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      Ebony Bell ran a hand along the bench, her fingers gliding smoothly over the newly polished surface. It glimmered with all the sheen and clarity of a clean, white smile.

      “Now, what do you think of that, Harry?” She tapped the bench, eager to find out what the shop – or rather, the spirit of the shop’s original owner – thought about her attempt at sprucing things up.

      Harry didn’t answer, and Ebony was forced to pat the bench again several times before she could even make out a mutter from him. He sounded approving. That, or he’d just swallowed another pigeon down his chimney.

      It wasn’t until that incident last year where Ebony had been unfairly, cruelly, and ever so rudely cursed by the Grimshore family, that she had found out that Harry could talk easily. In fact, she had great trouble shutting him up these days.

      But today, for some reason, despite the brilliant sunshine streaming in through the windows, Harry seemed hardly capable of a grunt.

      From the way his door had ground open after several shoves – when it usually glided to with all the grace of a dancer opening her arms – to the way he now ignored her efforts to polish the main bench. Harry was like a surly teenager today. Perhaps in the night he’d reverted – chimney, shutters, books, and all – to whatever counted as a juvenile possessed bookstore. Ebony fancied that if Harry weren’t firmly rooted to the ground by mortar and stone, he’d wander off with a mumbled, “Going out, back later.”

      “Cheer up, Harry.” Ebony crossed her arms and shook her head, her glorious burgundy-red locks dancing over her shoulders. She was in a fantastic mood today – what with this being a well-deserved break from police work and the fact that a whole new shipment of rare magical tomes was due in sometime during the morning. She’d been waiting for those grimoires for several months. And their arrival just so happened to coincide with a holiday. Lucky – that’s what that was called.

      It was funny how much Ebony enjoyed pottering around her bookstore these days. Ever since her frightful cursing last year, she’d become a lot calmer and more grounded. Strange, little, mundane things gave her great pleasure, whereas before she would’ve found anything that didn’t come with fanfare and glitter boring.

      She knew precisely how this change in personality had come about. It had been magical, after all – and Ebony, being a witch, knew all about magic. The Grimshore curse had forced Ebony to question what she really wanted, and now she could no longer ignore the answer she’d been forced to come up with.

      This. She wanted this. Her current life. With all its normalcy and magic. Just the right blend of dust and sparkles, of the ordinary and the extraordinary, of goofing about eating sweets and running over rooftops tracking down magical criminals, of being a bookstore owner and a crime-fighting witch.

      She had everything. All the opposites, all the different facets you need to make a gem complete.

      Well, maybe not everything. That was overdoing it, Ebony realized as she pushed one wild lock of hair over her shoulder. She was still single.

      Yes, there had been tantalizing moments with everyone’s favorite part-time knight and full-time know-it-all – Detective Nathan Wall – but they never went anywhere. Either the man couldn’t make his mind up, or Ebony couldn’t. But the fact was that while she’d like to think there was some potential there – some spark between happenings, to use a magical term – that spark never burst into flame.

      Ebony let out a huff and moved away from the bench, finally realizing that Harry wasn’t about to shake his foundations and cheer her on for having polished his bench for the first time since she’d bought the place.

      This was her first real day off from police work for at least two weeks. Magic misdemeanors were all the rage in Vale at the moment, and as the only witch liaison to the Police Department, it was Ebony’s job to consult on all of them. That meant a tedious amount of paperwork, footwork, and general huffing at the state of today’s misguided youth, old folk, demons, summoners, and anyone else who could purposefully or accidentally misuse magic.

      Ebony couldn’t complain, though. It was all interesting. And there was the usual bonus of having Nate stare down criminals with his righteous look of determination – as if a look alone was all it took to stop a rampaging devil spirit. Well, a look, a gun, and a consulting police witch.

      Ebony teetered by the front door, hand hovering near the open sign. She hadn’t opened yet, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to. While she didn’t mind the occasional customer, because you never knew who you might meet, she wanted today for herself. What with working for the police more and more, this store was getting neglected. And to operate as a fully-fledged, legitimate second-hand bookstore, she needed to be open at least some of the time. Otherwise, people might suspect the store was either a quirky drug front or some kind of inter-dimensional porthole of the kind where awkward kids get sucked into books and have coming-of-age adventures in fantasy lands, only to return home to use their newfound skills to beat up bullies. And Ebony really didn’t want that.

      “Harry,” she trilled, “should we open today?”

      No reply.

      Now she was getting just a touch annoyed. She had started this day in a splendid mood. She’d thrown on her wild, 1960s-style, kaleidoscopic dress with an array of colors and patterns that belonged on a prog-rock record sleeve – and she’d done so because today was going to be a wild, colorful, mad, brilliant day.

      But Harry was bringing down the mood. It was the way the blinds sat sullenly against the windows and the way the dust motes hung in the air vacantly. He was low, obviously, and no matter how happy a witch is when she starts the day, combating the diabolical mood of her magical bookstore is a very hard fight.

      Ebony looped her hair around her ears, her carved-jade butterfly earrings jingling. She was serious now.

      “Harry.” She put her hands on her hips and turned from the door, addressing the bookstore with all the ceremony of someone addressing a crowd. “What is it?” She looked at the bookcases with their hodgepodge of books, at the stairs leading to the mezzanine and her new third-level above, even at the light fittings with their ‘20s-styled round edges and frosted glass. In other words, she looked at Harry. Because Harry was the store – the whole of it. From the very foundations to the particles of dust covering the old gardening magazines stacked up by the counter.

      He didn’t reply, though she fancied she heard the slight groan of floorboards under her feet.

      Things must be serious for Harry to be giving her the silent treatment. Ever since he’d found his voice last year, he’d offered her non-stop commentary on everything from the dilapidated state of the store to her relationship with Detective Nate.

      While it was true that silence could sometimes be a blessing, this felt like a curse. A real curse. Perhaps a magical rat had taken a parting swipe at Harry after he’d unsuccessfully tried to swallow the rodent in the chimney.

      “Come on, Harry – you can tell me,” she said, far more gently now. If she was going to have to coax the truth out of him with honey and kisses, then so be it. “Is it the books that are arriving today? Are you excited or something?”

      The books in question were some exceedingly rare magical grimoires – or spell books – that Ebony had managed to secure from an old wizard in Europe. She’d been lucky enough to have several books the man had wanted in a trade. The books he’d wanted were piffle, really – but the books Ebony was getting in return certainly weren’t. They were old, magical, and contained spells never used anymore. They would fit into Harry’s upstairs collection perfectly.

      She put a hand on her chest, her gold and turquoise bangles clinking softly. “I’m excited. I mean, those books should be wonderful—”

      A large book on spades fell off the top of one of the bookshelves and tumbled heavily to the floor. Ebony raised an eyebrow. She guessed that rather caveman-like mode of communication meant a no, then.

      “What is it? Is it the fact I’ve been spending more time at the police station lately? There’s far more magical crime around at the moment, for some reason. And I have a duty to help the police – you know that. Also, I can’t exactly go back on my pact to help Nate figure out who’s behind all this Portal nonsense. If I did, he’d dress up in his knight armor and run me through. Plus, that’s just during the day – I live here now anyway!”

      Still no reply.

      “Oh, Harry,” she stamped her red heels on the floorboards, but not hard enough to make a mark. “Come on already—”

      “I’ve got a cold,” he mumbled. To prove his point, the chimney sneezed, and a cloud of ash and cinder flew into the main room.

      Ebony coughed, batting at the cloud fruitlessly. “What?” she spluttered. “You’ve got a cold?”

      The floorboards pitched as if the building were gripped by a sudden shiver.

      Ebony stopped herself from telling Harry that this was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard. A magical bookstore catching a cold? Firstly, it was made of wood, brick, and metal. Secondly, it was a bloody bookstore.

      But Ebony had no intention of saying bunkum to this because she knew two very important things. Men – and even though Harry was technically a spirit, he was still of the male gender – and colds were not laughing matters. Men and colds were very serious, grave, ponderous matters. When a man had a cold, he would either think he was dying, or would worry himself to death. And the other thing was, well, this was a magical bookstore. And magic always found a way of making the impossible possible. So if, on the face of it, it seemed impossible to infect a chimney and a pile of books with the human equivalent of a virus, then magic would certainly find a way to do just that.

      “Okay,” she took a calming breath. “How can I help you, then? Would you like me to light the fire to keep you warm?” she offered, even though it was a very warm day already. “Would you like a health potion poured through the floorboards? Would you like me to clean the store of dust?” She fancied, in offering these things, that she would be acting like a white blood cell in a human body. She would be actively going out and cleaning the store of irritants and hopefully finding the magical virus somewhere and chucking it out the door with a shake of her fist.

      “Hmm,” Harry managed. “Fire,” he said in caveman language.

      She nodded and hoped she wouldn’t boil in this soon-to-be tropical bookstore. “Anything else?”

      “Clean things up,” he said with another cough – this time making the blinds and shutters clash and bang about.

      “Okay. And if I come across any magical virus-looking entities—”

      “Blast them,” he supplied with more confidence. That word and Harry were the best of friends. No matter how apparently sick he might be, Harry Horseshoe would announce the order to “blast them” with all the certainty and gravitas of the second coming.

      Ebony quickly set about doing just as Harry had asked. She stoked a massive fire in the open fireplace just behind the counter. Then she put on some light, dreamy opera music and proceeded to clean. Keeping an eye out, of course, for icky magical viruses, whatever they might look like.

      It was in this state – floating around with the wafting, easy tones of the music and dusting and sweeping with both hands at once – that Ebony turned to the sound of someone feverishly knocking on her door.

      And by someone, she meant Nathan Wall – detective for the Vale Police Department by day, Knight of the Round Table by night.

      She walked over to the door slowly, a childish smile on her lips as she made him wait. She finally opened it but not before indicating the closed sign with a great flourish of her hand.

      “About time,” Nate snapped. “And why didn’t Harry just let me in? I thought he was over—”

      “Hating your guts? Wanting to blast you? Wanting to feed you to the magical she-demons that lurk at the bottom—”

      He put up a hand quickly and fixed his tie straight with the other. “I get it. But why didn’t he let me in? And why is it so hot in here?”

      “Harry has a cold,” Ebony said carefully, knowing that men hated it when other men knew they were dying of a man-cold.

      Nate looked at Ebony, one eyebrow raised on his handsome face, his jaw set with obvious disbelief. “A cold?”

      Ebony nodded.

      “Magical bookstores can get colds?”

      Ebony shrugged, her lip kinking to the side. “We live and learn.”

      Nate didn’t fight her, he just looked around at the store with a suspicious gaze – possibly not wanting to come down with a man-cold himself. Ebony knew if Nate came down with a cold, he would be ten times worse than Harry. There was something about the mix of righteousness, officiousness, and plain go-get-‘em bravado that meant Nate would be an awful patient.

      “So, what are you doing? Cleaning up the store? It sure could use a good dusting.” Nate grinned, obviously tickled by his bland humor.

      She nodded, curling her hair behind her ears. Nate watched her. He always watched as she fixed her hair. That’s why she fixed it as often as she could in his presence. “I imagine, at any time, I might come across the magical version of a cold virus lurking behind the gardening magazines or swimming around in my bowl of sweets.”

      Nate made a mildly disgusted face. “Really?” He shot a sideways glance at the large, painted-glass bowl that sat on the main counter. The first thing he usually did upon coming to the store was shove a hand into that bowl and grab one of the best sweets, much to Ebony’s annoyance.

      Ebony answered by flicking her hair over one shoulder and continuing to dust a mountainous pile of old landscape periodicals.

      Nate cleared his throat.

      “Why are you coming to see me on my day off? This better be social,” she flicked him a smile, “and not work.” Her smile quickly turned into a crinkly frown.

      Nate pressed his teeth together and offered an uncomfortable grin that told Ebony it was definitely the latter.

      She deflated with a heavy sigh. “But today is my day off.”

      “Crime doesn’t go by your calendar,” he pointed out needlessly. “And yeah, it’s work. But hopefully, it shouldn’t take too long.”

      “That’s what you said last time,” Ebony huffed. “And then we spent the whole night running through the sewers looking for immigrant forest spirits. I ruined my boots, and I smelled like—”

      “No running through the sewers, I promise.” He patted his fist on his chest and bowed, looking like the knight he truly was. “I just need your advice on something.”

      Pouting, Ebony nodded. “What is it?”

      “Do you know anything about the Council of Eight?” Nate asked, his head cocked to the side, all mirth gone. He was back to business. And with Nate Wall, he could swap between serious and frivolous in the blink of an eye. But when the swap was made, no matter how many jokes Ebony made, he wouldn’t rise to a single one.

      Before Ebony could answer, a strange thing happened. Harry gave a rumble. It sounded as though he was attempting to crush his own foundations. Eventually, the rumble made it all the way up into the fireplace until it puffed a large cloud of smoke into the center of the room. “The Council of Eight!” The smoke took form as if it were a giant, non-corporeal face. “Bah humbug,” Harry spluttered. “What do you want with those tricksters?”

      Nate, damn the man, was starting to get used to Harry’s sudden demonstrations of powerful magic. Ebony remembered a time when he would look to her with wide eyes at the rumble and shake of her bookstore. And she remembered that time fondly. There was something delicious about taunting Nate when he was out of his depth – something she hadn’t been able to do for months.

      But now Nate just stood there and nodded evenly as if “bah humbug” was an illuminating exposition on the function and history of this mysterious council. “Why do you say they are tricksters?”

      “They’re the supposed ruling council of wizards – responsible for the regulation of magical practice and research across the world. But they are self-appointed, self-aggrandized, and wouldn’t know a good blasting if it happened right under their fat little noses.” The smoke in the center of the room puffed and billowed in time with Harry’s words.

      “I see,” Nate said slowly and carefully as if he were the consulting physician for a psychiatric patient. “I thought you – as a wizard, or an ex-wizard, or whatever – were bound by their decisions? Like the Coven controls the witches.”

      “Ha, you think I’m going to kowtow to that bunch of sugar-coated lollipops! You’ve got another thing coming, sunshine, if you think they have the authority of the Coven. No, they enforce the ancient rules, yes, but a wizard is bound to those by something far greater than the Council. A wizard – a true wizard of the old ways – looks only to the staff and spellbook for guidance.”

      Nate, out of his depth, shot Ebony a look. While Ebony knew that, as a knight, he had learned a great deal about the various magical races of the Earth, there was nothing like first-hand knowledge. While Ebony was certainly not a wizard, she knew their organizational structure wasn’t the same as the witches.

      The witches, all the witches, were bound by the Coven. And while each city, state, or country might have its own chapter of the Coven, they were all magically interwoven so that the decisions of one would reflect those of the other.

      The wizards were different. Where the witches acted apparently alone but always for the good of the whole, the wizards acted apparently in unison but always for the good of the individual. It had a lot to do with the origin of their magic. A wizard, unlike a witch, called upon the raw magic within, forming and shaping it with the various spells charted under their grimoires. A witch – though still possessing raw magic within – only ever used it as a measure of that which was outside: nature, the wilderness, the beyond. By measuring and relating to her own magic in the right way, a witch could use that connection to talk to nature. It was a pagan, earthy, dancing-around-in-circles-naked-type of magic. A wizard used his mind and spells to take what was inside him outside, without recourse to the trees, ground, and sky above. So a wizard’s magic was heady, cerebral, sitting-around-in-towers-reading-books-type magic.

      “It’s quite complicated,” Ebony supplied, not sure how she was going to explain this to Nate. While the knight-detective had his own magic – will magic – it was very different again to the magic of wizards and witches.

      “Start at the beginning.” He crossed his arms. It was the same stance he used when talking to a suspect, which Ebony noted with the quick flick of an eyebrow.

      “Look, witches usually accept the rule of the Coven because it is a natural expression of their magic. All witches know that magic becomes stronger the more people who perform the same spell. They also know that the life stages – from maiden, to mother, to crone – all affect the power of a spell. A witch bases her magic on the land, on nature. So she tries to repeat its forms and cycles in her spells. And it’s the same when it comes to the Coven. The Coven is made up – or at least it is supposed to be – of all the wisest witches, and I hazard to use the word crones here. They are meant to represent a deep connection to nature. And a witch’s alliance to them is a symbol of her allegiance to nature.”

      Nate looked unmoved. He was always unmoved when Ebony tried to explain witch magic to him. Half the time she expected he was seconds from bursting into laughter and telling her she was talking absolute trollop.

      “Wizards are different.” Ebony kept leaning on her broom. Once upon a time, she’d hated brooms, mostly because of their negative, stereotypical relationship to witches. But she’d gotten over that. She’d started to realize that your personality and identity were whatever you chose to make them. And running from other people’s conceptions was just as negative and self-defeating as following their preconceived norms. No, to be an individual, all you had to do was decide what you wanted and to stick with it. A simple formula, maybe, but still one of the hardest spells in the universe.

      “Ha,” Harry hacked, a cough shaking several magazines off some nearby shelves. “Wizards are individuals. They don’t have to accept the rule of any class or body. They accept the Rule of the Universe instead. The direct source of truth. Those bearded goons with their blue robes and tattoos in the Council of Eight aren’t any better than the universe, so why look to them for authority?”

      “Just like a witch accepts the Coven because it is a symbol of connecting to the cycle – and therefore the power of nature – a wizard—” Ebony began.

      “Goes it alone,” Nate crossed his arms harder. “Because their rule book is the universe…? I can’t say I get it. But all I need to understand is that it’s different, right?”

      Ebony nodded, trying to keep that smile off her face – the one she always got when Nate was trying to understand some new fact. He always got this look, this thoroughly handsome, cute look.

      “What I really need to know is what kind of power this Council has? Do wizards have to follow their decrees? Can they do the kinds of things to wizards that the Coven can do to witches?” Nate flicked his gaze toward Ebony, and it was measurably softer.

      “Almost,” Harry said. “They are the ones who police the Rules. If any wizard breaks the Rules, the Council can and will send its Enforcement Squad after them. But they cannot interpret those rules, and they can’t make new ones. Oh, they’ve been trying to for years, but at the end of the day, a wizard always has recourse to the Staff and Spellbook if he doesn’t agree with their interpretation.”

      Nate put a hand up to his face and massaged his nose. It was clear this was too much information. For someone without fine knowledge of the inner workings of the wizarding world, it wouldn’t make any sense at all. “Is that like defending yourself in court or something?”

      “More like defending yourself in glorious gladiatorial-style wizard battle, the winner being the one who is stronger, and thus the one who is right.” Harry’s voice lost its congested edge.

      Ebony wondered if he wasn’t conjuring up some pleasant memory of blasting away some wizard who’d dared question the great Harry Horseshoe.

      Nate narrowed his eyes. “That doesn’t sound very much like respecting the rule of law. The strongest guy isn’t usually the right guy. Sounds more like mob rule.”

      “Codswallop. This is wizards, boy, not ninny citizens with their courts and magistrates. Magic, little knight, is right. And the righter you are, the more magic you have. Power comes from understanding the Rules and from applying them correctly. So it is always the recourse of a wizard when under attack by the Council, to prove their better understanding of the rules in the art of magic.”

      Nate shook his head, even offered Ebony a careful smile. And Ebony just smiled back. She knew that Nate would be having an exceedingly difficult time coming to terms with this. Duking out the law, gladiator-style, wasn’t something the knight would agree with. The law was there for enforcing, end of story.

      “Why do you need to know all of this stuff, anyway?” Ebony cut in. “It’s not like this can be very relevant to the Vale Police Department. The Council has jurisdiction over wizards, and we don’t. If a wizard commits a crime in Vale, then it’s up to the Council to deal with it, not us.”

      “No one has committed a crime.” Nate sighed heavily. “It’s just that the Council is visiting.”

      Harry roared through his chimney with such a sharp rush of air that the fire went out in a puff. “What?!”

      Ebony couldn’t help but splutter, letting her broom fall to the floor. “Visiting?”

      Nate shrugged. “I don’t know the details. All I know is that in a month from now, the Council of Eight will be visiting Vale for some kind of conference. And the police department has been put on alert. The Council will be providing their own security, but we have to help.” Nate straightened up, sighed again, and then shrugged. “But judging from your reaction, this isn’t going to be a walk in the park.”

      Ebony shook her head quickly, batting at the massive cloud of smoke that had erupted after Harry extinguished the fire with his rage. “Try a walk in a park full of tattooed, motorbike-riding, leather-wearing men who just love to get into fistfights.”

      Nate sighed even harder then offered Ebony a careful smile. “You aren’t going to abandon me on this one, are you? This could be a chance to find out who’s behind the changes to Vale’s Portal.”

      Ebony played with him for a couple of seconds, looking coyly over her shoulder as if she were searching out better things to do rather than provide security for a massive bunch of surly, biker wizards. Then she caved and dipped her head. “This sounds like too much fun. But do you really think this could have something to do with the Portal?” she asked, expression more serious.

      He nodded. “Call it a feeling.”

      “Or call it the fact that the Council hasn’t traveled in eighty years. But now, all of a sudden, they want to come to Vale,” Harry supplied, the lights flickering all at once.

      “Ah,” Nate said slowly. “That’s what I call a coincidence of considerable interest.”

      “That’s what I call the beginning of a great number of problems,” Ebony translated with a huff. She was well aware that she was huffing a lot today. Perhaps it was a premonition of what was to come.

      When it came to foreboding signs, they didn’t always come in the rolling of great thunderclouds on the horizon. Sometimes they came in the audible tick of the clock, in the sudden silence before snow, or in the well-placed sigh of a body that knows things are about to get heavy.
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      Ebony hadn’t kicked Nate out after he’d gotten his fill of information on the Council. Between Ebony and Harry, they’d managed to give the detective a rough idea of what to expect. As Nate had met wizards in the past, not all of it was new to him. He knew they all sported more tattoos and leather than a meeting of the Hells Angels. He also knew they had beards any Amish man would be proud of.

      What he had not known, however, was just how competitive your average wizard was. That was an often-ignored fact of magic. It wasn’t all pulling flags out of your sleeves and batting fireballs at dragons. A lot of magic was study and practice. As with any other educational process, it came with competition, exclusivity, and a hierarchy that always got in the way of real learning.

      But Nate had begun to understand that this visiting council of wizards wasn’t going to be all fun and games and that while they would provide their own security, there would still be a lot left for the police department. Wizards were a notoriously querulous bunch, and it would be up to the police to ensure that said quarrels didn’t end up blowing up city streets. It would also be up to the police to ensure that no other magical crime in Vale interfered with the Council visit. The police would still have to ensure that no teenager went onto some website and downloaded some cursed music that instantly summoned Death Bats from the Nether Worlds, which could potentially fly around and drop cursed guano on all of those shiny wizard motorbikes.

      No, they would have their work cut out for them, that was for sure.

      Nate picked up another book and dusted the cover dutifully with the little cloth Ebony had provided him. “I still haven’t come across any magical viruses,” he said. “Do you really think—”

      “Yes,” she cut in quickly, knowing what he was going to say next. “I certainly think Harry has a cold.” She shot Nate a meaningful look. While their adventures last year had taught Harry not to despise Nate, she doubted her bookstore’s calm would extend to Nate doubting Harry’s cold. No, she’d likely have to save Nate from a sudden and violent book stampede if he doubted Harry’s condition once more.

      “Okay,” Nate shrugged. But he also gave a wry smile, which made Ebony suspicious that he’d been playing all along.

      It would be just like him to ignite trouble. For all his supposed valiant-knight ways, he was still a trickster when he wanted to be. And provoking Harry was something he had experience with.

      Ebony considered throwing her duster at Nate’s face, just to teach him a lesson, when the sound of someone knocking on the door rang out. She was leaning on the edge of one of her banana lounges, stacking books on the top of a shelf precariously. The knocking wasn’t enough to disrupt her balance, which was unfortunate, because knowing Nate, the knight, if Ebony were to clumsily fall, he’d be right there to catch her. And there was something very, very nice about staring up into those eyes after Nate saved you. Chivalric, even.

      Ebony stowed the fantasy under “not likely” then walked over to the front door.

      By the time she reached it, the knocking had become persistent. She fancied she would come across some perennial book collector desperate to find an out-of-print edition of a space pulp novel from the 1950s. But as she neared the door, she realized that simply couldn’t be the case.

      In fact, the closer she came to the door, the odder she felt. She caught a glimpse of someone – a man by the look of his build and size. Her stomach gave a shifting kick, and she simply didn’t know what that meant.

      Feeling nervous, she reached for the door, not even bothering to meaningfully point out the closed sign in the window.

      She opened the door to one of the most attractive men she’d ever seen. Deadset, hands down, this man was gorgeous. Now she knew why her stomach had given such an unusual twitch. It was a premonition of sorts. That, or she was getting hungry.

      “Um,” Ebony couldn’t help but grin, “how can I help you?”

      The man was in a suit, a really, really nice suit. And it fit perfectly. This wasn’t something you usually saw with men and suits. Most men bought their suits from a store and never had them properly tailored. As a result, the shoulder seams wouldn’t cut across the diameter of the shoulder blade – they would sit far over to one side, making the man either look like a beefcake in a hand-me-down or a 90-pound-weakling who was dressing up in his father’s clothes.

      That wasn’t the case with the godsend smiling at her from her doorstep.

      His suit fit perfectly, with a proud and loud perrrrr. It made him look smart, neat, and deliciously in control.

      There was more to the man than the suit, much more. He was tall and powerfully built, but not with that muscle-bound bodybuilder look. He was nicely proportioned. He also had a smile that spread across his face, tugged at his eyes, and had probably made more than one woman faint in happiness. He had dreamy eyes and a jaw cut so trim and strong it looked as though Pythagoras himself had angled it. He had short sandy-brown hair, which Ebony adored.

      Be still my beating heart, Ebony thought with a twitch of her nose. This wasn’t the kind of man who usually walked in here. She usually saw an assortment of old ladies, old men, and old indescribables. The kind who would potter around in the midst of the dust, just for the chance of finding a book they hadn’t seen since childhood.

      This guy? She hoped he was after something more.

      He smiled at Ebony, looking at her with his full attention as though there was literally nothing else in the universe. It was a true but unfortunate fact of most men that they were always distracted. They would hardly ever give you their full attention. Mostly they would look in a woman’s direction, nod, mutter, and go through the motions without ever having paid attention to what she’d actually said.

      This man was different. When he was looking at you, he was very definitely looking at you. And considering what he looked like, well, that caused a few sparks, to put it mildly.

      “I have a shipment of… books. For an Ebony Bell?” The smile didn’t shift, the gaze didn’t shift, and the suit sat perfectly.

      Ebony took a while to process his words. He was… a delivery boy? “Oh… are they—”

      “Your grimoires,” he said, voice so low it was just above a whisper. It was the kind of voice that belonged on late-night radio.

      Ebony nodded, perhaps too easily, and flung the door open. “Come in,” she said, smile so fixed you couldn’t have moved it with a sledgehammer.

      The man slowly walked into the shop, hands in his pockets as he glanced around. He seemed so calm, so debonair, so magically in control. But it wasn’t the same I’m-in-control feeling Ebony got from Nate. No, this was different. This was so seamless, so perfect. Her be-suited delivery boy was confident in a smooth, very drinkable way like expensive liqueur.

      “Where are the books?” She clamped a hand on her stomach, trying to ease her there’s-a-hot-guy-in-my-store jitters.

      “They are in my pocket, Ebony,” he said with another blast of his smile.

      Ebony had guessed as much. She’d doubted he’d just have them sitting around in a van somewhere. These were rare, incredibly powerful magical grimoires. They were not the type of thing you posted in a box or even sent by courier. These were the kind of things you hand delivered.

      Before her delivery boy could whip out the goods, Nate appeared from wherever he’d been dusting. Ebony noted several things about Nate as he walked their way. Firstly, he didn’t have the dusting cloth she’d given him – because no man would admit to another that he’d been cleaning, of all things. Secondly, he walked with a stiff, straight back – the same walk he used when he was prowling across the room to terrify some snotty criminal. And lastly, he had a look in his eyes, and it was one Ebony had never seen before.

      The delivery boy looked up and to the side at Nate but did not shift his head. “Perhaps,” he returned his gaze to Ebony, “this is not a good time.”

      Ebony waved at Nate dismissively. “Oh, don’t worry about him. He knows about this stuff.”

      “I see,” the delivery boy said, his smile still fixed on Ebony. “Well, you probably want your books, then?”

      Ebony nodded, trying to keep her eyes off the man and her mind on the game. These books, in part, were a peace offering to Harry. Ever since she’d been working for the police more, she’d been seeing him less during the day. She knew he was getting bored. While he had his collection to peel through, he knew each book like the back of his hand – literally. Because every book in this store was a part of Harry. Every book, every bookcase, every banana lounge – every part of this store became a part of Harry. And so Ebony had thought up the perfect gift for him. She’d tracked down some very rare tomes that Harry had never managed to obtain when he was alive – or, rather, when he hadn’t been a bookstore – to give him something to do.

      She hoped it was enough, and that he wasn’t so sick from his man-cold as to hack up dust all over them.

      The delivery boy stared around the store, one hand reaching into his pocket. “This is a possessed bookstore, isn’t it?”

      Ebony nodded, one eyebrow raised. For some reason, she simply couldn’t look normal. Her eyebrow, or smile, or stance all took turns in looking weird.

      “What was the name of the – sorry, what is the name of the wizard that possesses it?” He was still smiling, but his eyes narrowed slightly. He now seemed less interested in Ebony and more interested in her store.

      Ebony tried not to sigh too heavily. “Harry Horseshoe – but I ordered the bo—”

      “Harry Horseshoe,” the man repeated, his smile crinkling into a grin. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes.” She didn’t understand the joke, if there was one.

      “The Harry Horseshoe who fended off the dragons of Baldaria?” He really was grinning now, as if he’d just walked into the home of a superstar.

      “Ah, yeah, I think so.” Ebony hadn’t ever kept track of Harry’s adventures. There’d been so many.

      “Wow, I had no idea he was still alive.” The delivery boy kept looking around the store.

      Ebony could tell Harry loved every second of it. The blinds that had been closed moments before, on account of Harry’s terrible man-cold, now opened, letting glorious sunshine bathe the store in a warm orange glow. Things looked instantly neater, too, more inviting, more welcoming. Despite Ebony’s attempt at cleaning, at the end of the day, how the store looked was all down to Harry. He was the store. Ebony was like a mother combing back his hair, but if Harry wanted to, he could rough it right back up again.

      The delivery boy did something odd. He took his hand out of his pocket without the books. This whole time Ebony had assumed he was completing the transport spell that would allow him to pull her books out of his pocket one by one. When he withdrew his hand, empty-handed as it were, she knew something was up.

      He’d deliberately stopped the spell – she could feel it. “Is something wrong?” she asked, tone still totally nice, considering who she was talking to.

      “Yes, I’m afraid there is. We didn’t know that these grimoires were going to another wizard. I’m afraid I’m going to have to hold off on delivery until we can confirm what purpose these books are intended for,” the man said politely.

      Ebony, despite his cheerfulness and impossible good looks, bristled. “Excuse me? That wasn’t the deal. I’ve already sent my books to Wizard Arana. He would have already had a chance to read them.”

      The delivery boy shrugged. “I’m not sure if you know this, but Wizard Arana will be visiting Vale shortly.”

      “Yes, yes. The Council of Eight is coming, I know that.”

      The man blinked quickly. “How do you—”

      “She – we – work for the Vale Police Department,” Nate cut in, tone as icy cold as a chest freezer. “And the Police Department will be providing extra security for this… conference.”

      The delivery boy, who Ebony was starting to realize might be a lot more than your average courier, looked at Nate carefully. “I see; I didn’t realize.”

      “It seems like there are a lot of things that are surprising you here,” Nate added, tone blunt. “And, while I’m no expert on magical contracts, I’m fairly sure that refusing to deliver goods after they’ve been paid for is a breach.”

      Ebony could feel the animosity pouring off Nate like vapor pours off liquid nitrogen. He was obviously attempting to freeze the delivery boy with his gaze.

      Boys and competition. It seemed to be one of the universal laws of reality.

      The delivery boy nodded but held Nate’s gaze the entire time. “This is a unique situation. These books were sold under the condition they went to a witch, not a wizard.”

      “I’m buying them, and they are for my collection,” Ebony countered quickly. “Plus, Harry is hardly a wizard anymore. He’s attached to this bookstore. If Arana thinks he’s going to hop out on the city streets and challenge him to a duel—”

      “No, I doubt that. But you know the rules, witch,” he said witch smoothly without a hint of derision. It was common for magical creatures to refer to each other by reference to their race, rather than by name.

      Nate didn’t react too kindly to the word. He narrowed his eyes until it seemed he was going to squint this guy out of existence.

      “Ha,” Harry finally spoke for himself, and he spoke loudly, without a hint of his cold. “You wizards never change,” he spoke from the floorboards, his powerful voice shaking through the ground until everything rattled. “You hide your knowledge away so no one else can learn it. Competitive fools, the lot of you.”

      The delivery boy looked momentarily fascinated by Harry’s use of speech, but then he neatened his suit jacket and turned his gaze back to Ebony. “Unfortunately, a rule is a rule.” He put up his hands. “But perhaps we can come to an arrangement. I can let you look at the books, but not in your store. For now, at least. Until Arana is satisfied that….” He trailed off.

      Ebony knew he would say something like this. Harry had been right when he’d accused modern wizards of hiding their knowledge – because knowledge, quite literally, was power. And to wizards, power was truth. So you held onto as much of it as you could. As truth made the wielder of it right, wizards hated to share it. They were like children with candy. They tried to scoff it all down before their parents told them they had to share with the other kids. They held onto their power, their books, and their knowledge, because if they didn’t, then everyone else would know as much as they did and would be equally powerful and just as right.

      While Ebony knew that not all wizards were like that, apparently this Arana fellow was.

      Ebony sighed. “Fine, I guess.”

      The delivery boy offered her another perfect smile, and just for a second Ebony forgot all the bother of the last few minutes.

      “I suppose I should introduce myself.” He held out a hand to her. “I’m Aaron Hart.”

      Ebony accepted his hand and noted the warmth and yet strength of his fingers. “Ebony Bell,” she said tightly and entirely unnecessarily, considering he already knew her name.

      Aaron turned to offer his hand to Nate.

      Nate just looked at it. “I don’t plan on buying any books from wizards,” he said coldly.

      “I don’t just deliver books.” Aaron kept his hand held out. “As it turns out, I’ll be liaising with your police department in relation to the Council of Eight visit. In fact, I’ll be liaising with you directly.” Aaron switched his attention to Ebony.

      Nate’s expression could have bent steel, melted iron, and ground bones to dust. “I see.” He finally held out his own hand, and the two men shook hands in the way only two men who secretly hate each other can. It rapidly turned into a strength contest.

      Finally, they broke away. “So, you must be the witch consultant.” Aaron turned back to Ebony. “We’ll need to have a meeting whenever you are free. The Council understands the Vale Coven’s jurisdiction here, but there will be matters we need to iron out.”

      Ebony nodded, not exactly following. Surely, such matters would already have been ironed out, or the Council of Eight wouldn’t be coming. Not that witches and wizards didn’t get along, far from it. But if the Coven hadn’t wanted the Council here, for whatever reason, they wouldn’t have been coming, end of story.

      Ebony wasn’t about to point that out to Aaron. The idea of a personal meeting with a man who had movie-star good looks and a nicely fitted suit wasn’t something she would ever pass up.

      “There will be a lot to sort out,” Aaron said. “This is an important and historic visit.”

      “I’ve read the file.” Nate crossed his arms.

      Ebony was rapidly realizing that she needed to keep these two apart. If Aaron was right, and he would be the wizard liaison to the police during the Council visit, that meant he was going to spend a lot of time around the department. And that was a lot of time for Nate to get on Aaron’s nerves. Regardless of whether Nate was a knight, he would be no match for an angry wizard.

      Before Ebony had to intervene, Harry did it for her. The front door suddenly opened.

      It was an obvious invitation for someone to leave.

      “Ah,” Aaron said quickly. “I didn’t mean to offend you, Harry Horseshoe, but regulations are—”

      Ebony put a hand up to her lips and hissed at him to be quiet. In all the years she’d had this bookstore, she’d grown to know Harry. And more specifically, she’d grown to learn exactly what set him off. “Not a good idea,” she said quickly.

      Aaron held her gaze and dipped his head. “I better go, then. I will be seeing you both.” He nodded then headed for the door, gaze wary as he stared at the door frame.

      As soon as he made it through the doorway, the door closed with an abrupt snap, the bell giving a very un-cheerful ring.

      Harry hadn’t done the usual, Ebony noted with a quick glance at the mezzanine level. He hadn’t tipped bookcases over or sent heavy tomes crashing toward people’s skulls. Possibly because Aaron was a wizard and Ebony could bet that he was powerful.

      That, or Harry’s cold was getting in the way of his usual penchant for blasting.

      Ebony relaxed, letting a sigh whistle through her teeth.

      Nate glared at her. “I don’t like him,” he said frankly. “In fact, I don’t like this situation at all.”

      Ebony thought Nate was referring to the fact Aaron hadn’t delivered her books. “I suppose I should have told them my bookstore is magical.” She sighed. “I guess it’s my fault, really.”

      “I mean the Council visit. Something is up. Why would they visit Vale, now, of all times? Harry,” Nate turned over to the gently smoking fireplace, “have the Council ever visited Vale in the past?”

      “Never in the recorded history of Vale,” Harry supplied quickly and without a “boy” or “little knight.”

      Ebony softly chuckled to herself. Maybe Harry and Nate were going to team up to bring the nasty wizard Aaron Hart down. It would be fitting and poetic, and definitely something Ebony wouldn’t allow. That being said, it would be fun to watch, as long as it didn’t get out of hand.

      Nate shook his head. “I don’t like this. The output of the Portal has only increased since that incident with the Grimshores last year. Magical crime, both accidental and purposeful, has been on the rise too. For the Council to come now….”

      “Smells of rotten fish,” Harry supplied lyrically. “And mark my words, rotten fish never leads to anything good.”

      It was a confusing way of putting it, but Ebony understood. She didn’t quite believe it, though. She thought the two of them had to be overreacting. Yes, it was unusual for the Council to visit, but Vale was an important magical center. Couldn’t this simply be a bona fide meeting and not some attempt at bringing an interdimensional being through the Portal?

      “We’re going to need to work together on this one,” Nate shot Ebony a quick glance, “closely. We can’t allow anything to come of this visit.”

      Ebony swallowed her smile before it managed to plaster across her face and draw attention to just how amusing she’d found his statement. They were going to have to work closely, were they? To avoid anything coming from the visit of the wizards? More like Nate didn’t want Ebony working with Aaron.

      Dear Knight Nate was jealous. And it was so deliriously obvious.

      “Okay.” She let her smile spread wide. “We’ll work together to get the job done, or whatever.”

      “I have to head back to work now.” He walked over to the bench where he’d left his jacket. While Nate’s suit fit well, he didn’t wear it with the model-finesse Aaron did. Possibly because Nate was more used to wearing armor. And while Ebony hadn’t actually seen him in the shiny stuff yet, she imagined it would be quite a sight. “I’ll see you bright and early tomorrow.”

      She waved him off as he left, Harry graciously opening and closing the door for him. The two of them, under current conditions, were going to become the best of friends, it seemed. Ebony wasn’t quite sure how she felt about that. She didn’t like the idea of Nate and Harry sharing beers and recounting tales of fighting dragons. Harry was her store, and Nate was her partner – well, in detective-terms, anyway.

      It seemed that today was going to be just as mad as her mad clothes had suggested. When she’d thrown on this hippie, paint-attack dress this morning, she’d done so with full knowledge it would bring the bizarre and unexpected knocking on her door. She had not guessed that the unexpected would have a dashing smile and a well-fitting suit.

      Not everything in life can be predicted beforehand. And that, in fact, is what makes life worth living.
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