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      Blurb

      

      
        When your grip on reality slips, be careful where you fall.
      

      Ebony is in trouble. It's not a family curse or a throng of tattooed wizards this time. Her dreams soon turn nasty. Someone or something has found a hole in her head, and they will keep digging until she crumbles. She might've faced trouble in the past; she's faced nothing like this. If she can't win, Ebony Bell will die, and the rest of Vale will fall with her.

      ...

      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 Three today.
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    Chapter 1

    Ebony dreamed.

    Her long hair sprawled across the pillow, a mess of red tangles against the clean white cotton. Her arms were tucked in tight, her hands clutched into fists. Even though there was nothing to grab hold of, her fingers were white and bloodless from the sustained, concentrated tension.

    She didn’t twist and turn in her sleep. Her pillows weren’t flung across the room as her body fumbled and fought its own demons in the dark.

    She lay still. Her expression remained calm. Her lips were closed, her eyelids gently pressed together. The only sign of something wrong was the pallid, sickly-white color spreading over her knuckles and across her fingers.

    Ebony had dreamed all her life – all witches did. All witches were taught that the realm of unconscious play hid all the secrets of eternity. Within dreams the totality of every lie and every truth can be revealed – everything that may be, that may not be, that never will be, and that will be. Within the swirl of shapes, colors, times, places, and lives lie everything imagined.

    All the good and all the bad. All of it.

    Everything that can happen to you in life can happen to you in a dream, and more, so much more.

    …

    Ebony’s alarm didn’t wake her up that morning. Instead, she blinked back her sleep to hear a tap-tapping at her window. She rolled over to see a giant, black crow pecking at her windowpane.

    The early morning sun glinted off its shimmering, sleek feathers. It even glinted off its dark, glossy eyes.

    She lay there blinking at it, transfixed. That glint in its eyes….

    “You know, you don’t see that every day.”

    Ebony jumped at the unexpected voice, several of her silk cushions flying off her bed in protest.

    “Harry,” she shouted when she found her breath. “How many times have I told you not to just walk into my room?”

    “You prefer I peddle next time?” Harry was leaning against the door, arms crossed, head angled toward the window, a smile inching across his face.

    “You know what I mean. It’s just not…” she searched for the correct term as she grabbed the dressing gown hung over the back of her bed and pulled it on, “decent.”

    Harry appeared to think, even taking the time to stroke his non-existent beard. “I’m a house, not a peeping tom. Need I remind you that when I was all wall and chimney, you had no problem dancing around the kitchen in your knickers?”

    Despite herself – and despite the fact Harry was right, and he was still (in spirit) a bloody house – her cheeks flushed hot.

    “Oh, just get out, you little pest,” Ebony retorted, grabbing a cushion and hurling it at him.

    Harry didn’t bother to bat it away. The cushion soared over and banged right into his head, but he didn’t even blink at the impact.

    “You know something, that crow’s been tapping at that window for almost an hour now,” Harry said, arms still crossed, posture a perfect example of cool-and-he-knows-it.

    Her cheeks threatened to redden again. “You’ve been in my room for an hour?”

    Harry shook his head. “I’ve been your room for longer – does that count? But you’re missing the point here – that crow really wants to get in.”

    Ebony shook her head. She had to admit her life was never going to be sane as long as she lived with a crazy house wizard.

    “We should let him in.” Harry pushed off the wall, straightening his britches and tightening his suspenders as he picked his way across her messy floor to the window.

    “What? Why? It’s just a crow? Maybe it really likes its reflection. Or, considering all that ferocious tapping, wants to peck its own eyeballs out?”

    Harry didn’t answer. He made the window open. He didn’t have to touch it. He was a wizard, after all.

    There was a moment when the crow sat still on the windowsill. At that moment, a kick of anticipation raced through her stomach. Yet the moment passed, and along with it, the crow passed, too.

    It gave the open window a curious, head-tilted look, then flew off without so much as a tap-tap.

    Harry closed the window, but this time he used his hand.

    Even though Harry had only been a human (or, more accurately, had only been in human form) for several months now, Ebony was having trouble adjusting to the change. One, there was a man living in her house. Even if he was still technically living in the foundations, the roof tiles, the chimney bricks, and the books that lined the shelves in the downstairs shop, he still managed to leave the toilet seat up. Two, he – and especially his magic – were a lot harder to ignore in this form. At times, he used his hands to clean the dust off the bookshelves. At others, he used his mind, sending wind from nowhere sweeping through the shop like a sudden indoor storm.

    The magic was palpable, and so too was the power. When Harry had been a store, it had been easy to relegate his powers to that of any ordinary, possessed abode. Now he was a man and a store at the same time, Ebony could no longer pretend Harry wasn’t… well… one of the most powerful magical creatures she’d ever come across.

    Also one of the most cantankerous and rude.

    Harry walked over to her, his eyes narrowed. “I can see that you are thinking hard – or require immediate morning ablutions – but pay attention, little witch.”

    “It was a crow.” She rolled her eyes and gestured toward the now-closed window. “Who cares?” Ebony knew where Harry was going with this and wanted to cut him off at the knees before she got an ear-full. “It’s simply a myth that we witches use crows as magical symbols. They don’t bring bad luck. You can’t predict the future from them. And you certainly don’t keep them as pets, unless you moonlight as a bird enthusiast or are damn macabre. I know what you are thinking, wizard, but,” Ebony pointed at the window, “that doesn’t mean anything.”

    Harry stood there and chuckled. “You, little witch, don’t get to decide what means something. Only the out there,” he pointed up with a stiff finger, “does.”

    Ebony snorted. She looked over at her alarm. “Oh, dammit. That damn thing has broken again! Now I’m late for work!” She jogged over to her dresser and started to pull out the drawers, throwing random garments behind her until she had something that loosely assembled an outfit. “How could you let the clock break again, Harry? I thought that everything in this house was controlled by you?”

    “You bought that for five dollars at the supermarket.” Harry flicked at his suspenders. “Had it not occurred to you that the price indicated quality? Plus, I take offense at being forced to keep someone else’s time.”

    She rolled her eyes, grabbed her clothes, and ran to the bathroom. “Can you actually do something useful today, Harry? Like, I don’t know, open the shop and actually sell a book to a customer?”

    Ebony knew exactly what Harry would say next, but it was worth a try anyway. She skidded to a stop by the bathroom door and pulled herself in, untying her dressing gown as she did.

    “It isn’t my fault if the customers don’t buy the books they should, the little blighters.” Harry’s tone took on a dusty, memorable quality. Ever since Harry had become human (or mostly human), his tone had changed. The way he spoke, the way he acted – they felt a little more real and a little less haunted-house.

    That being said, he’d always find a good enough time to slip in a “blighter” or “blast.” But they were mostly directed at the pigeons these days.

    Ebony tugged on a red and black sweater, wrestled herself into a slim-fit black skirt, grabbed a pair of peacock-style earrings she found by the bathroom sink, and opened the door to find Harry standing right there. “All I’m saying is that you could at least try to sell them the books they actually pick, rather than insisting that they don’t need it and flinging some other book at them instead.”

    “I am a bookshop, Eb; I know books, I collect books. I have to honor those books. So when the wrong person comes in looking for the wrong book, I don’t give it to them. I spend the time to find the right book for the right person instead, because I’m a wizard, and right is what we do.”

    “Well then, you and Nate should get together sometime and pat each other on the back.” Ebony fixed her earrings in place and pushed past Harry. “Plus, Harry, you can pretend you match your books to your customers – or whatever – but last week, you stopped a retired veteran from buying a book on military history and offered him a crochet guide instead.”

    “To engage his attention of fine detail,” Harry sniffed back. “Also, he could have repaired his jumper.”

    Ebony sighed. “Okay, Harry, whatever. Just have a nice day.” She patted his shoulder as she made for the stairs. “And don’t chase too many pigeons.”

    “I wouldn’t dream of it—” Harry began.

    She felt an involuntary cold shiver cross her back.

    “I would blast them from the sky instead,” Harry finished.

    She blinked, shook her head, then smiled. “Of course. I’ll see you later.”

    As she marched down the stairs, she pushed her mind from the tingling sensation that still haunted her body. It wasn’t nerves. It wasn’t anxiety. It wasn’t even her usual intuition playing up. She couldn’t infer from it that today would be a bad one. As far as she could tell, there wasn’t going to be a storm, ghosts weren’t going to fly from the cemetery, and demons weren’t going to flow through the cracks in the pavement. It wasn’t even the first tingles of a tummy ache or the preamble to a nasty flu.

    Ebony had no idea what the sensation was. All she could do was feel it as it shadowed the rest of her body. The only way she could describe it was as residue… though that didn’t even fit. Rather than being the prelude to some future shock, it appeared to be the aftereffect of a past action.

    Her mind running circles around itself, she hardly paid attention as she made her way through the shop, heading for the front door. She automatically picked up several books strewn over the floor, dusted her hand over a patch of grit on the bench, and twisted the closed sign to open.

    She slid the bolt back and opened the door with a quick move that saw the open sign click and tumble against the glass.

    “Are you serious?” a voice said from behind her.

    Ebony jumped.

    Nate.

    “You in some kind of daydream?” He was leaning against the bookshelf directly opposite the counter.

    She must have walked right past him without noticing he was there. Yet that fact didn’t unsettle her. It was….

    Ebony rubbed her eyes and turned to him.

    She could see that flicker of concern in his gaze. She’d come to recognize that look. In fact, she’d come to recognize all of Nate’s looks.

    When she’d met him, she’d convinced herself Nate was a single-state guy. Detective Nathan Wall had one personality trait, one emotion, and only one way of looking at the world – he wanted to be right. Everything he did, everything he said, and everything he thought was all either in an attempt to be right or to correct some perceived wrong.

    He was the embodiment of a knight, in more ways than one.

    Then she’d actually gotten to know him. Now all the side-ways, lip-curling smiles he gave weren’t in aid of his righteousness. The depressed-brow, sunken-mouth grimaces he would offer at the sight of some crime weren’t because he was aching to make it alright again (though there was a little of that). No, it was mostly just Nate being Nate.

    Yeah, she could see the concern on his face. His bottom lip was half-turned in, his eyes were hardened, and he wasn’t standing as easily as he’d been a moment before.

    “You okay?” he asked.

    Ebony shrugged. “I just got up on the wrong side of the bed today.”

    He nodded. “Right. Well, you’re also late.”

    She sighed, pressed her lips together, and nodded. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

    “All right, we’ve had another kidnapping,” Nate said, mirth gone.

    His words hung in the air between them. Even the dust motes tooling around the store stopped out of decency.

    Ebony stiffened, her hands clutching at the air by her side, knuckles hard and white. “Oh, god.”

    Nate nodded. With that small move, he shared her apprehension.

    “Who’s the victim?” She closed her arms around her middle, leaned back against the counter, and stared over at Nate.

    He looked tired. Ever since this spate of kidnappings had begun, all the department was tired – her included.

    She hadn’t been sleeping well for at least three weeks.

    “A little girl,” Nate answered. His expression was grim, his stubble-covered chin stiff, his eyes angled toward the floor.

    Ebony put her head in her hand. The tingle – that damn tingle from before – shadowed her every move. It laced around the pit of her stomach, winding up her back and tracing across the soft skin of her cheeks. It was like water leaking from a hole.

    She pushed it out of her mind. She had work to do. “Okay, I take it your car is out front?”

    He jammed his hands in his pockets and nodded.

    Despite the fact he was tired, Nate always looked great. It wasn’t in a plastic, stiff-faced model way. The more Ebony stopped to actually look at the guy, the more she allowed herself to see. It was the way his skin would crinkle at the edges of his eyes when he smiled, and the way he always angled his head to the side and up. It was the way he could hold your gaze no matter what.

    That being said, Nate was, more often than not, bloody annoying. He knew when and how to irritate Ebony and did so on a frequent basis.

    Yet sometimes, just sometimes, she allowed herself to see something else shining through the cracks in the detective’s facade.

    “Car’s out front,” Nate replied after putting down the book he’d been reading. “Coffee and doughnut waiting.”

    Despite the scene they’d soon be traveling to, Ebony curled her ruby-red lips and purred. “Oh, it hasn’t taken me long to train you.”

    Nate stared back, unmoved. “Training entails consistency. Perhaps tomorrow I’ll get you a cup of kitchen grease and a slice of fruit cake.”

    Ebony hated fruit cake. If she wanted to eat a brick, she’d start munching on people’s houses. “Yeah, yeah, whatever. Now let’s go.”

    Nate opened the door for her – once a gentleman, always a gentleman.

    “How did you get in, by the way?” Ebony raised an eyebrow, catching the scent of his cologne as she passed by.

    A mischievous grin curled his lips. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a silver key. “Harry gave me a key.”

    Ebony blanched. “He did what?”

    Nate shrugged. “What can I say? We get on great.”

    First, they’d bonded over their mutual hate of dragons. Now Harry had grown a pair of legs and a pair of suspenders to keep his pants in place, his relationship with Nate had deepened further. Yes, that’s right – they went to the pub together.

    They were friends.

    Ebony could remember quite fondly when she’d broken into Nate’s house based on Harry’s insistence the detective was bent. She could remember when Harry had – on more than one occasion – tried to behead Nate with a book.

    Now they talked about the best ways to steal dragon hoards over a damned beer at the pub.

    Men.

    “How dare he give you a key to my house—”

    Nate ticked his head to the side. “It’s his house actually. You just live here.”

    “Semantics. Now why on Earth would he give you a key anyway?” Ebony waited until Nate opened the car door for her. “He hiring you as a cleaner?” She snorted at her bad joke.

    “Nope. And before you suggest that he’s trying to encourage my stalker side, the answer is no. And no, he’s not giving me the key for a charm bracelet.” Nate trailed off. “Now what other lame possibilities would you come up with? That he gave me the key so that I could mess up all the clothes in your closet – if they are in any order whatsoever, that is.”

    She stared at him, lips pressing closer together. “You want to be hexed, partner?”

    “I’m just doing some research. He gave me the key so I could get into the shop and read all those dusty books.”

    Ebony jumped into the passenger seat and stared at Nate.

    “Also,” Nate tapped the top of the car before he got in, “he gave me the key on the express condition that I haunt you at night. You know, rattle your shutters until you have horrible dreams—”

    Her expression soured.

    “Eb? You okay?”

  
    Chapter 2

    It took Ebony a while to pull herself together. The whole car ride she shifted uncomfortably in her seat as she tried to convince Nate – unsuccessfully – that everything was fine. Her voice was hollow and distant, giving her protestations the weight of a feather.

    “Eb.” Nate tapped his fingers stiffly on the steering wheel and looked at her, eyes drawn under his knotted eyebrows. “We can go back.”

    They’d pulled up to the right house – the scene of the kidnapping. Ebony knew it was the right house because it stuck out like only a house surrounded by cop cars and uniformed officers could on a quiet suburban street.

    Officers milled everywhere, police tape flickered in a growing breeze, and Ben stood on the front porch, pale and expression weathered.

    Ebony unbuckled her belt. This crime scene – however horrible – was fresh, and as Vale’s primary witch consultant, she had every duty to dust it for magical clues as soon as possible.

    “Ebony, stop ignoring me,” Nate said through a sharp breath. “You don’t look well.”

    “I’ll be fine.” She didn’t turn to him. She opened the door, put her shoes down on the bitumen, and pushed her mind toward the task at hand. She concentrated on the house – with its closed rose-print curtains, its white fence with a single broken picket, and the pale-faced woman standing by the door. As she focused, the shadow left her. Or maybe it didn’t leave her – maybe she just found the one thing that could put waking up on the wrong side of the bed in perspective – the prospect of dealing with a mother who’d just lost her child.

    Ebony walked solemnly toward the house. She nodded at the two officers she passed on the way.

    “Morning, Eb,” they both offered.

    She didn’t recognize them, so she offered a nod in reply.

    A slick of sweat collected between her shoulder blades, her sweater sticking ever closer to her skin.

    She blinked and curled her hair behind her ears. With a stuttering breath, she pushed into the vibe of the place. No, that didn’t require inviting the local hippies for a sing-along and a herb-tasting party. It involved opening up to the experience with more senses than the usual ones. Ebony didn’t just try to see the exact shade of pale pink-blue of the woman on the porch’s pressed, bent-in lips. She didn’t just try to hear the lack of animal life around the house and along the street – not a single buzz nor birdsong nor dog bark. She didn’t just try to smell the strange tinge of sulfur mixed with the unmistakable scent of burnt candles on the breeze.

    No, Ebony tried to experience it all, and more, all at once. She pushed her senses together until the picture they created was more than the parts. Until a presence popped out of the disparate sights, sounds, tastes, and smells. Until, finally, she felt the scene as a whole – almost as a living entity. In other words, until she captured the vibe.

    And the vibe… was dark. It was cold. It was alone. It was more than that, though. Cold, dark, and alone – though over-romanticized in literature – are not bad things. Ice on a summer’s day is cold. The sweet relief of closing one’s eyes and welcoming sleep invites in the dark. And solitude can sometimes provide a comfort an entire crowd never can – it lets you be with yourself rather than to be for others.

    This, however… oh, this was different. This wasn’t cold, dark, and alone in the separate sense – this was a blanket, a suffocating wall that had lowered over the entire block. It felt like the sky was falling in. The presence of this moment – the vibe – was screaming to Ebony in every language it knew how to speak that something had been taken from it and that a frigid stillness was all that remained. This was the cold, dark, and alone of the solitary ghost who could no longer feel the warmth of another’s touch and – believing that was the only source of warmth and comfort available – surrendered itself to the enforced, horrid journey of a soulless search.

    It was magical. Whatever had caused this – whatever thing or situation had ripped through this place, pulling from the trees, houses, and creatures the light and warmth of their presence – it had to be magical.

    It was in the way the colors were dimmed. The green leaves of the oak that towered above the house weren’t as green. They were duller, paled. And the shape of the roofing tiles – the ordered, neat pattern they set across the roof – they were fuzzy. They had just enough shape to be recognizable, but that was all. When reality itself appeared shocked, it was a sure sign something magical – something intensely, unimaginably powerful – was afoot.

    Her mother had always told Ebony that on occasions like this – during scenes such as the one Ebony now faced – it was as if everything was forgetting what it was as it concentrated on the horror that had taken place. And her mother literally had meant everything – from the trees, to the pavement, to the sun streaming from above – everything that went into making up a moment suddenly forgot what it was meant to be. The white picket fence stopped remembering what it was like to be a white picket fence and started to become distracted instead with what it was like to be a white picket fence at the home of a magical kidnapping. The pansies in the brown plastic window boxes forgot what it was like to be ordinary flowers, and instead took on the drooped-head, closed-bud, dull-colored appearance of what it was like to be flowers that had witnessed something horrible.

    Yes, it all sounded silly – or would to a non-magical human, anyway. But the truth of it still stood. The picture this street, this home, had once painted had been replaced. In its place was a far darker, far more horrible scene.

    The magic of transformation – one of the most fundamental tenets of witching dogma: if you want to change something into something else, first make it forget what it is, then simply paint the picture of what you want it to be.

    Unfortunately, someone had painted a horrible picture over this quiet suburban home – a horrible picture indeed.

    “Ebony,” Nate said, voice several notches below usual. Either he was now exquisitely annoyed, or this scene was managing to transform him as well. Even if he was a Knight of the Round Table – even if he did have a considerable talent at ignoring or blazing through magic with naught but his noggin and a somber glare – he couldn’t resist this. He couldn’t resist the silence, the stillness, the tremulous after-effect that still hung in the air. People – even sharp-witted knights and witches – can’t help but internalize what they see. They can’t help but make the apparent more real by their reactions to it.

    Ebony blinked hard – letting the vibe settle back into her ordinary senses. She looked over at him as he stood a respectful meter-and-a-half from her side. By now he knew enough about her witching ways not to interrupt her when she was feeling out a crime scene. To do otherwise would land Nate with a soft punch to the shoulder and an incredibly loud berating to the ear.

    Nate rubbed his eyes. “Do we really have to do this again?” His lips were so stiff that his words came out with a sharp hiss. “I would have thought I would have earned your trust by now,” he berated, crossing his arms.

    That hurt. And yes, it made her pay more attention to him – finally. “What are you talking about?” Her voice was rushed, harsh. Yet she wasn’t angry – she was just unsettled. She felt pushed, pulled, and thoroughly put out by the way this day was headed.

    All because of waking up on the wrong side of the bed – she was sure of it.

    “You know what I mean,” he said automatically, not uncrossing his arms for an instant – his biceps still tight and tense against the fabric of his shirt. “We’ve known each other long enough – and we’ve gone through enough ridiculous magical maladies,” he added with a sharp, frustrated snort, “that you should know it’s always quicker just to tell me what is going on to start with.”

    Once upon a time, Nate would never have been this forward. Not that the detective had ever been that subtle or gentle, but the way he was interacting with her now, it was completely different. There was now a level of familiarity there – a hint that he knew Ebony a little better than she was comfortable with.

    It enabled Nate to lean in closer, his eyes locked on Ebony’s, the tension in his face, neck, and arms close enough to touch. “You owe me more than this,” he said, voice dark, but words genuine.

    She blinked rapidly, her breath quick and light. He’d been doing that recently, too – stopping her totally dead in her tracks with that bloody look of his. And he’d always say some variation on the same theme: “We've done this before, Ebony, it’s time to move on,” or “we made that mistake last time – can’t we do something different now?” or even “you know, if you trusted me more, maybe our problems wouldn’t be so bad.”

    It was always an invitation to rely on him, to let him in on some situation, to trust him more. It was always delivered with the unmistakable, characteristic, intense charm of a bloody Knight of the Round Table. And yes, it was intoxicating. And yes, it made her feel that the promise he offered was worth more than the flush of embarrassment the words brought to her cheeks.

    And doubly yes – he always won.

    Ebony felt herself soften under his gaze. For the first time since leaving the shop that morning, she let herself actually experience the bitter cold of the shadow that was tracing along her body and mind.

    She could see him watching her keenly as her cheeks paled, her shoulders hunched over, and her hands half-closed. “It was a dream,” she finally admitted. “Or it wasn’t. I don’t really know.” She bit her bottom lip and let her teeth roll over the flesh. She could taste the lipstick as she scraped it off, but she didn’t care. Then she gave an enormous sigh. “I woke up this morning, and there was a crow tapping on my window. It was big, it was black, it was glossy. Then Harry let it in. Then – I don’t know. Every time someone has mentioned the word dream….” She clenched her teeth together and shrugged. “I’ve felt like there’s some kind of shadow in me.” She stopped. She finally breathed a little easier.

    Nate smiled. He wasn’t shrugging off what she’d said. He was just smiling. “Was it that hard to tell me the truth?” he admonished lightly.

    “It’s just a dream—” she began.

    “Clearly not,” he got there first. “Nothing is just anything with you, Ebony. Sewers turn into wormholes around you, once-respected families turn into criminals, and the ordinary has a habit of getting a little extra.”

    Ebony rolled her eyes at his bad joke. For the first time that day, she felt lighter, though. Despite the gravitas of the scene around them, for just a moment, she felt at ease.

    The old adage that it always feels better to confide in someone was, apparently, true. Yet that the someone was a knight and a detective – well, that helped too.

    “Alright, you give me your honest opinion – and it better be honest. Can you go in there?” He got straight down to business. He kept his arms crossed and his chin raised as he spoke.

    Ebony shrugged. “It shouldn’t be a problem.”

    “Alright, then. After we’re finished here, we’re going back to Harry’s. You’re going to tell him what you told me, and we’ll see if he knows anything. And if he doesn’t – we go to your mother’s,” Nate spoke with all his authority – and there was quite a bit of that. He was obviously attempting to make it clear to Ebony that, yes, he thought this was serious, and that, no, there was no chance she was going to shake him off now.

    She rolled her eyes, but it was a soft move. “Alright, Mr. Detective, you win.”

    “No, Eb.” He tapped her lightly on the shoulder. “Because whenever you get dragged under with these magical maladies, the world loses. Vale loses, the sewers lose.” Nate turned from her and headed off toward the white picket fence with a stride in his step. “And I lose,” he added carefully under his breath.

  
    Chapter 3

    It was time to go into the house. There was no more putting it off.

    As if to seal this growing, thumping, tolling realization – Ben looked up to see her and Nate standing outside the white fence with its single broken picket.

    Relief melted over Ben’s face. Ebony knew it wasn’t at the mere fact she’d worn a moderately decent outfit today. Rather than showing up at the magical kidnapping with a rainbow, drug-fueled, hippie dress and bangles that had smiles emblazoned on them, she’d worn something a decent detective might actually wear.

    Nope, the relief on Ben’s face wasn’t even at the prospect that with Ebony here he might have a chance at solving the case. It was merely at the fact of company. Burdens can be like that. Tragedies are horrible, unsightly, suffocating ordeals, but at least when there’s someone standing close by, you don’t have to witness the worst on your own.

    The worst. Ebony played with that snippet of a thought as she made eye contact with Ben, noted the relief spreading across his expression with a wan smile of her own, and finally took the plunge beyond the picket fence. As she did, she could feel the energy leaking out of her. She’d thought the vibe on the block had been bad. That was nothing – nothing – compared to what lay beyond that single white picket.

    The grass, the cobblestones leading up to the step, the slightly uneven porch railing, the small scratch on the side of the doorbell – small details started to capture her attention, almost like they had the ability to grab her face and snap her toward them. The smell of sweet, rotten oranges. The way the air sat heavily around the house – no movement, no release. The white, white color of the woman on the porch’s knuckles.

    The worst. Even though Ebony was surrendering herself to the Vibe – plunging into the frigid, horrifying leftover energy of the place – that single thought still managed to pull her back.

    The worst. What did that even mean? The worst experienced, the worst imagined, the worst possible? People often complained about the worst – or at least spent their whole lives avoiding it like… well… the worst thing that could possibly happen to them. But was there one single scenario that could be claimed to be the worst – both here and now, for every single being who’d ever existed? The Perfect Worst?

    She was getting distracted. Ebony sniffed and looked up, realizing she was on autopilot as she traipsed across this sorrowful lawn. In fact, rather than heading for Ben and the woman on the porch, she was apparently making a beeline for the window box full of drooping pansies.

    She made a show of at least peering into the plastic potting box with its browning flowers before she straightened up and headed for the porch. Perhaps everyone thought she was checking behind the pansies for demons – a common magical bad-guy hang out, after all.

    The worst. There it was, that single thought again. She felt as if the worst was some kind of parasite infecting this whole scene. A strange thought, but one that felt peculiarly appropriate.

    “Ebony!” Ben flung himself off the porch as she neared. From the quick, quick way he blinked to the quick, quick way he tugged at his tie and flattened his jacket, she knew the poor guy was about to pop.

    It was the Vibe. It would be pulling in every living and inanimate thing on this entire block – trying to meld them into it, trying to twist and change them by the sheer power of horror.

    Well not today, because that’s where a witch comes in.

    Ebony smiled. She put her all into it, despite the situation. Despite the woman with the sallow expression and limp posture, despite the wild look of desperation in Ben’s eyes, and despite that bloody single broken picket – Ebony smiled.

    “It’s going to be okay,” she said out loud. She spoke to Ben and to the street, to the trees, to the animals who’d flown, crawled, and run away, to the pansies that were dying, and to the woman who was teetering over an unimaginable cavern of pity and sorrow. “Show me what you’ve found out so far,” Ebony followed up immediately. If she was going to fight this Vibe, she was going to have to do it with everything she had. That meant smiles, efficiency, and bloody attacking it with a broom if she had to.

    The look of relief on Ben’s face only grew. “The living room,” he said with a staccato breath.

    Ebony followed, reaching the living room.

    It was dark in here. Even though the sun was shining outside and all the lights were turned on, it hardly helped keep the darkness at bay. There was a candle burning on the mantelpiece – yet the light it cast was smaller than the shadow it beckoned.

    Ebony took a single, silent, hopefully unnoticed breath at the door to the living room. Even though she was forcing herself to be professional here, she couldn’t ignore the foreboding sensation trickling through her like ice-melt from a glacier. Nor could she ignore the vestige of her dream.

    Her dream. She couldn’t remember it….

    Nate walked up beside her, looked down, blinked once, then leaned in and patted her on the shoulder. It was a sweet moment of companionship.

    “Let the homicide detective go first,” he said with a raised eyebrow. Thankfully the mother wasn’t in earshot. “You just wait out here and breathe-up a bit of courage,” he added with another eyebrow waggle.

    Nate. That little—

    Ebony ground her teeth, watched Nate walk before her, and plunged in after him.

    She knew – oh, she knew exactly what he’d just done. And no, he didn’t think there was a homicide to be found. He was baiting her. In the best and possibly only way he knew, he was making her forget her fear for a far more worthy goal – putting Nate in his place.

    Yet once she was over the threshold of that door, there was no turning back. In fact, any competition with Nate flew out the window, along with all the light, warmth, and cheer you could muster from the four corners of the planet.

    It was… beyond cold in here. It felt like there’d been a snowstorm or that someone had transported all the heat away, if it were possible to do such a thing.

    Ebony blinked hard and rubbed her hands automatically.

    Nate’s expression was entirely serious now – his eyebrows appeared to be fused to his eyes, his jaw slack as his lips dropped open second-by-second. “It’s freezing in here,” he pointed out the obvious.

    She replied by rubbing her hands all the more.

    “What are we dealing with?” Nate’s tone was snapped, efficient. It was hard to believe that only moments before this, he’d been the same man who’d baited her to come into the room with a game of one-upmanship.

    Ebony blinked harder and harder as she searched the room with her gaze. It was large, there were white, lacy curtains, and there was a brown-leather couch with a patchwork quilt lying on the back. There were watercolor paintings on the wall, a painted wooden box on the coffee table, and an old television sitting on the dresser. There were doilies with china figurines, books stacked up by the chairs, and paper spread out on a table. And there was a door at the other side of the room with a soft, gentle, yellow light filtering in from underneath it. It was a mismatch of designs – the usual hodgepodge of comfort with an attempt to be stylish that you found in most suburban homes.

    Oh, and there was a pentacle on the wall. It was red, it was dripping, and it was big.

    Ebony rubbed her hands all the more as she slowly walked up to the dripping, melting symbol. She felt like a rabbit ferociously grooming as she reached out a hand, ready to touch the simple white-painted wall. Before she could reach a hand out, though, Nate marched over and grabbed her elbow.

    “Is that a good idea?” he asked quickly, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he took a hurried swallow. “I’ve never seen a crime scene like this, Eb. Should you touch it?”

    Ebony was transported back to the first time she’d met Nate. At the first crime scene they’d been on together, he’d snapped at her never to touch anything. It didn’t work like that with magical crime scenes, though – a fact she’d brutishly pointed out to him. Magical crime scenes needed you to walk around, picking up every knick-knack and potential clue. You might as well roll around on the floor and run your fingers over the carpet while you were there. Rather than combing for scraps of forensic evidence like an ordinary non-magical crime-scene would require, when magic was involved, you had to comb the place for leftover vibes. It was like chasing moths out of a drawer or wardrobe – you had to get right in there and touch everything and shake it around until clues took flight right under your nose. Then you’d follow them.
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