffee on her outfit. “Of course,” she muttered. She checked the time again. Nine thirty-five. “Great,” she said with a grumble. “Great, great, great!”

In the far corner, she noticed a woman scrubbing the dirty floor on her hands and knees. Her brown hair tangled and her clothes were dirty and scuffed from where the gravelly floor had torn at the fabric of her trousers.

“Hey, what’s your name?”

“Lilian,” she whispered. “I am sorry, am I in the way...? I’ll—I’ll move.”

“In my way? Don’t be ridiculous. Come on, get off the floor. It’s filthy.”

“Yes, I’m the one that cleans them all,” Lilian replied sadly.

“Yikes. I hope you get paid well for it.”

“Oh, I don’t know. I get paid, though I wouldn’t say it was a great payment.”

“How much?” Adelia asked, now intrigued.

Lilian leaned in, whispering numbers into her ear.

“That is slavery. I will have words with the CEO, and I am sure we can sort something more suitable. Scrubbing floors, such a waste.”

“Late again, Adel,” a voice snapped.

Adelia rolled her eyes. “Of course, I am fully aware of the time. If you all had not pushed right past me every morning; I would be here on time. So yes, I’m the last one.” She closed her eyes, suddenly remembering who she was speaking to. “Sir,” she finished. She turned around to face her red-faced boss.

“Then perhaps, you should arrive a little sooner,” he said without an apology.

“That’s a great idea. I’ll take the pay rise to go with that earlier start,” she cheered, faking a smile.

“Pay rise?” he repeated, coughing violently. “I didn’t offer one.”

“No? I don’t work for free, Sir. If I am doing longer work hours, I’ll need to be paid for the extra time. Or perhaps, everyone could just stop barging into me every damn morning, as though I don’t exist.”

“Alright, fine. I will make a note to everyone, to watch where they are going in the future.”

“Thank you, Mr Handler. I would appreciate that.”

She sat at her desk and looked around at her colleagues, their glaring faces looking back at her. “I know you can all see me!”

They went back to facing their computers, grumbling to themselves. Adelia sat in her chair and switched on her computer. “Treating me like I don’t exist,” she muttered. “They see me fast enough when they need something.”

After a long morning, she went out into the garden and pulled out her bag and unzipped it. She peered in, pulling out the lunch she had packed the night before. A sandwich, a bottle of iced mocha, a packet of crisps, and an apple. She took out her sandwich and her drink and kept the rest in her bag. She ate under a tree; sitting alone. She took a deep breath and exhaled, wondering if working for another five years was a mistake.

As soon as it was three-thirty five, she left the office and walked out. She glanced back as she got to her car, vaguely aware of her colleagues stood back, watching her. She sighed, feeling more alone than ever.

She drove away and headed home; looking forward to the spaghetti and meatballs she was going to have for dinner.

It was four thirty when she finally got home. She walked through the door and switched on the hallway light. A small animal walked towards her, greeting her at the door with a soft purr.

“Hey, Kitty. At least you’re happy to see me,” she said with a small smile. “Those people at work are assholes.”

The next morning, she woke up early and headed to her kitchen. She poured her coffee into a flask and got ready to leave. Twenty minutes later, she was out of the door and heading to her car. She sighed, hoping that a couple of minutes earlier would stop her from being stampeded by her colleagues.

As she arrived, she pulled up to her usual spot with a frown. The parking area was unusually busy. Shrugging it off, she secured the car and made her way towards the building. She smiled, pleased that she wasn’t being barged to the back of the property. “No more complaints about being the last one there.”

Just as the timer on her watch chimed, she walked into the office. She stopped, gaping at the office.

“Last one, again.” a voice hissed.

She closed her eyes, instantly recognising the sound of her boss’ voice. “That’s because I am on time, and everyone is unusually early. When did you all get here?” she demanded.

“About half an hour ago,” he replied, smirking.

“That’s cool. Are they getting a pay rise, or are they working the extra hours for free?”

“It’s only half an hour,” he laughed.

“Yes, half an hour a day. So, at the end of the week, that’d be an extra three and a half hours. Are you telling me they agreed on almost four extra hours with no pay?”

The colleagues turned to face them, looking puzzled. “Wait, what? We aren’t working for free. That’s bullshit!”

Her boss cleared his throat nervously. “You know, you’re right. You shouldn’t be working in these conditions if you aren’t happy. I’ll email. I am sure we can get these resolved.”

“Resolved? I hope so,” she scowled. “I still have another four years on my contract.”
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Within minutes of her leaving her boss’ office. Mr Handler was holding the phone receiver to his ears. She could see him frowning through the glass as he waited. Not giving it much thought, she turned away and headed to her desk, where the computer was waiting. She logged in, then opened her mocha carton so that she could drink her coffee whilst she worked.

Her shift ended as soon as the clock chimed three thirty.

Adelia walked out of the building into the employee parking lot. The gravelled surface crunched under her brown suede boots as she walked hastily towards her car. 

She looked back, realising that she was alone. She knew they were avoiding her, and she didn’t care. These days, she preferred to be in solitude. At least she wasn’t being trampled. Adelia sighed with a heavy sense of defeat. 

As she arrived home, she opened the front door, fumbling with her keys. She stepped inside the hallway, placing her keys on the shelf by the door before she strode towards the kitchen, her footsteps echoing across the laminate flooring. Then she switched on the kettle and prepared her coffee. She barely had time to pour the hot water into the waiting mug before her phone rang. Irritably, she answered the call and placed the phone on her ear and held it in place with her shoulder. 

“Hello?” she greeted. 

“Adelia, I’ve been thinking about your recent complaints about how you were being treated. I also spoke to everyone involved. Which is why I’m calling to make you an offer. I would advise you to accept it,” Mr Handler stated, not bothering to announce himself. 

So much for manners. “Well, I will certainly be open-minded. What is it?”

“It’s a transfer to another region, but within the same company. You are our best asset, after all. But I think you’ll be more than sufficient for your experience to train the new recruits. And with a record like yours, who could train them better than you?”

“Another part? Which one?” She wondered if the other region was close by, although she hadn’t heard of another district in the city. Still, she could be wrong. Doubtful, but it wasn’t unheard of. 

“It is rather far, but I am sure things would be more pleasant for you.”

She fell silent as she considered what he was saying. “Alright, but where is it?”

“Good answer. It’s in the next state. It’s not too much of a distance, but it might mean you’ll have to use a boat to get there. Just across the water.

“Across the water?” she repeated, just to be sure she heard correctly. “The Hampshire State. I didn’t know there was one.” The Hampshire State? I had not expected to be sent so far. I would prefer to stay in Cylion City.”

“That isn’t what I am offering you. The one in Hampshire State is the next one closest to here. It has been open for six months. You know the company well enough. Plus, you would do the same job, dealing with files and data- but you would also manage a team there. You will make sure it’s running how the rest of the companies are. I am assuming you handle it?”

“Managing the company, wouldn’t that be a promotion and a pay rise?”

Mr Handler muttered under his breath, forcing the words out. “Yes, a pay rise and your own office.”

“That’s great. When do I start?” she cheered.

“You start on Monday morning at seven-thirty. Take the weekend off. You will need to be refreshed, ready for your new start.”

“Thank you, Sir,” Adelia said, hanging up the phone. She made herself dinner and a glass of wine.

In the darkness, lit by only a candle she had made, she thought about her future. Moving her to work across the water could prove expensive for travel. That would mean one thing. She would have to move. She didn’t have any family to ask for help from, nor did she have the finance to buy a house. Sighing again, she ate her dinner in silence with the world hanging on her shoulders. “Why oh why, didn’t I just keep my mouth shut...” she grumbled. She took another sip of her wine. “There again, it is a promotion, and a pay rise. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad after all.”

Satisfied that her life wasn’t going to hell, she finished her pizza and her wine and packed her things. She would spend her weekend house hunting. She looked around at her home, the place where she ate and slept in for almost twenty years. The hard laminate flooring she had laid herself had small gaps around the edges of the rooms. She remembered cursing repeatedly as she tried to make them fit just right. The brown leather sofa was in the centre of the lounge, placed strategically in front of the television with its back to the kitchen. The dark blue lamp shades she despised, brought by her sister, though she couldn’t bring herself to say the words. She looked around, lost for words. Even the blinds on the window frame were now faded. It was once pure black and painted with glistening stars with silver paint. It had cost her a pretty penny, and she wasn’t ready to let it go.  

To live across the water wasn’t what she had in mind, but if that was where the boss wanted her, what choice did she have?

Adelia’s night filled with the cries of foxes and a sticky heat that made her sweat. She was worried about her future. She turned to face the window, hoping for a cool breeze. The change of locations had come as a surprise, though she was sure that she knew the reason for it.

She got up, licking her lips. Her throat, dry and scratchy from thirst, made it hard to sleep. She walked down her stairs and headed for the kitchen, opened the fridge and reached for a cold bottle of still water. She barely acknowledged the yellow digits on her clock read two twenty-two before turning back to the fridge. The cool air greeted her with a chill. 

After taking several large gulps of her drink, she closed the fridge door and carried the water back to the bedroom with her and placed it on the window seal by her head.

The next morning, she woke up earlier than she planned. She went to grab herself some coffee and switched the light on in the still-dark living room. She sat in her favourite chair and contemplated what she was going to do for the day. Looking for a house would be an onerous task, but she wasn’t about to give up before she had started. She made a few calls, asking about how much it would take to get her there and back. After the costs for travel and food, her money was sparse and would leave her with less money than what she had started with. Again, she doubted if the promotion was worth the expense and stress. She took a deep breath, carefully lighting a candle with a small match. “It’s just temporary,” she reminded herself. “Once I move, I will have plenty.”

Despite her optimistic comment, her tone was less than convincing, even to her own ears.

The sun rose over the horizon, a small ray of light entered the living room. Adelia sighed, shaking her head. “What have I done?”

She got herself ready, pulled on her coat, and made her way to the car.

Thomas stared at the mirror, frowning. He turned to his wife, holding their six-month daughter. “I just don’t know. I can’t get my tie on straight,” he grumbled. He toyed with the knot of his tie, trying to set it straight and levelling out his tails of the tie, tucking it into his shirt.

“You’ll be fine,” she laughed. “You’ve been working there for a while now. I am sure you will do well at the meeting.” 

He sighed. “It’s not just a meeting. There’s going to be important clients there, and I don’t want to screw up. If I bag this client, for the amount they are asking for, it might finally give me a chance to have a promotion. And Mr Handler is a stickler for details. If I mess up, even a little, it’ll be my arse.”

“What is the meeting about? Maybe I can help?”

He frowned. “Thanks, but I don’t think you can. It’s just about finance. We have a great return rate, and always get the money back within the time given. And our motto is a little unusual. We turn no one away. When desperation calls, we deliver.”

She frowned back at him, tilting her head a little. “That’s a little vague, but I suppose it cuts to the point. Just go to the meeting and tell the truth. That it’s a great company, and that they are in very capable hands to give them exactly what they need.”

He smiled and kissed her on the cheek. “Exactly what they need might be the way to go. Thanks dear.”

He grabbed his keys and took a last look around. Something was still bothering him, though, something that he couldn’t shake. 

“I am still not sure,” he frowned. He could see his wife’s long black hair fall past her shoulders. 

Her stick-thin frame leaned in and gave him a kiss again. “You’ll be fine,” she said, assuring him. “Now, Stop fussing,” she laughed. “It’s the weekend. I am sure you would get the job done. No matter the task.”

Monday came with less progress than she had hoped. She woke at four in the morning and got ready to head over to the harbour. The boat was due to arrive at six, and she needed to get to work for seven-thirty. She wondered quietly if there would be a coffee machine on board. She doubted it, but she still hoped.

The boat arrived a little after six. An hour later, she was across the water and standing in an unfamiliar state. The buildings loomed above her. She took out her map on her phone and made her way to Loan Industries.

She arrived, with only minutes to spare. The large white building towered above her, making her feel small and obsolete. She took a deep breath and went inside, hoping to be treated better than the previous sector had treated her. “Ungrateful ingrates,” she muttered. She looked around, noting there were very few people inside. She entered the building and made her way to the office. A map on the wall labelled her office on the top floor at the far end of the hall. Smiling, she walked up six flights of stairs and down the hall.

Her office was quite large, with a red rug and her large writing desk. A laptop was on the desk, waiting for her. She smiled, moving it across the room to another table. Then, digging through her work bag, she pulled out her own laptop and placed it in front of her. 

Days turned into weeks of quiet solitude. She breathed in the peace and made her way down the stairs. As she entered the hall on the fourth floor, she neared the bottom and stopped. She strained her ears, catching murmured words in whispers. Adelia could just about make out her name, and it wasn’t said in light conversation. She frowned, feeling slightly sick. Her new colleagues were conspiring against her!

Not falling for the same crap as before, she decided it was time to do something about it. She hurried down the stairs and headed towards a local electronic shop. Half an hour later, she arrived back at the harbour and headed to her house. If there was going to be a mutiny in the building, she was going to need to know what they were up to. She picked up a small device from her beside the cabinet with a scowl. “I am going to hear everything,” she sneered.
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Adelia sat in her office facing her computer, waiting for the rest of her new colleagues to enter the building. She glanced at her bag, sighing. She could still see the receipt from buying some equipment. Adelia cleared her throat, and one by one watched as the workers walked into their office. She stepped out from behind her computer desk and stood at the door. They glanced in her direction and quickly avoided her glare. She shook her head and turned away. She couldn’t very well fire the entire building for not liking her. Then again, she supposed there weren’t a lot of workers that liked their boss at any job. What was she to do? She faced her computer, slouching back. “Time to get some words done.”

On her computer, she typed up the notes on her file. On the files were the addresses and phone numbers of the clients they had. All which had gotten into trouble, and next to their name, was a list of who owed, and what collateral they held against each person. Though they didn’t have items to keep, they held something more valuable. Each of them had a secret that would ruin their entire lives with. She cringed. The company specialised in blackmail. Though they weren’t paying to keep their mouths shut, they were paying back the money they owed. In her book, though, no matter how you looked at it, it was still blackmail. It was still wrong. She stared out of the window. They wouldn’t be so quick to fire her. She knew too much about what was going on, and she knew every little secret about every employee and employer within the company. “Just try it,” she muttered. “I can bring them all down to their knees.”

“Excuse me, can I speak to you?” a voice asked in a bitter tone.

“What is the problem?” Adelia said. She turned to face a woman with an angry scowl. She had a slender face and a petite frame that looked like a small breeze would knock her over. The woman’s long burnt-red hair fell past her shoulders down towards her chest. Her trousers hugged her shapeless legs like twigs peering out from the sleeves. She stood facing her, watching as the woman placed her hands on her non-existent hips. 

“We have been talking. We were wondering how long you will stay in this sector for?” the stick woman demanded. 

“Crystal, I am here for as long as I need to be. Does anyone have a problem with the way I run this place?”

“No, not at all. We were just wondering. We were doing fine before you came along, that is all.”

“According to the records, that isn’t quite the truth, is it? Before I came here, you hardly had any customers. Now we do and are making regular income. I assume that you all want to be paid?”

“Yes, but...”

“Then, I suggest you do your job so that I can do mine,” Adelia stated with annoyance. “I know that this isn’t the ideal way to make money, but it is more effective.”

“I... I understand,” Crystal replied, defeated. She smoothed down her long black dress and her long blue hair.

Crystal closed the door behind her and left.

Adelia leaned back, watching through a small window as Crystal headed back to her own office cube and spoke to her colleagues. She glanced down at the receipt again. Later, she will listen to whatever was said. She wondered what they were complaining about. It wasn’t like they weren’t being paid. She shook her head again and waited for the end of the day. Adelia picked up the tape with the recordings on and headed home.

It wasn’t like her home across the pond, but her new one-bedroom flat on the second floor was more than enough. She stared out at the water, wishing she were back at her old house. If only she had kept her mouth shut. She wondered what her life would have been like if she hadn’t taken the job as a shark loan.
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Chapter 4
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The next morning, she climbed into her car as she did every morning. Adelia put her mocha into the cup holder and the heating was on full. She shivered, feeling the blast of the crisp cold air that greeted her. She drove away from her block and headed to work. Halfway down the road, she slowed the car to a stop. She took in a deep breath, feeling nauseous. “Do I smell gas?” she wondered, a little worried. She pulled to the side and switched off the engine. Opening the hood of the car, she frowned. She hoped she would see something pointing to the problem of the smell. To her untrained eye, she couldn’t see anything. Grumbling, she took out her mobile and gave a mechanic a call. The last thing she needed was a hefty price for repairs. “I am sure it’s nothing,” she assured herself. She called the mechanic and waited.

She decided it was a good time as any to listen to the recordings from earlier in the day. She clicked the play button and listened intently to the muffled, but familiar voices.

“Something has to be done!” Crystal hissed.

“I know, but what can we do? She is our boss.”

“Greg, she wasn’t always our boss. How did she get this job?”

“I don’t know. The CEO gave it to her from Cylion City.”

“Then maybe we can ask them to take her back?”

“For what reason? They won’t just take her back just because we don’t like her.”

“I have an idea,” a woman announced. Adelia frowned. The voice sounded familiar. Where did she hear it from? She thought hard, trying to place a face with the voice but come up empty. 

There was a brief pause. “How about we simply just get rid of her?”

“Hannah, that is insane. We won’t get away with that, can we?”

“Come on? With this many enemies? They wouldn’t find out who killed her- especially if we all try.”

“I know she’s ruthless, but killing her? Isn’t that a little extreme?”

“Killing her is the straightforward part. Getting away with it would be much harder. You would have to be clever and remain invisible that no one would give you a second thought,” a woman grinned.

“Come on. You know what dirt she has on us. The CEO didn’t want her around, either. That is why she’s here. She knows too much, and she is ruthless.”

“Hence our job description.” Crystal commented.

“Yes, to the customers. Not to us! We are supposed to get secrets from the customers to make them pay us back what we owe. Yet, she knows our secrets and what we have all done. Do you trust her to keep that secret? The hell, I don’t!”

They looked at each other with a sober expression on their concerned faces. “No. I don’t.”

“Then I don’t see a way out of this. If we are to keep our secrets, we need to kill her, and we need to make sure we burn our secrets out of the system.”

“So, how do we do it?” Crystal asked.

“It’s best that we don’t discuss details. That way, we can’t slip up any details.”

“Agreed?”

“Agreed,” they replied in unison.

Hannah smiled, “Good. Tonight, this week, this month—she will die.”

Adelia switched the recording off and thought for a minute, and turned her attention back to the car. If someone had tampered with it, this was more than idle threats. She frowned. “Those backstabbing bitches. They won’t get away with this.”
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