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      She stood on the torn, fissured ground. Vale crumbled around her. Time raced through the cracks in the pavement, through the gaps in the trees, through any hole or crevasse.

      It erased all.

      She teetered back on one foot, her face slack with fear.

      Before her, Vale crumbled.

      Inch by inch, second by second. A virus of time washed over it like a tidal wave, destroying everything in sight.

      She screamed.

      Her voice couldn’t carry.

      She turned to search out her friends, her family, Nate.

      They were all gone.

      All dust at her feet.

      She turned, tearing her eyes off the sight as she pushed into a frantic run.

      Her bare feet snagged against the rubble that had once been buildings, tufts of dust escaping at her frantic footsteps. Dust that had once been people, now crumbled by the ravages of time.

      She screamed again.

      She flung herself forward, her feet snagging as she stumbled and fell.

      Her shoulder slammed into the ground.

      A wind picked up from behind. Roaring, it blew through the falling buildings, blowing a wall of dust her way.

      She turned over her shoulder, her body so racked with fear she could no longer move.

      Her wide, dry eyes bulged as she stared at the destruction.

      Everything crumbled now. Trees, buildings, parks, houses, cars.

      Seconds felt like eons, eating away at everything in time’s path.

      She screamed.

      Ebony Bell screamed and screamed and screamed.

      Her throat a broken mess, her hands trembling as her sweaty fingers tracked across the dust. She tried to move.

      She couldn’t.

      She tried to flee.

      There was nowhere to go.

      She tried to beg for help.

      There was no one left.

      The dust reached out to her, almost touching her feet. She jerked them back desperately.

      A light lifted up from the city beyond.

      From somewhere near the vicinity of the park, a bright slice of light pierced through the clouds of billowing dust.

      She stared at it just as the wall of dust reached her.

      The Portal.

      It was opening.

      
        
        ….

      

      

      Ebony Bell jerked awake.

      Her fingers wet with sweat, her whole body trembling, it took her too long to realize she was in bed and it had all been a dream.

      Nate was by her side instantly, wrapping an arm around her as he pulled her in protectively.

      “It was a dream, it was just a dream,” he whispered in her ear, pulling her even closer.

      She listened to his words.

      She couldn’t believe him.

      It wasn’t just a dream; it was a portent.

      Of what was to come….
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      By the time Ebony Bell sat down at the kitchen table that morning, she’d pushed the dream away.

      It was hard, but she’d had practice; those same terrible dreams had been assaulting her since Harry’s disappearance.

      She stared off into the middle distance. With her chin held in her hand, she sighed deeply.

      She’d been doing that for weeks now. Just staring out the window or at the wall or at some inconspicuous section of dirt on the ground.

      She missed him. Of course she did. Her whole body ached with the pain of loss, with the insecurity of loneliness. His loss was so powerful, in fact, it easily washed away the terror of her nightmares.

      Though she still had her mother, Ben, the police station, Vale, and Nate, her sorrow at losing Harry – her truest friend – was incalculable.

      As she sat there and considered the same view with a stilled, deadened edge to her gaze, she heard Nate making breakfast behind her. As silently as he could, he attended to her needs. For the past several weeks ever since Harry had bravely and stupidly gone through the Portal in her place, Nate had been Ebony’s rock. Without him, she would have had nothing. Nothing.

      Nate was now her everything.

      “It’s almost ready,” he said as she heard him pick up a bowl and place it gently on the countertop.

      Though Ebony heard him, she didn’t respond. In fact, she only looked up when he came around, offered her a sad smile, and placed the bowl before her. Presiding over her attentively, she watched his lips draw into a worried frown. “You are going to eat that, right? Because Ebony, you need to eat something.”

      Slowly she let her hand drop from her chin and placed it lightly beside the bowl. Considering the steaming contents, she pulled it toward herself. She didn’t want to eat it, though. Not because Nate’s cooking was disgusting. On the contrary, he was a brilliant and capable chef. Ordinarily Ebony would be happy to tuck into anything he made, from pastries to hearty stews to delicate salads.

      She didn’t have an appetite today. She hadn’t had an appetite for the past several weeks.

      Nate didn’t move back until he saw her grab up her spoon. In fact, he remained there, looming above her, his gaze watchful as she took a bite. “You need to eat,” he repeated.

      It was a sentiment she could agree with, but something she couldn’t practice. Her stomach turned at the thought of food. She barely slept too, and at the prospect of work, she often found herself morosely giving up.

      Since Harry’s departure, the life had been sucked right out of her.

      Immediately after her brazen bookstore had sacrificed himself through the Portal, Ebony had been determined to find him, to bring him back no matter the cost. Now, however, she knew it would be impossible.

      There was no way to get him back.

      She must have read every single book about portals, canvassed every magical race, and talked the ear off anyone who would listen. But the conclusion was undeniable: Harry was on the Other Side, and he was there to stay.

      As that thought arose in her mind, her expression immediately soured, her lips drawing in as tears filled her eyes.

      Nate obviously saw it. Because he bent over, placing a hand on the table for support as he leaned in and brushed his warm palm over her shoulder.

      The move was soft and alluringly gentle, and it, more than anything else, managed to grab hold of her attention. She looked up into his eyes, and despite her sorrow, smiled.

      Whenever her pain at losing Harry would become too much to bear, or the terror of her nightmares would threaten to claim her, Nate would be there. He would step in and place a hand on her cheek, or stare meaningfully into her eyes, or kiss her softly on the head. He would break her obsession with what she’d lost and remind her of what she still had.

      “It’s hard,” he said simply. He didn’t add anything else. He didn’t tell her it was hard but that she should get over it or try to move on. No, he simply let that warm palm of his press lightly into her shoulder as he acknowledged once more, “it’s hard.”

      Several tears streamed down her cheeks as she nodded.

      “But you take however much time you need, and you do what you have to. I’ll be here.”

      Pressing her lips together hard, she tried to stem the flow of her tears as she nodded. “Thank you,” she managed in a shaking voice, “thank you,” she repeated as the emotion swelled within her. Pushing herself forward in a quick, almost frantic move, she flung herself at him.

      Nate just stood there and took her weight, wrapping his arms around her waist as he supported her there.

      Pushing her cheek hard into his chest as she let her tears flow freely now, Nate cradled her closer.

      She wanted to stay locked in his arms forever. Yet she knew she couldn’t.

      The end was nigh.

      In the past several weeks, crime had increased. The weather had gone mad. The magic pouring out of the Portal had doubled and then tripled. Every imaginable woe was descending upon Vale with the quick march of a deadly army. And that wasn’t even to mention her dreams….

      Eventually, she pulled herself away from him, though she let her hands still rest on his arms as she stared up into his caring eyes. She could have happily spent an eternity pondering the depth of his gaze.

      She didn’t have one.

      His phone rang.

      It surprised them both, but while he merely blinked hard, Ebony jolted badly, her knee bashing into the chair behind her.

      Nate rubbed at her arm and shot her a commiserating look as he answered his phone. “Detective Wall,” he said in a curt tone.

      Then he drew into silence, his eyes narrowing as he listened to the person on the other end of the line.

      Ebony tensed as she waited for the call to end. She was becoming closer and closer to Nate and could read his body language easily. Right now, she could see the tension gripping his jaw, transferring down his neck, and tightening his shoulders like a vice.

      “Right, I’ll be there,” he said as he automatically glanced up at Ebony and held her gaze, “soon. Just give me an hour or so,” he said after a lengthy pause.

      Nate, despite the fact he drove at the speed of a snail, wouldn’t need an hour to get anywhere in Vale. She knew what he was doing. And though it was sweet, she couldn’t let him.

      She took a pointed step forward and shook her head. “You can go,” she mouthed.

      Though he clearly saw her, he didn’t respond. “An hour or so,” he repeated, then he muttered a curt, “goodbye,” before turning the phone off.

      “Nate, you can go. I’ll be fine on my own,” she said clearly as he returned his phone to his pocket.

      He considered her before shaking his head. “Ebony Bell, I don’t tell you what your priorities should be, so don’t you tell me what mine ought to be,” he said in a playfully reproachful tone.

      She wanted to argue, and maybe he could see that because he swiftly pulled her in and kissed her tenderly on the head.

      “Nate,” she managed when he released her, “seriously. I don’t want you to stay here because of me.”

      Rather than argue with her, Nate crossed his arms, fixed her with a purposeful look, and shook his head. The move had finality and all the righteous determination of a knight.

      Sighing, she shook her head. “What’s it about anyway?”

      Nate didn’t answer immediately.

      “Nate, the phone call. It was about some case, right?” She hooked her loose hair over her ears. Though work was the furthest thing from her mind right now – considering Harry, her dreams, and the little fact a creature from beyond the Portal was trying to kidnap her – she couldn’t completely let it go. Despite her hardships, a part of Ebony was hardwired into looking out for Vale. The mere mention of a magical misdemeanor would see her ears prick and her skin prickle.

      “Nothing important. Just a robbery,” he answered.

      She could feel herself deflate. Considering the frankly awful crimes that had been committed of late, a simple robbery was almost welcome. Not, of course, that stealing was a good thing. It wasn’t a murder, though, nor kidnapping, nor some brutal fight.

      Vale was going to the dogs, and not just ordinary dogs, the dogs of Hell.

      “Anything important stolen?” She asked as she sat back down.

      “Hard to tell.”

      Nate had been on the phone for a few minutes. Either the officer who’d called in the robbery had talked about the weather and the latest sports results, or Nate was deliberately holding back the details.

      “Nate, you can tell me,” she said with a deep sigh.

      He simply stared at her with a level gaze. “Eb, it’s just a robbery, nothing to worry about,” he emphasized the word worry as he too sat back down, watching her expression carefully as he did.

      She understood what was happening here.

      Though Ebony had spent most of the past few weeks in a despondent mood over the loss of her best friend, she’d also been frightened and edgy, especially considering her dreams. They assailed her every night, always depicting the same harrowing sight: Vale crumbling as the creature beyond the Portal came for her.

      So yeah, she was edgy.

      She knew her dreams were a portent of what was to come.

      There was a dark, deadly force out there, and it was after her.

      That was not a fact to be readily and easily forgotten. It was one that weighed on her mind whenever her sorrow lifted for long enough.

      It was also a fact that Nate would not have forgotten. Indeed, it was likely carved right into his heart.

      Though Ebony never wanted to lose Nate, she was aware he couldn’t lose her either. The way he’d held onto her, stopping her from running through the Portal, was a testament to that. The way he sometimes wrapped an arm around her in his sleep proved it too. And, most importantly, the way he begged her to look after herself.

      Nathan Wall didn’t want to give Ebony Bell up. And he would do anything to protect her. Which included, apparently, withholding information so she didn’t worry.

      “It’s alright,” he repeated in a controlled, reassuring tone, “the police department will have it under control.”

      She took a deep breath and rested her elbows on the table as she ran her fingers quickly through her hair. “Nate, you can tell me. I won’t freak out, I promise.” She tried to shoot him a smile, but it was weak, and she couldn’t hold it.

      “Eb, you aren’t the only witch out there. And you’re not the only person responsible for Vale. From your mother to Ben to the rest of the department, there are strong, capable people you can rely on. So rely on them. You can’t shoulder every burden. And I’m not going to let you anymore,” he added in a croaky voice.

      She looked up at him sharply. She could see the emotion crumpling his brow and lips.

      “You keep having those horrible dreams, and we know something is after you,” he added as he shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “It almost got you last time,” he started playing with the cuffs of his shirt, “and I almost let it,” he said through a frustrated, truly sorrowful laugh. “But I won’t do that again. I won’t make the same mistakes.” he now looked up at her, his hands stilling as determination returned to him, washing away the frustration and shame.

      Nate had many admirable qualities, but his ability to pull up his socks and keep going was one of the most attractive. Though she knew he was killing himself on the inside for almost losing her, he hardly ever let it show. Instead, he channeled his energy into doing something.

      ….

      Which was what she should be doing right now.

      Rather than wallowing in her grief, she should be doing something. People still needed her. She could either sit at the table obsessing over what she’d lost, or she could help the people she still had to ensure she didn’t lose them too. To ensure whatever horrible reality her dreams foretold never had a chance to pass.

      At that thought, a bitter wave of emotion rolled over her, and she swallowed back a fresh downpour of tears.

      Once again Nate could clearly see her emotion, and he shifted his jaw as he stared into her eyes. “You stay here,” he said determinedly, “and don’t worry,” he added as he reached forward and pushed her untouched food closer to her. “We’ve got this sorted. Trust in the rest of Vale, Eb. We know what we’re doing.”

      What he was saying made sense. Or at least it should have. She knew, academically, that from the witches to the police, there were plenty of people Ebony could rely on. She wasn’t the only person who could protect Vale, right?

      Wrong.

      She wasn’t being arrogant, and nor was she overstating her power and influence, but Ebony knew she was key to this mess. The creature beyond the veil wanted her for some reason.

      ….

      So why couldn’t she force herself to find out what that was? Why couldn’t she get dressed and head to work? Why couldn’t she control her emotions – just like Nate was doing – so she could protect the people she loved?

      Ebony couldn’t answer her own questions. She didn’t know why she couldn’t suck it up and get on with things.

      ….

      Or did she?

      Maybe, just maybe, she’d given up.

      What was the point in fighting considering what she was up against? If all of Vale was soon to fall to the magical fiend beyond the Portal, then what could she realistically do about it?

      Her dreams reinforced the fact she could do nothing. No matter how far she ran, no matter what magic she relied on, Vale always fell.

      Maybe they were telling her it was best to give up.

      Though she was far stronger now than she’d ever been before, it wasn’t enough.

      She knew that the creature beyond the veil was greater than her, wiser, stronger, and willing to do whatever it took to attain its goal.

      She couldn’t stand in its way forever, so why try?

      “Eb, I’ll hang around here until you’ve finished your breakfast,” Nate gestured to her now cold food, “then I’ll head out. But I’ll be home quickly. I promise.”

      She nodded. What she should have done was shake her head and state firmly that she was going with him.

      Gritting her teeth, she willed herself to say it – to tell Nate she was ready to go back to work.

      She couldn’t.

      The words wouldn’t come. Every time they formed on her lips, fear rose and smothered them. Fear and guilt that no matter how hard she tried, she wouldn’t be able to change Vale’s fate, just as she’d been unable to change Harry’s.

      Though Ebony had never been one for self-pity, she had never faced a situation quite like this.

      Before, there had always been a hope that if she applied just enough magic, nous, and determination, she’d see things through.

      Now, there was only despair.

      Maybe Nate could sense what she was thinking, because he offered her a strong nod. “You’ll be safe here. I won’t be gone long, and considering the number of magical enchantments your mother’s put on this place, nothing’s going to disturb you,” he assured her.

      She nodded.

      Her mother and the Coven had been meticulous in setting up protections to ensure Ebony would not be ensnared by the creature beyond the Portal. From powerful charmed bracelets to hexes carved into the windowpanes, Harry’s store was almost as secure as when the old codger had possessed it.

      Almost.

      Nothing could fully replace him, for Harry possessed not just power and wisdom, but perseverance. No matter what he faced, he pressed on. With a blithe “blast and trotter,” Harry Horseshoe would cheerfully face anything.

      Pressing her fingers into her brow and using the pressure of the move to distract her, Ebony started to eat. She ignored her nausea and piled in her food until Nate relaxed.

      If he wasn’t going to leave until she’d finished her breakfast, then so be it. She’d shovel it down. Though she couldn’t force herself to go out there with him, she could at least ensure he didn’t waste his time by her side.

      When she was done, Nate rose from his chair. “More? Water? Some fruit maybe?”

      “Nate, I’m fine. I’ve eaten, now go.” she stood up and stared at him directly. “Go.”

      When he looked ready to protest, she grabbed him by the arm and hauled him up. Pointing a finger firmly in the direction of the door, she snapped, “go.”

      He arched an eyebrow, flattened down his tie, then sighed. “Fine. I’ll be back soon,” he promised.

      She nodded.

      Then she watched him leave. And it tore her apart. She knew he was needed out there, and yet she couldn’t deny she wanted to keep him by her side.

      When she heard the door close behind him, she let out a sorrowful sigh.

      “Ebony Bell, what are you doing with yourself?” she asked aloud.

      She couldn’t answer her own question. Instead, she walked back to the table and sat down.

      Silence drew around her like a shroud.

      She couldn’t pull it back to see the sunlight beyond. For she couldn’t trust the sun to keep shining.

      So what was the point?
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      Again, she dreamed.

      She’d settled down on the couch after breakfast, only for a deep melancholy to lull her into sleep.

      As soon as her eyes closed, the same damn dream began.

      Vale stretched out before her.

      She could see the buildings glistening under a warm mid-morning sun.

      People walked along the streets, birds chirped in the trees, and peace descended from above.

      In a second, it was shattered.

      Screams erupted around her, followed by an immediate thundering boom that rolled over the city like an avalanche.

      Ebony stood, staring with wide, fear-filled eyes.

      It was happening again.

      Though she knew it was a dream, it didn’t matter. She was still filled with the same horrendous, gut-wrenching fear as if the real Vale were about to crumble before her.

      She took a shuddering step backward.

      She was standing outside of her store, and with a boom that shook the open sign to closed, the city gave a powerful shake.

      The road lurched under her heels, and she fell flat on her face. Her nose slamming into the ground, blood trickled down her lips and chin.

      Her hand shaking violently, she pushed herself up, tears filling her eyes.

      In the distance, a great cloud erupted.

      Dust.

      The city was crumbling.

      From somewhere near the park, there was an enormous, powerful shout. It sounded like a thousand, no, a million crows all taking flight at once, their mournful cries melding as one.

      She pushed herself up, cradling her arms around her middle.

      Ever since her fight with the Relator, Ebony had been able to tell dreams from reality.

      She knew this was nothing more than a vision, yet that couldn’t cut through its power.

      Though her mother had secured Harry’s shop with enough enchantments to fry an army of wizards, the creature from beyond the Portal was still reaching out to Ebony, warning her of what was to come.

      She took a jerking step back.

      Screams filtered down the street as people took flight.

      She stared on in fear. Then, out of instinct, she turned.

      She thrust herself toward her shop. She reached the handle and tried to pull it open.

      The door was locked.

      Firmly.

      She couldn’t get in.

      She tugged at it desperately, more tears rolling down her cheeks.

      No matter how hard she tried and no matter how much magic she pushed into the task, nothing would work.

      She took another shuddering step back.

      She could see that enormous cloud of dust picking up higher into the sky now.

      It hung low over the city, rolling out toward her.

      “You can’t fight destiny,” something said.

      It was the cloud. Possessed with the voice of everything it destroyed – from animals to people – it now shrieked at her as it thundered her way.

      “You can’t fight destiny,” it roared once more.

      Covered in sweat, twitching with uncontrollable fright, Ebony jerked backward. Her foot snagged against the pavement, and she fell out into the street.

      Her body slammed down with such ferocity, she felt as though she broke her wrist. Pain gouged into her hand and up her arm, feeling like knives raking across the flesh.

      She winced, breathing through her locked teeth as tears rushed over her cheeks.

      Though the pain was incredible, she turned back to the cloud.

      Closer and closer. It came toward her with dauntless speed, marching over the landscape, obliterating everything in its path.

      She tried to pull herself up. She wanted to run.

      She had to get out of here.

      As soon as she broke through the pain in her arm to push herself up, the street gave an almighty jerk, throwing her down once more.

      Cracks started appearing in the road, rushing forward like fractures in glass.

      She felt the street lurch once more. It pitched her to the side as if she were sitting on nothing more than a tightly pulled sheet that someone was jerking up and down.

      “You cannot ignore destiny,” the cloud screamed once more.

      It was now so enormous and dark it blotted out the once sunny day.

      She shook harder and harder, her shoulders locking up from pain and fear.

      “We are coming for you. You will give in to us. It is your destiny,” the cloud roared once more.

      It was now at the end of her street.

      She watched in fear as the building across the way crumbled. As soon as the cloud touched it, it gave way, shattering into billions of specs of dust and rushing up toward that swarming cloud.

      She screamed, her throat so raw, it felt as if her words scraped through it.

      She pushed herself up.

      “You cannot fight destiny. This is your destiny. We are coming for you. You will succumb to us. To save the Portal, you will succumb,” the dust screamed.

      She flung herself forward, as desperately as she could.

      The dust surged toward her.

      It reached her.

      It swamped her.

      ….

      She woke.

      Not because she was smart enough to pull herself from that nightmare, but because her phone rang.

      With a pounding heartbeat ringing in her ears and thrumming up the veins in her throat, she bolted upwards.

      It took her a few seconds to remind herself it was just a dream.

      Her phone kept ringing.

      Focusing on it, she soon spied it on the other side of the room.

      She lurched forward, disturbing the silk cushions that she’d thrown from the couch when she’d bolted awake.

      With a sweaty hand, she answered. As she did, she used all her magic and force to push back the remnants of her dream.

      “Ebony,” Ben said before she could manage a hello, “we need you.”

      Over the past few weeks, she’d seen Ben numerous times. He’d dropped by, called, and told her, “you can get through this,” at every opportunity.

      He hadn’t once mentioned work, though. Either he was giving her space voluntarily, or Nate had warned him off.

      Now, however, Ebony could hear the fear lacing Ben’s tone, and it alone could force her to forget her dream.

      With a cold sweat collecting between her shoulder blades and a quick shiver shifting through her stomach, she managed, “what is it?”

      Holding the phone, her grip steadily became tighter and tighter. Her knuckles white against her dappled flesh, she stopped breathing as she waited for his answer.

      “We’ve got… Christ, we’re not sure what we’ve got. The other witches are stumped.”

      “What is it?” she angled herself toward the door, eyeing it off as she waited for Ben to spit it out.

      “A disappearance, or a kidnapping, or something – we’re not sure—”

      “Ben, who disappeared?”

      “Flora.”

      “Flora?”

      “Eb, the other witches are saying they’ve never seen anything like this. I wouldn’t have called you, but—”

      “This is serious,” she filled in, taking a steadying breath as she did.

      “Yeah. We need you,” Ben began. Then he stopped because someone snapped at him.

      Though Ebony could barely hear it, she fancied she discerned enough to know who it was – Nate.

      In fact, as she pressed her ear closer to her phone, and she pushed her magic into the task too, she picked up his voice.

      “You shouldn’t have called her, we can manage this,” Nate snapped.

      “Nate, come on – we need her. We’re stumped, and Eb could help. She always can.”

      “No,” Nate said flatly. “Tell her it’s fine and hang up the damn phone. She’s not coming,” he added in a voice so filled with tension, it was the vocal equivalent of a tightly clenched fist.

      “Nate?” she called into the phone.

      There was a pause, then Ben cleared his throat. “Hey, Eb, you still there? Turns out we’re okay, after all. Forget what I said.”

      “Ben, I heard the whole thing. What do you mean Flora’s missing? What happened? I know Nate’s there breathing down your neck, but you can tell me. I won’t break,” she tried, hoping it was true.

      “Ben,” she prompted.

      “Nate’s right, we can handle this on our own. I shouldn’t have called you. I’m not a rookie, and I shouldn’t act like one. We’re all good here, Eb. You get back to your day.”

      “Ben?”

      “Okay, see you, Eb,” Ben said, hanging up before she could protest.

      She listened to his voice cut out, then brought her phone down and stared at it. Slowly she tipped her head back and leveled her gaze at the window.

      She could see a snippet of the sky. It was blue, but there were dark clouds racing across it. They moved with all the swiftness of a bird on the wing, or, perhaps, a bird being chased.

      It was a paranoid association and one that reminded her intensely of her dream, but as Ebony took a step forward and angled her head down to stare at the street beyond, she saw that image everywhere: the chase. The way the breeze shot through the trees looked as though the air pursued the leaves. The way the pedestrians darted across the pavement made it appear that they were running from the fleeting shadows the clouds cast from above.

      Pressing a hand into her face, Ebony told herself she was just being paranoid.

      It was all in her mind, right?

      Wrong.

      Something was out there. Something was trying to force its way through the Portal. The same thing was poisoning her dreams, toying with her before it pounced.

      She could stay in here and hide from it for a while, but not forever.

      Taking a step back, she swallowed, turned, and considered the couch. With her phone still held tightly in one hand, she stared down at that too.

      Finally, she brought her gaze back to the sky beyond.

      Ebony Bell had once prided herself on her resilience. From Relators to the worst wizards in the world, she’d earned her stripes. She had faced everything but the Devil himself, and she’d won.

      Every problem has a solution, as long as you dare delve deep enough to find it.

      That’s what every witch is taught.

      There’s an important caveat to that, however: sometimes you run out of time, blood, sweat, and tears.

      The bigger the problem, the more the solution asks of you. The more you sacrifice in order to win.

      Ebony couldn’t sacrifice more. She couldn’t keep losing.

      So she hesitated.

      Going out there felt like facing her destiny.

      She shivered at that thought, remembering the words the dust had screeched in her dream.

      It had promised it was her destiny, and she could no longer turn away….

      Ebony turned from the window and faced the couch.

      Shame washed over her as she took a step toward it. She couldn’t force herself to head out to face Vale yet.

      Never before had she felt so much guilt at being so weak and pathetic. For never before had she had cause to.

      Like it or not, Ebony had withdrawn. The fight sapped out of her, she sat back on the couch, letting her legs fall out from underneath her as the cushions scattered at her impact.

      Resting her head on the headrest, she closed her eyes, tears filtering through them and streaking down her cheeks.

      Though she’d made the decision not to go, she couldn’t drop her phone. It was still held tightly in her left hand, her fingers so stiff around the slim device that, with just a little magic, she could have shattered it into thousands of pieces.

      Though Harry had left her store, and had left her life, Ebony still lived in the old place. While it was no longer alive with the soul of a seriously cantankerous wizard, all the modifications Harry had made to the place still existed. There were still three floors, and the cockroaches he’d been training still amassed around any magical creature dumb enough to walk past their dumpster.

      What was more, Harry’s collection hadn’t disappeared, either. It was still here: from the yellowed, dog-eared gardening magazines to the extremely rare magical tomes on the second floor.

      Maybe it was all a parting gift from him. Though ostensibly the store should have returned to its original state after Harry’s departure, maybe the old codger had imbued the floors and walls and words with just enough magic so they didn’t forget him or his influence.

      With a sudden burst of inspiration, Ebony pulled herself from the couch’s embrace and walked downstairs to the shop. With her bare feet slapping against the dusty floorboards, and one cold hand trailing over the railing, she stared out at the books as she descended.

      It was a beautiful place. Or at least it was to her. All those various stories and words of wisdom or sometimes foolhardiness, all wrapped up in those colorful bindings. They were like the visual equivalent of candy.

      Despite her ever-present sadness, she smiled. She couldn’t help it. Walking down into her store reignited memories. Good memories of the way her life used to be. All those mornings spent stacking books with Harry floating over her and marshaling her like a field general, his suspenders twanging as his arms moved around like levers.

      In fact, with just a little imagination, she could still hear his voice… “clean up this place, you backward witch, you. You call this a store? I call it a waste of my precious collection. Only a witch would spend weeks on a couch sobbing when she should be selling books and saving the world.”

      Though there was no Harry, Ebony found herself smiling. Her lipstick-free top lip kinked over her teeth, and she shook her head. “You always did have the emotional intelligence of a lump of coal,” she mumbled to the first book she picked up.

      Everything was covered in dust. From the sweets on the counter to the cash register to every shelf. Which was strange considering she knew Nate cleaned up in here twice a week. He was also down here most nights doing more research.

      And yet, no matter how thoroughly he dusted, swept, and mopped, the dust would return, as would the cobwebs.

      A sense of age had settled in over Harry Horseshoe’s Secondhand Bookstore. The place creaked and groaned in even the slightest wind, and the door – no matter how many times Nate oiled it – practically screamed every time it was opened.

      It seemed she wasn’t the only one that missed Harry. Without him, this place was, well, just a place.

      Clicking her teeth together, she walked through the shelves, staring at the books as she went.

      It was in this daze that she stepped on something. Something that went crunch and protested with an unnatural squeak.

      Ebony doubled back, almost falling into a shelf and knocking it over. “What the—”

      She looked down to see a cockroach picking itself up and grooming its antenna as it twisted its tiny little head her way and no doubt glared at her.

      “Eww,” Ebony began as she made a face and held onto the shelf as she waved her foot in the air, trying to free it of the sensation of stepping on a cockroach without shoes on.

      The cockroach took a moment to right itself, then turned and faced her.

      If Ebony weren’t a witch, she would balk at the exact concentration the cockroach held for her as it angled its head her way and watched her with its compound, reflective eyes.

      Ebony was, however, a witch. She was also very, very familiar with Harry’s cockroach army.

      Before the wizard had gone through the Portal, he’d become thoroughly obsessed with the little creatures. “The future,” he’d call them, before zooming into the air and cackling like a banshee.

      Still, she’d been sure to set up enough enchantments to prevent his budding roach troupe from entering the house.

      Nate didn’t like them. And Nate had a really good reason for that: when Ebony’s clone had woven a spell to trick her family, Ebony had attacked Nate with a dumpster full of magical cockroaches in order to get away from him.

      While he’d forgiven her readily, he would not forgive the roaches.

      They were very much banned from the house, despite the fact they were usually entirely well-behaved for a bunch of insects.

      Ebony let go of the shelf and stopped trying to shake her foot. Instead, she narrowed her eyes and got down on her hands and knees a half-meter away from the roach. “How did you get in?”

      The roach looked haughty, and if it had possessed eyebrows, would no doubt have waggled them. Instead, it twitched its antenna back in a clear move of “wouldn’t you like to know.”

      “You’ll have to get out of here before Nate comes back.”

      The cockroach locked its insect equivalent of hands on its insect equivalent of hips. If it had hair like Ebony’s, it would likely be flicking it indignantly over one shoulder.

      “Fine. Don’t tell me. But I suggest you leave. Nate will be home any time soon,” she said. Though, more accurately, she wished.

      He would be okay, right? The combined power of the police department, the witches, and her very own brave knight would be able to solve the case at Flora’s, yeah?

      Another wave of guilt caught Ebony, and it very much felt like being sucked under by a current.

      Before she could feel too sorry for herself, however, the roach made a peculiar noise – the insect equivalent of someone clearing their throat importantly.

      Then the critter scampered away.

      Before it scuttled out of sight behind a towering box of old mail catalogs, it paused and stared directly at her. In fact, it didn’t move again until she stood up and took a step toward it.

      “Ah, do you want me to follow you?”

      The roach, of course, didn’t answer. Instead, it shook its antenna and started dashing across the floor again.

      “Oh my god, this is so weird,” Ebony acknowledged as she trundled after it.

      In fact, the bizarreness of following a magical cockroach was just enough to make her forget the shouting dust from her latest nightmare. She pushed it from her mind as she followed.

      At the end of the day, Ebony was a witch. Curiosity was the cornerstone of magic. Right now, she followed hers.

      The cockroach led her on a roundabout trek through the back of her bookstore. Just as she became fed up and started to question whether there was something seriously wrong with her – considering she was following the roach equivalent of Lassie – she stopped.

      The roach disappeared down a crack just to the left of the grand fireplace.

      A large crack.

      A magical one.

      She could feel the power crackling around it. Though it was only subtle, Ebony was now a powerful witch. She could sense the energy emanating from some small curse or insignificant hex three blocks away.

      So now, despite the fact the magical crack before her was tiny, she could still sense its power on the tip of her tongue.

      Pressing her teeth together and narrowing her eyes, she took a cautious step toward it.

      Though Harry was gone from this abode, that didn’t mean it was free of magic, not considering the slew of enchantments her mother and the rest of the Coven witches had cast upon this place.

      Yet the crack before her didn’t belong.

      For a single spine-tingling moment, it reminded her of the creature she’d fought. That menacing ancient energy that had tried to trap her and lure her through the Portal. It too had been a crack in space: nothing but a fissure in the fabric of time and place.

      Though that memory blasted through her, making her tense with fright, Ebony quickly dismissed it.

      She didn’t get the same sense off the tiny little magical crack before her. No wave of menace washed forth from it, nor did the very embodiments of hatred and malevolence course out of that fissure like blood from a torn artery.

      With a quick steadying sniff, Ebony reached out a hand.

      She did not push her fingers into the crack, lest some magical spider dart out and bite them off. Instead, she let her hand hover just above it as she closed her eyes and concentrated.

      It had been several weeks since she’d called upon her power to do magical detective work. She wasn’t rusty, though. God knows Ebony had sussed out enough magical crimes that even if she took 20 years off, her skills would still be fresh.

      So she was quick as she extended her awareness beyond her hand and into that crack.

      Instantly magic rushed up to meet her. Familiar magic: the dusty, old, but powerful sense of Harry Horseshoe.

      “What on Earth?” she managed in a weak voice as she stumbled backward. Almost losing her footing as surprise raced through her, Ebony latched a hand on the wall and stared at that crack. “What is this?”

      There was no one to answer. Even the little Lassie cockroach had left her now.

      Shivering with shock, she composed herself enough to push out once more. This time, however, she let her fingers actually rest against the crack.

      As she did, anticipation shot through her.

      She could feel this was important, and sure enough, as her fingers brushed that pulsating crack of magic, something happened. Something big. In a rather resounding moment, where a boom filtered through the shop and unsettled all of those cobwebs and all of that dust, something opened up underneath Ebony’s feet: a staircase, to be exact.

      Genuinely surprised, she stood there for a fraction of a second before she tumbled down, headfirst. Her back and arms and legs and shoulders and hips smacked into the stone, step after step, until she landed face-first on the floor. A suitably dusty floor.

      It took Ebony a long time to pull herself up. Not only did every inch of her ache, but she was taking a while to catch up.

      In all the years she lived with Harry, though she’d been aware his shop had been dotted with secret rooms and staircases, they’d only ever opened up for the wizard and not for her. Now Harry was gone, though the third floor remained, his other magical alterations did not.

      So what the hell was this place?

      She shifted herself forward. Groaning, she felt how weak her wrists were after her tumble. A nasty shooting pain was plunging down her side, and her face was so covered with dust and muck that she sneezed violently.

      Still, she hadn’t broken anything. Nor had she given herself any fatal internal bleeding.

      While Ebony was emotionally weakened by Harry’s departure, she was still as strong as ever. In fact, ever since defeating her clone, she was far more powerful.

      Resting on her haunches, Ebony placed her hands on her thighs and stared around the room. For it was a room. She hadn’t simply fallen down a dusty set of stairs into a small stone nook.

      Around her was a space that stretched about as far and wide as the shop did above.

      Her eyebrows peaking together in confusion and shock, she pushed herself up, ignoring the groaning creaking sound of her knees as they protested her tumble.

      “How long has this been here?” she asked as she pushed a little magic into her addled body and now walked confidently forward. She also stretched out a palm, and with nothing more than a simple thought, let light spill forth.

      It was dark down here, but as her magic lit up the scene, she couldn’t help but gasp.

      She hadn’t known what to expect upon finding this place, but rather than an army of cockroaches and Harry’s private beard collection, what she saw was a simple armchair with a simple coffee table set next to it.

      As she walked up to them, she noted there were two items on the table: one ancient coffee cup that made her recoil as she saw a serious mountain of mold growing inside and next to it a journal with a fountain pen arranged neatly on top.

      Ebony pushed her teeth into her lips as she considered the strange scene before her.

      Had she just come upon Harry’s private drawing-room? Or had the strange crack in the wall led her to… where? Where else could this be?

      It was obvious this room was part of the store, just as it was obvious she’d never come across it before. Though Ebony had been negligent in her shop duties ever since her work with the police had tripled, she’d always paid careful attention to the store regardless of how much crime was doing the rounds. She always took every Saturday to clean the shelves for what it was worth and to polish the countertop. So she would’ve noticed this crack.

      Which meant it was either new, or Ebony wasn’t as observant as she’d like to think. Or, considering Harry Horseshoe was involved, it was neither of the above and was something too devious for Ebony’s small mind to comprehend.

      Hesitating as she cocked her head to the side, she reached out tentatively to touch the chair. When it didn’t turn into a raging monster and buck at her wildly or gobble her up, she pursed her lips and sat down. With an arched eyebrow, she prodded at it, confirming once and for all it was an ordinary chair.

      Making a face, she clamped two fingers over her nose and pushed the moldy coffee cup away before plucking up the journal and pen. As she set the journal on her lap, she felt a kick of nerves travel deep into her belly. Could this be Harry’s private journal? Or was it some random book? Or, more likely, his future battle plans for his incredible roach army?

      There was only one way to find out. Though Ebony hesitated at the prospect of opening the book, as it may reopen her wound over losing Harry, her curiosity was too powerful.

      As she sucked in a breath and held it tightly, she pushed open the old brown leather cover, her fingers gently caressing it as if it were the hand of a friend.

      Though she shivered at the prospect of what she might find, the first page turned out to be blank, and then the second, and then the third.

      As disappointment sank deep into her belly and threatened to bring fresh tears to her eyes, the pen rolled off the table and onto the floor. With a loud clang, it made her jump, and she let go of the book.

      Chiding herself softly for being so jittery, she leaned down to pick up the journal. That’s when she noticed it had opened to a page filled with scrawled, haphazard writing.

      Feeling tremendously nervous now, she plucked up the book and read: Thoughts on the difference between witches and wizards: wizards are tremendously practical folk. When there is a problem, they always go out to meet it head-on, whether that problem is a lack of customers or the end of the world. You wouldn’t see a wizard moping around on the couch and crying for several weeks. Only particularly pathetic people do that. And the only particularly pathetic people I can think of are all witches.

      Ebony gasped, pressing her fingers into her lips.

      The writing – the tone – it was Harry’s. But was it just coincidence that his words sounded like a commentary on her current situation?

      Before she could truly consider whether they’d somehow been written for her, she quickly dismissed the thought as wishful thinking.

      Ever since Harry had left, though she’d mourned his passing, she’d briefly held onto the foolish hope he would come back. That or the information she’d learned about the Portal was wrong, and that one day he would simply walk into his bookstore chuckling about the fantastic vacation he’d had on the Other Side and telling Nate to get his feet off the coffee table because that’s where Harry’s feet belonged.

      She’d forced herself to come to terms with the fact he wouldn’t. Harry was gone, and there was nothing she could do about it.

      ….

      Trying to tell herself her hope was foolish, Ebony turned another page.

      I have often pondered that if saving the world and the universe and everything was left up to a witch, that entirely too many tears and entirely too much time would be wasted. Witches, after all, are simply not as forthright as wizards. They spend too much time trying to figure out what is right and not enough time trying to force the world to become whatever they want it to become. They confuse wallowing with directed thought. And as such, it would be a crying shame if the fate of everyone and everything were left in their thoroughly flimsy grasps.

      God. God. Was this directed at her?

      Was this book communicating with her?

      If Ebony hadn’t been magical, that prospect would’ve been impossible to accept. Even as a witch, it felt too much like wishful thinking, though.

      Closing her eyes and pressing her lips hard into her teeth, she tried to compose herself.

      If Harry were here, he’d tell her to suck it up, draw in a calming breath, and bloody get on with it. There were things to do, but not much she could get done lounging on the couch and falling down random sets of stairs into mysterious drawing rooms.

      The world out there needed her.

      Even though she knew what he’d say, and knew it was right, the thought of leaving still made her sick. So she simply sat there, resting down on her knees as she flicked to another page.

      A good wizard knows you cannot hide from the end. If you try, it will catch you unawares, flick your suspenders, give you a wedgie, and then promptly kill you. When you hide from the inevitable, there will be nobody left to get in its way.

      Ebony rocked back and forth as she read the words out loud. It sounded like Harry, and considering this was his store, these words most likely belonged to him. But, in reality, they were unlikely to be a prescient commentary on her current condition and more likely to be old ramblings Harry had jotted down over his ancient cup of mold.

      It was just a coincidence they now appeared to pertain to Ebony’s current condition. For in truth, surely they pertained to most of her conditions. This wasn’t the first time Ebony had found herself in trouble, and if the current situation didn’t kill her, it wouldn’t be the last. So maybe she was reading too much into this book, and she should just close it and try to do something useful for once. While Nate was out dealing with the Flora case, she could cook lunch or at least attempt to clean the store so he didn’t have to.

      Intending to go through with her plan, she accidentally trod on the pen, which had somehow moved under her feet, and she tripped over backward, promptly slamming into the chair. As she did, the book fell flat onto her face and bumped her nose badly.

      Grabbing it back with a curse and rubbing her face, she stared at the book. As she did, words appeared on it out of thin air.

      Sometimes people ignore the writing on the wall, because some people are witches, and witches often need to be struck over the head with wisdom until they understand what’s going on.

      “What is this?” Ebony mumbled to herself, watching with wide eyes as the words formed right before her nose. Sitting straight in the chair, her hands trembling, she stared at that neat cursive handwriting walking its way across the blank page like a determined spider out for a stroll.

      Clamping a sweaty, shaking hand over her mouth, she watched the following words appear:

      If it were me, I would find the Treasure. The Treasure is key. The Treasure is key.

      Ebony blinked quickly, her eyelashes fluttering and dislodging the dust that had collected over her cheeks. This entire place was absolutely caked in it. The chair she now sat in was so gray and gritty it felt as though it hadn’t been cleaned in hundreds of years, and quite probably hadn’t.

      Bringing a hand up and cleaning her cheek with half a mind, she thought about the words that had just appeared on the page. “The Treasure?” As she said it out loud, the same words appeared again on the page:

      The Treasure. If it were me, I would never have forgotten the Treasure. I would have searched until I found it. For the Treasure is key.

      Ebony slowly stood. She found herself closing the book with a slight snap. Her hands tensed around it as a memory rushed up from the darkness.

      The Treasure?

      Over the years, Harry Horseshoe had sought out many dragon hoards and had acquired many fantastic ancient artifacts. The sensation tracking its way up her spine told her the words in the journal had nothing to do with those exploits, though. Oh no, the memory collecting at the edge of her mind told her it was more.

      Suddenly she remembered.

      Her eyes snapped open as realization dawned on her. Ebony gave a stuttering gasp and ran as fast as she could up the stairs, her feet a blur until she reached the top and ran into the store.

      She gave another gasp for good measure.

      She was still clutching the book as tightly as she could. And with a wary move, she cast her gaze toward it.

      She bit her lip. She thought about its warning: if it were me, the book had said, I would not have forgotten the Treasure, for the Treasure is key.

      Ebony stood there and closed her eyes. She couldn’t ignore the memory burning deep inside her like a fire. She even gave a violent shudder as she dropped the book and muttered, “but we already sorted that out. The Treasure – the Grimshore curse. The police and the witches investigated it and discovered the Treasure was just some ancient pact the Grimshores got into to secure their future. There’s nothing I need to know about it that I don’t already know,” she said in a stuttering voice as she defended herself to nobody but a book.

      The book, for its part, remained exactly where she dropped it, its pages somehow fluttering in a non-existent wind.

      Staring at it accusingly, she took a step back, and as she did, she tumbled quite carelessly over an enormous pile of stacked magazines. Slamming into the bookcase behind her, she unsettled the books on the highest shelf, and one tumbled off, soaring straight toward her head. With a jerk, she lurched out with her arm and grabbed it, catching the book before it slammed into her noggin.

      With a startled stutter, she pulled herself up. As she did, she caught a glimpse of the title: How to Find Your Treasure, it stated in bold, yellow text that was underlined and offset with far too many exclamation marks.

      “What the hell is going on here?” she asked.

      She picked herself up and backed away, dropping the book and letting it tumble to the ground. Turning around, she stared at her shop with wide-open eyes and lips that were frozen in surprise.

      Harry was gone. She knew that. There was no trace of him left anywhere in this store, for Harry had gone through the Portal. It was not a fact she would ever forget.

      So why did it now feel as if he was all around her? As if somehow a part of him still possessed every book, and was, in usual fashion, trying to show her the way when she was lost?

      With sweaty hands, she pushed her hair back from her face and then crossed her arms in front of her chest, leaning into her own grip as she tried to support herself. Right now she felt unsteady. Of course she did. She’d come to terms with the fact she’d lost Harry, or at least she’d tried to. So why did it now feel as though he was haunting her?

      Taking a step back as the emotion washed over her in such a violent wave it threatened to pound her into the floor, Ebony shook her head, fresh tears trickling down her cheeks with a truly pathetic whimper that would have made Harry roll his eyes and throw a cushion at her.

      She turned and headed for the stairs, trundling up them as fast as she could. She didn’t stop until she reached the couch, which she plunged headfirst into.

      She grabbed a cushion, locked it into her chest, and closed her tear-filled eyes.

      “Don’t do this to yourself,” she begged. “He’s gone. You’re making this up. The journal is just a remnant, some old diary he left behind. There’s no part of him trapped in this store. Don’t hold on to hope.”

      As she tried to convince herself everything was normal, she swore she heard a strange scrabbling sound down in the store. Rather than attending to it, she turned her face hard into the cushions, trying to block it out.

      She didn’t want to face what was out there. Not just down in her store, but out there with a capital T.

      She couldn’t hide from the fact the creature beyond the Portal wanted her, but she could hide from herself. She could wait until destiny came kicking down her door to drag her away. Until the clouds of dust drew close enough to consume her.

      Until her destiny caught up with her and claimed her.

      If Harry had been with her right now, he would no doubt have shouted at her that she was the most pathetic creature he’d ever witnessed. Even dragons had more fight than she did, and dragons were startlingly dumb creatures.

      Ebony, on the other hand, should have learned from her numerous and wild adventures that hope was the very last thing you ever chose to give up, because hope was the very last bastion of the will.

      As long as you held onto the belief you could change something, you didn’t give up. Giving up was the worst way to end a story.

      As Ebony battled with her thoughts, that scrabbling sound became louder and louder until she couldn’t ignore it anymore.

      Thinking it must be more of those strange cockroaches, she tugged herself up off the couch. She peered down the stairs and into the shop.

      She couldn’t see anything, and with a glum frown, she turned around.

      That would be when, just out of the corner of her eye, she saw a black squiggle.

      Turning her head sharply, she swore she saw something on the floor beside her feet. As she leaned down, she recognized what it was.

      Jerking back, she slammed a palm over her mouth.

      For what it was, was impossible: words.

      Words were marching their way up the stairs, over the wood, around the metal railing, and over the tread of the worn carpet. They made their eager and steady way toward her like a little army of ordered ants.

      “What is this?” she practically screeched as she scuttled backward, her back banging into the couch and several silk cushions tumbling down around her.

      With fixed attention, she stared at the words, her mouth becoming steadily more open as shock gave way to curiosity.

      She could feel magic, for the magic of those marching words washed out in waves.

      It was irrepressible and completely impossible to ignore, and as they made their way toward her, Ebony watched in total astonishment as the words marched up her skin.

      At first, all she could do was stare in fixed concentration as she felt the prickle of those letters pressing up her flesh.

      They felt exactly like unwelcome insects darting across her arms and legs.

      Freaking out and wildly squeaking like a surprised child, she batted at them. Yet no matter how much she clutched and grabbed, she couldn’t push them off.

      Eventually, the words climbed all the way up her legs and torso and arms until they reached her hands.

      Screaming and thrashing around, she calmed down long enough to see the words collect across her palm. The letters danced about, squirming around until they fit into place and formed several words:

      What are you doing? This is no time to sit on the couch.

      The sentence tracked across her palm, and when it was done, the words twisted and rearranged themselves to add:

      Go out to find the Treasure. The only thing you will achieve on the couch is wasting your time.

      Ebony ground her teeth and waved the hand containing the words up and down as if she was trying to remove a persistent speck of dirt. No matter how much she scratched or twitched, or tried to push the words away, they would not go.

      So eventually Ebony stopped trying to rub them off. She took a sniff and called on her magic instead. As she did, the words twisted and changed once more. This time they pointed out:

      I guess magic is wonderful stuff, but it’s useless without a will. Now go out there, pull your socks up, and find the Treasure.

      Before Ebony could push her magic into the task of pushing the words back, she stopped. Could they really be from Harry? Was this a message beyond the grave? Or, considering Harry had always been dead, beyond the veil itself?

      Though she really, really didn’t want to rely on that prospect, considering the false hope it would rekindle, she didn’t know what else to believe. She did, however, know who she could trust. Nate, her family, and her friends.

      She was at a loss, but there were others she could rely on. Nate had told her as much this morning, and she let her palm drop as she thought of him.

      As she did, the memory of Ben calling with so much tension pressing through his tone returned to her. She’d left them in danger. Rather than helping him out when he needed her, she’d just collapsed on the couch instead, feeling sorry for herself.

      She brought up her palm to see the word pathetic written on it and underlined with great exuberance.

      Yes, she was pathetic, but going out there felt exactly like facing the end. The longer she put it off, the more time she could squeeze from her life. For as soon as she walked out that door, she knew instinctively her end would begin. There would be no turning away, no holding it back. The night would descend. The darkness that was now pushing its way over Vale would collapse over her in a stifling blanket, for the creature beyond the Portal was so very close to coming through.

      The portent of her dreams would be fulfilled. With nowhere to run and no one to turn to, she’d be consumed.

      Just as she shivered at that prospect, she felt yet another word form over her hand. She looked down to see the following letters writing their way across her skin:
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