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      When the past comes knocking, will Reg be able to protect her future?

      

      Reg thought she had left her past behind, but when her former lover shows up in town with a dangerous secret, she must confront the truth of her past and act.

      

      Reg has built a successful business doing psychic readings and investigation in the small town of Black Sands. But when her former lover, Jake, shows up in town with a dangerous secret, Reg is forced to confront her past and protect her community.

      

      As Reg tries to unravel Jake’s secret, she finds herself being pulled back into her past. But Reg realizes that she’s not the only one in danger. Jake’s secret has put everyone in Black Sands at risk.

      

      Will Reg be able to confront her past and protect Jake’s victims? Or will her connection with Jake hold her back? Find out in this thrilling supernatural mystery.

      

      It’s a race against time in this paranormal mystery that’s sure to leave you craving more!

      

      Praise for the series:

      

      [image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star] Just when I think Ms. Workman can’t possibly think up anything different for this series, she delivers big time. —Sandy

      

      [image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star] I love the magical characters in this series. They never fail to keep you entertained. Such a fun series.—Kandy

      

      Lunar Lies is a paranormal mystery novel that will keep you on the edge of your seat. With a touch of witchcraft and a dash of suspense, this book is perfect for fans of small town mysteries and psychic detectives.

      

      Fall under Reg’s spell today.
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      Malcolm Witchell was Reg’s first appointment of the evening. She had not met with him before, so she wasn’t sure what to expect.

      He was an older man with a round, stout figure and gray hair. He seemed pleasant enough when she met him at the door, but she could see a dark aura around him when she had him sit down on the wicker couch in the living room. The smiles and friendly manner hid what he was really feeling. Of course, that was not unusual. Society demanded that people hide their negative feelings and put on a show for the outside world. That was true even in Black Sands, where there was such a high population of psychics and other magical practitioners that a person couldn’t hide his true feelings for long unless he were skilled at blocking such intrusions.

      “So, what can I do for you today, Mr. Witchell? Was there a particular type of reading you were hoping to have? A decision you’re trying to make or something you’re trying to reconcile from the past?”

      “I was told you’re very good with the crystal ball.”

      Reg nodded. “Sure. No problem.” She retrieved her crystal from its place on the shelf and put it on the coffee table in front of the wicker couch. She sat down next to him. Close enough to feel the cold, anxious cloud that enveloped him. He was troubled about something. But that didn’t come as a surprise. Many of her clients were going through a difficult time and needed someone to help them through it.

      Reg gathered her thin red box braids together in both hands and pushed them back behind her shoulders. She adjusted the scarf around her head and closed her eyes. She just sat there quietly for a moment. Witchell shifted beside her, unable to stay still. He was uncomfortable in his own skin. Maybe second-guessing his decision to come to her. Too many negative emotions might block her from being able to do a successful reading.

      “Can I get you a cup of tea, Mr. Witchell? Something to help you to relax?”

      “I wouldn’t turn down a glass of Scotch.”

      Reg smiled. “I can give you one… but alcohol can mess up a reading. It’s not the best idea. If tea would do…”

      He cleared his throat and shrugged. “I suppose. Can’t hurt anything, can it?”

      Reg stood back up to make the tea. While she was in the kitchen area of the front room, Starlight jumped down from the windowsill in the bedroom and came out to see who was there with Reg. She bent down to scratch the black and white tuxedo cat’s ears.

      “Do you want to help me with the reading today?”

      He purred and nuzzled her and wound around her legs.

      “Do you mind cats, Mr. Witchell? Starlight is quite a powerful psychic himself and helps to magnify my gifts. If you don’t mind him taking part in the reading…”

      “I like cats just fine.” Witchell patted his ample lap. “Come here, kitty.”

      Starlight put back his ears and looked at Reg in alarm. She sent him reassuring vibes. “He’ll probably sit with me for it. If he wants to participate.”

      Witchell grunted. He watched Reg get the tea ready. In a few minutes, Reg sat back down with him, a cup of tea for each of them on the tray she set on the coffee table.

      “Why don’t you tell me what you’re hoping to get from today’s reading,” she suggested. “Is there a particular question that you have in mind? Something that is troubling you?”

      He looked her over, eyes bright and piercing. “I have certain concerns,” he said slowly. “But if I tell them to you ahead of time…”

      “Then you can’t be sure whether I’m really exercising psychic powers or just telling you what you want to hear?”

      He looked a little relieved at her suggestion, smiling tentatively. “Yes. I suppose that’s insulting, but…”

      Reg sipped her tea. “Not at all. When people come for a reading, they are usually looking for evidence that I really am psychic and not just putting on a show. They want to believe, and they need help, but if they just want friendly advice, they could go to a friend. Or a bartender or therapist.”

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      Reg didn’t tell him she’d been a pretty convincing psychic even before discovering that she had actual psychic powers. People who wanted desperately to believe were easy to con.

      “That’s just fine.” Reg nodded. “You don’t need to tell me anything about what you hope to hear tonight. Though if I don’t have specific directions as to what you are looking for, the results might be unexpected. You may get advice on matters other than what you came for today. The fates aren’t always cooperative.”

      He shrugged, but his hooded eyes told her he took her caution as a sign that she wasn’t really psychic and he might not get what he had come for.

      She put her teacup down and turned her attention to the crystal ball. Starlight approached and jumped up on the couch. He squeezed himself against Reg’s leg, keeping her between him and the client. Why didn’t cats ever want attention from the people most willing to give it to them?

      Reg rested her fingertips on the crystal and looked past the shiny surface reflections, focusing on the inner depths. She thought about the man sitting next to her, reaching out all her senses to gather what she could about him. His emotions, his discomfort with being there, his anxiety… over seeing her? Over something else that was going on in his life?

      Starlight added his strength to Reg’s, helping to sharpen and clarify the feelings.

      Yes, he was anxious and uncomfortable. Something to do with his personal life? His business? Family?

      She could see shapes within the crystal, but they were still unclear.

      “You are very anxious about the future,” Reg said slowly. “You are seeking direction, unsure of your choices…”

      He tensed slightly. Wrong step. Reg backtracked.

      “You have made a decision already. But you’re not sure.”

      That felt more correct. Reg explored this, trying to put herself into his mind, to see him in the crystal ball and discover what choice he had made and why he was so concerned about it.

      She saw him moving among shelves, the images very dark and fuzzy still. Shelves of what? Shelves in a storage room? Had he put something away and then forgotten where he had left it? People often came to her to look for lost objects.

      But that wasn’t it. He had come to her about a decision, and if it were something to do with the shelves, it wasn’t hide and seek. She looked at the world from his perspective within the crystal, standing in the middle and turning to look all around him, three hundred and sixty degrees.

      It was not a basement storage room; it was a store. A small store with dim light coming in through the front windows. Before opening or after closing, no one else in the store, and the main lights not turned on.

      Reg studied the shelves, frowning. A toy store?

      The products on the shelves were old. Or old-fashioned, anyway. Carved wooden cars and trucks. Sets of small animals. A blocky toddler puzzle. A turtle with wheels that looked like its flippers moved when it was pulled by a string.

      “Is it about the toy store?” Reg asked.

      Witchell took in a sharp breath. She didn’t look at him, keeping her eyes on the image within the crystal.

      He still wasn’t sure whether he should tell her anything about the questions he had come to her with. Reg didn’t press him, but continued to observe the images within the crystal.

      “It’s very nice. I’ll bet grandparents especially like to buy the kinds of toys for their grandkids that they played with themselves.”

      Witchell grunted. “Yes.”

      But he wasn’t happy about that. Why not? It must be fulfilling to craft the little toys, to make something with his hands that was so beautiful and practical and would be enjoyed for many years and passed down from one child to the next generation.

      But he wasn’t the one making the toys, or didn’t enjoy it. He was dissatisfied, looking for something else to do. Maybe the business was not doing well. Maybe people didn’t buy many wooden toys anymore and his business was foundering. Looking for a new direction.

      “Yes,” Reg murmured, as much to herself and Starlight as to Witchell. “It isn’t working anymore. The old ways aren’t always the best. People aren’t buying quality wooden toys anymore. Not many of them, anyway.”

      “It’s a dying market,” Witchell confirmed, the words popping out of him like a released cork. Something that he hadn’t intended to tell her, but her words had freed him to talk about it. “If we don’t adapt, we will have to close the business.”

      “You and your partner,” Reg said, seeing another man in the picture, smiling and talking to a customer about the process of lovingly crafting each piece. How each was unique and made individually, not mass-produced. There were no robots, no assembly line, just careful, loving hands. “Your brother?”

      “My uncle,” Witchell corrected. “But… we grew up together. We are like brothers.”

      In the crystal ball, the customer smiled and left the store without putting in an order or purchasing one of the completed toys off the shelf. The uncle’s face fell, and he shook his head. He’d thought that the woman would buy a toy. Maybe several. She’d seemed like a promising prospect. But she had left without buying a thing.

      “Are the two of you trying to figure out what to do with the business?” Reg asked. “How to keep your customers or get more?”

      “I know what we need to do,” Witchell said. His aura grew darker. “We have to change with the times. No one wants to buy that kind of thing anymore. Maybe we could still keep a few, a shelf in the back of the store where we sell old-fashioned toys to the oldsters. Sentimental fools who remember what it was like to play with them and want to relive their own childhoods. Because kids don’t want that anymore. They don’t want old-fashioned wooden toys.”

      The world was now full of lights and sirens, screens that could play dozens of games and keep children occupied all day. Toys that talked and beeped and moved, that came with apps and movies and were backed by huge advertising dollars.

      “What does your uncle think of that?”

      “Arch is too old-fashioned. He just doesn’t see it. He thinks it is just a temporary lull. That the pendulum is bound to swing the other way and people will come back to the old toys. It isn’t a pendulum. That stuff is in the past. No one is going back there. The world is moving forward.”

      Reg nodded. In the crystal, she saw Arch’s face, wistful and a little hurt. Witchell didn’t want to see him sad. But he couldn’t hold out and not do anything to change their business model, either. Ignoring the problem wouldn’t make it go away.

      Reg was mindful of Witchell’s dark aura. He’d already made a decision, and he hated it. He felt like there wasn’t any other option.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m sending him on vacation. A well-deserved break, so that when he comes back, he will be rested and rejuvenated.”

      But that wasn’t the whole story. That was just what he was telling Arch.

      “And while he’s gone… I’m going to make some changes.”
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      Reg was still looking into the crystal ball. She saw nothing but swirling darkness for a moment, and then… destruction. The toy store was gutted, everything removed from the shelves and all the shelving units and furniture torn out. Soft lighting replaced by bright fluorescent lights. A long, brushed steel counter and fresh new shelving and display units. Filled with brain candy. Electronic devices of all sorts, big brand toys, all of the popular stuff. Spick-and-span and shiny new.

      Was that really what Witchell wanted? The wholesale destruction of what his family had built together? He said they would still sell the old toys at the back of the store, but Reg didn’t see any place left for them. Trash bags of handmade toys were disposed of in big garbage bins. Nothing was left of Uncle Arch or what he had built.

      And that was what Witchell wanted him to come home to?

      The man would die. With his life’s work destroyed and trashed, what reason was there for him to go on? Malcolm Witchell would be sad, but it would free him to run the toy store however he pleased, without anyone else telling him what he had to do or not do.

      And then what? The renovation of the toy store would cost money. Would he be able to recoup that? Would he be able to turn a profit? Or would the change mean the end of the store?

      “You would… do all of this while he was gone?” she asked Witchell.

      “It needs to be done. It’s the only way we will be able to recover and run the store profitably. I know that Arch won’t like it; that’s why I’m going to do it while he is gone. Then there isn’t a fight over it. It’s just done.”

      “You don’t think he’ll be upset when he sees it?”

      “Well, of course he’ll be upset. For a little while. And then he’ll see that it’s turning a profit and that it means we can keep the store, when we wouldn’t be able to if we just kept doing what we’ve been doing.”

      “And you’re sure that a store like this—” Reg realized that he couldn’t see what she had seen in the crystal, “—a modern store with all of the popular toy brands—will be able to turn a profit?”

      “Well, they do, don’t they?” He shook his head as if Reg were being stupid. “These are the things that the kids want. They go into the city to buy them. They’d rather buy them here than go all that way.”

      “I don’t think…” Reg worded her statement carefully, “that lying to your business partner and making changes behind his back is going to work out the way you think it will. If you want to make changes, you need to talk to him.”

      “He just won’t do it,” Witchell insisted. “He won’t want to make any changes. I already know that.”

      “This will not go well.” Reg looked away from the crystal and leaned back. She looked him in the eye. “If you do this… it will destroy your relationship with your uncle.”

      “But without these changes, we won’t have anything to live on. Things are already tight, too tight. We’re putting money into the business instead of making it.”

      “If you replace all the wooden toys with popular modern stuff, won’t you lose your current customers?”

      He scowled at her. “They’ll buy the new stuff.”

      “Will they?”

      “If they don’t, then new people will come. That’s why we’re getting the new stock.”

      Reg petted Starlight and scratched his ears. “I’m not sure what you wanted to ask me or what you were hoping to hear in this reading, but… if you want to know whether this is the right thing to do or not… I don’t think it is. You need to be honest and transparent with your uncle. Tell him what the problems are and what you want to do. Because if you do this… send him away, and throw out all of the wooden toys, and make over the whole business… you’ll lose him, and maybe the toy store too.”

      “That’s not what I came to hear.”

      “No.” Reg studied him. “But I think maybe you already knew. I think that’s why you’re feeling so… dark right now. You knew it was the wrong choice, but you were hoping I’d tell you to go ahead, that it was the only thing to do.”

      “I’ve already ordered supplies and started setting up contractors to do the work.”

      “Then you’d better stop them before they get too far. Tell them your financing didn’t go through.”

      His expression was grim. “There is no financing. If this doesn’t work, we’re done.”

      “Talk to Arch. Otherwise… you’re doomed to fail.”
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      Reg had slept well after her various readings and seances. She had still been thinking about Witchell and his uncle when she went to bed, but there wasn’t much more she could do about the situation. She had warned Witchell as clearly as she could. She had told him in no uncertain terms how ruinous it would be if he followed the path he had already decided on.

      And luckily, she had not lain awake worrying about the situation, which was beyond her control, but had slept soundly until morning. Her morning, which was closer to noon than, say, Sarah’s morning. Reg was standing at the kitchen island drinking a fresh cup of coffee and watching streaming video on her phone when Sarah knocked and let herself into the guest cottage. She lived in the big house and was Reg’s landlord, but they had more of a friend or grandmother relationship than landlord/tenant. Reg paid her rent, which was low, and Sarah took care of the property, made sure that Reg was eating well, and added new clients to the appointment book that lay on the kitchen island. Reg would not have had such an easy time settling into life in Black Sands without her.

      “Good morning, Reg,” Sarah greeted cheerfully, “nice to see you up.”

      “I’m up,” Reg confirmed, as if it were necessary. She was dressed for her day, demonstrating that she hadn’t just staggered out of bed a few minutes earlier.

      “There is a man here looking for you.”

      Reg raised her brows. “A man?”

      Sarah nodded. “A very handsome young man. I think you’ve been holding out on us, Reg. I haven’t seen him around Black Sands before.”

      Reg didn’t see how she was required to introduce Sarah or anyone else to some stranger who had blown into town. Someone she had known in a previous life? She’d lived in a number of different towns under various names. If he was asking for her as Reg, that narrowed the list considerably.

      “Did he give his name?”

      “No. He said he wanted to surprise you.” Sarah shrugged. “I assume that since he is someone from your life before Black Sands… he doesn’t know anything about your gifts. And that he himself is not a practitioner.”

      “No, he wouldn’t be,” Reg agreed. “I didn’t know anyone with any kind of powers before moving here.” She laughed. “It was a bit of a shock.”

      “You handled it very gracefully. But it was rather fun to watch your… awakening.”

      Reg imagined so. It had been quite startling for her to realize that she was living in a town filled with real witches and other magical practitioners and that she herself was actually psychic… and more. Before moving to Black Sands, she had been told by more than one medical expert that the voices she heard and things she saw were hallucinations and evidence of psychosis. She was broken and needed to be fixed, only they couldn’t fix her and none of their medications or other therapies ever stopped the three-ring circus going on inside her head.

      “So… who is this guy? He asked for me by name?”

      “He’s not just a missionary knocking on doors,” Sarah told her cheerfully, a glint in her eye.

      “What does he look like?”

      “Reg. Just come to the house and see him.”

      “Why don’t you send him around back and I’ll meet him here?”

      “Because I would never let an unknown man past the protective wards and potentially put you in danger. He seems like a nice enough young fellow, but that doesn’t mean he is.” She let out a sigh. “People are not always what they seem,” she warned.

      “No, I know,” Reg agreed.

      She was already dressed and halfway finished drinking her first cup of coffee, so she didn’t have any excuse to wait to see the man who had come to inquire after her. A handsome young man. Reg smiled at that. It didn’t sound like such a bad way to start her day. Even if she didn’t recognize him and he turned out to be just a salesman for a water filtration or security system.

      She and Sarah walked across the backyard to the main house, through Sarah’s kitchen, and then to the living room, where the nice young man waited patiently.

      He had his back to them initially, as if he hadn’t heard them coming. Reg saw a broad back and shoulders, with muscles visible under the form-fitting blue t-shirt he wore, and short brown hair.

      Then he turned around.

      Reg stared with shock at the bright blue eyes, the handsome face with a short, neatly trimmed beard, and more muscles rippling under the V-neck t-shirt than she remembered.

      “Oh!” Reg gasped and covered her mouth, suddenly unable to breathe. “Jake!”
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      Jake smiled, that slow, sexy smile Reg remembered so well.

      “Hello, Reg.”

      Reg was breathing so hard she couldn’t get her words out. She just looked at him, dazzled, mouth half-open.

      “Reg, introduce me to your friend,” Sarah encouraged, chuckling.

      “Huh… huh…” Reg puffed, unable to say anything.

      “I’m Jake,” Jake told Sarah, holding his hand out to shake. “An old friend of Reg’s.”

      “I can see that.”

      They both laughed. Jake put his arm around Reg’s shoulder and gave her a squeeze. He moved her toward the couch. “Come on, sit down. Take a breath. You look like you’re going to pass out. If I had realized that showing up here would give you a heart attack, I would have given you a warning.”

      “Yeah.” Reg swallowed. She sat down where Jake directed her. “Yeah, a little warning next time.”

      He sat down on the couch with her, putting his arm around her comfortably, as if they had never been apart.

      “So, you have to tell me everything you’ve been doing! How did you end up in Black Sands? How long have you been here?”

      Reg shook her head. “What are you doing here?”

      “I asked you first,” he teased.

      “I’m… I live here. For more than a year. Just… I rent Sarah’s guest cottage and I…” Reg looked down at her brightly colored full skirt. “I do psychic readings for people.”

      “Psychic readings!” He laughed. “Well, whatever pays the bills. It’s amazing what some people will pay for, isn’t it?”

      Reg was slightly irritated by his disparaging the service she sold, but had to keep in mind that he was not a practitioner so, as far as he was concerned, it was just a scam and her clients were paying for her to talk to the air or tell them what they wanted to hear. So she just shrugged. “People seem to like what I do.”

      “You always were good at persuasion.”

      Reg shifted slightly, uncomfortable. She pulled out of his possessive grasp. She hadn’t exactly invited the intimacy. They hadn’t seen each other for years. He was taking liberties in assuming that he could touch her and she would be comfortable with it.

      “What are you doing here in Black Sands, Jake?” she asked coolly. “Just passing through?”

      “I’ll have to tell you all about it.” He smiled, lips pulled thin. He didn’t explain.

      Sarah sat down in her chair, smiling. “Tell me all about how the two of you met. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Reg speechless before.”

      “We…” Reg looked at Jake, trying to figure out what to say, and then back at Sarah again. “We used to… be a couple. A long time ago.”

      “You’re both still spring chickens in my book. So what happened? You didn’t just… grow apart…” She made a motion toward them. “You’re obviously still very attracted to each other.”

      Reg shifted away from Jake again. He put his arm around her more tightly, pulled her close, and kissed the top of her head.

      “We were and we are,” he agreed. “Our lives took us in different directions, unfortunately. But maybe there is a chance to rekindle the flames, at least for a little while.”

      He looked at Reg. She felt like he was tearing her open with his gaze. Getting inside her and laying her open for everyone to see. She felt exposed and pinned down like a specimen on a pinboard. She was used to psychic encounters, reading someone else and being read, but that was different from the utter nakedness she felt in front of Jake.

      She turned her face away from him, swallowing and concentrating on Sarah instead.

      “It was a long time ago,” she repeated. “We have both moved on since then.”

      “Well, that’s too bad,” Sarah said. “The two of you make a lovely couple. But don’t think I don’t know how it is. I’ve had enough relationships in my life to understand that sometimes things just don’t last. Some relationships are meant to be long term, and some aren’t.”

      “I would like to think we could still spend some more time together,” Jake told Reg.

      “I don’t know. It’s nice that you’ve come for a visit, but… we’ll see. You probably won’t be in Black Sands for long. Love ’em and leave ’em Jake.”

      “Maybe we can start with dinner?” Jake suggested. “We need to talk. To reconnect.”

      “Maybe.” Reg thought about the possibilities. He wanted to talk to her privately, but she didn’t want to be alone in her cottage with him. She knew how things would go if she allowed that.

      And that meant that she needed to eat with him somewhere else, in public, where people might see them together. She had nothing to hide, yet she wasn’t sure she wanted to be seen with him. She would get all kinds of questions and the kind of looks she was getting from Sarah now, and then, in a few days or a week, Jake would be gone and she’d have to deal with all of the questions about where he had gone and if he were going to come back and if they were going to get together again. Ugh.

      “Reg likes The Crystal Bowl,” Sarah told Jake helpfully. “That’s where she goes with Corvin.”

      Reg’s gut knotted. Jake looked at Reg as if he couldn’t believe it.

      “And who is Corvin?”

      “He’s a friend,” Reg said dismissively. She didn’t need his crazy jealousy taking over now. “I have plenty of friends. You don’t think I was living like a hermit in Sarah’s backyard, do you?”

      “Well, I did wonder,” Jake said with good humor. “I couldn’t get past that gate, and I thought maybe… you locked yourself in. Like a monk in a cell.” He flicked his hand toward Sarah. “And only Sarah here can get you out. On visiting day.”

      Reg forced a laugh. “I’m out plenty, I’ll tell you. No need to worry about me getting lonely.”

      Sarah giggled and nodded. Reg was anxious and uncomfortable, feeling like she was being forced into a role she didn’t want to take. She wasn’t with Jake anymore, and she didn’t need to listen to him or follow any of his rules. She was a free woman, able to make her own choices.

      She steeled herself and sat up straight, pulling away from Jake’s grasp, away from his warm body. He reached for her, but she was on her feet nimbly before he could grab her again, unless he were aggressive, which he did not want to be in front of Sarah.

      “Well, I do have other people I need to see and things I need to get done. It was nice to see you again, Jake. Such a surprise. I’ll call you about that dinner.”

      “You don’t have my number,” he pointed out, reaching into his pocket to pull out his phone. “What’s yours?”

      Reg glanced at Sarah. She really couldn’t avoid at least giving Jake her number. It would make Sarah suspicious if she refused. And she actually did want to talk to Jake again. Maybe they could get together for supper one evening before he left Black Sands again. She sighed and gave Jake her number. He reciprocated, and Reg tapped it into her phone.

      “What time do you eat?” Jake asked.

      “Uh… six, maybe.”

      “At The Crystal Bowl? Shall I make a reservation?”

      “Uh, no. Not The Crystal Bowl.” Reg didn’t want to run into certain others there. “How about… Uncle Mike’s Ribs?” She smiled brightly. “You still like ribs, don’t you?”

      “Of course,” Jake agreed, looking a little confused. “And where is Uncle Mike’s?”

      “It’s a little out of the way, but it’s worth it.”

      After giving him rough directions on how to get there, Reg managed to shake herself loose from Jake and retreated to the cottage.

      For a time, she and Jake had been inseparable. They had been through a lot of ups and downs together. But when she had left, she had never expected to see him again.
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      Reg was anxious getting ready to go out with Jake. She kept reminding herself that they were not a couple. This was just a nice dinner for old times’ sake, to catch up with each other and find out what Jake had been up to since they had separated.

      It had been the right decision. They were not compatible, and she had made a good life for herself since she had left him. And she was sure the same was true of Jake. He had also made a new life for himself, or had continued with that part of his life that had not been open to her. He probably added several new girlfriends in the intervening years. He looked good. He didn’t act like he had bitter feelings toward her for having broken up with him years before.

      It had been the right thing for both of them. And this dinner was just a way of reconnecting. On a friendly basis. Everything else was in the past.

      So why was she stuck trying to find just the right outfit in her closet? They were going to a rib joint. She was going to be wearing a bib to keep Mike’s special sauce from getting all over her blouse. And it didn’t matter if Reg’s image now differed from what it had been when they had been together. Of course it did. She had grown, matured, and taken on a new profession. Jake wouldn’t expect her to still be that silly twenty-something, just starting out in life and trying to find her own way.

      And he didn’t care what she looked like.

      It was just a friendly dinner.

      Eventually, she decided to change her headscarf and blouse, but to stick with the same skirt. She didn’t want to look like she was trying too hard. She was just there to enjoy Jake’s company. For them to catch up on each other’s lives.

      She drove out to the rib joint outside of Black Sands. The parking lot was crowded. There was music playing inside and outside the restaurant. Lots of lights and voices and happy people. She wasn’t going to be alone with Jake. They were surrounded by people.

      Reg stepped into the front lobby and was greeted by a college-age hostess. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m here to meet a friend. He’s probably already here. Do you have a reservation for Bosco?”

      She nodded without looking down at her clipboard. “Lucky you. This way.”

      Reg supposed she shouldn’t be surprised that the hostess had noticed and remembered the handsome man. She followed the woman through the crowded dining room to a slightly more private booth. Not in a separate room, but behind a half wall that blocked some of the sights and sounds of the main dining area.

      Jake stood up to greet Reg. He had not changed out of the blue t-shirt he had been wearing at Sarah’s, so Reg was glad she hadn’t gotten too carried away with her preparations for the evening. A fresh shirt at the end of the day, but not a whole new outfit.

      Just friends. Catching up over dinner.

      Jake gave Reg a perfunctory hug and peck on the cheek before sitting back down. It was a booth, so there was no chair to pull out for her. She couldn’t remember if Jake used to pull out her chair for her at restaurants when they had been together. Probably not. He’d just been a young kid, with no idea of that chivalrous stuff.

      Reg sat and straightened the lay of her skirt, not looking at Jake’s face. Eventually, she was finished fussing and had to look at him.

      “This is a popular place,” Jake observed. “The food must be very good.”

      “It is. I figured you would like it.”

      “You didn’t stop to think about whether I might have gone vegetarian?”

      Reg sat with her mouth open, trying to figure out what to say. Eventually, she shook her head. “I assume if you were vegetarian, you would have said so when I suggested ribs.”

      He grinned. “I’m not. Vegetarian, that is. Still a confirmed meat-eater.”

      “Oh.” Reg gave a little laugh. “You’re such a tease.”

      He chuckled. A waitress came over to take their drink orders. Jake ordered them both beer. Reg opened her mouth to object. She hated someone else ordering for her. He hadn’t even asked what she wanted.

      But she probably would have ordered beer, and Jake knew her at least that well.

      “Well, just one,” she said. “I need to drive.”

      “I’m not trying to seduce you.” Jake laughed again.

      It was annoying.

      Was Reg determined not to enjoy the evening? Or was Jake trying too hard and his laughs were more nervous than provoking?

      Or was she just trying to read too much into them? People laughed. It was a natural reaction, whether they were really amused or nervous about reuniting with an old flame.

      Reg looked around, discussing the weather and struggling to find other small talk to share with Jake until their drinks were delivered. The waitress put bottles of beer onto coasters in front of them. Reg busied herself, having a taste. Her mouth was dry. She would have to be careful not to drink too quickly. Drink water to slake her dry mouth rather than a second and third bottle of beer.

      “So, you know what it is I do,” she said to Jake, feeling slightly embarrassed that he had found out how she supported herself. “What about you? What are you doing with yourself these days?”

      Jake considered his answer, turning his bottle around and around, leaving a full circle outline from the condensation on his coaster.

      “I’m a scientist.”

      Reg frowned, trying to remember what he had been studying in college. Hadn’t it been something more like sports medicine or human physiology? Or maybe that was something a scientist studied. It was vaguely scientific.

      “That sounds… interesting. What kind of scientist?”

      “A conservation biologist.”

      Reg gave him a blank look. She might be stupid, but she had no idea what a conservation biologist might do.

      “I’m studying wolves,” Jake told her, smiling at her ignorance.

      “Oh! Wolves. We don’t have wolves around here, do we?”

      “Well, there were at one time. Both red wolves and gray wolves had territories that extended into Florida. But red wolves were hunted almost to extinction, and now there are just a few breeding pairs in captivity. We are trying to repopulate the species.”

      “Oh, okay. And gray wolves too?”

      “Their habitat in Florida was destroyed. They are more prevalent in other parts of North America, but there aren’t any more around here. We’re trying to change that.”

      “Yeah? That’s cool. Wolves are so beautiful.”

      He rolled his eyes. Reg shook her head. “What?”

      “Typical Reg. You’re not interested in the science, in the importance of saving these species, the environment. Your first reaction is how beautiful they are. Like we wouldn’t bother to repopulate them if they were ugly? I’ll tell you, if you ever saw a wolf over a fresh kill, beautiful is not the word you would use to describe it.”
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      Reg’s cheeks burned. She tried to explain. “That’s not what I meant… I just mean, that’s something that I love about wolves. They’re so majestic and beautiful. I wasn’t saying that you should repopulate them because they’re beautiful. Those are two separate conversations.”

      “And that’s why there are so many fewer women scientists than men. They are too soft, too distracted by the ‘pretty animals’ to focus on the job.”

      Reg’s jaw tightened. “That’s really demeaning.”

      Jake tried to laugh it off, but Reg held his gaze, angry at his misogyny.

      “The reason that there are fewer women in professions like that is because of the men. The sexist, elitist, self-congratulatory men. You’re the ones who are telling women that they don’t belong in the profession. It’s got nothing to do with whether they can do the job or not.”

      “Men don’t want women in the profession because they don’t have what it takes,” Jake declared. “A lot of women don’t. There are a few who are really good, I’ll grant you that. It’s the truth in any profession. There are a few outstanding women who try to make up for the weaknesses of the rest of their gender.”

      “How can you say that?”

      “Because that’s what I’ve seen. You can’t argue with my experience, Reg. I’m not just spouting off because I’ve heard it somewhere else. I’ve seen how it is. How many women do you think are in wildlife conservation?”

      Reg shook her head. “Jane Goodall. Diane Fossey. There are a lot of really strong, smart women in wildlife conservation.”

      “Two strong, smart women trying to make up for the lack of representation. Most women don’t have the time to spend in the field. They have their families. They can’t be away from their children for that long. They need to be home to serve their husbands.”

      “Because their husbands don’t know how to take care of themselves,” Reg snapped. “They can’t be bothered to cook, clean, and raise the offspring. Even if their wives are smarter and more accomplished than they are, it still falls to the women to do ‘women’s work.’”

      Jake shrugged. “There’s a reason for that.”

      Reg was lucky she wasn’t still with him. For that matter, Jake was lucky she wasn’t still with him, because she probably would have throttled him to death in his sleep. Or she might not have even been able to wait until he was asleep. She might have just grabbed the nearest blunt object and clocked him when he started talking about women the way he was now.

      “I don’t think… we had better keep discussing this.”

      Jake’s eyes glittered. Reg could see him mentally adding another “win” in his favor. Reg couldn’t even finish an argument with him to prove her point.

      She ignored his arrogance and focused on getting through the meal. If she wanted her bib to be spattered with rib sauce rather than Jake’s blood, she needed to find a topic of conversation that they could discuss without Reg feeling murderous toward him.

      The ribs were as good as Reg remembered them. She and Jake ate and slurped and used plenty of napkins and their bibs to their full potential. As Reg filled up and started to slow down, she turned her attention back to the conversation.

      “So, how long are you in town? I assume you’re just passing through on your way to your lab or wherever you study the wolves?”

      “No. I intend to be here for a while.” Jake lowered his voice and looked around, but there was clearly no one nearby trying to overhear their conversation. This seemed to disappoint Jake, but he went on. “I am setting up shop here, converting a warehouse into a laboratory and study facility that I can use. You can’t tell anyone about that,” he cautioned. “The work that I do is highly sensitive. We use a lot of proprietary technology and there are those who object to the work. It’s important that I stay under the radar and that no one knows where to find my lab and work papers.”

      Reg frowned. “How could people object to wolf conservation?”

      “It isn’t so much that they object to wolf conservation—although there are always those people who complain about us messing with the balance of nature. They say we should just let whatever is going to happen, happen. But there are those who don’t approve of the technologies we use or who want access to it for their own projects, or who are jealous of our success and want to know how we are doing it. There are always objectors, no matter what you’re doing, and it’s vital that the project be protected. What we are doing is very important.”

      Reg nodded slowly. She presumed that every scientist thought the work he was doing was important. And most of the projects probably were. But she suspected that Jake had an inflated sense of his own importance. He’d always had an ego. He always thought he was the smartest one in the room and that no one else had any hope of keeping up with him. While Reg had loved to be with him, he had sometimes mocked or disparaged her in front of friends, acting as if she were little more than a Neanderthal.

      But who cared what he thought of his own project and its importance? The important part of his answer was that he would be staying in Black Sands. For how long, she didn’t know. What would it be like to live in the same town as Jake again?

      He probably had other women in his life. A girlfriend or wife, scientists that he worked with or who handled his administrative tasks. He was acting as if he and Reg were still involved with each other, but she hadn’t agreed to that. She needed to take things slow and see how they developed. She wasn’t going to be pushed into a renewed relationship with Jake unless she was ready for it.

      “What exactly are you doing?”

      “That’s classified. I can’t tell you what we’re doing other than that it will turn the industry on its head. This will be one of the most important advances in DNA technology since the discovery of the double helix.”

      “DNA? What are you doing with DNA?” Reg had pictured him trapping wolves, putting collars on them, and then releasing them and marking their routes on a map. Nothing to do with DNA.

      But reproductive technologies were important in animal conservation too. Animals often had to be artificially inseminated when nature did not take its course as quickly as they would like. The more pups in a litter, more litters per year, and more she-wolves bred, the faster they could reach their repopulation goals.

      “I told you, it is classified,” Jake repeated. “It is proprietary, cutting-edge technology.” He looked smug. If there was one thing that Jake liked more than being the smartest one in the room, it was having a secret.

      Reg took a sip of her beer, which she was proud to have nursed for the whole meal and not yet finished.

      “That sounds very interesting,” she said obligingly. “You must be very proud.”

      He beamed at her. It was never very hard to make Jake happy. He never questioned whether she was being sincere or not when she complimented him. It didn’t matter how thickly she laid it on.

      “But why Black Sands?” Reg asked, shaking her head. “If wolves don’t normally live here, then it seems like a strange place to pick for your project. And I’ve never heard of a wolf conservation project here.”

      “There were several factors that made it an ideal location. Environment, spaces protected by the government, natural habitat available to the wolves when released, and how close we are to various science and medical centers and other programs we want to collaborate with.”

      “And that made Black Sands the ideal place for your project?”

      He shrugged. “More or less. And I knew there was someone here I might want to see.”

      She met his twinkling eyes. “Me? You wouldn’t come here just to see me.”

      “Not just to see you,” he admitted. Reg wasn’t sure she liked his agreeing with her quite so quickly. “But it was a very nice benefit.”

      “You knew before you came to Black Sands that I was here?”

      But of course he had. He wouldn’t just show up on Sarah’s doorstep looking for Reg his first day in town if he hadn’t known where she was already.

      “I looked you up a little while ago,” Jake told her. “I wanted to know where you were, how things were going for you. That’s when I learned you were in Black Sands, Florida. So, when it looked like it was a good area for the project… well, why not? I’m not jeopardizing anything by moving into the same town as an old friend. And maybe… there would be… advantages.”

      Knowing she would not improve his wolf project in any way, all that Reg could think of was that he meant the possibility of rekindling their relationship.

      Reg ran her finger along the rim of the plate, needing something to fidget with. She tried to remember all of the details of her life with Jake. It had been a good time. She had enjoyed being near him. He had provided money when she needed it, shelter and food the rest of the time. Human companionship. A warm body in the bed the nights he was home. It had been the longest and most involved relationship she’d ever had with a man, making her feel grown up and independent.

      She had proven all of those foster parents and social workers wrong. She hadn’t grown up to be a deadbeat just because she had not done well in school academically. She could live independently, without the help of social services, just like the rest of the kids she had gone to school with who had been raised in normal homes with doting parents and all of their needs taken care of. Maybe Reg had even been more prepared for “real life” than they had, because she’d been forced to fend for herself in many circumstances and had known that she would be on her own as soon as she aged out of the system.

      “It’s nice to see you too,” she told Jake in a neutral tone, “but I do have other relationships. It’s been a long time since you and I were together. Things have changed.”

      He put his hand over hers, smiling. “Not that much has changed. I can still feel it, can’t you? We still have that chemistry between us.”

      “I know,” Reg admitted. There was definitely heat between them, not just nostalgia. “But you’re not the only one I have chemistry with. And I’m not sure it would work out.”

      “You just have to give it a chance.” He gave her a winning smile. “You’ll see. I know I made mistakes when we were together before. But I’m not the same person I was then any more than you are now. We’ve both grown and matured, learned more about what life is all about and how to take care of each other.” His eyes pulled her in, reminding her how much she had cherished their time together.
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      Reg. So good to see you.”

      The voice made Reg jump and pull back from Jake, who had been holding his hand over hers.

      She looked at the intruder, fire rushing to her cheeks. She felt like a child caught with her hand in the cookie jar. Reg rubbed her palms on her skirt as if to rub off every trace of Jake.

      “Corvin. What are you doing here?”

      He shrugged and looked around. “I was the one to introduce you to this restaurant, if you remember. Of course I come here sometimes.”

      “Oh. Sure. Well, nice to see you.”

      Reg turned her face away from him to show that the conversation was over and she was there with Jake, who was the one who deserved her attention.

      Corvin didn’t budge. He looked Jake over, his expression something between neutral, not caring anything about Jake, and a feeling of disdain or contempt, as if Jake were something beneath him, something that he never had to worry about.

      “And you were going to introduce me to your friend?” he prompted Reg.

      Reg looked at Jake and, for a moment, said nothing, as if she were just going to ignore Corvin’s request for an introduction. That would serve him right, wouldn’t it? Make him look like a fool?

      Or would Reg be the one left looking like a fool?

      “This is Jake,” she said finally, “an old friend.”

      “An old friend,” Corvin repeated, each consonant distinct, as if he were spitting out something distasteful. “I didn’t know you had anyone coming for a visit.”

      “As if she would have to tell you her plans,” Jake sneered. “Reg is an independent woman. She doesn’t owe you any explanation.”

      Reg swallowed. She took another swig of her beer. There was only a mouthful or two left in the bottom. “I didn’t know that he was coming, Corvin. Not that it is any of your business. This is Corvin,” she told Jake. “Corvin Hunter.”

      He didn’t give any sign of recognizing the name or knowing who or what Corvin was. Of course not. He was normal, not a practitioner like Reg and most of her friends in Black Sands. He wouldn’t have any way of knowing the curse that made Corvin anything from an object of interest to a pariah in the Black Sands magical community.

      Jake offered his hand to shake. He was strong. Corvin could see that just by looking at the muscles bulging under Jake’s t-shirt. Reg was sure that any handshake between them would be a contest of strength, to test which of them could hurt the other more.

      Corvin didn’t move a muscle. Eventually, Jake dropped his hand again, smirking. Intimidating Corvin, a friend—and possibly more than a friend—of Reg’s, was another tally in the win column.

      Reg blew out her breath, looking at the two of them. Living with both of them in the same town would be interesting. Maybe it was time for another vacation. Somewhere far away where they couldn’t follow her. She could take on a new name, start her life over in some small town on the other side of the world. She had some money stashed away. Some assets that were not so liquid, but could be drawn on in a pinch. She had plenty of experience with running away.

      But she didn’t want to leave Black Sands and the friendships she had developed there. She didn’t want to be chased off by two men who didn’t know how to socialize any better than a couple of wolves marking their territory.

      “It was nice to see you, Corvin,” Reg told him again, waiting for him to leave them alone.

      “If you… need a ride home or anything…” Corvin dangled the offer in front of her.

      “I brought my own car. I can leave any time I want. This is where I want to be right now.”
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