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      Blurb

      

      
        Witches don't let death get in their way. Not when they have a city to save.
      

      Ebony has a minor problem. She's dead. She's also under contract with a demon, a powerful one. Unless she can break the deal, she'll end up in its pocket for eternity.

      With only Harry by her side, Ebony sets out on her most desperate adventure yet.

      ....

      An urban fantasy with everything from romance to mystery, The Witch's Bell Series follows the feisty Ebony Bell as she solves magical maladies, kisses detectives, and argues with her cantankerous bookstore. If you love your fantasy books packed with action, sparkles, handsome detectives, and the occasional lollypop, pick up Witch's Bell Book Five today.
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    Chapter 1

    Ebony Bell was hungry. When wasn’t she hungry? She was also bored.

    Ever since she had returned from the past, she’d been rushed off her feet. First, there’d been the little problem with bringing Rick, a possessed police officer from the 1920s, back to the future. Then there’d been the rigmarole over changing the timeline and dispatching not just a demon, but an entire cult, from the past.

    Her mother wasn’t happy. In fact, none of the witches of the Vale Coven had been particularly thrilled when they’d hauled her up in front of one of their meetings.

    A funny thing had happened this time around, however. Ebony could remember vividly what had occurred to her several years ago when her magic had been contained as punishment for showing a human magic: all that rubbish that had gone on during the Grimshore Curse.

    Back then, standing before the Coven had been a harrowing and downright horrible experience.

    This time it had been different.

    So very different.

    She’d stood there, back straight, eyes wide and unblinking. She hadn’t flinched, fallen, or groveled. In fact, she’d defended herself and every one of her actions. Okay, so she’d been a little cowed and intimidated – this was the Coven of Vale, after all – but she hadn’t let them see that.

    Maybe that’s why she’d walked away, scot-free, without a single charge.

    The power that Ebony had felt building in her since her defeat of the Relator had only grown since her return from the past. In fact, since learning of the kind of magic that was possible if you gave yourself up to Nature, she was now even stronger.

    Her mother was proud, Ebony could see it. Even if she was a little displeased at the potential damage to the timeline, Avery Bell was also delighted at the changes that had occurred in her only daughter.

    It seemed Ebony now had the ability and know-how to take on anything, from whole cults to powerful demons.

    Vale was safe now Ebony was around.

    Or at least that’s how it was meant to be.

    Ebony would soon learn a lesson that, despite all her victories, she was not undefeatable. She was not the strongest witch out there.

    There were forces more ancient and more powerful that observed her every move. Watching. Waiting.

    It was a lesson she was about to learn, and one she would never forget.

    Ebony yawned again, stretching her arms wide, the fabric of her loose, white silk blouse shifting over her shoulders and shuffling down her arms.

    She was waiting for Nate. He was late.

    He was never late. He was a knight, and for some weird reason, that meant that not only did he defend the planet and all that was right, but he also kept to appointments as if his life depended on it.

    Well obviously life didn’t matter much to him today, Ebony surmised as she scrunched up her lips and tapped her heel on the pavement.

    “You could just come inside and wait,” Harry offered. He was sitting beside her on a dumpster, arms crossed, and legs swinging. If it weren’t for the fact he was outside in public, Ebony knew the possessed bookstore would be forcing the dumpster to float a good meter off the ground. To Harry, there was no point in sitting down unless you could make your seat zoom around the room at 100 kilometers an hour.

    “It’s an important day for us, actually,” Ebony replied for about the zillionth time.

    Why exactly it was important was demonstrated by the outfit Ebony was now in. Even though today would be a workday, tonight would not be.

    She was in a very fetching silk blouse that hung off her and hugged her curves in all the right places, and a black skirt that flared around her knees as she walked. She’d managed to rustle up some frankly magical high heels that did wonders for her calves and the length of her legs, and her makeup had taken her ages.

    Today might be an ordinary day, but tonight would not be.

    Something had changed since Ebony had come back from the past.

    She still remembered having her head pressed into that pew in East Street Church, trying to rustle up the energy to go fight Helka.

    She remembered exactly what she had concentrated on, the images, the memories, the man that had finally gotten her to her feet.

    Nate.

    She’d been left with such an overwhelming sense that he meant something to her. Something beyond important. The mere thought of him had seen her through that battle.

    So Ebony was done waiting. Yes, technically she should respect Nate’s wishes and hold off on a relationship until the Portal was sorted. But who knew how long that could take? Months, years, decades? The Portal was so complicated and so powerful that healing its problems could take the better part of her life.

    She didn’t want to wait that long. In fact, she didn’t want to wait another day, another hour, another bloody minute.

    Ebony pulled up her sleeve and stared at her watch. It was a very attractive gold filigree number. She hardly ever wore it; it was worth a packet. While most of her clothes would magically appear and disappear in her wardrobe, this watch was different.

    It had been her grandmother’s.

    In fact, more to the point, her grandmother had been wearing it the day she’d met her husband.

    Ebony always suspected it had some kind of love magic twisted up in all of that fancy metalwork.

    If Harry even suspected that was the reason she was now wearing it, he’d probably laugh his ass off – but another thing Ebony was done with was hiding.

    So what if she loved Nate? This was her life, and she was going to live it the way she wanted.

    “You know… he’s never late,” Harry pointed out with a slight cough. “You don’t think he’s—”

    “Come across some magical criminals?” Ebony scratched her cheek. “He would call for backup. This is Nate we’re talking about.”

    “Ha, no. That wasn’t what I was about to say. Scared – you don’t think he’s scared? I mean, apparently he’s a knight, but take it from a possessed bookstore who has lived through an age or two – anyone can surprise you if you give them time.”

    Ebony pursed her lips, the movement growing tighter as she faced Harry.

    Scared? Even though she wanted to tell Harry that certainly was not the case, she cleared her throat instead.

    It had crossed her mind too.

    And why would the strapping knight be scared? What possible world-ending calamity could get that hero to shake in his socks and shoes?

    Simple: Ebony had asked him out on a date. Yesterday, after he’d dropped her home, she’d flat out asked, “Nate, go out with me tomorrow night.”

    Needless to say, he’d been shocked. Seriously bloody shocked.

    She’d been serious, though. And she was still serious: she was done waiting – it was time to take their relationship to the next level.

    Ebony ran her fingers over her lips, correcting her lipstick. Even though she couldn’t see her reflection, it didn’t matter. Since she had come back from the past – and more to the point, since she’d released herself to Nature – she now had a different relationship with her body. All the tiny signals it usually gave were now magnified. The smallest of symptoms could be dealt with before they coalesced into sickness. The tiniest of aches could be addressed by the easiest of changes.

    It was remarkable.

    Yet now here she was, frustration building as she crossed her arms and waited.

    It took another ten minutes for Nate to call.

    If she needed more evidence that the detective was avoiding her, the awkward conversation they had was sufficient.

    Nate, clearing his throat, told her that he had car trouble and that she would have to make her own way to their next case.

    Grumbling as she called a taxi, Ebony climbed in and drove all the way with her arms firmly tucked around her middle and a dark look in her eyes.

    She didn’t once pay attention to where she was headed.

    Since Ebony had returned from the past, she had forgotten something. Actively. She had spent so many nights and quiet moments blocking it from her mind, that she had forced it into the shadows.

    There it would not stay.

    Ebony may have saved her friends by releasing her magic to Nature, but she was forgetting something. The only reason she had found them and learned Helka’s name was because of a demon.

    A huge demon.

    A demon who had told her that she would pay. Not back there in the past, but one day.

    That day was today.

    Ebony Bell was headed for East Street Church. It would take her until she arrived and stared up at the slate roof covered in morning dew until she remembered what she ought.

    And it would take the rest of her very short life to come to terms with it.

  
    Chapter 2

    The taxi parked opposite the church, Ebony alighted, paid the driver, and then she finally turned to face it.

    It was a beautiful building, with its sandstone edifice and large stained-glass windows. It had a certain authority about it, a magnificence as it pulled up against the horizon.

    Right now it had a string of police cars parked out front and a fence of flickering police tape cordoning off the entire building from the rest of the road.

    The sound of the tape flickering in the fresh morning breeze caught Ebony’s ear. So did the patter of quick feet as several officers walked around the perimeter.

    She had no idea what crime had been committed here, and at that moment she didn’t care; something else caught her attention.

    A cold chill passed through her with all the force and fury of an Arctic winter.

    Briefly, she found herself standing in the middle of the street as if her feet had been welded to the spot.

    She stared up, neck muscles straining, pain rippling down her shoulders.

    She looked at the roof, eyes locked on the bell tower.

    Memories flooded back. The church, the demon, the pact.

    Somebody hooted their horn, and she gave a sharp jump as a car maneuvered around her and drove off, the driver actually leaning out of the window and shaking his fist at her.

    Rattled, Ebony jogged off the road and up onto the pavement directly in front of the church.

    At first, she didn’t want to stand on it; she just wanted to stay there with one foot half in the gutter, the other still on the road.

    With every step she neared that building, the memory of that demon came back. The one with the legion of voices. The one she owed something to.

    “Ebony, what are you doing?” Ben jogged down the steps of the church, a questioning look on his face. “I mean, I get you are probably forcing your mind to comb through the energies of the building or something, but be a good girl and get off the road; you are blocking traffic.”

    Ebony forced a smile as Ben trotted up to her. It was the barest of moves, though, and she felt no warmth in it.

    “You don’t look in the best of moods, Eb. Something wrong? Are you coming down with something? I tell you what, it might be the same thing Nate is coming down with; that boy has been silent and sullen all morning.”

    Ebony let out a small frustrated sigh.

    So Nate was definitely avoiding her then. What was more, it appeared that the prospect of going out with her wasn’t just enough to make the man run a mile, but send him into a child-like mood as if someone had stolen his teddy.

    She had half hoped the knight would be over the moon. That he would have taken the night to think about it, then realized that yes, he did love Ebony Bell, and that yes, the both of them were strong enough and capable enough to have a relationship, no matter what was happening to Vale.

    It set her teeth on edge.

    Yet even that didn’t have the power to shift Ebony’s awareness from where she was. With her heart grounding to a halt and her lips tightening and opening slightly, she turned to Ben. “What are we dealing with here? It’s not a demon, is it?” Her voice teetered and shook so much that Ben looked at her from over his shoulder as he turned to sign something a police officer handed him.

    When he was done, Ben planted his hands on his hips and narrowed his eyes. “No, it’s not a demon. As if you have any trouble with them,” he managed a grin. “Ebony Bell, demons are scared of you,” he pointed a finger her way, “terrified even. You aren’t scared of them,” he finished with a chuckle.

    If only that were true.

    Ebony tugged down on her blouse and followed Ben up the steps. Slowly. As Ben marched ahead, his permanently shined shoes tapping over the stone, Ebony dragged behind. She tried to fight the escalating fear that prickled up her spine.

    There was one thing she could be thankful for: there was no demon on top of the roof – though she was getting closer to the church, she wasn’t getting closer to it.

    Though she had tried to forget the creature, one of the first things she’d done upon returning to the Vale of the present was to go to the church to check it. The demon had not been there then, and it was not here now.

    Yet that fact offered little solace. The mere memory of the demon was enough to haunt her as she walked up those sandstone steps.

    Her breathing became erratic long before Ben walked her through the opened doors, muttering about some vandalism written over the walls inside.

    As they entered, Ebony saw Nate on the far side of the church, standing next to the altar, his face compressed with consternation as he ran his fingers over some symbols on the back wall.

    He stiffened as she entered, even though she knew for a fact he hadn’t seen her.

    Perhaps Nate was so connected to her now that he could sense her presence. So connected and yet he couldn’t bring himself to take it to the next level.

    Even though Ebony knew she shouldn’t, she blew a harsh breath from her nostrils and thought about how much of a wimp he was for a man who was supposedly meant to be a knight.

    Fighting dragons he could do, battling demons with nothing but a gun was entirely possible. Taking down dark wizards with a tackle was manageable, but dating Ebony Bell might as well have been the most impossible task in the universe.

    Or the least appealing.

    “Eb, were you listening to a word I just said?” Ben cleared his throat from her side, a disbelieving look on his face.

    She snapped her attention back to him. “Sorry… I was… checking for energies,” she lied.

    Ben’s expression softened, and he shrugged his shoulders. “I guess it’s always harder in a church, right? A lot of background noise to get in the way.”

    Ebony nodded. For a man as apparently ordinary as Ben, he sure did have an uncanny understanding of magic sometimes. More than once, Ebony had wondered whether Ben was some kind of unique magical creature – one that drove really, really fast and had a fascination with shining his shoes.

    Ben leaned in and patted her shoulder. “I should leave you to get to work; you don’t need me leaning over you. You’re Ebony Bell, Vale’s finest.”

    Ebony rolled her eyes at him. “Don’t keep saying that. I’m just an ordinary witch—”

    “Who beats up extraordinary magical creatures? Right, of course you are.” Ben chuckled sarcastically. “Well, if you need anything, scream.” Ben walked off, stretching his shoulders and scratching his chin as he did.

    Though Ebony knew academically that she should follow him and ask what exactly she was meant to be dealing with – and pay attention to what he said this time – she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

    She just stared at Nate.

    He hadn’t turned to her.

    Not once.

    Whatever was on the far wall was obviously so much more interesting than the prospect of Ebony in her finest clothes and makeup.

    It had taken her a full hour to get ready this morning, and he hadn’t bothered to glance her way once.

    She tapped her feet and turned her glum attention to the floor, taking a deep breath as she did.

    Even though she could easily wallow because Nate obviously didn’t want to go out with her, first she should really solve this crime.

    Sighing, Ebony closed her eyes.

    Rather than find Ben and ask what the crime had been, she opened herself up to Nature.

    She was getting better at it these days. It didn’t hurt as much, it didn’t jolt through her soul, and it didn’t leave her practically dead afterward.

    She stood there and let only a smidgen of her power flow from her and into the world around.

    Then she waited for her question to be answered.

    By pushing her own potential into the scene around, she gave it the opportunity to talk back (though maybe not using words the rest of the world could understand). She also gave it the opportunity to fix its own problems.

    She took a back seat, appreciating that no matter how smart and powerful she thought she was, Nature was more so. Nature knew how to keep things in balance, how to heal the deepest of wounds; the best thing you could do was redirect your own energy toward its task.

    As she released a little of herself, Ebony started to feel the dark.

    It was at the corner of the room – where the dust and spider webs were thickest, where the shadows collected at their most opaque.

    Blinking one eye half open, Ebony suddenly caught sight of Nate staring her way. The second she did was the second he whirled on his foot and pretended to be doing something else.

    A corner of her lips crinkled up into a half-smile. So he wasn’t ignoring her completely, ha?

    Before she could become too distracted, she refocused on her task. She pushed herself back into the Vibe of the place.

    As she did, the dark energy in the corner of the room started to unravel.

    Quickly.

    Like a cascade of water suddenly rushing off a water-clogged roof.

    It was as if Ebony had dislodged a stone in a dam and the whole thing had just given way.

    It was astounding to feel the magnitude of energy driving toward her.

    “Ebony,” someone suddenly snapped from the other side of the room, their voice echoing and booming low.

    It was Nate.

    It was a warning.

    She snapped her eyes open.

    While they’d been closed, she hadn’t seen the creature pull itself from the shadows at the corner of the room.

    The man.

    If you could call it that.

    It had all the right features, the right limbs, the right stature.

    Yet it was unlike any man Ebony had ever seen.

    It was dark through and through – the feeling, the sense of it.

    Ebony blinked quickly to clear her mind, taking a step back as she locked her gaze on the figure.

    Every single police officer in the room now had their guns out, directed at the shadowy figure making his slow way over to Ebony.

    His head was held low, face directed at the ground.

    She could not see his eyes. If, in fact, he had any.

    Despite what was going on between them, she heard Nate jog to her side and take up position just to her left.

    At that moment, he was the same old Nate. He was no longer embarrassed or conflicted or annoyed at her asking him out. He was her knight, ready to defend her, not willing to leave her side until it was over.

    Ebony managed a small smile.

    It would be her last for several days.

    “It’s time for me to pay,” the creature said.

    Except it didn’t use its own voice. It used Ebony’s.

    As it spoke, Ebony felt energy build within her throat and close it off.

    Nate bristled by her side.

    She clutched a hand to her neck, fingers pressing into her skin, trying to get at the strange sensation within.

    “It’s time for me to pay,” the man repeated, again using Ebony’s exact voice.

    This was not the first time a creature had tried to mimic her; back in the past, Helka had attempted to copy her voice, but it hadn’t been like this. He’d just used the same pitch, speed, and tone, twisting it all together until it had sounded like Ebony had been choking.

    The creature before her was using her actual voice – stealing it from her throat somehow.

    Ebony opened her mouth. She could not speak.

    Nate saw the move. He shifted in front of her, gun pointed directly at the shadowy figure.

    “I understand what I did. I appreciate the consequences. I hid from it, but there is no more hiding. I know I will now pay.” The man took a step forward.

    “Stop right there. Another step, and we will be forced to open fire.” Nate’s hands were white around the butt of his gun, his eyes held open with such concentration, one look from them could shatter steel.

    “I will pay now,” the man spoke again.

    It was her voice. Yet more than that: they were her thoughts too.

    They appeared in her mind just as the man spoke.

    Ebony Bell had never been possessed. Though she dealt with dark magic and it was always a potential risk, she had been lucky. She’d also been cautious: staying the heck away from demons and never hanging around haunted abodes.

    So Ebony could not really appreciate what it felt like to be possessed, to have the power of a demon force its way into her heart, mind, body, and spirit.

    It felt like this.

    The man took another step forward.

    Nate began to fire.

    The man disappeared.

    He reappeared behind Ebony.

    Nate whirled on his foot, shoving his elbow into her and pushing her out of the way.

    “I understand I cannot hide.” The man disappeared, appearing near the doorway, taking another step toward her. “I understand the contract. I asked, and what I asked for was given.”

    Nate twisted and started shooting at the man, but his bullets just sailed through the man’s body, eating into the stone walls and floor, shards of rock rupturing out.

    “I accept this,” the man said.

    It really was her voice – the tone of it, the choice of words, everything.

    “Eb, get out of here.” Nate muscled into her, pushing her backward just as the man took another step her way.

    She didn’t have time.

    The man looked up at her.

    At that moment, she didn’t see the face, the body, the arms.

    She saw the eyes.

    She recognized them.

    They belonged to her demon – the one from the church roof.

    She saw its body superimposed upon the shadowy creature.

    It moved toward her.

    Ebony didn’t shift. With wide eyes, she stared up.

    As she watched the demon standing there in the church, its huge wings tucked into its body as its massive head angled her way, she realized no one else could see it.

    What they saw was the man disappearing from the spot, reappearing right behind Ebony.

    Then they saw the creature’s arm twist, its hand elongating, glinting as it turned into a sword.

    It plunged the sword right through her back, right through her heart.

    Ebony didn’t feel it. She didn’t see it.

    She just watched the demon, standing so close, its enormous body filled with power.

    Those eyes locked on hers. The depths they promised unspeakable, impossible to imagine, beyond reason.

    As the sword was plunged into her back, it ruptured through the other side, blood trickling down and splattering over her white shirt.

    She couldn’t feel it, she couldn’t see it; all she was aware of was the demon before her.

    Nate screamed.

    Ebony crumpled.

    Her knees gave out from underneath her as her heart stopped.

    Her body was limp, dead before it touched the ground.

    There were screams, shouts, chaos.

    The man disappeared into a black cloud, shifting back into the corners of the room.

    As the man disappeared, so too did the demon. Slowly its body pushed back into the room around, the outline of its wings disappearing last.

    Ebony, her attention so riveted upon it that everything else seemed unreal, finally parted her lips and gave a gasp.

    She stared down at her feet.

    She saw Nate.

    She saw her body. She saw the blood over her shirt.

    She saw she could not move.

    She saw the mayhem of the other officers running back and forth.

    She saw Ben sprint into the room, his face so white it no longer resembled flesh.

    Nate cradled her body, his jacket off as he tried to clutch it to the wound in her chest.

    As she stared down at her feet, at her body, Ebony realized no matter what Nate did, it would not count.

    She was already dead.

    Ebony Bell, Vale’s number one witch consultant, was dead.

    Tears streamed down Nate’s cheeks; his face was crumpled under the pressure of shock and grief.

    He cradled her closer, pulling her limp body toward him.

    It began to disappear.

    The wound in her chest turned black.

    Then it grew.

    Nate tried to bat at it desperately, screaming at Ben to get one of the other witches in here.

    There was nothing they could do.

    As Ebony watched, half detached, half horrified, she realized there was nothing anyone could do.

    The black spread. It ate right into her, faster and faster, covering her skin completely.

    When the last part of her fell to it, her body disappeared.

    It just fell away – as sparks and dust and nothing more.

    The magic of the demon had gone through her and ripped her to shreds.

    Yet somehow she stood. Stood above Nate as he clutched at the air.

    A part of her remained.

    Her body did not.

    Ebony Bell was consumed.

    She was dead.

    What endured was nothing but a signature, a shadow.

    A ghost.

  
    Chapter 3

    What happened next happened quickly. As Ebony stood there, frozen on the spot through fear and surprise, realization dawned.

    The reality of her own death grew and grew in her mind, like a storm building over an ocean.

    The force of it was an unimaginable pressure behind her eyelids.

    She began to cry, the tears hot and wet, cascading down her cheeks, dribbling off her chin, and striking the floor by her feet.

    No one else saw them.

    Only she could.

    Desperate, she stared around the church.

    Would Death come? Would she be sucked into the other realm?

    Though she could see the world before her, she could not interact with it. As Nate still sat there crumpled on the floor, his arms stuck in the same position they had been in when he had cradled her body, she watched.

    She could not reach a hand out to him. She could not drop to her knees and pull his head against her chest, telling him she was right here.

    She tried to swat her arms at Nate as she crumpled to her own knees in front of him.

    “I’m right here, I’m right here,” she called, voice echoing around the room. It sounded lonely, oh so lonely as it bounced off the walls and ceiling.

    There was no one out there to hear it.

    Just herself.

    Ebony waited for Death. She waited for whatever force might come to take her to the next life, whatever was to unfold next.

    Nothing came.

    She stood in the room, walking around it, following the people as they raced about.

    She stood there and watched as the officers came and went, as Nate was pulled off his knees and placed onto a pew, a blanket arranged around his shoulders. She watched as more police came. Then the witches, then her mother.

    Ebony saw Avery Bell walk into the room, her face cast with an emotion Ebony had never seen.

    Loss.

    Total.

    Powerful.

    Avery Bell was one of the strongest witches of Vale. Nothing fazed her. Nothing confronted her.

    Yet she collapsed to her knees on the spot Ebony’s body had disappeared, and she cried.

    Tears streaking down her cheeks, the powerful witch didn’t hold back for the sake of dignity.

    The image of her mother overcome by grief rooted Ebony to the spot.

    She tried, more desperately than ever, to touch Avery, to make someone, anyone in the room realize she was still here. A part of her remained.

    “I’m here, I’m here.” Ebony sobbed, falling to her own knees beside her mother.

    No one could hear her. No one could feel her ghostly touch.

    Ebony waited there the whole day. She watched as the crime scene was closed down, as the witches of the Coven came as one unit to deal with the shadowy creature that had claimed one of their own.

    Though they could not pull the dark man from the shadows, they cast so many spells on the place that they almost shattered the church in their attempts to ensure he could never return.

    Then they left.

    It took 16 hours, maybe more.

    The last to go was Nate.

    She could hardly look at him, hardly bring herself to gaze upon his grief-stricken face.

    When he left, not caring that his body pulled through and broke a section of police tape, the ends of it flickering in the wind, Ebony was finally alone.

    That night she remained right there, on the floor of the church, a meter from where she had died.

    Nothing could move her. There was no point. She had nowhere to be, she had nothing she could do.

    Many cultures and religions have myths about the dead. Nearly all believe that the spirit of a person remains for a time around the body, so shocked by the prospect of death that they cannot permit themselves to move on.

    This was different. Just how different Ebony would not appreciate until the sun rose the next morning.

  
    Chapter 4

    Ebony Bell had not slept. She was dead, and there were no longer any dreams to entertain. As dawn slipped through the streets of Vale, casting its glow against the giant stained-glass window at the back of the church, it illuminated the floor, then the walls, then the pew upon which she rested.

    She had her face pressed into the back of the seat before her. Just as she had done back in the past.

    She had sat like that all night. She had not damaged her neck; she didn’t ache.

    With her eyes open, she watched as the light re-entered the church.

    She was still here.

    She hadn’t disappeared. She hadn’t gone to the afterlife.

    As time drew on, the shock started to settle. The sight of where she had fallen no longer sent her to her knees. And as the shock lost its grip on her, her mind returned.

    She started to think, her thoughts quick and fast.

    She was dead, there was no denying that. However, as time drew on and she didn’t disappear, heading to whatever lay beyond, she started to realize that what had happened to her was different.

    Not for the first time, she pulled up her hand and looked at it, the shards of light filtering in from the stained-glass window illuminating her fingernails and skin.

    Ghosts didn’t have bodies. At least not the same ones they had held in life. Though there were many types of ghosts, all gained some measure of disembodiment.

    Ebony forced herself to stand. She walked over to where she had died. She leaned down, and she tracked her hand across the spot.

    Her skin tingled.

    It felt like magic.

    She crumpled her brow, forcing her thoughts to stay focused as the shock and fright threatened to overcome her again.

    “Keep it together,” she told herself resolutely.

    Even in death, she was still a witch.

    She had to find out what had happened to her, she had to find out if she really was a ghost.

    Ebony had to do something. So she forced herself to walk out of the church.

    As she stepped into the cool morning air, it didn’t chill her. Low clouds were hanging over Vale, cracks of sunlight shining through as a sporadic, misty rain filtered down from above.

    It didn’t make her skin or clothes wet. She was aware of it, but it moved right through her.

    As it did, Ebony pulled up her hand and twisted it around as she stared at it.

    Something wasn’t right.

    “This isn’t normal.” She intentionally used her voice. There was no one to speak to, but speaking nonetheless made her feel more real. And she needed that right now.

    “Why can’t they see me?”

    Ghosts were in between life and death. Though they could not eat or breathe, they could pop up in front of an old granny and scare the socks off the dear. Yet as Ebony walked along, even though she tried to make herself be seen, no one could see her.

    “Excuse me, excuse me,” she trilled right in a cab driver’s face.

    Nothing. The guy rubbed at his nose, yawned, then got back in his car.

    Ebony found a bird sitting on the back of a park bench, and she marched right up to it, expecting it to fly away as she neared. She reached it and even placed her hand on its back. Though her fingers pushed right through it, the bird didn’t notice. It pulled up one of its legs and scratched an itch with its beak.

    Ghosts could interact with their environment. If they wanted to, they could pick up the ball and chain in the corner and give them a good rattling.

    Ebony tried to lift a scrunched-up piece of paper from the bin next to the seat, but she could not.

    Her fingers slipped right through.

    Again Ebony brought up her hand and stared at it.

    “This isn’t right,” she told the world. “Do you hear me?” Her voice trilled higher and with more strength. “I know this isn’t right. This isn’t what’s meant to happen.”

    There was no one to hear her, let alone answer.

    Ebony would not stop, though. “I’m going to figure out what’s going on,” she snapped passionately. “I’m going to figure this out,” she repeated.

    Strength was building within her. Determination, guile.

    The shock of dying, the memory of Nate’s grief, the feeling of being insubstantial – it all still played in her mind, but a part of Ebony was returning. The important part: the witch. The strong, determined, magical woman.

    She was going to figure this out.

  
    Chapter 5

    That morning, Ebony Bell roamed the streets. No matter how far she walked, it didn’t tire her feet. Her heels clicked along the pavement, but not once did they pinch her toes or rub uncomfortably against her ankles. She had a body for the purposes of movement, but she could feel no pain or discomfort.

    “Right, I have to do something.” She’d taken to speaking to herself out loud; with no one to keep her company, the sound of her voice was the only thing stopping her from going mad.

    Though she resisted it at first, she made her way toward Harry’s store.

    Every step that took her closer made her shake.

    Until she reached the front door.

    It hung open, the red painted wood swinging in the wind. As she walked past, there was a light gust, and it banged closed, some of the paint chipping.

    That would have really annoyed her if she were alive. She had, after all, spent a great deal of time tracking down just the right shade of red for it.

    Right now though, being dead and all, she had other priorities.

    Despite the fact the door was now closed, she walked right through.

    She was a ghost.

    It was going to take a long time to get used to that fact. As she passed through the wood as if it were nothing more than a vision, she stopped on the other side, frozen, and looked down at her arms with a shocked expression pushing up her eyebrows.

    “Dear god, I just walked through a door,” she said through a hiss as she finally let her arms drop to her sides.

    However, that distraction could not last; soon enough, she looked out at her store.

    Her friend. Her companion. Harry.

    In the past – when she’d been alive – walking into her store had always been accompanied by a rush of warm, pleasant magic.

    Now she could sense the magic rushing past, but she could not truly feel it. It didn’t collect along her arms and play down her legs. It didn’t give her a rush of potential, the sudden belief that anything was possible.

    A grimace crumpling her features, Ebony walked further into the store.

    In a way, in a very big way, she didn’t want to do this. The picture of her mother, Ben, and especially Nate, filled with grief at her passing, was one that still shook her soul.

    She almost couldn’t bring herself to face Harry and see what state he would be in.

    Almost.

    She was still going to do this, though, because Ebony would find out what was going on here. Yes, she was dead, but that didn’t make her any less determined.

    Plus, there was always the possibility that whatever had happened to Ebony, whatever state she was currently in – it wasn’t permanent.

    It certainly felt strange. Everything she knew about death and ghosts didn’t match what she was currently going through. So despite the uneasy feelings tracking across her ghostly form, she pushed on.

    She walked through the store, hands trailing over the dust on the shelves without actually touching it at all.

    She walked up the stairs, her chest crumpling, her arms drawing in as she did.

    The prospect of facing Harry, of seeing what he looked like, made her want to turn around and run.

    Just as staring at her mother had made things feel more real, seeing Harry’s grief at Ebony’s passing would make the fact she was dead unavoidable.

    Clutching her hand to her chest, shifting her palm against the silk until she pushed it out of the way and touched her warm flesh, Ebony took a breath.

    It took her a moment to realize she was warm and breathing.

    Ghosts didn’t generate heat, and neither did their hearts race and their chests pump out with shallow breaths as they climbed the stairs.

    It solidified her will to find out what was going on.

    She walked up the stairs to the third level.

    She knew he was up there; she could hear him.

    She climbed the last step.

    Harry was seated on the couch, staring out of the window.

    His eyes were unfocused, his body unmoving. He could have been a statue or a picture painted over the scene.

    Ebony’s face crumpled with grief, her tears so heavy they felt like hail striking her cheeks.

    That’s when Harry turned and looked right at her. “I was wondering when you were going to get home.”

    Ebony buckled. The shock of hearing him speak to her, the fact he could see her – her legs jerked out from underneath her, and she fell flat on her butt.

    “Sitting down is not going to make things easier,” Harry said as he still sat there, not bothering to get up.

    “Harry, Harry.” Ebony’s voice shook. She pushed herself to her feet and ran toward him.

    She threw herself at him, her arms collapsing around his shoulders.

    “Yes, yes, that’s all very nice, and I’m sure you are happy that someone can see you. But, Ebony Bell, this is serious,” Harry said as she withdrew from him.

    She was shaking, all over, her mind reeling. Her skin tingled all over as if she’d swallowed a live wire.

    He could see her. He could see her.

    She sniffled, tears still streaking quickly down her cheeks.

    “Ebony, you need to pull yourself together; you don’t have much time.” Harry’s tone was curt, and it was clear he was serious, very serious.

    Ebony didn’t care; she just let her tears flow, her body shaking as she alternated between laughing in joy and sobbing in shock.

    It was all over. Someone could see her.

    Maybe Harry could read her thoughts, because he crossed his arms and shook his head. “You are still dead, Ebony Bell.”

    His words shot through her like bullets.

    It forced her to sit suddenly, her legs giving way as she landed on the coffee table.

    She didn’t fall through, her body melting past the wood and glass. It seemed that if she concentrated, she could move past it, but if she chose to let it remain solid underneath her, it could. She figured she still couldn’t lean down and pick it up, though.

    She was still dead – his statement took root at the base of her skull and burned through her joy at speaking to him.

    “I don’t know what you’ve gotten yourself into, but this is serious.” Harry shook his head with a sharp, bitter move.

    Ebony pushed off the table, crumpling to the floor instead. Ever since she had watched her own body die at her feet, she’d been doing nothing but crumpling. All the force of her body gone, all the strength of her emotion and mind consumed by the fact of her passing, she couldn’t seem to stand straight anymore.
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