
  
    [image: The Courtyard Conundrum]
  


  
    
      The Courtyard Conundrum

      A WEAL & WOE BOOKSHOP WITCH MYSTERY

    

    
      
        CATE MARTIN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Ratatoskr Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Free eBook!

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

    

    
      
        The Witches Three Cozy Mysteries

      

      
        The Viking Witch Cozy Mysteries

      

      
        Also from Ratatoskr Press

      

      
        Free eBook!

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Cate Martin

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Free eBook!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Like exclusive, free content?

      If you'd like to receive "A Collection of Witchy Prequels", a free collection of short story prequels to the Witches Three Cozy Mystery and Viking Witch Cozy Mystery series, as well as other free stories throughout the year, click here to subscribe to my newsletter! This eBook is exclusively for newsletter subscribers and will never be sold in stores. Check it out!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Autumn has always been my favorite time of the year, and October is peak autumn.

      And, as I quickly discovered this particular October, the magical neighborhood known as the Square hidden in the St. Anthony area of Minneapolis—the part of the world I had made my home—did autumn really, really well.

      Because while the Square was closed in on all four sides by shops on the ground floor and two levels of apartment buildings above, the heart of its space was all nature. And while the hedge maze remained as vibrantly green as ever, the orchard on the other half of the open plaza was a riot of fall colors. The sun may hang lower in the southern sky, but when it hits those trees, it lights up all those leaves in shades of gold, amber and scarlet like nature's own stained glass.

      Not to mention the sweet smell of apples still hangs in the air like the ghost of harvests past, mingling with the fresh, dry smell of fallen leaves that rises up with every step under the limbs of those trees.

      So when the weather got cooler, and the nights got longer, and the dinners I shared with my uncles suddenly featured lots of pumpkin soup, pumpkin curry, and pumpkin ravioli, I should've been in heaven.

      But I wasn't. I was just… numb.

      Granted, September had been a rough month for me, even before my mother had appeared out of nowhere in my bedroom and drained me of nearly every last bit of my precious magic. Still, that had been weeks ago.

      And from a prosaic—by which I mean nonmagical—point of view, I had completely recovered. I could make it through an entire day now without needing a nap or two to get my strength back. I was back to helping out in my uncles' bookshop even with the more strenuous stuff, like hauling boxes of books up and down the seven flights of stairs.

      But from a magical point of view, I was still completely drained.

      Which really wasn't unusual for me. For as long as I could remember, I had always been drained of power. No matter where I was in the world, which magical academy I was struggling to perform in, my mother would always show up at some point, slinking into the darkness of my bedroom at night and slinking away again after leaving me a powerless husk.

      For the longest time, I had thought those were all dreams.

      For the longest time, I had no idea that I wasn't actually a witch with no magic. I was a witch who kept having her magic taken from her. By her own mother.

      But after I'd come to the Square, my mother had stopped draining me. Not because she didn't still want to. No, it was because one of the first friends I had made after coming to the Square was Houdini. Houdini, who looked like a rat terrier chihuahua, but was actually a dragon hidden under layer after layer of protective magic.

      He might look like a scrawny ten-pound ankle biter, but he could make you feel the whole size of him when he wanted to. He was still young, still a dragonet. But even young as he was, he was larger than four elephants. And he could loom with the force of all that dragon might.

      Although, so far, he had only ever done it to protect me. He'd driven my mother away, more than once.

      But in September, he had almost gotten there too late to save me. She had been drawing so much more power out of me than she ever had before. And I didn't think she intended to stop.

      If Houdini hadn't come to my rescue, I might still be needing all those naps to get through the day.

      Or, you know, worse.

      But he had gotten there in time, and I had recovered. Everything except the magic that I was honestly more used to not having, and had never learned how to control.

      So why was I still feeling so down? Why was even October, with all of its inherent charms, not lifting my spirits at all?

      I had so much in my life now that I'd never had before. I had gone from not having any family besides my mostly absent mother to having a pair of loving uncles who took me in, gave me a home in their attic apartment overlooking that magic Square, and let me work in their even more magical bookshop.

      And I had that bookshop, which loved me without words, giving me a little nook of my own on its fourth level overlooking the Minneapolis streets below. I had an immense study table with plenty of room for the stacks and stacks of books I had arranged in a system only I could understand, tracking every thread of my research into my own power and how it worked. And I had a comfy window seat, just perfect for curling up with a book before one of those inevitable naps overwhelmed me.

      Sure, I had gained and then lost a twin brother in a breathtakingly short amount of time. And as angry as I was with him for his betrayal, I still ached at the loss.

      But I also had friends. Besides Houdini, who never left my side, there were Audrey Mirken and her boyfriend Liam Kelly. If I didn't meet them every morning for a breakfast of tea and scones in Audrey's teashop before it opened for the day, they would come up to my bedroom to find me and make sure I was okay.

      And then there was my boyfriend, Steph Underwood. As the apprentice to the Wizard who lived in the Tower at the far end of the Square, he had a ton of heavy responsibilities, not least of which was maintaining the spells that protected the Square. But even on his busiest of days, he made time to see me.

      And to bring me more books. Because even though I worked in one of the largest magical bookshops in the world, there were always more books out there. Books in private libraries or obscure shops in hidden corners of other magical neighborhoods all throughout the world.

      Books that might help me figure out how my magic worked.

      But it wasn't so much the books themselves that I appreciated, although they were, of course, always welcome. No, it was more that by constantly finding more and more texts for me to search for clues about my power, it was like he was always silently reinforcing what he and the Wizard were also always flat out telling me.

      I would get my power back. My mother had drained me, but not entirely. It would take time, but my power would return.

      And something in those books just might help me learn how to master it before it grew beyond my ability to control again.

      Because the thing is, the branch of magic that I was born to practice is the one sort of magic that is strictly forbidden by all the magic councils everywhere.

      It's not necromancy. It's not mind control or the sorts of spells with effects like nuclear bombs. I mean, those are all technically regulated. But only one branch of magic is outright banned.

      Chaos.

      And all the actual books about chaos had been destroyed centuries ago. I almost got my hands on one lost copy of a book that probably wasn't even going to be helpful, but the man who possessed it set it and himself on fire rather than let me see it.

      That's how powerful the forces are that don't want me learning how to use my own power.

      But the Wizard helped me find a different way. Because while every mention of chaos magic had been purged from every book in existence, the censors had not been able to remove all the references to chaos magic that weren't labeled chaos magic.

      Sometimes magic is described by its effects without ever being named. Perhaps the wizard who wrote the account didn't know what it was. Or perhaps he did, but he wisely avoided naming the forbidden thing.

      Either way, there were books where chaos magic was explained. Only, given that they weren't labeled as such, those accounts were hard to find.

      I mean, not every mention of an unknown magic is actually a mention of chaos magic. There's lots of unknown things in the world. As true as that is in the prosaic world, it's doubly so in the magic one.

      And the further I got on my journey of research, the fewer things I found that felt to me like real chaos magic.

      I had been attempting to learn more about my own power ever since I had learned just what it was. Which was only a few months ago, after a lifetime of assuming I was just a witch with no real power to speak of. The Wizard helped a lot, as did Steph.

      But in the end, no one understood what that power felt like except me.

      With the possible exception of my mother. But given that she had chosen not to be a presence in my life beyond turning up every few months to suck all my power away, I had never learned a single thing from her.

      I guess I believed the power would come back. I mean, the Wizard swore he could sense it building back inside me already.

      But I didn't sense it. I still felt so very empty inside. Like there was a hollow coldness in my core that no amount of pumpkin soup could ever fill or warm up.

      Worse, the world around me felt empty, too. Like colors were muted, sounds were muffled, and everyone was so far away.

      October was so far away.

      I had been in this funk for more than a month, despite everyone bringing me whatever they could think of that would bring something bright and delightful into my life.

      But what finally brought me out of it wasn't something someone did for me. It was something I decided to do for someone else.

      I set all the books aside that were meant to help me master my still-missing chaos power, and I turned my attention to something else. A very different sort of spell.

      In September, I had touched on the magic that had built the Square. I had used it at the time to write a spell for my friend Audrey to cast to grow a new room onto her tiny apartment. It had worked like a charm. She had ended up with a large sunny room all to herself, plus a secret garden she shared with all the other apartments on that side of the Square.

      Steph had worked out that the Square was providing everyone with emergency exits out of the building, a fact that still stewed in the back of all our minds since we didn't know yet what the Square thought we might have to escape from.

      But if I set that paranoia aside in the back of my mind and just focused on that garden, it was really a lovely place. The bookshop had a door that opened onto it, and while everyone liked to stroll through it and touch the plants or sit on its comfy benches, it still always felt like a secluded place. Even with others there too, you could be quietly alone there.

      I had just been thinking of that spell one morning as I came down to my nook before heading to the teashop for breakfast and saw a fresh stack of books waiting for me at the end of my study table. Some of the books were familiar, but not from my chaos research.

      I knew them from my structural magic research. And as I paged through them again, a fresh idea took shape inside my mind.

      Which was how I ended up writing a spell that would bring the spirit of a shop to life.

      Because shops have a structure defined by the Square, and within the confines of that structure, they have an existence of sorts. Maybe not sentience per se—although I strongly suspected my uncles' bookshop was, in fact, sentient—but a unique presence that could be captured by a spell and given a physical, if only ghostly, form.

      I freely admit I didn't think it through too much. That burst of energy, of feeling like there was something I could do, and it was something that would actually be a good thing, or at least a temporarily amusing thing, took me over.

      But as soon as I had scribbled down a draft of a spell, I knew I had to try it out.

      Or, rather, get my friend Audrey to try it out.

      I couldn't wait to see her face when she realized just what my new spell could do.
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      I didn't realize how much time I had spent coming up with the rough draft of that spell that morning. In my defense, I never went outside to get to the teashop anymore, or I might've seen how high the sun was in the sky. Since Steph had put a secret door connecting the first floor of the bookshop with the back closet of the teashop, that was my usual route to get to Audrey now.

      Houdini might have noticed from where he was napping on the window seat, but when I got up from the table to run down the stairs, he had just leaped up to follow me. The only sound he made was the click of his dog nails on the hardwood floors of the bookshop.

      So when I burst out of the teashop closet, waving the parchment covered with the scrawls of ink that were still drying in places, my first impression was that my shout of "Audrey" echoed awfully loudly.

      Then I emerged from the back room and saw the dining room beyond was quite empty. There wasn't a single customer at any of the carefully arranged white cast-iron tables and chairs. Not even Barnardo with his little white kitten, Sia. And Barnardo was always there in the morning. He never missed one of our pre-opening get-togethers.

      Although, apparently I had. And by quite a bit to judge from the light pouring in through the windows. The sky was mostly gray, overcast with wisps of clouds that threatened to break apart at any moment, but never quite did.

      Then I saw Audrey standing at her tea counter, her electric kettle in her hands. Steam curled up out of its spout, so heavily I knew I had caught her just as she was about to pour it into one of her teapots. The fringes of her straight blonde bangs were hanging wetly, clinging to her forehead.

      "Tabitha," she said, looking from me to the kettle in her hands to the pot behind her as if uncertain what to do.

      "It looks like this one will be a dine-in after all," Liam said as he straightened up from where he had been poking around inside the bakery case. I saw a white paper bag in his hands, but couldn't tell what he had been filling it with.

      "Perhaps a different tea," Audrey said, setting the kettle back on its stand, then taking a fresh teapot down from a shelf. "English breakfast?"

      "Yeah," I said, still not sure what was going on.

      Then Liam slipped the contents of the paper bag onto a plate and handed it to me. I took it with the hand that wasn't holding the parchment and looked down at the four scones piled up there. Two of them were definitely cheddar and something herby, and the other two smelled faintly of apples but strongly of cinnamon.

      I was about to mumble a thanks when I finally got a good look at his face. Liam and Audrey shared a pale complexion and propensity for blushing that made every emotion they were feeling very easy to read from their expressions. Audrey had her back to me now, but Liam's face was telling me an entire story.

      My sudden arrival was a welcome relief. But more than the flush of sudden emotion that had come with seeing me standing there before him, there were lines of worry around his eyes that my appearance wasn't easing.

      And everything about the strange mood in the teashop clicked into place.

      "What time is it?" I asked, trying not to sound sheepish.

      "Ten thirty," Houdini said primly from where he was sitting beside my ankle.

      Well, that was certainly information he could've given me earlier.

      I had worried them. Again. The teapot that stood ready for the addition of boiling water that Audrey had pushed aside at my arrival was too far away for me to smell the contents. But I suspected she had been brewing me one of her special teas. Another attempt at getting me out of the funk that she had rightfully assumed I was still in the throes of.

      "I'm so sorry," I said, all in a rush.

      Liam just nodded, but from the little glances he threw Audrey's way, I knew she was the one I really needed to apologize to. But she was far more consumed with making a simple pot of tea than the task really required of her.

      "I didn't mean to worry you. I was on my way down for breakfast when I stopped in my nook. There were a bunch of books there, and I got… caught up," I finished lamely.

      "She was in the zone," Houdini informed them. "I did try to get her attention, but it was like I wasn't even there."

      Now I was the one with scarlet cheeks as I looked down at the dog beside me. "You did? I'm sorry. I didn't even hear you."

      "Apparently," he said with a mental sniff. Which is weird to experience. It's somehow even more chastising than one that doesn't only exist inside your own head.

      But then he relented, trotting across the checkerboard tiles of the teashop floor to avail himself of the water dish that Audrey always kept full of fresh water for him and the other dogs who frequented her establishment. "You should probably tell them what you're working on. Maybe with a little more clarity than you were managing upstairs. I honestly couldn't grasp a bit of what you were saying."

      "I must've been thinking out loud," I said. I tried to juggle the plate of scones and the parchment both. I was probably a little too focused on not smearing the ink on what was already a very messy bit of calligraphy on the parchment. The plate of scones nearly tumbled to the floor, but Liam snatched it away from me just in time.

      "Thanks," I said.

      "Whatever it is, it must be quite interesting. I haven't seen you this excited about something in quite some time."

      Technically, he was speaking to me. But we both knew from the way he pitched his voice that he was really talking to Audrey.

      Audrey sighed, slumping over her counter as if she were too exhausted to carry on with anything in that moment.

      Then her timer beeped, and she straightened up at once to pour out the dark black tea.

      She turned to hold it out for me, and I saw the worry lines around her eyes were more prominent even than around Liam's.

      "I really am okay," I said, afraid to reach out even so far as to take the mug of tea from her hands.

      "You do look better," Audrey said grudgingly.

      "I feel better," I said. "So much better. I wrote a spell for you."

      "Oh," she said. She gestured towards the parchment as if asking permission, and I hurried to exchange it for the mug of tea.

      She had made it twice as strong, and added twice the sugar. Just the way I liked it when I needed a pick me up.

      And while I wouldn't have thought in that moment that I needed to be picked anymore up than I already was, I realized at the first sip that I had delayed my morning's caffeine far too long.

      And with the second sip, I remembered I hadn't eaten anything yet either.

      I tried not to lunge at the plate of scones in Liam's hands. But I completely failed to not make a pig of myself, cramming one of the cheese ones into my mouth in two monster bites.

      "This is interesting," Audrey murmured as she read over my scrawled words. She held the parchment in one hand so she could tuck her long, straight blonde hair behind her ear with the other.

      "What is it?" Liam asked.

      "Structural magic is all I could gather," Houdini said.

      "Like the spell that made the extra room in our apartment?" Liam asked.

      "The same sort of magic, but a different sort of spell," I said.

      "We should try it out," Audrey said.

      "What, now?" Liam asked.

      "Well, the shop is already closed," she pointed out.

      Which made my cheeks flush hotly again. They had closed the shop because of me. Because they felt they had to check in on me. Again.

      "We can do it later," I said. "I should probably redraft some of the wording, anyway. I think it's a little awkward."

      "Nonsense. It's perfect poetry. Same as always," Audrey said.

      Her scolding tone made it hard to know how to take the compliment. So I just nodded, then shrugged, then nodded again.

      "But what does it do?" Liam asked.

      "It creates a living embodiment of the spirit of a place," Audrey said.

      "Like, the spirit of the teashop?" he asked.

      "That's what I hope it does," I said. "Like a protector spirit that will watch over the teashop and both of you as well. But I think this first version of the spell will maybe only create a momentary ghost kind of thing."

      "Household spirits," Audrey said. "One of the oldest kinds of magic. This could be interesting."

      "What does the spirit of a teashop look like?" Liam asked. "Will it look like your grandaunt Agatha?"

      "I don't think so?" Audrey said, but turned to me with a puzzled frown.

      "I don't know," I admitted in an embarrassingly chipper voice. I was way too upbeat, I knew it. But after weeks of feeling so very low, it was nice to feel upbeat again for a change.

      Although I wasn't missing the worried glances Audrey and Liam were trading. There was probably such a thing as too upbeat, and I should try to tone it down a little.

      "Did you want to try it?" I asked between bites of the second cheese scone.

      I watched Audrey scan the parchment, her lips moving ever so slightly as she tried out the sort of proto-Norse language that the spells of the Square responded most strongly to.

      "We should check with Steph first," she said at last.

      "Why check with Steph?" I asked.

      But, very much as if saying his name out loud had summoned him, I heard Steph answering for himself from the back room behind me.

      "First of all, if the spells touch on the protective magic of the Square at all, you should absolutely check with me first," he said even as I spun to throw my arms around him in a hug.

      I felt like I hadn't seen him in days. But I knew it had been one. Less than one, technically. Not quite twenty-four hours.

      But he hugged me back so tightly, I was certain it felt like days to him too.

      "It's not quite invoking any of that magic, but I don't think the spell will work if the Square objects. So to speak," Audrey said.

      Steph half let me go so he could take the parchment that Audrey was holding out to him. I took the opportunity of his momentary distraction to get a better look at him.

      He was actually looking really good. Still dressed in black trousers, boots and tunic, so just as Hamlet-esque as ever. And his tall mass of dark curls was not a bit less unkempt than usual.

      But compared to the worry-furrowed faces of Audrey and Liam, he looked well-rested and unbothered.

      As if he felt me looking at him so intently, he shot me a little sideways glance with his dark brown eyes. There was just a hint of a question there.

      "Second of all?" I asked him.

      "What's that?" he asked, even as his eyes went back to scanning the text of my spell.

      "You said first of all, all that stuff about the Square," I reminded him. "What was the second of all?"

      "Oh," he said. "There was the little matter of the emergency call that I wasn't told was no longer an emergency."

      He was grinning, but Audrey was flushing darkly.

      "I was in the bookshop the entire time," I told him.

      "We didn't know that," Audrey said.

      "I was in my nook, buried in books. And Houdini was there the whole time," I said.

      "We didn't know that," Audrey said again.

      Steph just pulled me closer again and planted a kiss on the top of my head.

      I had the strange sensation that he had to flatten down my curls a bit to plant that kiss. Like the October air was already the sort of dry I knew it was going to get in the middle of winter, when every doorknob carried a risk of discharging so much static charge. As did my hair.

      I was just telling myself I was being silly when I realized he was looking down at me as if trying to gage whether I had felt the same thing.

      I touched my hair. No sparks. And it wasn't crazy frizzy.

      Did it feel different? Or was I imagining it?

      Or was I just hoping to feel a little something like my old chaos magic was returning?

      "Am I manifesting?" I asked him, only half joking.

      "We should probably swing by the Tower and check in with the Wizard," Steph said. "Not the least because he got the same emergency call I did."

      "Her uncles said she wasn't in her room," Audrey said. She was sounding downright defensive now.

      I left Steph's side to pull her into a tight hug. "I'm sorry," I said, with all the sincerity I felt in my heart. "I know that I worried you, and I didn't check in like I should have, and you had every reason to think the worst of what I might be up to. I'm truly sorry."

      "But you're feeling better?" she asked.

      "I am," I said. "Truly. And do you know why?"

      "Why?" she asked.

      "Because I wrote a spell for you," I said. "And I know it's going to work beautifully, because we're such a perfect team. I can't wait to try it out with you."

      "But first, you have to go see the Wizard," she said with a smile. "That's all right. I have a few things I want to arrange here first. I have some thoughts about the spell. But we can talk about it after you've let the Wizard know you're all right."

      "Absolutely," I said.

      Houdini didn't wait for an invitation. He just leaped into the air, assuming I would catch him.

      Which wasn't hard for me to do. I didn't even have to bend over. For a little dog, he had an amazing vertical jump.

      Once I had him in my arms, I moved closer to Steph's side. He wasn't wearing his magical, multicolored cloak that allowed him to teleport all around the world. He didn't need it just to get inside the Tower from another part of the Square.

      I missed the feeling of the dark weight of its folds closing in around me.

      But, as always when I was that close to Steph, the back of my tongue tingled with the flavor of melting butterscotch, rich and sweet.

      And then the teashop around us blinked away.
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      I opened my eyes to find us standing in the middle of the Wizard's study in the heart of the library that was the entire top level of the Tower.

      The fire behind us was lit as always, the occasional snap and crackle of the burning logs less a giveaway than the fragrant smell of the applewood itself.

      And sitting forward in his battered, old wing-backed chair as if he had been expecting us was the Wizard himself. His gnarled hands were folded together over his lap in a gesture of patient listening.

      Steph guided me over to the chair opposite the Wizard's with a gentle hand at my elbow, and I sat down with Houdini still in my arms.

      "Safe and sound, just as we knew," the Wizard said to Steph.

      There was something teasing in his tone, and I was just starting to suspect that Steph had been more worried by Audrey's apparent alarm than he had been letting on. But when I looked back over my shoulder to where he had been, Steph was gone.

      Not far, he was still in the room. But something on one of the Wizard's many overflowing tables of books and artifacts had apparently caught his attention and was holding him engrossed.

      With his back to me.

      "I didn't mean to worry everyone," I said.

      "You woke up with a little extra energy?" he asked.

      "I guess so," I said. Or started to.

      But if there was one thing the Wizard always expected, it was that those around him should speak with more precision than that.

      "No," I said, cutting off my own prior thought. "No, not woke up with. I was still feeling down when Houdini and I went downstairs this morning. We were heading down for breakfast in the teashop with the others, when I ended up in the nook instead."

      "The bookshop had something for you?" the Wizard said. The inflection at the end was so slight. Like it was just barely a question.

      "Some books about structural magic," I said. "I was just going to scan the titles, but then I got curious and started turning the pages. And then I sat down and was sucked in."

      "The other way around, actually," Houdini said. "She was standing there reading book after book for most of the first hour before she sat down."

      "I didn't respond to being spoken to, apparently," I said and felt another guilty flush to my cheeks.

      The Wizard said nothing. He just studied me with an inscrutable look on his face. He steepled his arthritic fingers, then pressed the tips of his index fingers to his lips as his eyes narrowed, as if focusing more deeply on…

      What? Something on my face? Or in the magic around me that only he could see?

      But then he just sat up again in his chair, brushing a crumb off one of the arms.

      "You weren't under the influence of any spell I can see," he said. "Although the bookshop has been very worried about you for some time. I supposed it's pleased with itself, finally finding something so distracting to catch your attention with."

      "Finally?" I asked.

      "There have been other stacks of books," Houdini told me.

      "Steph brought me some," I said. "I was doing research on accounts of things that might be chaos magic."

      I knew I sounded defensive, but I couldn't help it. I didn't like the idea that anyone thought I had let an entire month slide by without doing anything productive.

      Even if I basically had.

      But now Steph was back in my field of view, and was smiling at me in an indulgent sort of way.

      "Yes, you went through every book I brought you, but the bookshop was setting other things out for you that you never looked at at all," he said.

      "Seriously?" I asked. Because it felt impossible, that there had been books near me that I hadn't even noticed.

      "They weren't about chaos," Houdini told me. "Some were about dragons. Most were about teashop-related things. Recipes and such. But you never looked at any of them. Not even the dragon books."

      "I'm sorry, little guy," I said, kissing Houdini on his warm little forehead. Being careful, as I always was, not to bother his ears. They stood out like radar dishes and made him look very much like a bat. But he was sensitive about them and preferred not to have them touched.
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