
  
    [image: The Frozen Witch Book Two]
  


  
    
      THE FROZEN WITCH BOOK TWO

      

    

    
      
        ODETTE C. BELL

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Odette C. Bell]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        All characters in this publication are fictitious, any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental

      

      

      

      
        
        The Frozen Witch

        Book Two

        Copyright © 2016 Odette C. Bell

        Second Edition Copyright © 2019 Odette C. Bell

      

      

      

      
        
        Cover art stock photos licensed from Depositphotos.

      

      

      

      
        
        www.odettecbell.com

      

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WWW.ODETTECBELL.COM

          

          FREE BOOKS, FULL SERIES, & FULFILLING ENDINGS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Love free books?

        All Odette C. Bell’s series start with a free book, so you can try before you buy.

      

        

      
        Love a complete series?

        There are over 70 complete series to check out.

      

        

      
        Crave uplifting, fulfilling endings?

        Odette’s books blend action, wit, and a dash of romance and philosophy to bring together character journeys you’ll never forget.

      

        

      
        With over 70 complete series from fantasy to sci-fi, why not start your next favorite read today?

        www.odettecbell.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOXSETS

          

        

      

    

    
      If you like binging a whole series at once, check out Odette C. Bell’s boxsets. With over 60 to choose from, you’ll find something new to read today.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      So this was it, huh? I was now a magical bounty hunter for the Nordic god of revenge.

      I sat at my desk, trying but failing to swipe the dust off the wood. Don’t ask me how, but no matter how earnestly I swiped at it, the damn stuff wouldn’t be removed. It was as if it had been spelled to stay there forever. Hey, considering my luck, maybe it had. Technically I’d saved Vali’s life and brought in the odious Hank Chaplin, but had that won me any points?

      Nope.

      There was one thing I could be thankful for – it had been over a month now, and I was starting to get used to this new life. Did that mean I was happy here? Absolutely not. I was still 150% confused. I wasn’t, however, miserable. I simply didn’t have the time.

      Cassidy rolled towards me, the casters of her chair squeaking across the floor. She had to slap a hand onto the desk to stop herself so she didn’t roll off into the wall. In doing so, she upset an enormous cloud of dust. We both coughed, leaned back, and patted at our faces.

      “Sorry,” she said with an awkward smile.

      Once the cloud of dust dissipated, I offered her a smile of my own. “Can’t be helped. No matter what I do, I simply cannot get rid of this dust.”

      “It’s almost as if someone doesn’t like you.” She gave me a friendly wink.

      I just shot her what I hoped was a blank look.

      Someone didn’t like me?

      Heck yes someone didn’t like me. I could draw up a long list of people who hated my guts. Vali and Megan would be on the top of that list. Even if I’d saved Vali’s life, he still treated me like I was the worst criminal he’d ever met.

      It had been a month, but the so-called crimes that had brought me here were still fresh in my mind. None fresher than the death of my grandmother. I hadn’t even been permitted to go to her funeral. I’d had to keep spinning pathetic lies to my mother about how I’d won a trip to go overseas. It was a lie I knew I couldn’t spin forever. But how was I meant to tell her that I was now indentured to a god and I’d never be a normal woman again?

      Cassidy leaned away, stretched her arms wide, and cracked her back. “Busy? Nope? Good, because I need your help.”

      She looked up at me hopefully, and don’t ask me why. I was not an expert here. Anything but. There was still so much about this world I had to learn. Every day I was making new, awful, unforgivable mistakes. A mistake when you were working for Vali wouldn’t mean he’d dock your pay. Nope. It just meant you’d be working for him even longer. At this rate, I’d be indentured to him for the rest of my life.

      I shivered as I thought of that – shivered because I couldn’t help but think that was Vali’s plan. I hadn’t seen him too much since my job on the Hank Chaplin case. Yet every time I saw him, I demanded he tell me what I was. He would never tell me. He’d just get that look in his eye – the one I hated. It told me there was so much more to the guy than his arrogant, vitriolic anger and his twisted destiny.

      I knew he was keeping my secret – knew he’d keep it until the very end. I didn’t have any option but to wait this out.

      Cassidy scooted back to her own desk, plucked up a file, tilted back, and slammed it down on my desk. Again an absolute cloud of dust erupted from the move.

      “Sorry,” she managed as she spluttered.

      “It’s okay. What do you need my help with, anyway?”

      She clapped a supportive hand on my shoulder. “I can’t believe how much you’ve changed. A month ago, you wouldn’t have been so eager to get to work.”

      True. Absolutely true. A month ago, my latent fear had gotten the better of me. Now, with four weeks of this insane life under my belt, I had only one option. If I wanted to find out who I was, I had to keep pushing. That meant finding out more and more about this world. More than anything else, I had to find out about Franklin. Not Vali, mind you – Franklin. I wanted to find out if Chaplain had been right. As he’d had me tied to a chair, he’d said Franklin had committed an unforgivable crime and his only option had been to let the god of revenge possess him.

      Was it a lie – nothing more than a bold statement to scare me? Or was it the truth?

      I still couldn’t imagine the kind-hearted Franklin doing anything that would deserve such a punishment. In my head, Vali would have just possessed him, concocting some made-up crime to justify his actions.

      “Hello.” Cassidy waved a hand right in front of my face.

      I pushed back, blinking in surprise.

      She chuckled. “We’ve got to concentrate,” she announced as she plucked up the file. It was a Manila folder, and it looked like nothing more than an ordinary file. That was until she opened it. A charge of magic crackled over the pages, sinking into the dust covering my desk and crackling through the air.

      I twitched my nose as I moved out of the way, letting it discharge into the air as opposed to tingling through my fingers. Get close enough to magic, and it will give you the worst headache.

      The file didn’t only contain sheets of paper; here and there, tiny magical symbols floated a couple of millimeters above the pages. Cassidy touched one. As her finger pressed into the center of the magical symbol, one of those spinning, glowing cogs appeared.

      They were called mandalas, and they were the base of most magic. Except mine. It hadn’t taken me long to figure out that my power – the ice that broke over my body whenever I took my bangles off – was different.

      It was chaotic.

      I kept waiting for Vali to draw me aside and tell me how to use my abilities, but he hadn’t taken me on an important job since Hank Chaplain. Hey, maybe he wouldn’t rely on me again. Perhaps he’d realized we’d only gotten out of there by the skin of our teeth.

      The magical mandala spun to the left, and Cassidy bit her lip as her gaze flicked across the different runes.

      I’d now been inducted into the magical language we used. Alice called it the code, and that was a fitting title, considering its real name was in ancient Norse and I sounded like I was gurgling whenever I tried to say it.

      Though I couldn’t create magical mandalas of my own, I appreciated what Cassidy was doing as she scrolled through it. It was like a touchscreen. She spied the right rune and jabbed her finger into it. Footage appeared before us. Not in the way you’d see on TV. Not even in the way you’d see on one of those crappy 3-D screens you get at the cinemas these days. It was as if it was being re-enacted by miniatures. It wasn’t a hologram – I couldn’t see through the footage. It was perfect in every way.

      Cassidy frowned. She pointed at two figures as they appeared to loiter around an old, brown, nondescript door.

      “What exactly are we looking at?”

      “Trainee warlocks.”

      “How the hell do you know that?”

      She spread her hand to the left, flicking two fingers around in a circle. The perfect 3-D footage expanded, and I caught a close-up of one of their wrists. A black symbol was tattooed over it. I could see magic discharging into the air. A few sparks even caught some of the old, chipped paint on the door and singed it.

      “What are they doing?”

      “Loitering,” she said. The way she intoned that word, the way her cheek twitched – it sounded as if loitering was the worst crime a guy could commit.

      I snorted. “How exactly is loitering so bad?” I crossed my arms.

      “Because loitering leads to crime,” she said knowingly. “And because these two,” she tilted forward and stabbed a finger at the footage, “have an Internet history of looking up the wrong things.”

      I snorted. “If we had to bring in every single person who looks up porn,” I began.

      She spluttered. “Not porn. Demons.”

      Though I wanted to keep an even expression, I couldn’t.

      Sure, it had been a month, and sure, I’d learned a lot, but I still hadn’t plumbed the depths of this magical world. Nor had I discovered just how much lurked in the shadows.

      “Demons are real?” I unhooked my arms and leaned in close.

      “Sure are.” She shot me a meaningful look. “And they’re just as dark, if not darker, than you see in Christian mythology.”

      Great. My grandmother had been overly fond of those terrifying, old Catholic images from medieval times. You know the ones I mean? Demons sitting on people’s chests and tearing out their insides.

      I shivered, and there was nothing I could do to control it as it rammed up my back and shot down my shoulders.

      “So, let me get this right? What exactly are these trainee warlocks doing looking up demons on the Internet?”

      “They’re looking for one to call.”

      My stomach sank. “You mean summon, right?”

      She patted me on the knee. It wasn’t a condescending move. Nothing was with Cassidy. The cute grin she accompanied it with simply couldn’t be confused for anything other than infectious cheer. “Look at you, all that studying is paying off. Yes, I mean summoning.” Her smile froze. “They’re always busy looking for a way out.”

      “Way out? You mean the demons?”

      “No, I mean the warlocks. They’re looking for a way out of their ordinary existences. Whatever is getting them down. Family, friends, work. They’re looking for a demon to wipe it all away. To claw at the heart of their problem until nothing is left.”

      Slowly, I receded back. “They can do that?”

      “If we let them.” She gestured wide and nodded at the footage.

      I watched it with a different eye this time, a frown inching deeper across my lips.

      Now I couldn’t help but see that excited, dark look playing in the young men’s stares. They both couldn’t be older than 20 – the perfect age to make terrible mistakes.

      One plucked out his phone, and annoyingly he turned his back to us. I tried to get a different perspective as I pushed up and leaned over the footage.

      “Doesn’t matter. We couldn’t pick up the phone,” Cassidy said through an unhappy sigh.

      “How exactly did we get this footage, anyway?” I sat back down and faced her.

      “Vali has informants all over the city – usually petty crims he’s let go with a warning. It’s a good system.”

      I nodded, trying seriously hard to keep my expression even.

      Vali wasn’t the great, merciful god he painted himself out to be. Sure, Cassidy had been done for arson and theft, but that didn’t mean she had to do everything for Vali, putting her life on the line until he was satisfied he’d worked her to the bone.

      “Well, do you have any more footage?”

      Cassidy shook her head.

      I returned my attention to the perfect miniature figures as they loitered in front of the brown, chipped door.

      A strange sensation sank hard into my gut, and I leaned forward just in time to see them both jerk to the side as the door opened. I couldn’t be sure, but as one of them put his phone away, I thought I saw something written on the screen: come see me with your own eyes.

      Both men walked through the door, and the footage ended.

      Cassidy sighed, locked her hands behind her head, and looked glum. “I have no idea how to progress this case. I’ve been all over the city trying to find that specific laneway,” she tapped the footage and expanded it until we could see every detail of the scenery, “but I can’t find it.”

      “Can’t you just ask whoever took the footage?”

      “I’ve got no idea who took the footage.”

      I made no attempt to hide my confusion. “You just said it came from one of Vali’s numerous contacts. Why don’t you just ask him?”

      “It came in anonymously.”

      I frowned hard as my stomach kicked.

      Before I’d been indentured, I’d had exactly zilch intuition. I wasn’t the kind of girl who would look up before the phone rang or who could predict when it would be a bad day and opt to stay in under her covers. I was just the kind of girl who had to face every situation as it came.

      So why did I feel as if this apparently innocuous detail was seriously important?

      She shrugged, obviously picking up on my disquiet. “Happens all the time. Sometimes Vali’s contacts don’t want to be identified because—” She offered a knowing shrug.

      “That would implicate them in some other crime.” I filled in the blanks. “Got it,” I added softly under my breath, even though I absolutely didn’t have it.

      That feeling was still churning in my gut, still curling its way up my legs and down my back. I latched a hand on my neck and scratched it. “What do we do? And,” I turned quickly, “how do we catch them before they call a demon?”

      She laughed. It was loud and ribald, but it was still cute. “Catch them? That’s way above our pay grade,” she quipped, even though we weren’t actually getting paid here. “All we have to do is find that laneway and hand this case over to the big guys.”

      I didn’t need to ask who the big guys were. When it came to Vali’s indentured sinners, they were divided roughly along the lines of experience and ability. The more powerful you were, the more serious cases you were given, and, consequently, the faster you worked off your sins.

      That little equation didn’t work when it came to me.

      I was no longer willing to hide my head in the sand and deny the obvious – I was clearly powerful. I’d managed to overcome Hank Chaplin even when he’d taken Franklin frigging Saunders down. Yet I knew I’d never be promoted to the big guys. Vali wasn’t ever going to let me work off my sins quickly. He needed me.

      The disappointment shifting through my gut didn’t stop me from leaning back and locking my arms hard across my chest. “Okay then, so how do we find that laneway?”

      Cassidy shot me a grin and let out a chipper laugh. “I love how motivated you are. The only way we can do this, I guess, is to canvass the entire city.”

      I made a face. Whilst I was growing more comfortable with magic and this crazy world, that comfort didn’t extend that far away from my desk.

      Every time we had to step out and hit the city streets, I seized up. What would happen if I met someone I knew? What if I faced my frigging mother and she realized I wasn’t overseas?

      “It’ll be okay,” Cassidy assured me. “It gets easier.”

      “Easier? All I can imagine is running into my family,” I said as my shoulders tensed and pushed high toward my ears.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll come up with some kind of excuse. Plus, they won’t ever be able to see us using magic. We’re way too careful for that.”

      Every time one of Vali’s indentured had to use magic to track down one of his targets, they had to put up a blinding force field first. They were the same shields Chaplain’s goons had used on the outside of Barney’s pawnshop. As soon as you set up one of those shields, it would obscure your activities from everyone but other magical creatures.

      Though Cassidy’s statement was meant to be comforting, I couldn’t be reassured. Come up with some suitable excuse? She clearly didn’t know my mother. I’d missed my grandmother’s funeral – my mother would be furious. The kind of furious that would drag me home by the ear.

      “What did you tell your family and friends, anyway?” Cassidy asked, her eyebrows peaking with curiosity.

      Vali had left it up to me what I told my friends and family. Just as he’d pretty much left it up to me to learn how to use my powers, I couldn’t help thinking that he was always setting me up to make more mistakes. More mistakes meant more sins, and more sins meant I’d be here for even longer.

      I winced. “I told them I was overseas. That I’d won a trip.”

      Cassidy made a face. She clearly wasn’t impressed. “Really?” She unhooked her hands from behind her head. “That’s a terrible excuse. What happens if they see you?”

      “I didn’t think that far ahead.”

      “They absolutely can’t find out you’re magical,” Cassidy warned.

      No, they couldn’t. Revealing magic to a mundane was one of the worst sins out there. If I did that, I’d never be free from Vali until the day I died.

      Cassidy shot me another commiserating look then shrugged. “Anyhow, you’re smart. Figure it out. Right now, we have to hit the streets and find out where that laneway is.”

      She didn’t give me the chance to question. She simply grabbed my wrist and pulled me away.

      It was time to work off my sins, apparently.
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      Cassidy didn’t let me catch my breath. She dragged me down to a waiting car in the basement.

      “Come on, get in,” Cassidy said as I piled into the passenger seat beside her.

      She shoved the key in the ignition, gunned the engine, and shot through the basement, heading up the ramp and screeching onto the city street beyond.

      Clutching the hand rest, I locked my knees and pushed hard into my feet not to be thrown against the window. Clenching my teeth, I turned to her. “Do you really need to drive this crazily?”

      She grinned. “We gotta get our kicks somewhere.”

      Which was true. Working for the god of revenge wasn’t exactly fun. Nor was driving with Cassidy. After a few lurching turns and sudden stops, I felt my stomach trying to climb up my throat.

      It took me a few city blocks until I regained my composure. “Are we seriously just going to drive around town until we find the right shady alleyway?”

      She shrugged. “Gotta better idea?”

      I opened my mouth. I closed it. Nope. I just wanted to get this done and get back to the office.

      Why?

      Although I’d barely seen Vali over the past several weeks, I never passed up an opportunity to see him. With every passing minute, let alone day, my curiosity burned brighter in my heart as that cold swarmed faster through my chest. I no longer tried to push it away. I wasn’t scared of it anymore. That kernel of ice lodged above my heart was the source of my magic. As long as I wore these bangles, that frozen sensation was kept in check. But if I ever took them off? The ice would be let out.

      I shivered at that thought just as Cassidy hooked a screeching left turn, cutting off a taxi and driving through a red light.

      “Ah, Cassidy, is it really a good idea to break the law? Won’t Vali just add a few more weeks onto your sentence?”

      She chuckled. “This isn’t breaking the law – we’re doing this to catch our warlocks. Plus, I’ve got a magical lock on this car. We won’t cause any accidents.”

      I frowned at her dubious explanation then got right back down to thinking.

      Cassidy didn’t give me the option to dwell on my thoughts. She came to a screeching stop as she yanked on the handbrake and spun into a parking space. I’d let my grip on my seatbelt loosen, and I was shoved hard against the window, my face squishing against the glass.

      “Come on,” Cassidy said as she grabbed my shoulder, straightened me, undid her seatbelt, and got out of the car, “no rest for the wicked.”

      That was her favorite saying. It was the same with everyone back at the office. Middle Manager Ben chimed in with it at any opportunity.

      I still didn’t think I was wicked and likely never would.

      Rubbing my face from where it had smashed against the glass, I got out onto the pavement. A chill wind raced down the street, caught the ends of my hair, and buffeted them over my back. I shivered as I shrugged further into my collar.

      Usually, no one noticed that I could get cold on the brightest, sunniest day. Cassidy did as she jumped onto the pavement beside me. She frowned. “What’s happening to your hair?” she asked as she pointed to it. She turned over her shoulder, checking for a wind as she licked her finger and brought it up into the air. When she didn’t find one, her frown etched deeper. “You’re a weird one, aren’t you?”

      I didn’t answer.

      “Just what kind of magic do you practice, anyway?” she asked for about the hundredth time. Cassidy was always asking what I could do.

      I cleared my throat and patted my holster. I was becoming used to the fact that I now had a gun. For the first week and a half, I’d cringed every time I’d seen the thing. Now it felt comforting as it sat against my hip. It was my only weapon when I wasn’t with Vali – when he didn’t give me permission to remove the new bangles he’d given me after I’d iced the last pair.

      “Let’s get this done,” I said quickly, wanting to distract her so she didn’t pry any further.

      The great thing about Cassidy was she could be distracted easily.

      She nodded, spun on her foot, and headed towards the first laneway we could see.

      It wouldn’t just take the rest of the day to check every side street and laneway in Saint Helios; it would take weeks. I doubted we had that long. If Cassidy didn’t solve this crime – or at least get enough information on those warlocks to call in the big boys – she’d fail her case. Fail her case, and her sentence would be extended.

      It was an awful existence, yet one Cassidy never frowned at. She smiled and rubbed her hands together. “Once this is done, there’s this Chinese restaurant I want to take you to.”

      “How exactly are we going to pay? We don’t have any money.”

      She shrugged. “They owe Vali. They’re always giving us free food.”

      I shoved my hands into my pockets, huddled further into my collar, and followed Cassidy down the closest laneway. As soon as we entered, I knew it wasn’t the right one. We didn’t have to walk down its winding length for me to know that – I just… did. There I went again with my intuition. I just knew this wasn’t right.

      “I think we’re onto something,” Cassidy pointed out as she wagged a finger at me.

      We walked the length of the laneway and quickly proved her wrong.

      She sighed, her shoulders sagging. “Great, only several more hundred laneways to go.”

      My brow crumpled. “There can’t be that many alleyways. There aren’t that many streets.”

      “Human streets, sure. Magical streets? There are scads of them.”

      So there was more I had to learn, ha?

      Just great.

      We left the car where Cassidy had inelegantly parked it, and we continued to pace the streets. I couldn’t help but feel that this was exactly what real police work was about. It wasn’t about chasing down the crim, cuffing them, and shoving them into your car. It was about plodding along, looking for clues.

      Morning turned into noon and midday slipped into the afternoon.

      Cassidy’s stomach was rumbling, and I was so cold my hands were bone-white.

      “This is getting us nowhere,” Cassidy said through an uncharacteristic grimace. “Middle Manager Ben wants this info by tonight.”

      Ever since I’d pointed out our office boss looked like a career pen-pusher, Cassidy and Alice had started calling him middle manager, too.

      “Don’t give up,” I said, just to cheer her up, “we’ve still got plenty of hours left in the day.”

      “But what about Chinese?” Tears touched her eyes.

      I chuckled. We were walking along a wide, leafy green street in one of the well-to-do parts of town. Old, colonial buildings were interspersed with Edwardian and Princess Anne style houses. It was beautiful. I also knew this section of town – my grandmother’s mansion was close, further up the hill, in fact.

      I stopped. Dead.

      It took Cassidy several steps until she jerked her head around. “What? You too hungry to go on, too? How long do you think it will take to get back to the restaurant and order take out?”

      I didn’t answer. I stood there, my hackles up, my heartbeat quickening.

      “Hey, Lilly, you look kinda pale. You cold again?”

      I knew this section of town. I’d walked the streets plenty of times. Growing up, my best friends had lived around here. Yet, even though I was well acquainted with every house, I’d never seen the alleyway before us.

      “Hello.” Cassidy waved her hand in front of my face. “You okay?”

      I tugged my hand out of my pocket and pointed at the laneway. My finger was stiff, and I heard it creaking.

      “Crap, I didn’t even see that there. You think we should check this one?”

      I couldn’t answer. Going against the natural anxiety that always welled in my heart, I went with my curiosity. I tilted forward as if I was being pulled. My pace quickened, and Cassidy had to push into a jog to catch up.

      “I doubt this is the laneway. This place looks too—” She stopped abruptly.

      The laneway changed. At its mouth, it had been open and hemmed in by two carved sandstone walls. Suddenly it looked rundown, and the buildings on both sides were so decrepit they clearly didn’t belong.

      “Oh my god, this is it.” I heard Cassidy’s heels grind against the pavement as she came to an abrupt stop.

      A cold sweat raced up my back, and an icy hand clutched around my throat. I felt my head twist. I turned to my left. There it was: the door. It was unmistakable. It wasn’t just the brown, chipped paint. It wasn’t just the bowed, aged wood. It was the feel of it. Though I’d only seen footage, somehow I’d picked up a sense of it.

      Unconsciously, compulsion twisting hard through my body, I pushed a hand out, reaching for the handle.

      Cassidy locked her grip on my wrist and yanked me back. “What are you doing?” she hissed in my ear. “We can’t go in there. We just have to find this place, remember?”

      It took me a second to let my hand slacken in her grip. Though part of me was terrified at the sight of the door, my curiosity swelled in my chest like an engorged balloon.

      “Hey, come on. We shouldn’t wait around here. Who knows what kind of magical defenses they have. Let’s take a location,” she grabbed her phone from her pocket and unlocked it without looking away from me, “and get the hell out of here. Case solved.”

      No. I begged to differ. The case was not solved. But the rest of the investigation wouldn’t be our responsibility, right?

      … It took me a long time to agree with myself – a long time to let Cassidy pull me back. She brought up her phone, and to anyone walking past, it would have looked like she was taking a photo of the door. She was taking its location.

      She wasn’t tagging its GPS coordinates – she was using something a heck of a lot more reliable. She was taking its exact magical location. Though I was only starting to learn about how magic affected space, I knew it would take me the rest of my life and several theoretical physics degrees to ever truly wrap my head around it. Point was, a magical location could shift around, just like the corridor outside of Vali’s office. One day your magical house could be located by the ocean, the next, by the forest.

      “Come on,” Cassidy said through clenched teeth, “tag the location already,” she berated her phone.

      It was clear she wanted to get this done and get out of here. Heck, had I not suddenly lost my mind, I would have wanted to run away from this creepy door, too. But something was calling me. That cold shiver kept racing faster down my spine, pulsing into my legs, discharging into my feet, and making each toe tingle.

      “Finally.” Cassidy let out a reverberating, relieved sigh. “Got it.” She tried to smile, but the move was stiff. She shoved the phone back into her pocket, shot the door one last wary look, turned, grabbed my wrist, and pulled me away.

      I needed to be pulled away. I was stiff, my body unyielding as my attention remained locked on that door.

      I needed to know what was within. No, I wasn’t the kind of girl who sought out the macabre or scary. God knows I hated horror films. As for all those forensic TV shows they made so much these days – I found them creepy. Even actors playing dead bodies made my skin crawl.

      Though I knew what lay behind that door would be dark, I felt compelled to see it. No, that wasn’t it? I felt a responsibility to see it.

      I shivered, but Cassidy didn’t let up as she resolutely dragged me away. Though we retraced our steps, when we reached the mouth of the laneway, we didn’t exit in the same place.

      “Oh crap,” Cassidy said, her shoulders jerking down and her arms becoming limp. “This is so unfair.”

      I blinked. Now we’d left that door far behind, it no longer had its hooks in me. With one last shake of my shoulders, I shook its compulsion off. I returned my attention to the street before us. “Where the heck are we?”

      “All the way across town. It’s going to take hours to walk back to our car.”

      “Can’t we just take a magical taxi?”

      “Sure. But we don’t have cab charges.”

      “We need cab charges?”

      “You have a lot to learn.” Despite the fact she was younger than me, Cassidy leaned up and ruffled my hair like I was a kid.

      I let her get away with the move, mostly because my attention was elsewhere.

      I turned over my shoulder, narrowing my eyes as I stared back into the laneway.

      That sensation – that dark promise – it hung over the place like a stifling blanket.

      “Hey, Cass, do you know what kind of demon those trainee warlocks were trying to summon?” My voice was surprisingly even considering my gut was as choppy as the most violent sea.

      She shrugged. “None of my business. If Middle Manager Ben does know, he didn’t share. That’s above our pay grade,” she warned once more as she wagged her finger at me.

      I offered her a stiff smile in return. “Sure,” I said, pretending to drop it, but drop it I couldn’t.

      Back when I’d been contracted to Vali, I promised myself that I’d find some way to escape. There was no way I was going to work off my so-called sins. I had nothing to prove and nothing I owed this world. So why did it feel as if I had a responsibility to track this demon down? Why did it feel as if I wouldn’t be able to rest until this case did?

      Feeling colder than ever, a new gust of wind slammed into me and buffeted my hair over my shoulders as I rubbed my hands together.

      Cassidy turned on me again. She gawked at my wild hair. “It’s like you’re in a storm no one else can see. You sure you don’t know what power you have?”

      I shrugged. I was careful not to look at her too warily. “Like I told you – I’m new. Until my powers… develop,” I muddled through my lie, “I have to stick with this.” I patted my gun.

      Cassidy, as always, dropped it. She was too bubbly to be suspicious for long.

      Just before we could walk away from the laneway, I felt something rush up behind me. It slammed into my back, my hair now buffeting around my face with such force it was like I’d just stuck my face in a hurricane.

      “Whoa,” Cassidy said as she jolted back. “What’s happening?”

      I felt something slam into me. It was more than the wind: a force, a sense – a dark one.

      I shoved hard on my foot, jolting my head to the side just in time.

      I heard a whisper caught along the wind. It hissed past my ear, and somehow I felt the sensation trail across my cheek like a finger. “Come see me with your own eyes.”

      I jerked back so hard, my heel hit a dent in the pavement. Before I could trip into the gutter, Cassidy lurched and caught me. “You okay?” Her cheeks paled.

      I shoved out of her grip. I locked a hand on a lamppost as I gaped at the laneway.

      I saw a figure. A man. Except… he wasn’t a man. He was different. The sense of him….

      His hands were in his pockets, and he was casually leaning against the wall. As I stared at him, he swiveled his head to the side and locked his attention on me. His pupils were two perfect pools of darkness – two pinpricks like tunnels into an eternal night.

      “Holy crap.” Cassidy shoved past me. She deposited a magical shield before flicking her left hand to the side. A red, spinning magical mandala spread from her fingertips. She selected the symbol in the center, and a blazing plume of fire burst out from her touch. After several chaotic twists, it formed a long sword made out of flames.

      I stood there, stiff and terrified. Finally, I shuddered back and grabbed the gun from my holster. As I brought it up, the man laughed and leaned back. Somehow, he disappeared right through the wall of the building behind him.

      “Call for backup, backup,” Cassidy spluttered, her face plastered with fear as she held her blazing sword high.

      Fixing my gun in one hand, I shoved my shaking fingers into my pocket and snatched up my phone. I didn’t hesitate. Now I could discern the symbols on the magical phone easily, I selected the right one. Jamming the phone against my head with my shoulder, I returned both hands to my gun.

      I didn’t have to say where we were. The guy on the other end of the dispatch promised backup would be here within minutes.

      Cassidy stood a protective step in front of me, facing the laneway and never letting her sword drop. I longed to ask what we were up against, but I didn’t dare divide her attention.

      It felt like years passed as we both stood there stiffly with our weapons, waiting for backup. It was only minutes until two cars screeched up. They rammed onto the pavement and entered our magical bubble. To anyone else along this quiet suburban street, it would have looked as if those cars had parked calmly. People wouldn’t be able to see us, and God knows they wouldn’t be able to see the creepy mouth of the even creepier laneway.

      I saw several of the so-called ‘big guys’ jump out of the cars. I recognized them, because unlike Cassidy and me, they wore uniforms. Kinda based on a human SWAT uniform, they had dark-black body armor and helmets and held serious magical weaponry.

      Cassidy pointed down the laneway with one shaking hand. “He’s down there. We both saw him.”

      “What class?” one of the magical SWAT guys asked in a gruff tone.

      “I dunno. We didn’t get a good look at him.”

      The guy swore and muttered under his breath, “Rookie.” He motioned his team forward, and soon they disappeared out of sight down the laneway.

      I was rigid. I still had both hands wrapped around my gun. The tension pulsing through my shoulders was enough to pulverize my muscles.

      Cassidy relaxed first. With a breath, she let the sword disappear from her hands. Opening her fingers wide, fire licked around them until it extinguished with a fizzle.

      She turned to me. I still couldn’t put my gun down. The wind was still whispering words against my cheek: come see me with your own eyes.

      I shivered. I couldn’t let go of my gun, so I jerked up a shoulder and tried to chase that lingering touch from my cheek. It felt like invisible fingers were tracing a pattern down my skin.

      “Hey, it’s all right,” Cassidy said in a clear tone that was at odds with her bubbly personality. “The big guys will get this. That… that demon isn’t going to get away. We’ve done our job. We can go back to the office.”

      “Demon?” My voice was so high, I could barely discern it.

      Cassidy gave me a weak smile. “Yeah. Demon. Like I said, the big guys are going to get it. It’s all okay.”

      I managed to let my gun fall. I didn’t holster it yet. My nerves were running riot in my stomach. They felt like a mob trying to tear me apart from the inside out.

      “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”

      As she led me away to one of the waiting cars, I couldn’t help but twist my neck all the way to the side. I stared at the laneway, trying to catch a glimpse of him. Despite Cassidy’s promises, I knew this wasn’t over.
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from the frozen depths of history
comes a new kind of witch
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