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      Blurb

      

      
        When the universe wants you to act - you act or run. Ebony Bell will do both. While crying, kissing, and selling as many books as she can.
      

      Things have changed for Ebony. They're about to change more. Only months after defeating the Relator, she's plunged into a new conflict. Nature itself has singled her out for an impossible task.

       Soon Ebony is knee-deep in a mysterious disappearance, cults, and demons. Lots of demons. If she can't push through, she'll run out of time. Literally.

      Vale, her favorite knight detective, and all of history will fall with her, and that's too much trouble for one girl to manage. Alone, at least.

      ...

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

    Ebony Bell was a new witch. It had been several months since her fight with the Relator, and ever since Ebony had gained victory over it, her life had changed for the better. Suddenly, she had a little thing called respect, and boy was it nice.

    Defeating the Relator, as Harry loved to point out, was an astounding victory for any magical creature, let alone a witch. While Ebony didn’t agree with Harry’s insulting comment about witches, she couldn’t help but admit her victory was important. Not only had her mother invited Ebony to have a role in the Coven, but every other magical race in Vale was treating Ebony with respect. It had even filtered into the Police Station. Ben often chuckled and slapped her on the shoulder, after giving Ebony her morning coffee of course, telling everyone that they were always safe while she was around.

    It was taking some time to get used to. For most of her life, Ebony had been the oddball witch, the eccentric one, the colorful one, the one who was confident, yes, but often didn’t have the skills to match that attitude.

    Now she felt powerful. Every day Ebony stood a little straighter. Every day she made her decisions quicker and with more determination.

    The uncertainty that had once stood at the edges of her life was crumbling. It wasn’t that Ebony knew what would happen tomorrow or the next day, or even in a year’s time. No, it was that no matter what happened, she now had evidence that she could deal with it. Yes, if the Portal suddenly opened and the creatures from beyond spilled into their world, Ebony would likely face defeat. But even in that eventuality, she still had the hope she would find some way to deal with it.

    As Ebony applied her lipstick, she applied a little less.

    She was doing that a lot these days.

    She was wearing fewer bangles too, and sometimes she was picking her most understated skirts and tops. It wasn’t that she was growing up, heaven forbid, and neither was it because she was losing her eccentricity. She didn’t have anything to show off anymore. She didn’t have anything to prove. If she wanted to wear outrageous lipstick, a skirt that looked like it belonged in a modern art museum, and some high heels that she knew would get stuck in soft ground and metal grating, then of course Ebony Bell was going to do exactly that. The point was, she no longer had to do it every day. She could do it only when she felt like it.

    Ebony tried not to smile as she applied her lipstick, because she inevitably found herself slipping and applying it over her chin and cheeks. She couldn’t help it today. She had the feeling that it would be a good day. In fact, in the past several months since the defeat of the Relator, most of Ebony’s days had been, well, almost fantastic. Yes, there was still crime on the streets of Vale, and yes, sometimes she did come face-to-face with the grisly and unkind side of magic, but once again, Ebony felt she could deal with it. Knowing she could deal with it meant she could enjoy all the little details of life. No matter what problems occurred around her, as long as she got a smile from the right people, a warm meal, and a burst of sunshine on her cheeks and hair, then the day would be a good one.

    Fixing her makeup with her fingers, Ebony looked at her reflection in the mirror. She turned to the side, patted her simple black skirt, and puffed up her colorful blouse.

    “If you spend any more time in the bathroom, an age will have passed by the time you get to work, and Ebony Bell, an age is a very long time,” Harry mentioned from behind her.

    She didn’t bother to turn; she could tell her cantankerous bookstore was in human form, and that said human form was leaning against the door, probably with a screwed up contemptuous look on his face as he watched Ebony complete her outfit. To Harry, you didn’t need to look good – all you needed was to roll up your sleeves and attack the first dragon you saw walking down the street. To him, that was magic, and that was how you behaved as a magical creature. But the world had come a long way since Harry Horseshoe had blazed through it. Now magic was more nuanced, and if you wanted to fit in with the humans while you were doing it, then yes, a simple black skirt and a colorful blouse would go a long way.

    Eventually, Ebony turned from the mirror, closed her lipstick with a click, popped it back in the basket on her counter, and shrugged her shoulders. “Find something useful to do today,” she begged as she brushed past his shoulder and walked out into the corridor. “Like, I don’t know, open the shop, even if it’s only for ten whole minutes.”

    Ever since Ebony’s defeat of the Relator, she’d been working around the clock, and no, not selling books to lucky customers. The events of several months ago had gone some way to proving Ebony’s skills, and now they were in high demand. She went into work at the Vale Police Station every single day without fail. Whether it was to lift a curse from an old desk or writing pen or to question some new magical criminal, it didn’t matter. If there was a crime somebody needed to solve, most often people called on Ebony. News of her victory had spread, and it had gained Ebony a reputation. A reputation Harry was most definitely adding to. Once or twice she’d found him writing letters with furious speed and concentration and posting them off to various wizards around the world. When she would ask what he was writing, he would grin at her and say “history.”

    Her relationship with the wizards had changed too. Aaron had a newfound respect for her, and considering he held such a prominent position on the Council of Eight, the other wizards of Vale were following in his stead. People would come into the store and ask her questions. Not Harry, not Ebony’s mother, not Aaron, but Ebony herself. Hard questions, questions about ritual, magic, the finer points of law. And they would wait to hear her answer.

    Ebony flicked her hair as she walked into the kitchen. She surveyed her lounge room, picked up a cushion, neatened it, and straightened it on the couch. Then she turned to face Harry. He was sitting on the bench, arms crossed, feet dangling in the air. He was wearing the same pair of suspenders and britches he always wore, the same shirt, and even the same cap he sometimes put on, despite the fact he was always inside. “You going to come home early today?” he questioned, a pout crumpling his lips.

    “Are you lonely? Harry Horseshoe, one of the greatest wizards ever to live, are you actually lonely?” she asked as she tilted her head to the side, her bouncy red locks pushing over her shoulder and collecting along the folds of her blouse.

    “Ha, lonely, me? How on earth could I ever be lonely? I have so many stories and adventures trapped in my mind,” Harry harshly poked himself in the temple but didn’t flinch at the move, “that I might never have to see another person or magical creature again. I have traveled the globe,” he pointed out with a grand sweep of his hand. “I have fought creatures that would make your blood curdle. I most certainly am not lonely.”

    Ebony watched her possessed bookstore in silence. She pressed her lips together, gave a shrug, and turned toward the stairs. “Well then, I guess if you’re not lonely, you might protest if I invite Nate around for tea.”

    Harry jumped off the bench. He was like an excited child. Harry’s relationship with Vale’s dedicated knight had changed over the past several months. Harry Horseshoe had gone from wanting to blast Nate, to almost loving the guy.

    They were true blokey mates. Whenever Nate came over, Harry would produce beers, and the two of them would go downstairs, read history books, and share ridiculous stories about destroying dragons and whatnot.

    With the glow returning to Harry’s cheeks, Ebony chuckled, waved at him, and went downstairs. As she walked through her shop, she ran her hand over a pile of magazines, dislodging the thick layer of dust on top.

    She loved her new life, because she loved the respect and the challenges. But she missed her old life too – the days spent in her bookstore, just her and Harry, getting excited whenever a customer might come through the door but content if they didn’t.

    Ebony’s life had changed. An important lesson she’d learned was one she couldn’t turn away from now: while she’d loved that life, she had to move on and find a new one, embrace whatever challenges came, and grow with them rather than against them. That was the nature of the universe, wasn’t it? It always gave the most power, meaning, and import to that which expanded and sought out the new.

    Ebony Bell was now seeking out the new, she reminded herself as she walked through the door, flipping the sign to open.

    It was a glorious day outside, but a smattering of dark gray clouds was building behind the mountains. Ebony paused on the street, one hand on her skirt, the other on the bag she’d shrugged over her shoulder. She looked up to the sky, her eyes scanning the horizon and focusing on those clouds far above.

    She could sense things more these days. She could open up her mind and heart, and she could feel the magical energy echoing through the environment. It was always there, sometimes powerfully strong, and sometimes incredibly weak, but if she let herself wait and see, she would inevitably find it.

    She sniffed, tasting the air, still gazing at those clouds. They were ominous. No, that wasn’t quite the right word. They were laden. But with more than rain. They looked to be the kind of clouds that would promise a shift in energy, whether it be dramatic, subtle, or lightning fast and frantic. She narrowed her eyes, but before she could push her mind into those clouds, somebody cleared their throat. She didn’t need to turn; Ebony knew exactly who it was.

    She twisted on her foot, and she let a smile spread her lips. “Detective Nathan Wall.” She arched an eyebrow, never letting that smile shift for a second.

    “You are using my full name, Ebony. Am I in trouble?” He raised his own eyebrow, but there was an amused edge to it.

    She shook her head and offered him a pout. “How could you be in trouble? You are Vale’s most dedicated, trustworthy, determined detective,” she said as she began to walk with him, letting him lead her to his car, which was parked across the street.

    He laughed. “You’re in a good mood this morning.”

    Were his eyes sparkling? Yes, yes, they were. And maybe several months ago Ebony would have digested that fact with a little tremble to her stomach, or maybe she would have walked away with a smile on her lips, or maybe she would have tried to rationalize it and pretend it meant something other than the obvious. But now she let it settle over her like the warm kiss of sunlight from above.

    Nothing much had happened between her and Nate in the past several months – well, nothing overt. They hadn’t declared their love for each other, and neither had they gone on a single date. But everything else – everything else had changed.

    It was just so much easier now. Their interactions, their relationship. Whereas once Ebony would have found any excuse to jump down Nate’s throat, to blame him for whatever happened, to treat him as anything less than the remarkable man he was, she didn’t do that anymore. And neither did he do the same to her. They were now so comfortable in each other’s company, they had one of those kinds of relationships. The special kind of relationship witch consultants could have with her partner. Almost intuitive. Almost magical. Nate would always call whenever she was thinking about him, and she always popped up just before a demon would leap out of the wall and try to strangle the guy. Luck or something like it. A kind of halo that connected them, that had them running into each other at just the right moment and saving each other whenever it mattered most. Maybe Nate had noticed, or maybe he hadn’t, or maybe he was explaining it in whatever unique terminology the Knights used. That didn’t change the fact it was there.

    Rather than ask Nate whether he’d bought her any food, Ebony walked to the car, got in, and grabbed one of the two coffees in Nate’s cup holders. He never forgot to get her something these days.

    Once Nate got in and checked his mirrors and seat belt, he started the car then pulled out in the slow, terribly watchful fashion of Nathan Wall.

    Nate was no Ben when it came to driving, but at least they would get there in one piece... eventually.

    As the drive wound on, silence spread between them, but it was the easiest silence you could imagine. It was the kind shared between two people who were thoroughly comfortable with each other. They didn’t need to say anything to fill the space between them; they could just be in their own worlds, thinking about their own things, and yet barely a meter from each other’s side.

    Once Ebony finished her coffee and she stopped playing with the rim, picking at the Styrofoam and listening to it crinkle, she turned to him. “We’re not headed to the Police Station, are we?”

    He half-turned to her, though not once did Nathan Wall, the consummate, careful driver, take his eyes from the road. “Did you figure that out when we drove right past the Station five minutes ago?”

    She let a wry smile spread her lips. “Yes, I did, because I’m a clever detective,” she said without a hint of sarcasm.

    Nate laughed. “Well, Mrs. Clever Detective—”

    “Actually,” Ebony jumped in at once, “I’m not married. Can you imagine that a girl like me is still single?” She stressed the word still.

    There was a pause, one of those rippling moments that would happen between them sometimes. It was the kind of moment that hinted that it could turn into something incredible. But whenever the energy picked up, and Nathan Wall might turn to her, a tantalizing promise building in his gaze, nothing would happen. Maybe he would turn back to the road, maybe the lights ahead would turn to green, maybe his phone would ring, maybe a gust of wind would blow something in front of the car. Something would inevitably get in the way.

    It was as if the universe had decided that no matter how perfect Nate and Ebony were for each other, they would not be getting together anytime soon. It was a thought that made Ebony frown into her pillow every night.

    “Well, Miss Clever Detective,” Nate cleared his throat and continued, though a little of his sarcasm was gone, “we’re heading to Eleven Winter Street.”

    “It better not be anything grisly,” Ebony interrupted. Though she’d defeated the Relator, she still didn’t like that side of her work. She could muddle her way through it, but she would never like it. Ebony Bell would never feel comfortable with the dark side of magic. She could never walk into an apartment where a witch or wizard had been murdered, or some dark and ominous spell had been cast, and feel okay about it, disengage from the situation and pretend nothing had happened. She would feel sick, nauseated, and overwhelmed, but she would push through it.

    Nate turned to her, and bless him for having the kindest of expressions. “Nothing too grisly,” he said in a serious, clear voice.

    The tight twist of unease in Ebony’s belly discharged, and with it, she let out a heavy sigh. “Right then, something routine?”

    “We found an old apartment. It’s been abandoned for several weeks apparently, but there are still several spells and enchantments written up on the walls. Basically, you just have to go in and clear them out.”

    Ebony nodded and went back to picking at the sides of the cup, the plastic crinkling and bending under the pressure of her fingers. “Okay then, this I can do,” she assured him with a smile. “But do we know where the owner went to?”

    “Left town, in a bit of a hurry too apparently,” Nate pointed out while he slowed down to a crawl as he went through an intersection, even though every car around him zoomed up and shot past.

    “Is he a suspect in any crimes?”

    “We’ve checked. We’ve already had a couple of the other consultant witches go through the place, and it seems as if everything is normal. Our friend, Frankie Stardust—”

    “Sorry, what?” Ebony pulled Nate up immediately. “The guy’s name is Frankie Stardust?”

    Nate nodded. Though he looked as though he was trying to control himself, his lips twisted into a crumpled smile, his chin dimpling.

    “And he’s a wizard?”

    Nate nodded again. Ebony now allowed herself to laugh. “That is the least butch name I have ever heard,” she said with a giggle. It was no secret that wizards liked to put on a persona of overwhelming toughness. Aaron was different and tended to forego the tattoos and leather jackets for style and general handsomeness. But every other wizard Ebony knew, except for Harry, liked to put on a show of manly machoness. From long beards, to regular bench presses, wizards liked to pretend they were a bloke’s bloke. So for one to be called Frankie Stardust tickled Ebony no end.

    Ebony cleared her throat and tried to get back to business. “So why did Frankie Stardust leave town?”

    “Bills,” Nate replied as he turned the wheel carefully, slowing down as much as he could as the car took a corner that led them into Winter Street. “Apparently, he had several debts to pay to one of the local gangs. He didn’t want to pay them, so he skipped town. It’s all very straightforward. We’ve checked all our sources, and the story seems legit.”

    Ebony nodded, resting the empty cup back in the cupholder.

    “That being said—” Nate turned to her as he pulled the car into the curb, tugging up the parking brake and turning off the engine.

    “Don’t touch your crime scene?” Ebony finished his sentence for him.

    Nate replied by holding her gaze a little too long.

    If he’d pulled away or glanced to the side a second or two earlier, a tingle wouldn’t have passed through Ebony’s belly.

    It made her want to lean closer to him just to see what he would do.

    “Yes, you’ve got it,” Nate answered after a long pause, and then he wrenched his gaze off her and patted his tie down as he got out of the car.

    Ebony indulged in that tight rushing sensation. She knew exactly what the feeling meant. Anticipation. But it was an anticipation that wouldn’t be fulfilled, at least not anytime soon.

    She smiled and arched an eyebrow at Nate as he walked across the street. One of these days, Ebony was going to follow that feeling. She was going to follow that promise glittering in his eyes. And she was going to see where it would lead.

    Right now, Ebony had a job to do.

  
    Chapter 2

    It was an ordinary crime scene. The apartment was blocked off in sections, and there were uniformed police officers standing at the relevant doors behind the flickering police tape. As Ebony walked in, everyone either said hello or nodded. She gave a cheery wave in return and stepped inside the room.

    She didn’t receive a sudden burst of incredible dark energy, and neither did her back start to tingle and crawl. Nate was right; this did seem like a straightforward crime scene. If anything sinister had happened here, if any untoward enchantments or spells had been cast, Ebony was confident she would be able to feel them. That was something that had changed since her fight with the Relator. She no longer second-guessed her instincts. She went with them. Right now, her instincts told her there was nothing wrong with this place other than a couple of hasty and inexact enchantments scrawled across the wall in cheap pink crayon.

    “Right, does anyone have a pair of gloves?” She pulled the sleeves of her blouse up.

    Nate whacked a pair of latex gloves on her shoulder. She grabbed them and pulled them on, being sure to stare directly at Nate as she did. They always played this little game. Ever since the first day she’d met him and Nate had blown a gasket at the fact she’d gone around touching a crime scene and contaminating it with the smell of her perfume and hair, she’d been sure to make a show whenever she followed proper procedure just to tease him.

    It was a small apartment, just a couple of rooms, and there wasn’t much furniture to speak of. Everything was chipped, old, and had that undesirable style of the late ‘70s. The bath was a horrid avocado color, the sink was scratched and stained, and the couch had holes in it, stuffing and springs wobbling out of them.

    “Nice place,” Nate noted gruffly from her side. “How long do you think it will take to finish up here? Only there’s another case we have to look into around Matriarch’s Place.”

    “I don’t know.” Ebony reached a hand out and touched one of the symbols on the wall.

    If it had been several years ago, hell, even several months ago, Nate would’ve growled. He hated it when Ebony rushed in and grabbed whatever magical object or enchantments she could find. In Nate’s mind, everything came with danger, and Ebony, if she wanted to live to be an old witch, had to learn some respect and procedure. But now he didn’t stop her. He just stood behind her, maybe a little stiffly, maybe a little on edge, maybe ready to pull out his gun and shoot the wall if a demon pushed its way through, but he didn’t say anything, and he didn’t try to stop her. He simply stood by her side and waited.

    Ebony sighed as some of the magic that had been trapped in the enchantments written on the wall trickled through her and discharged into the air. Magic liked to do that. It liked to go from a place of concentration back into the environment wherever it could. When a spell was spent – when an enchantment had been cast and its use was over – the magic trapped within wanted to get back to the universe so it could be redirected and used for something greater. Right now, Ebony was helping it do just that. But she was also scrubbing the walls. She’d picked up a gray rag from the dressing table by the wall, and she was using it to scrub at the enchantments. They were coming off easily, and that was a good sign; it meant the spells had run their course, and they were ready to be wiped away for good.

    Ebony didn’t like the idea of going into the kitchen, getting a soapy bucket of water, and scrubbing the walls completely clean, but now she’d confirmed how easy it would be to remove the magical symbols, she could stand back and do everything wholesale.

    She checked to see that her gloves were in place, pulling them down with a flicking elastic sound as they bounced back.

    She sighed again, clapped her hands on her hips, and took in a hefty breath. Nobody paused to look at her, none of the other officers turned to see Ebony practice her magic; they’d seen it all before, they saw it every day in fact, and what she was about to do was nothing special.

    Ebony closed her eyes, pushed her tongue into the roof of her mouth, and she waited. She waited for the magic to come to her – all of the potential and energy trapped within every single symbol roughly drawn with that pink crayon.

    She pushed her mind out and waited for the magic to find her. Then it pushed back, just like the soft touch of water gently lapping against you as you stood on the bank of a slow river. Ebony curled her lips in concentration, and then she caught hold. It was a strange process and hard to explain. The kind of magic she was practicing right now wasn’t the kind where you threw a fireball at something and waited for it to burn, bubble, pop, or scream and run away. This was the kind of magic that involved the mind. The kind of magic where you just opened up your soul and heart and you waited. It wasn’t flashy, but it was effective. Once or twice Nate had even admitted it was the kind of magic he preferred. Which was no surprise to Ebony; the straitlaced, ever-determined, ever-rule-abiding Nathan Wall didn’t like his world to sparkle; he didn’t like it to be filled with neon lights and crashing bolts of lightning. Nate liked a world he could understand, and even though technically he was a magical creature, the kind of magic he practiced was one entirely and wholly centered on the mind. So whenever Ebony had to use a bit of will magic, she would always see Nate straighten up and get a stiff and happy smile on his face.

    Once Ebony had grabbed hold of the magic and pulled, the enchantments had unraveled. Then, with another enormous and rattling sigh that shifted through the floor itself, she opened her eyes. It was just in time to see the enchantments flicker and disappear from the wall. It was as if they’d been held in place by invisible strings that had just been cut. With nothing to keep them anchored, they fell, disappearing in several seconds into wisps of pink smoke.

    Nobody clapped, nobody cheered, and hardly anyone acknowledged it, but as soon as Ebony had finished, several officers walked in and started to tap on the wall, rubbing their fingers along it, pressing their faces flush into it to check whether any symbols remained. Ebony turned to Nate, and yes, he had a smile on his face. The kind of smile that told her Nathan Wall was proud of her.

    “Well, that was quick,” Nate pointed out as he glanced back at the wall.

    “Frankie Stardust hadn’t really put his heart into those enchantments.”

    “What were they for, anyway?”

    “Just luck, a couple of them were about finding more money, some were for protection, one was for love.” She let her voice ring deep down on the word love. It got Nate’s attention, but not once did the man do anything about it.

    “Was there anything up there about the Farley gang?”

    Ebony shook her head. “I take it that’s the gang that our friend Stardust owes his debts to?” she clarified.

    Nate nodded. “So there were no nasty spells, nothing to suggest he sent anything after them?”

    Ebony turned back to the wall. She walked over and wiped her palm across it, her fingers spread as wide as they could be. She was checking for anything that might remain, any magic that had been embedded so far into the wall that it hadn’t been willing to let itself be cleaned as easily as everything else had. She really pressed her mind into the task, marshaled all of her concentration and attention, and didn’t pause until she was completely sure she’d checked the wall thoroughly.

    Being thorough was something new for Ebony Bell. It was yet another characteristic she’d developed since her victory. Now that it appeared people respected her, that they actually thought she was capable of doing her job and more, Ebony had a different relationship to her work. She was careful. She was earnest, and maybe she was determined too like everybody’s favorite detective, Nathan Wall.

    She turned and shook her head, patting down on her skirt as she did. “I’ve got everything,” she said confidently.

    Nate didn’t question her. “That’s good; that means we don’t have to write anything else up on his file. If Stardust had sent any demons, no matter how small-time, after the Farley Gang, then no doubt this would escalate.”

    Ebony could appreciate Nate’s observation. She’d heard a little about the Farley Gang recently, and they were a thoroughly disreputable bunch. A couple of wizards, one or two magicians, and a smattering of dwarfs – they’d formed themselves into a clique who ran around offering protection to magical creatures that needed it. It was like the mafia; they weren’t just offering their services, they were actively promoting them by summoning their own demons and sending them out to people, then knocking on said people’s doors and asking if they just happened to be interested in a powerful demon-repelling enchantment. In other words, they were creating their own demand. And it was all very illegal stuff. As yet, the police didn’t have enough information, and they weren’t ready to make an arrest. But if Stardust had decided to get creative and send his own demon after the Farley Gang, things would escalate, and Ebony hated it when magic escalated.

    “Right.” Nate scratched his arm. “I guess we’re done here for the morning then. Want to head over to Matriarch’s Place?”

    No, Ebony did not.

    On a day like this, she wanted to head down to the port, stroll along the river, and maybe dine out at one of the fine restaurants with those fantastic views of the water. But she had responsibility these days, and that meant lunch would have to wait.

    For the rest of the day, Ebony did what she always did – she went to crime scenes, she cleared curses, and she generally cleaned up the streets of Vale, ensuring the magical races that lived there played nice and kept their demons and assorted magical items and spells to themselves.

    By home time, she was ready to change into her pajamas, curl up on the couch, and order Nate to make her dinner. Still, it had been a good day. It might have been challenging in places, but Ebony had pushed through, and with the promise of Nate coming around for tea, well, of course she couldn’t help but smile.

    It would be the last time she would smile so readily in several days.

    The clouds at the edge of the city had surged. Over the day, they’d thickened and moved in. The bright and warm sunshine of the morning had seen its last ray as dusk had become overcast with those thick, billowing masses. As she’d opened the door to Nate, ushering him into her store, Ebony looked one final time at the sky. Just as she did, the rain started. Soft at first, within minutes, the gutters gushed. Within hours, the streets were so slick and wet that puddles had formed in every nook and cranny. It may not have been the storm of the century, but this one certainly had a point to make.

  
    Chapter 3

    Ebony raised her voice, trying to speak over the thunderous sound of the rain smashing against the windows outside. “I said, thank you for dinner,” she tried again.

    Nate nodded. He turned to the window, his brow crumpling as the glass shook from the force of the gale and the epic storm raging around outside.

    “That is one hell of a rainstorm,” he pointed out under his breath.

    Harry cleared his throat, appearing in the thin air above Nate, and just for a second, the body of the bookstore was upside down, not that his clothes or hair were affected by gravity in the least. Harry twisted around and let his feet touch the carpet. “No, that is not one hell of a thunderstorm,” Harry pointed out. “I have been to Hell on one of my many adventures, and it does thunderstorms with style. This,” Harry turned on his foot and glanced toward one of the windows that was still buffeting under the force of the weather outside, “is a fancy storm, granted, but it has not come from Hell.”

    Ebony looked up as she placed her fork onto her empty plate. There had been something in the way Harry had just spoken – his voice, the quality of it, the distracted quality of his glance. She was starting to become more attuned to him. It was happening naturally. As his respect for her grew, she was getting far more comfortable around her bookstore. She was also starting to understand him. Behaviors that had irritated her previously were now intriguing her, and she was trying harder to understand his various eccentricities and quirks every day. “Harry, what is it?” she asked carefully.

    It took a while for him to turn to her, and before he did, Nate shot her a worried look.

    Ebony got to her feet. She didn’t bother to repeat her question. Instead, she walked over to the window that both Nate and Harry had glanced at. She walked up to it. She paused about thirty centimeters away. Then she stretched out her hand, gently pressing her fingers into the glass. Immediately, it stopped shaking. It calmed and practically gave a sigh under the pressure of her touch. It was a fantastic thing to suggest, but perhaps not so fantastic when you realized the glass in question belonged to a possessed bookstore. It wasn’t an ordinary window; it was part of Harry. In reaching out her hand and touching it, she’d touched him.

    Ebony stared out at the street below. It was astounding – the wind, the rain – it made her thankful for the fact she was inside and under a thick and sturdy roof. Things were blowing around out there, and somebody’s rubbish bin had toppled over, the contents buffeting along the pavement and into the gutter. The rain was thick and so drenching that it was creating little rivulets and rivers along the road.

    By principal, Ebony didn’t dislike storms. She liked the weather, she liked how variable it was, that you could go from one beautiful sunny day, to cuddling up on your couch listening to the rain against the roof. It reminded her that life could change, that it could go from sunny to dramatic and back to sunny again. Plus, there was something about the grave and powerful nature of thunderstorms that always intrigued her as a witch. When anything powerful brewed in the environment, whenever magic surged, it would always bring with it the most fantastic of deluges and blizzards and gales.

    It was nature’s way of reacting to energy, of ushering in some new possibility, whether it be amazing or frankly dreadful.

    As Ebony pressed her fingers into the glass, she receded slightly, her wrist suddenly twitching back a centimeter. It hadn’t been her wish; it was as if the magic brewing from outside, the energy that was being whipped around by the ferocious storm, had pushed into her hand and forced it back.

    She heard footsteps and didn’t have to turn to realize that Nate was by her side. His breath a little heavy, he leaned past her and tried to look out of the window. “Is my car okay out there?”

    Ebony took a moment to arch her eyebrows slowly. Before she could say anything, Nate half-turned to her and gave her a withering look. “Don’t start anything; I just got that thing waxed.”

    She watched him as he leaned further toward the window again, the rolled-up sleeve of his white, pristine shirt brushing against her arm and hair. He didn’t appear to care, didn’t seem to pause at his proximity to her, and just let his face crumple up with confusion, his body tightening with tension as he looked further out into the storm beyond.

    Ebony sometimes got the desire to reach out and grab Nate. Though often she wanted to follow it up with a punch, that wasn’t what she wanted to do now. He was just so close by her side. Not only could she smell his cologne and the particular brand of washing powder he used, she could practically feel the heat buffeting off him. And no, he wasn’t some kind of jet engine or naked flame. Ever since Ebony’s run-in with the Relator, her magical senses were sharpening, and now she could almost feel that strange brand of magic the Knights used: will magic. Nate was full of it.

    He turned sharply, eyebrows digging down into his eyes, lips tugging into a tight frown. Then the muscles of his face twitched slightly, and he took a step backward.

    Yes, Nate had realized how close he was to Ebony, and she had to try hard not to giggle at his reaction as he stiffened and straightened up.

    “What are you two doing over in the corner? Don’t you dare start making out during a storm; I’m distracted enough as it is,” Harry fumed from the other side of the room.

    Nate straightened up even more as if somebody had replaced his back with a thick metal pole. He even cleared his throat. “I think it’s time we do some work,” he pointed out as he made his way over to the couch and possibly as far away from Ebony as he could get.

    She watched him coyly out of the corner of her eye.

    Things were getting interesting between them. Very interesting.

    There was an old witch myth Ebony couldn’t help but remember. It was about making connections, about wrapping yourself up in the world. The powerful witches – the kind of crones that you just didn’t get these days, the ones who’d been so outrageously strong and filled with raw, bubbling magic that they could live for centuries – they wrapped themselves up in reality, or so the myth went. The more they wrapped themselves up in experience, the more they let their lives – full of people, animals, places, things, and happenings – twist and twist around their bodies and minds, the more powerful those witches had become. It was about throwing yourself in there, about plunging headlong into life, no matter the dangers, no matter the grief, no matter the potential for loss and sorrow.

    It was about not being scared and taking any opportunities thrown at you. If you wanted to be powerful, then that was what you had to do.

    It was a strange myth to be reminded of as Ebony continued to give Nate a coy smile, but perhaps it was appropriate. While Ebony had thrown herself headlong into the rest of her life, she still hadn’t resolved that aspect.

    Nate cleared his throat again, pulled his tie to the side, gave it a tug, flattened it down his chest with a pat, and sat roughly on the couch. Then he yanked a manila folder full of files off the coffee table and opened it on his lap.

    It was obvious the detective was ready to get back to work, and whatever games they’d been playing near the window were now over as far as he was concerned.

    Ebony swallowed her smile as she walked over to him, getting ready to flop on the other end of the couch and spend the rest of the night going through all sorts of mundane and sometimes magical paperwork.

    Ebony didn’t get the chance.

    A strange thing happened as she walked her way across the center of the room.

    Just as her feet, bare and cool, padded over her Persian rug, she lost her footing.

    She lost her footing because the floor beneath suddenly gave a hearty shake.

    She was thrown to the side, tumbling off the carpet and ramming straight into the railing that ran along one side of the room, heading down to the stairs that led to the shop below.

    Nate was on his feet before Ebony could get to hers.

    “What was that?” The words pushed themselves out of Ebony’s mouth as she gasped.

    The house shook again. The floor, the ceiling, the staircase, even the railing she still had her hand pressed into. It shuddered, shaking as if it was little more than a leaf stuck in a storm.
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