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          BRADLEY WILLIAMS

        

      

    

    
      Bradley leaned back and locked his hands behind his head. He heard his leather chair creak behind him as he shifted to the side and locked his eyes on the expansive view of the city beyond. With an energy he’d never previously felt pulsing through his body, he watched everything, from every pedestrian walking on the city streets far below, to the cars, even to the birds on the wing. He felt a smile tug over his cheeks. Infective, unstoppable. Powerful.

      This was the right decision, he told himself.

      There was a knock on his door. He twisted his head to the left, unwrapped his arms from the back of his head, and shifted over just in time for his attractive secretary to sashay into the room. She was holding a manila folder tightly pressed under one of her slender arms.

      Bradley’s smile tugged even harder over his face, but this time, it wasn’t just him. For a fraction of a second, he could feel the god – that incredible power which now lay behind everything he did, the shadow behind his every action that was never too far out of reach.

      The secretary shifted around, handed him the folder, then sashayed back out of the room. Bradley stared at her perfect butt and smiled. He could get used to this, but just as he leaned out of his chair to get a full view, the god took hold. With perfect, seamless control of Bradley’s arm, his hand jolted forward and snatched up the folder.

      Out tumbled a picture, one Bradley recognized, one he’d paid to have taken – Lilly freaking Williams. Everything was about her, wasn’t it? If Bradley had his way, the irritating little pipsqueak would be killed and scrubbed from the world for good.

      “But you will never have your way,” Bradley said to himself. As his voice boomed and rattled out of his throat, it took on the unmistakable deep timbre of the god.

      Bradley still didn’t know which god he’d agreed to allow to possess him, and it seemed the god had no desire to be forthcoming with an answer. It didn’t matter. Bradley was getting everything he’d ever wanted. No one could stand in his way anymore. And that asshole Franklin Saunders? Oh, he was about to get what was coming to him.

      Yet it seemed that revenge on Lilly would always lie just outside of Bradley’s reach.

      “Yes, it will,” the god replied. That was the other thing – he could read Bradley’s every thought.

      “I still don’t get it,” Bradley said through pressed teeth. His voice was a muttered rumble as it filtered through the now empty room. “Why her?”

      “Do not ask why her. Ask why now.”

      “Fine. Why now?”

      “Because for the first time in millennia, we have been offered an opportunity.” As the god took hold of Bradley’s voice, it managed to reach a pitch so powerful it shook the very desk in front of Bradley. The thing rattled and skittered along the carpet.

      Bradley shifted back, but he didn’t buck out of his chair. He was starting to get used to the god’s awesome display of power. “What exactly can she do? And why the hell is everyone so interested in her?”

      “Because with Lilly Rachel White, the Drift separating the gods from man can finally be bridged. And when it is…” the god’s voice trailed off, and Bradley regained control over his vocal cords.

      He felt a surge of powerful anticipation blast through him. It was as if he’d just sucked on a live wire. His entire body tingled, zapped, and vibrated. An enormous smile spread across his face, and once more he found himself turning to the view. As he tucked his hands behind his head and leaned back in his chair, it creaked beneath him. He watched and waited. For the next move would be his.

      
        
        …

        Lilly White

      

      

      I was closer to figuring out the truth, yet no closer at the same time. It had been two weeks since the demon Caxus had been destroyed. In those two weeks, I’d kept most of my renewed sense of power and determination. Though I was still determined to press Vali and find out everything I could, some of that determination was slowly being chipped away.

      Vali had told me a lot about how the worlds of gods and men worked, about what the Drift was, about the legacy of the frozen witches – yet there was still so much he hadn’t told me and wouldn’t tell me. Every time I begged, he would always stare at me with that same angled jaw, those same narrowed eyes, and those same thin, white lips. He would always tell me the same thing: I wasn’t ready for the truth yet. I wasn’t ready to find out what I could truly do, and worse – what I’d done in the past without knowing it.

      A chill raced up my spine as I walked down the corridor. I hid it as I pushed further into the protection of my collar. I knew what Vali’s warning meant – knew the truth he was warning me off. My grandmother. He was still adamant that I’d killed her. Even if she’d ostensibly died of emphysema, I apparently had caused it. All her sorrows, all her weaknesses were down to me. I wanted to say I still didn’t believe Vali, but I just didn’t know what to believe anymore.

      I knew full well that there would be only one way to find out the answers to all the questions that swirled continuously through my mind. I would have to go there, wouldn’t I? See it with my own eyes; see him with my own eyes – the real Vali in the world of the gods. Even as I thought that, a chill raced up my back and sank hard into my heart. I couldn’t say it was dread. It was some awful mix of anticipation and fear, and it instantly reminded me of a conversation we had recently. I could see Vali pressed up against his window, that hawk-like gaze passing over the city as he stared on at the citizens of Saint Helios, no doubt waiting for them to make their next mistakes.

      I could still hear his breath, too – percussive, rhythmic, slow. I could still see his chest pushing in and out and hear the subtle stretch of fabric as his shirt accommodated the move. And I could still remember as he turned to face me – the exact expression that had spread over his usually smooth brow and the look that had flickered in his always deep eyes. “I’m different in the other realm,” he’d told me.

      Such a jolt had shoved hard up my back. It had felt as if somebody had collected me on the shoulders with a bat.

      Right now, as I continued to walk through the hallway making my slow, thoughtful way to the office, I let that word repeat in my mind once more: different. What exactly had it meant, and why exactly did I care so much? I’m sure, if Vali had his way, I would never ever reach the realm of the gods. No doubt he intended to keep me cooped up in his tower for the rest of my days. Though several months ago that would have sounded like a fate worse than hell, now I wasn’t so sure.

      I reached the door into the lower-class detective agency. I opened it and walked in. A few people looked up, acknowledging my presence. Yet I didn’t attract the stares I had six weeks ago. That being said, I was still aware of several watchful gazes as people glanced my way. The rumors had gotten around. I was no ordinary lower-class detective. Vali was overly protective of me, and Megan despised me more than hell itself.

      I tried not to let people’s interest get to me as I shifted through the open-plan office and headed right to the back. Even though several other lower-class detectives had joined the ranks in the past few weeks, I was still the one with the worst desk right at the back of the room. I doubted that would ever change.

      As soon as I walked in, Cassidy popped her head over the partition that separated our desks and grinned. Alice was out working on some big case, and I hadn’t seen her for days.

      Cassidy scooted over to me, her hands behind her head. Somehow she had such fine control over the chair that she didn’t smack into me, or land face-first into my ever dusty desk. Twisting around, looking like a manic boss about to send me to my death, she winked at me.

      My stomach sank. “What do you want?”

      “I want your help with a new case. In fact, I need your help on a case. What I’m trying to tell you,” she let her hand drop from her head, and she pressed a finger against her lips, “is you’ve been ordered to help me with a new case.”

      I just snorted. “Never one to cut to the chase, are you, Cass?” I said without a hint of sarcasm twisting through my voice as I sat down. I was always super wary not to touch my desk. I didn’t even let one of my sleeves trail across it. Do that, and an absolute cloud of dust would erupt and engulf me.

      I still had no idea why my desk was like an asbestos mine. I’d asked Middle Manager Ben a few times, but he hadn’t been forthcoming. Which meant this was just another mystery to add to my growing list of confusion.

      I pressed a hand against my sweaty brow and willed my confusing thoughts to be swept away. Cassidy, as always, helped to distract me. She came to a stop just beside me. She peered carefully at my expression. She was doing that more and more. At first, Cassidy had been anything but subtle. These days, it was obvious Alice was giving her some lessons in keeping her questions to herself.

      I just pressed my lips into a thin smile and grinned back. “What’s the case, anyway?”

      “Oh. We have to investigate this new office that has popped up.”

      I frowned. “What exactly does that mean?”

      “This new tower.” She put her hands up and spread them wide. “It just appeared a couple of weeks ago.”

      I looked at her askance. “You mean it was built?” I suggested.

      She raised an eyebrow, brought a finger up, and wagged it. “We’re in the magical world, remember, sweetie? When I say appear, I mean appear.”

      My stomach gurgled, and it was an entirely unpleasant sensation. I locked a hand on it as I twisted around to face her in full. So you’re telling me an entire office block just appeared in downtown.”

      She nodded sharply, that grin never shifting from her face.

      My skin chilled. “Um, isn’t this kind of a serious case? Shouldn’t we be handing this off to one of the more—” I stopped myself abruptly. I didn’t want to say one of the better units, because, to be honest, I thought Cassidy and Alice in their unique ways were the best detectives under Vali’s control. And when it came to power, though I wanted to be bashful, I couldn’t deny the fact I was the most powerful witch Vali had access to. If, in fact, I was a witch. that was another question that kept haunting me, wasn’t it? I couldn’t forget what he’d said after we’d confronted Bradley at my grandmother’s mansion. He’d implied I was a god.

      I had no idea what my expression did as I threw my mind into that thought for the thousandth time.

      Cassidy shot me a curious look, but she scrubbed it from her face as she did a full twist in her chair, the wheels skidding against the floor. “Don’t worry. We’re not the only people working on this case. Trust me; Vali has got most of his free detectives checking this thing out.”

      “So what exactly are we meant to do?” I asked, getting down to business.

      I frowned and crossed my arms. I made the mistake of leaning back against my desk. That simple move was all it took to see a tsunami of dust rush towards me. Cassidy and I bucked back, cramming our hands over our mouths so we didn’t suck in mouthfuls of that nasty magical muck.

      When the cloud subsided, she shot me a look. “We really need to buy you a tablecloth or something. Maybe some furniture plastic.”

      “I was thinking more like one of the most expensive magical force fields Vali has,” I said as my coughing fit subsided. “How come nobody else’s desk does this?”

      Cassidy just shrugged. “Because you’re the new girl.”

      I jabbed a thumb over my shoulder, indicating the six other detectives who had started working for Vali since I’d begun six weeks ago.

      Cassidy shrugged then went back to wagging a finger right in front of my face. “Come on, back to business. No rest for the wicked.”

      There’d been a time when I would have rolled my eyes and groaned at that statement because there’d been a time when I’d fought against its meaning. Now I just let it sweep over me. Hey, maybe I was suffering from Stockholm Syndrome here. Maybe I was starting to believe my captors. Or maybe I’d just found a new appreciation for what it was to be wicked. Cassidy and Alice, despite what they’d done, didn’t seem like bad people underneath.

      “You’re thinking too hard,” Cassidy accused me as she leaned in and slapped me on the back. She was careful not to make the movement forceful enough to send me tumbling against my desk. “Anyhow, let’s get up and go.” She winked as she jumped to her feet.

      She had such fine control over her chair that she sent it skidding around the corner of her partition and back to her desk with a simple tap of her foot.

      I stumbled over my seat as I managed to get to my feet.

      I twisted around to follow her out of the office, intending to question her as she drove crazily to wherever this new office block had appeared.

      Cassidy stopped and pointed at the jacket over the back of my chair. “It may be a perfectly warm, sunny day today, but we both know you need that. And this.” Cassidy announced as she shifted over and grabbed something from her desk. It was a scarf. It looked hand-knitted. I could tell because whoever had knitted it had obviously never knit anything before.

      My heart swelled. “Did you – did you make that for me, Cass?”

      For the first time in Cassidy’s life, she looked bashful. She handed it to me. “Yeah,” she said. She scratched behind her ear. “I know it’s not a very good job.”

      I leaned forward and hugged her. It felt surprisingly good, surprisingly normal. Right now I needed normal, because the rest of my life was about to come crashing down.
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      I fully intended to question Cassidy on the way over to this mysterious tower, but it didn’t take that long to get there. It wasn’t just the fact that Cassidy drove a car like she was driving a jet plane. The tower was only a few blocks away from Vali’s place. As we parked on the opposite side of the street and walked across, I tilted my head back and realized that this tower would have a pretty good view of Vali’s building. That brought a frown to my face.

      “Come on, we gotta get this done and get back to another case on Eastside,” Cassidy said as she waved me forward.

      “Hold on. I need to know more about this case before we go in there. I mean, what else do we know about this building other than the fact it just appeared? If somebody has the magic to make a whole building appear, doesn’t that mean…” I trailed off as I shivered. I’m sure there were good practitioners of magic in this world. I’d just never met one who wasn’t indentured to Vali. It seemed that every single person I came across who understood magic was either some mobster kingpin or that asshole Bradley Williams. No, I hadn’t forgotten about him and neither had Vali. The problem was, Bradley had disappeared. Though Vali had some of his best detectives tracking Bradley down, no one knew where he was.

      Which didn’t set my mind at ease. I knew just how desperate Bradley was. And I knew just how far that desperation would push him in his goal to get revenge on me.

      “This shouldn’t take any more than half an hour.” Cassidy chuckled as she leaned in and arranged my scarf around my neck. It had loosened, and she now tucked it back like a caring mother.

      I smiled in return. I’d been terrified that Cassidy would have permanent scars after the incident with Caxus. But Cassidy was showing the same cheery fortitude she always did. She’d bounced back almost immediately. Now she bounced along by my side as we reached the right building.

      Out of nowhere, a cold wind blasted against me. It caught the ends of my hair and sent them scattering over my shoulders. It also tugged the scarf and almost yanked it from around my neck.

      “Oh crap, you’re having another moment,” Cassidy said as she shot forward and pushed me through the revolving door in front of us.

      Whenever a chill wind came from nowhere and affected me but no one else, Cassidy always called it having a moment. That was one way to describe it. To be honest, I couldn’t tell you a better description. Though I’d mentioned this phenomenon to Vali several times, he’d simply pressed his lips closed and chosen not to elaborate.

      As Cass pushed me through the door and my wild hair calmed, this awful, chill sensation spread across my skin like a rash. It sank hard into my shoulders and darted with such speed to my stomach, it felt as if I’d swallowed a bullet. It brought with it dread.

      As soon as we emptied into the lobby beyond, I stiffened. It felt as if someone had poured concrete down my spine. For all intents and purposes, this building was pretty normal, pretty nice too. It looked genuinely expensive in that way you rarely see these days. Sure, office block towers are expensive to produce. But in modern times, builders usually scrimp on all the fittings, going for the cheaper light fixtures and the less durable flooring.

      But this tower was the perfect blend of modern yet old. It had all the classical eye for detail, while simultaneously managing not to look gaudy.

      Though part of my mind was impressed by this, the rest of me tried to fight against that awful all-encompassing chill that continued to slam down my back and pound into my stomach. If Cassidy was having a similar reaction simply by walking into the room, she was hiding it. Another cheerful grin spread across her face as she spied the building floor plan over near a bank of lifts.

      She waved me on with a cute shake of her shoulders. Though all I wanted to do was turn tail, run from the building, and catch the next plane out of the city, I clenched my teeth, steeled myself, and forced myself to follow.

      My eyes were wide, and they widened with every step. The echoing thump of my footfall sounded unnaturally loud as it reverberated through the room.

      We were hardly alone in this lobby. It was a hive of frenetic activity with suited workers and guards coming and going. Yet they all sounded muffled. They were dimmed as if somebody had tried to erase them from reality.

      It felt like Cassidy and I were the only actual people here. Even as she led me towards the lifts, she didn’t seem that sharp, either.

      Though Vali mostly refused to tell me more about my powers, he’d told me on more than one occasion to be careful of my intuition. He hadn’t said to follow it, hadn’t said to be wary of it. He’d just told me to watch out for it.

      Right now I was more than aware of it as it hammered in my brain like a prisoner at the bars. There was something wrong with this building, it was telling me, and the smart thing to do would be to turn around and leave.

      I didn’t get that opportunity. Before I knew it, Cassidy had called a lift. She hooked an arm through mine and pulled me in. That sense only grew sharper as she selected a floor and the lift began to ascend through the building.

      “You’ve gone all quiet, and you’re pretty pale. Feeling hungry?” she concluded. In Cassidy’s book, hunger was the worst thing that could happen to a girl.

      I pressed my lips together and managed a small smile. “I’m okay,” I said in the kind of voice that wouldn’t convince anyone.

      “Thinking of Vali? Still confused?” Cassidy said perceptively as she leaned back casually and crossed her arms. Cassie was a few years younger than me, but you couldn’t tell that by the way she behaved. I was still the little rookie in her eyes, and I imagined she’d be mollycoddling me for years.

      “I guess,” I managed in a falsely calm tone. “I always have a lot on my mind.”

      She snorted. “That’s an understatement. You overthink things, you know?” she concluded. She wagged a finger in front of my face.

      Either it was the finger, or it was her tone, or it was what she was saying, but for the first time since I’d entered this building, she distracted me enough that I frowned.

      This elicited another snort. “Haven’t you figured that out?” She patted her chest. “Me? I don’t think through things enough; that’s my problem. You, you’re always in your head looking for solutions amongst your thoughts when you should be getting out amongst the real world to find them.”

      My eyebrows twitched down. I wasn’t entirely sure how I felt about what she was saying. Though most of the time I ignored Cassidy’s infrequent bursts of wisdom, this time I couldn’t. “Um, Cass, we can’t exactly ever get out into the real world again. Not sure if you’ve forgotten, but we’re indentured to a god of revenge.”

      She snorted. “Of course I haven’t forgotten. And you can’t get out of my insightful observation that easily. You know exactly what I’m talking about. You spend way too much time thinking and not enough time doing.”

      I managed to stop myself from letting out an exasperated sigh. Maybe she was right, but what exactly was I meant to be doing? Like it or not, I was still indentured to Vali. Yes, our relationship had changed and grown over the past month and a half.

      But I’d still signed a contract to work off my sins with him. Though I was determined to find a way to get him to tell me everything, at the end of the day, it would always be up to him. He was the god, and I was his slave. Short of chucking an ice tantrum and freezing his office, there was no way Cassidy’s suggestion was going to work.

      Cassidy let out a cute laugh. “You’re doing it again – overthinking things. If you can’t solve your problems by doing, then just put them out of your mind. Concentrate on the case, instead,” she said as the elevator door pinged and we exited into a hallway.

      I fell into step behind her. No, I didn’t put things out of my mind. She was wrong. The best advice was not to ignore my problems if I couldn’t solve them. Do that, and I’d just find myself walking into some new magical trap.

      As I followed Cassidy down the expansive hallway, I couldn’t appreciate how true that notion was. For I was blissfully unaware of what I was about to get myself into.
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      “All right, this should be a simple shakedown,” Cassidy whispered under her breath. She shoved her hands into her pockets. “Now follow my lead. You’re still a rookie, and you’re not ready to take cases on your own yet.”

      From anyone else, that comment would have seemed barbed, but from Cassidy I just smiled. For two reasons. The second being that she was wrong. I’d taken Caxus down on my own. Not that anyone other than Vali knew that, of course. But the fact remained that I was ready to take on cases far more important and far harder than this one.

      The dread I’d first experienced upon entering this building was still there. It felt like a storm slowly brewing at the base of my spine – cold, chaotic, and terrifying.

      I shoved my hands into my pockets. Even though I had no intention of using my magic, I rounded my hands into fists, digging my nails into my palms as I told myself my intuition was off. Everything would be okay.

      Vali hadn’t been able to promise me that no one else would come after me. Without saying it, I knew he thought Caxus was only the start. There’d be more fiendish bastards out there who would do anything to get their hands on my power. Though there had once been a time when I would have put Vali in that category, now I didn’t. Like it or not, he was the only man, or god, who could keep me safe.

      Though my thoughts were a spiraling mess, I frowned. “Hold on, Cassidy, you still haven’t told me how this is going to go down,” I whispered as I reached for her arm to pull her back.

      Fortunately, no one was in earshot as she leaned close to me and pressed her lips together. “Just follow my lead. I’m going to pretend to be from the council doing a building inspection.”

      I paled. Did the council even do building inspections? If Alice were the one running this operation, I wouldn’t question her. But Cassidy?

      Cassidy didn’t give me a chance to object to her plan. She waved me over and shot me one last grin as she shoved her hands into her pockets again and strode away.

      That sinking feeling in my gut only sank all the harder and faster as I followed.

      The first thing that struck me about this floor was that it felt way, way worse than the lobby. That nagging sense of dread exploded in my heart until it felt as if I were about to have a cardiac arrest. I crammed a hand over my chest and rubbed until I left sweaty trails along the fabric of my blouse.

      Before I’d come to the attention of Vali, I hadn’t exactly been a lucky girl. Now that my destiny was unfolding before me – or should I say, unraveling – my luck had bottomed out. I was always being sent on cases that would blow up in my face.
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