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      Blurb

      

      If you look in the mirror too long, it'll look back.

      After a few blessed months with Nate, the unthinkable happens. The Portal starts cracking open. Into Vale seeps mystery and mayhem, the likes of which Ebony has never encountered. Amongst the chaos, a spell is cast. Dividing her in two, Ebony must fight desperately to protect those she loves before all creation crumbles.

      ....

      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 Six today.
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    Chapter 1

    Ebony Bell lay in bed, her face squished up hard against her pillow, one eye blinking languidly as she gazed at the small table beside her.

    The little electric clock on it read 6:59 AM. Which left one whole minute before she had to get up.

    The room was silent and dark, only a sliver of light sliding through a crack in the curtains.

    There was a lot to do today. When was Ebony’s life not filled with magic, mayhem, and madness, after all?

    In the past few months, there’d been a worrying trend in Vale. Violence, crime, and a general sense that things were going to the dogs.

    It was enough to send a witch consultant mad. And it would have if Ebony hadn’t been suitably distracted.

    Knowing she was out of time, she savored a languid blink before the clock flicked to 7:00 AM and the alarm rang out with an insistent beep.

    Ebony wasn’t quick enough to grab it up and turn it off. Someone else got there first. That someone was Nathan Wall, detective of the Vale Police Department and Knight of the Roundtable.

    He leaned right over her, hit the alarm to silence it, then flopped down beside her, sharing her pillow as he inhaled hard.

    “Sounds like someone doesn’t want to work today,” Ebony said as she indulged in a light chuckle, enjoying the feel of Nate’s warm arm resting heavily over her side.

    “I’m a Knight of the Roundtable and Vale’s number one detective. I’m always ready for work,” Nate mumbled, his breath warm on her neck.

    She laughed at him. Now they’d finally gotten together, she’d quickly learned there was more to the guy than a perpetually neat tie and a finely chiseled jaw.

    He could actually be funny when he wanted to. And yes, even he had mornings when he’d rather stay in bed.

    “Don’t you have some important paperwork to do today?” she pried, turning around and facing him, her red curls brushing over his face.

    He winked an eye open slowly. “Have you been keeping tabs on my workflow?”

    A wry smile. “Oh, yes, because I’m after your job.”

    “I knew it.” He blinked his eye closed again, his smile half concealed by the bulk of her pillow.

    “Because you are Vale’s smartest, bravest knight.” She leaned in and kissed his brow.

    He now blinked open both eyes. “I’m Vale’s only knight,” he pointed out drolly.

    “Take a compliment when a compliment is given,” she chided as she finally convinced herself she should get up. Yet when she went to move, Nate just weighed his arm against her, locking her in place.

    “Are you trying to make me late for work?” She laughed at him, her hair messing over the pillow as he tried to brush it from his face with his free hand.

    “You just told me you were after my job,” Nate pointed out, grinning through his words.

    “So your plan is to keep me locked in your arms always?” she purred, chuckling lightly as he coughed lightly.

    “No,” he now opened his eyes fully and stared at her, his attention fixed, “my plan is to enjoy what I have while I have it.”

    Ebony stopped. She didn’t laugh anymore, she didn’t tease him, and she didn’t pretend she had designs on his job.

    She simply looked on at Nate. Reaching up, she brushed her own hair free of his face.

    He was still looking at her intently.

    It hadn’t escaped anyone’s attention – magical or mundane – that something was happening to Vale. Something dangerous and on the rise.

    In the past month, Ebony had been rushed off her feet without a day to herself. She felt practically chained to the police station.

    The crimes were flowing in. Every hour another heinous magical felony was committed. Each morning, a mountain of new cases waited on her desk.

    It was wearing on everyone’s nerves, but perhaps some more than others. Nate worked late every night, brought case files home with him, and never stopped.

    As a Knight, he knew what this crime spree meant. Things were shifting gears as the Portal creature grew stronger by the second.

    Yet amongst all that stress, Ebony felt she was still a very lucky girl.

    She had Nate.

    She now watched him, attention sharp, noting his crinkled brow, determined gaze, and tight lips.

    She drew over every detail with her eyes, tracing them into her imagination so she could see them forever in her mind’s eye.

    “Nate,” she finally broke the silence with a tender whisper, “you won’t lose me.” She kissed his brow again.

    When he didn’t look convinced, she settled for kissing him instead.

    When they drew apart, he reached up to shift her hair from her eyes, brushing it gently over her shoulder.

    He still looked distracted, like at any moment someone could steal Ebony away forever.

    To be fair, his fears were not unfounded. Ebony had made powerful enemies. In fact, some would say she’d done nothing but make enemies for years.

    From No Name to powerful cults, Ebony was adept at stepping on all the wrong toes.

    But she’d already died once – kind of – and didn’t want to do it again.

    “I suppose we should get up,” Nate finally conceded.

    Now Ebony reached forward and locked him in place. “I won’t let anything happen to you or to me,” she added seriously. “And hell, I have Legion on my side, the Coven of Vale, Ben, a possessed bookstore, and Vale’s best knight to back me up. Nate, everything will be just fine. And if it isn’t, we’ll make it fine. One witch,” she plucked up his hand and laced her fingers through his, “and one knight. I’m certain that means we can take on the world and the rest of the universe too. Nothing can stand in our way.”

    Nate slowly indulged in a chuckle. Then he kissed her once more and finally rolled out of bed.

    Ebony watched him head to the window and throw back the curtains.

    Though he only wore a pair of black shorts, the ladies down on the street didn’t suddenly shriek in shock and promptly swoon. Neither did the bin men snap at him to put some pants on. This was Harry’s bookstore, and he controlled what the outside world saw.

    She watched Nate as he stepped back, sighed resonantly, then headed to the closet.

    He looked relaxed, and if not fully relaxed, then measurably less tense than he’d been. Her words had obviously registered with him.

    Still lying in bed and thinking about how lucky she was that Nate had finally succumbed to his feelings, she didn’t notice as he leaned out from the closet door and threw something at her.

    That something was an enormous woolly sweater that smacked her nose and made her sneeze.

    “Hey,” she grumbled, tugging it off in time to see him chuck a skirt her way. She deftly dodged it, then peered out quickly to see if he was mad enough to throw a pair of high heels at her.

    When he didn’t, she finally jumped out of bed.

    “You’ll make us late, Ebony Bell.” He chuckled to himself, apparently enjoying his prank immensely as he pulled on his pants and fastened the belt with quick, practiced moves.

    She pouted at him, then sashayed past to pick her outfit for the day.

    “Hey, I’ve already given you some clothes,” he pointed out as he leaned in and grabbed the skirt she was considering, holding it in place.

    “Yes, I can see that. You, using your unfailing fashion sense, picked an enormous woolly sweater with reindeer on it, and a mini skirt with blue sequins,” she emphasized the last bit. “Not exactly what your average police officer wears to work.”

    “You are nowhere near an average officer,” he shot back, still chuckling as he shrugged into a shirt and slowly did up the buttons.

    “I’ll take that as a compliment.” She brushed her unruly hair away as she pulled out a powder-blue, well-fitted dress with a nice black, tailored jacket.

    “Don’t. It’s a simple fact. Ebony Bell, there’s no one in Vale quite like you,” Nate finished, grabbing his tie and looping it around his neck quickly.

    Before she snapped a fittingly sassy remark, she caught his eyes sparkling.

    Sometimes – usually when he didn’t realize she was watching him – Detective Nathan Wall looked like he’d won the lottery. With schoolboy giddiness brightening his cheeks, he’d stare at her with unmistakable adoration.

    She’d stare back with the same energy, albeit with more witchly dignity.

    “Anyway, hurry up.” Nate flicked an eyebrow up as he grabbed his jacket, hooked it over a shoulder, and walked out, no doubt to dutifully make her bed. Because Nate was like that. Before he’d moved in, Ebony had only made her bed rarely, or when Harry had done it for her – embodying the sheets and cushions and walking them across the room in a display of supreme linen control.

    Now Nate was here, changes were taking place. Everything was neat, clean, and functional. The second he got home after work, he started dinner. While it cooked, he arranged case notes and plowed through paperwork.

    Then he automatically did the dishes, straightened the couch cushions, and watched five minutes of TV before turning in for the night.

    There was no doubt that Detective Nathan Wall lived by rules for every single second of his life.

    Ebony Bell didn’t.

    She would sometimes pull him onto the bed just after he’d made it, simply to mess it up again. Then she’d forcibly stop him from doing paperwork by sitting on his lap and swatting the files from his hands.

    They were perfect for each other. Chaos and order bundled into the same relationship.

    Just as Nate finished puffing up their pillows, he frowned.

    At first, there was no reason, but several seconds later, his phone rang.

    The phone wasn’t in the room – Ebony banned it. Bedrooms were not for phones and laptops and TVs and distractions. They were for beds. It was in the name, after all.

    The phone ringing filtered under the door, and Nate hurried to the kitchen to answer it.

    She’d seen his little frown seconds before it rang and understood what it meant. She was a witch, after all.

    She could appreciate magic when she saw it. And whether Nate would admit it or not, he was brimming with the stuff. Yes, technically it wasn’t as sparkling and direct as her own, but Nathan Wall had powers.

    Just then she’d seen him display a little precognition.

    Which wasn’t a fabulous sign. It would no doubt mean the phone call would be important. One didn’t waste their clairvoyant skills on telemarketers and wrong numbers.

    Dressing quickly and scrambling into a pair of stockings, Ebony picked up some heels, threw her black, tailored jacket over her arm, and quickly followed him out.

    When she reached the kitchen, she leaned against the doorframe as she pulled on her heels one by one, watching Nate.

    He stood with his back to her, the phone pressed against his ear as he stared out at the windows behind the TV.

    He wasn’t saying anything.

    Before Ebony could eavesdrop, Harry appeared.

    Quite literally. The air went from being simple air to being the apparition of a dead wizard, complete with suspenders and an unfriendly smile.

    “Harry.” Ebony breathed through her surprise, getting over it quickly. Harry had a thing for creeping up on you.

    “Trying to listen in to Nate’s conversations, again?” His eyebrow inched up in a clearly challenging move.

    She wriggled her shoulders. “Excuse me? Since when do you care about spying? You spend your whole day cataloging the exact movements of everyone on this street. You even semi-possess the books you sell so you can follow people home and look inside their houses. I don’t need a lecture on the morals of checking up on people, thank you.”

    Harry still fixed her with that challenging look but thankfully didn’t follow it up by forcing the fridge to chase her down the hall.

    Allowing a little magical power to well within her, she walked past him.

    Harry flicked her a smile.

    Nate had already finished.

    Harry had managed to successfully distract her, and now he lifted into the air, floating backward with his hands locked behind his head. “Nate, Ebony’s been spying on you again. Tell her, as a man, you need your privacy. You don’t want her hanging over your shoulder every time you have a secret phone call with the Roundtable.”

    Nate breathed hard.

    “Oh sorry, I shouldn’t have revealed it was with the Roundtable.” Harry brought one hand down and made a show of clicking his fingers in a classic move of gosh-darn-it.

    Harry had clearly heard Nate’s whole conversation. He did possess the entire building. From the floorboards, to the couch, to the windows, to any unfortunate cockroaches bold enough to rifle through the bin. Harry was everything. He was even the very air and the dust sailing softly through it.

    “Are you really snapping at Ebony when you clearly overheard my entire conversation?” Nate crossed his arms slowly, shifting forward and placing his phone on the table.

    “Hey,” Harry put up his hands quickly, “I’m defending your privacy, man.”

    “Hold on, the Roundtable?” Ebony finally walked in and right past Harry, not caring that he had to drift out of the way to let her pass. “Is it serious?” she asked in a small voice.

    Nate didn’t answer immediately. Though he shared a lot now they were together, the ever-secretive knight still kept things close to his chest.

    Yet eventually that irritated look passed when he glanced up at Ebony and no doubt noticed the worry etched deep in her brow.

    “It’s fine,” he tried.

    It wasn’t very convincing.

    She chose not to push any further, though. She must accept the logical and necessary boundaries between the various magical races. She was a witch. He was a knight. While that didn’t mean they couldn’t be together, it did mean they had to give each other space to practice their own forms of magic.

    Knights were, by nature, secretive. She should honor that.

    She still walked past him and rested a hand lightly on his shoulder as she leaned over and grabbed her scarf from over the couch.

    “Don’t trust her, Nate,” Harry suddenly warned, “she’s only trying to look supportive, when secretly she wants to control every aspect of your life.” Harry sniffed importantly.

    Ebony turned slowly and raised an eyebrow. It was a pointed and challenging move. “And who exactly spat in your breakfast this morning, Harry? Why are you being so rude to me?”

    Harry turned a circle in the air, now floating upside down, hands still neatly tucked behind his back and his feet crossed. “I’m saying it like it is. I’ve been living with you for a long time, Ebony Bell, and god knows I’ve been browbeaten by your unreasonable rules. Like ‘Harry, don’t eat the pigeons,’ and ‘Harry, stop sending your possessed cockroaches out to clean up the neighbor’s stinking bins,’ and ‘Harry, you can’t scare customers away by claiming there’s a dead man buried in the store’s foundations,’ even though there totally is.” as Harry spoke, he pretended to be Ebony, making his voice pitch stupidly high as he imitated flicking long hair over his shoulders.

    Before Ebony could do something drastic like heading downstairs to shred a box of his old, yellowed, and very out-of-date gardening magazines, Nate shifted forward and grabbed her shoulder lightly. “I think Harry is lonely. Perhaps you should try to take the day off.”

    As soon as he suggested it, Harry instantly looked more interested but hid it by twisting in the air several times and sweeping a cloud of dust off the top of the fridge to hide behind.

    Ebony flicked her hand up and waved in front of her face. “I would love to – believe me, I would. But Nate, don’t you remember we have to check on those copy-cat cases?”

    Nate stuck his bottom lip forward and blew a blast of air up into his face. “Sorry, I forgot.”

    Harry looked immediately crestfallen and was no doubt thinking up a new set of amazing insults with which to goad Ebony in his attempts to punish her for leaving him alone so much.

    Yet before Harry could fly off the handle – quite literally as he set every door handle in the place skidding across the floor and scratching the wood – Nate coughed low and offered a manly nod. “I tell you what, how about we head out for dinner tonight? I heard a new wizard joint has opened up near the park, and I would relish the opportunity to put some of those tattooed dingbats down with my epic tales of dragon slaying.”

    Harry’s eyes lit up, literally. They suddenly shone with all the power and might of a possessed bookstore. “You are on. However, if you cancel these plans due to paperwork,” Harry said the word with as much concentrated disgust as Ebony often displayed for the horrendous stuff, “I will—”

    Nate neatened his tie nervously. “Turn all my ties pink?”

    Harry laughed malevolently.

    He didn’t, however, proceed to goad Ebony any further. He seemed satisfied with Nate’s offer.

    “I knew there was a reason I let you live with me.” Ebony leaned in, grabbed Nate’s tie, and straightened it firmly, all the while smiling up at him cheekily.

    “Because you can’t look after yourself, and need a strong knight around to keep you safe, fed, and clean?” He stared down at her, obviously controlling his urge to smile.

    “No, because…” she was about to say because he had a great chest, or something like it, but she stopped. Instead, she drew a deep breath and let her magic take hold. It would give her next words the meaning they deserved. “Because I love you,” she finished. Then she turned before Nate could cough like a 100-a-day smoker.

    Ebony walked to the stairs, waved goodbye at Harry, and even offered him a high-five when he flew in close enough. She clutched the banister as she walked down the well-polished steps to the store below.

    She stared ahead, noting – as always – how beautiful the store was. With its rows and rows of books, couches, shelves, and magazines, it was such a rich sight to behold. All those spines glittering with their imprints and sun-kissed covers.

    There was something deeply, satisfyingly peaceful about this place. With one look into the shop with its high ceiling, and over at the imposing, beautifully carved fireplace, she felt at home. Which was appropriate, considering this was very much Ebony Bell’s home.

    Her retreat, her safe haven. The one place she could come to feel normal, alive, and unrestricted. Surrounded by the books – both mundane and magical – made her feel invincible. All the stories and explanations and histories contained within had a suitable effect on the imagination: they lifted it up on the wings of timeless possibility. From space, to the deep ocean, to science, to religion, to magic, every possible pursuit of the mind was embedded in words down in that store.

    Breathing it all in as she reached the ground floor, she smiled deeply. This little morning routine made all the grittiness of Vale survivable.

    As she turned the closed sign around, Nate caught up. She opened the door and paused, one finger lightly drifting down the wood. Though it needed a sand down and yet another coat of paint – considering how often malevolent magical entities had assailed it over the years – Ebony didn’t pick up a splinter – Harry would never allow it.

    Nate now reached her side, and yet again he had a hand clutched tight around his tie as he neatened it compulsively, perhaps trying to undo the damage Ebony had done when she’d grabbed it earlier.

    “You ready for yet another ridiculously busy day?” She flashed Nate a smile before turning and glancing at the sky.

    Checking the weather was somewhat of a habit of Ebony’s. She did so regularly throughout the day. She wanted to know when it was sunny, when the clouds were flitting across the sky, and when a storm was settling in, low, dark, and menacing. So much of how a city made you feel depended on its weather.

    Well, right now clouds clogged the horizon, a chill wind whipping down the street, disturbing the bins, rattling the signs, and rustling through the leaves.

    It made Ebony pin a lip with a tooth and roll it in distractedly.

    It was yet another sign of the times. As Vale succumbed to the magical crime and violence assailing it, the weather changed to reflect this new, dark, frantic energy. Nasty storms had assailed the city this last month. Every other night she’d run from Nate’s car as rain bucketed down and wind howled off the mountains.

    “Are you frowning at the weather, Ebony Bell?” Nate stepped up beside her, then walked out onto the street beyond. Turning and offering her a charming, if mysterious smile, he beckoned her on with a wave of his hand. “I thought, as a witch, you weren’t supposed to do such things? Something about not wanting to discourage the sun.”

    She laughed as light as a bird. In many ways Nate was right: a witch shouldn’t frown at the sky. But his stated reason was wrong. Ebony didn’t and couldn’t discourage the sun. She simply should not set herself up for a horrible day. Start your morning by grimacing at the sky, and you will soon find you cannot shift that frown for love or money.

    While a witch had to watch how she influenced the natural world, how she affected herself mattered more. A lesson Ebony had already learned numerous times, and one she would not readily forget. There was something about defeating the powerful Relator and her pact with Legion himself (or itself, if you wanted to get technical), that made a girl remember her power.

    Nate did a slow turn as he strode to his car, a fist in his pocket as he played with his keys in the other. Head directed up, he stared at the sky and its bounty of storm-gray and dirty-white clouds.

    While he didn’t frown, he clearly questioned what the day would bring. Given the last month, it’d be full of the dark side.

    Ebony corrected that thought immediately. She simply must. Because she knew the dark side better than any witch before her. She’d crafted a treaty with the demons’ boss. In doing so, she’d given up some power for his.

    Though symbols of death and despair didn’t mark her, Legion’s ever-looming presence always shadowed her.

    She could draw on him too. When required, she could surrender more power for his – the very point of their pact. For Legion was there to help when she fought Vale’s darkest enemies.

    Just thinking about it brought a quick shiver. Though several months had passed since Ebony died and rose again with a bona fide demon pact stamped on her heart, she was still getting used to it.

    Of course she was.

    But she did have help.

    Nate obviously noticed her shivering and shifted closer with a careful frown. “Do you need to go inside and change into that outfit I picked out for you, after all? I knew today would be cold and blustery. A thick woolen jumper will be more protective than that little black jacket.”

    She chuckled lightly. “And a tiny, little, blue, sequined skirt is going to protect my legs a treat, while really bolstering my integrity and reputation in this town.”

    “I’m just saying it looks like it’ll be a cold and wild one,” Nate said. Though he started off smiling cheekily at her, that smile slowly dwindled as he chose to stare back up at the tumultuous sky again.

    She let him do it. She didn’t interrupt. She didn’t try to tease him, and neither did she whisper softly and tenderly that everything would be alright.

    When he finished and sat in his car, she shot him a kind look. Filled with love and appreciation, she reminded herself there was loads to be thankful for. In amongst all her woes and troubles, Ebony had amassed life’s greatest treasures too: firm friendships, a meaningful job, and true love.

    So the weather and all its cloudy chicanery could be damned. She’d make this day – and every other – exactly what she wanted it to be. By concentrating on what she longed for, she’d get just that.

    As they drove to Ebony’s favorite bakery, the weather outside grew all the darker. It wasn’t because Ebony had offered it a frown.

    A force was coming. Unstoppable. Ancient. And finally rising from its silent grave.

  
    Chapter 2

    Ebony yawned yet again. Which was weird, considering she wasn’t at all tired. She’d had a very restful and pleasant night’s sleep, thank you very much.

    Nate glared at her pointedly for the 10th time.

    They were on a case, and rather than being the useful, powerful, pretty witch consultant he needed, Ebony stood in the corner poring repeatedly over a file.

    Her tired mind was having trouble picking out the words and forcing the blaggards to make sense.

    Rubbing her eyes to wake up, she blinked as she looked around the room again.

    Everything felt normal.

    Or, rather, nothing seemed so extraordinarily evil that Ebony should call Legion at once and let it embody her.

    This was just another magical crime scene.

    That didn’t mean Ebony should be hunkering in a corner while she tried to nap on her feet. Like all other cases she attended, she was obliged to put in her best efforts.

    As she mulled the file, Nate walked up, a peeved eyebrow raised. “Is there something you’d rather be doing?”

    She paused, pondering her response. She was more than prepared to go toe-to-toe with Nate. Though she admittedly loved the guy, he was a bore on a case. On the job, Ebony was Nate’s partner in terms of their police duties only. He didn’t hug her, he didn’t compliment her, he didn’t call her dear or honey, and he certainly didn’t pause through an investigation to whisk her up and kiss her dramatically.

    So yes, of course he would get snooty at her if he felt she wasn’t doing her job.

    Rather than tease or snap at him, she just hung her head a little and sighed. “I don’t know. Just tired,” she managed, again mulling over her words. She was too frazzled to pick the right ones.

    Before Nate could snarl at her to pull her socks up and get back to being the witch consultant she was, he shared her sigh.

    Managing a still firm but certainly not angry frown, he said, “Do you think something is draining your energy? Could there be hidden enchantments we haven’t picked up yet? The walls and ceiling could be possessed.”

    She was thankful for his suggestions, but they were all wrong.

    Ebony was, hopefully, powerful enough now to know when she was being magically attacked. It had happened enough, after all.

    Concentrating harder, she realized this room wasn’t affecting her feelings. So she ended up rather pathetically shrugging her shoulders and mumbling to Nate it was nothing and she would get over it.

    Forcing herself into the rest of the room, she did her job as best she could. Almost on autopilot, she checked the room for any hidden magical booby-traps. She also cordoned off a section in the living room where someone had rather creatively drawn over the rug in permanent marker. She wasn’t a neat freak, though. They’d marked the carpet with some particularly unsavory symbols used to ward off good spirits.

    Ebony finally exited the room, wandered down the stairs, and returned to Nate’s car. Once outside, she couldn’t stop herself from frowning up the sky.

    The clouds were gone.

    Which was surely a good sign, right?

    Apart from a few scant, puffy white wisps being chased away over the horizon, above was a sea of beautiful blue sky and bright, warm sunshine.

    That was quick, an itty bitty part of her realized, while the rest suggested she enjoy a nice day for once.

    Nate had parked far across the car park. He could have scooted in and snagged a position right outside the doors to the apartment, but instead he’d waved in an old lady in a tiny hatchback instead. The old lady had proceeded to park her exceedingly compact vehicle across two parking spaces, so Nate had parked elsewhere.

    Though it sometimes irritated Ebony how proper and darn decent the guy was, she secretly loved it. While she was wild and brash, Nate was considered and measured. While she pranced around in high heels, bedazzling the world with her glitter and her sequins, Nate Wall was never seen out of a suit, unless he was wearing armor, and even then, it would be a suit of armor.

    Making her way across to the car, Ebony tried not to get distracted by the sunny, happy weather.

    Because it was happy. The birds were out, all twittering and chirping as they danced in the trees and spilled onto the grass. As Ebony passed a few people, they too had rather rapt smiles on their faces, no doubt relishing this sunny change.

    When she reached Nate’s plain and simple car, she turned, crossed her arms, frowned glumly, and leaned against the passenger-side door.

    There she waited until Nate finished up his business and came out to meet her.

    While she stood there alone, Ebony pondered if something untoward was happening here. Between her sudden lethargy and the rather unexplainable good weather, could something be up?

    … Or maybe Ebony Bell was just overworked, justifiably tired, and jumpy, considering recent events.

    Before she could conclude anything, Nate reached her and opened the car door wordlessly. He waited until he sat down roughly, buckled his seatbelt, and started the engine to turn to her.

    He inhaled an enormous, ominous breath, his firm chest pressing hard into his seatbelt. “Let’s just skip to the bit where you tell me what’s going on,” he suggested, eyes hard.

    “Sorry?” Was this a prelude to a fight?

    “Alright, if you want to pussyfoot around this, we could do that too. But all I’m saying, Eb, is that I’m ready to skip to the end here. I’ve known you long enough to realize there’s something up with you. And while the old Nate would have gladly engaged in a witty battle with you – where I would have invented a lame excuse for your problems, and you would have soldiered on in silence until the world came crashing down around your ears – I won’t do that. I can’t see you get hurt,” he said, voice becoming measurably quieter as he leaned an arm around the back of her chair on the pretense of reversing. Except he didn’t move just yet. He simply stared at her. And damn him for making it just as strong, unwavering, and demanding as a Knight of the Roundtable could.

    When she didn’t immediately react, he repeated, “I can’t see you get hurt.”

    That got to her. Of course it did. It was a repetition of something Nathan Wall said an awful lot these days.

    It melted through her anger. “Okay.” She sighed uneasily as she shifted in her seat to look at him properly.

    Suddenly she felt uncomfortable and foolish. She hardly had any evidence. Just some sudden sunshine and some probably quite reasonable fatigue.

    Still, as Nate didn’t waver, she finally divulged her problems. “Well… I’m feeling out of sorts. Kind of tired, a little foggy.” She pressed her French-manicured fingernails into her brow, scratching at the skin and prodding it in her attempts to wake her brain up.

    “And?” he prompted carefully. Though his voice was strong and certainly demanding, again he didn’t appear to be angry.

    Just concerned.

    It was a wonderful yet frightening thing to have someone like Nathan Wall concerned for your safety. Ebony suddenly couldn’t bear the thought of letting him down.

    “Eb,” he said, leaning in, gaze serious, his arm still locked behind her headrest.

    He clearly wouldn’t give up, so she sniffed and told him the rest. “It’s sunny. Have you noticed that? I mean, it was nothing but doom, gloom, and wind this morning. But now it’s almost glorious.” Ebony emphasized the word almost as she indicated the perfect blue sky outside the windscreen.

    If something was glorious, it didn’t just look good – it transported you beyond joy. Glory, in its true sense, brought heaven to earth. While the sunshine above was pretty warm and inviting, it still set her teeth on edge to feel it heating up her cheeks and exposed hands.

    “I guess,” Nate conceded with a shrug as he flicked his gaze through the windscreen, only to automatically turn it back to her a second later, “what’s your point?”

    “Ah,” Ebony groaned and shoved her fingers into her hair, messing it up, “I don’t know. It sounds mad, but it just feels like something good is going to happen today.”

    Slowly Nate’s worried frown turned into a kinked smile. Then he chuckled briskly. “Yep, you are right, that is mad.”

    “No,” she tried, flopping her fringe over her eyes to childishly hide from the day, “you don’t get it. I don’t mean good good. I mean… good.”

    Nate looked at her, appropriately, like she was going mad. “You’re not making any sense, Eb. Do you need the day off?”

    “What I’m trying to say.” She purposefully sniffed, rattling and wild. She made it magical, thrusting will and force into it, just as her mother taught her. “Is that it feels fake. It feels like someone just turned on the sunshine and made the birds chirp and the pedestrians smile because they want to…” she trailed off, grappling with the possibility she’d just suggested.

    “They want to what?” he prompted. That smile was gone from his face. Back was the concerned frown.

    It bolstered her.

    Nate could’ve said that was nuts. He could have suggested a trillion excellent and rational explanations for her observations without invoking magic and malevolence. But as he’d already told her, apparently he was beyond that now. Instead, he shifted his hand from behind her headrest and let it rest gently behind her neck. He waited for her to answer.

    She nestled back into the warmth of his open palm, cherishing how his fingers felt as they played with her collar.

    His proximity stilled her.

    It also emboldened her.

    Harry had taught her that if reality dared not to make sense, you made it make sense. You forced your will over the chaos until it sat in the corner and behaved. “Right,” she said, with far more determination, “I don’t know. Point is, I feel weird. And I’ve been through enough over the past few years to start trusting my instincts, rather than trying to explain them away. So, Nate, I think we should be on the lookout. I’m not sure what for. It could be wizards, magicians, demons, or rival witches. It could be the Portal acting up, or a prelude to something even darker – if that’s at all possible. But the point is, I think we need to watch out.”

    At first, he didn’t react. Then he smiled slowly. Yet it was a measured move. It didn’t push his cheeks fully into his eyes, and neither did it fill Ebony with giddiness.

    “I’ll do what I can. But if things get worse—” his words became quick.

    “I will call the cavalry. But for now, it’s probably time to head to the next case. Which is?”

    Nate snorted softly. Then his eyebrows twitched down with a flicker of unease. “Actually, we have to look into that witch who’s been casting good-luck spells on people without their permission.”

    Ebony straightened up. She now realized why Nate had looked suddenly uncomfortable.

    “You don’t think…” he began.

    She cut in before he could suggest what she knew he would say. “No. If some two-bit witch had cast a good-luck spell on me, Nate, I would know. It would itch like hell.”

    “Right, so you think this is unrelated then?” he hazarded, looking at her askance as he straightened and reversed.

    “I hope so.” Turning, she searched the backseat. “Where’s that file on her again?”

    “You were meant to read it last night,” he chided softly as he stopped the car before carefully putting it into drive.

    “Yeah, I know, but I can’t work every night. You see, I have this super awesome and some would say fiendishly hot boyfriend who I feel deserves some of my time too.”

    Nate no doubt wanted to frown and tut at her, but she could see he gave a private smile at her compliment. “I wouldn’t say I’m fiendishly hot, though,” he suddenly added. “I would say dashing is a more appropriate term for a knight.”

    “Oh, I don’t know. Dashing is boring,” she purred as she leaned in, smiling as she determinedly attempted to distract Nate while he was driving. A non-magical creature didn’t distract a driver. But Nate was a brave, capable, conscientious knight. Plus, he never picked up enough speed to crash. Ebony could kiss him passionately, and the worst the car would do was brake a little loudly.

    “My eyes are on the road, Ebony Bell,” he said clearly as he coughed and straightened up, his shoulders shifting into his seat as he lifted his chin and looked like the indomitable knight that he was.

    “I suppose they taught you in Roundtable school how to shrug off the wiles of those wicked witches.” She pouted as she crossed her arms and sat back in her own seat.

    “Oh no, they just taught us to put it off until later,” he chuckled, then immediately set his expression back into a calm, unflappable one.

    Even when he was flirting with her – which happened appreciably more these days now that they were actually together – Nate could turn it off in a heartbeat. He could go from mumbling tenderly in her ear to turning around and ignoring her completely.

    His ability to run hot and cold at will drove Ebony wild.

    Still, of course she controlled herself as they headed to their next destination.

    When they arrived, Ebony exited to see Ben standing around, eating a pastry like a vacuum and staring at the sun with a grin.

    Ebony had jumped out before Nate properly pulled up – which elicited a grumble from the good Detective. She ran over to Ben.

    She hadn’t seen him properly in weeks. What with all the darn magical crime – and ordinary crime – assailing Vale, they’d reassigned Ben. He now had a new witch-consultant sidekick.

    Ebony wasn’t sure how she felt about that.

    Ben was her partner for years, and they’d been through hell. He’d always been there for her. Now he was there for someone else.

    Before Ebony could get too jealous that she was being replaced, she had to admit she actually kind of liked Ben’s new sidekick.

    Because she was ditsy, awfully darn ditsy. And it made her such a sweetheart. If she wasn’t fumbling with her chai latte or
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