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      Reg was surprised to find the door to Marian’s business, Psychic Beginnings, locked. As far as she knew, Marian kept regular hours, and was always at her storefront during the afternoon and evening, prime time for a psychic consultant. Reg preferred working at night, often staying up until dawn conducting seances and other psychic consultations. Midnight, the witching hour, was the best time to reach through the veil and contact those on the other side.

      Also the time of day that people were the most vulnerable to suggestion, especially where it concerned ghostly and mystical happenings. It was a time-honored tradition to tell ghost stories and to invoke the spooky, scary, and macabre after dark.

      A very profitable time of day for someone in Reg’s business.

      But most of Marian’s business, in the small storefront on Main Street, took place in the late afternoon and early evening. By the time midnight rolled around, she was probably asleep in her bed.

      Reg gave the knob another twist, as if she might have been mistaken the first time and the mechanism was just sticking. But no, it was locked. In the middle of the day when Marian should have been there.

      Maybe she was sick or had needed to go out of town to visit a sick relative or attend a funeral, something that was last-minute, so she hadn’t had time to tell everyone.

      Not that Marian was obligated to tell Reg what she was up to. While Reg had not gotten along with Marian when they had first met, wary of her rival in the psychic consultations business, she had come to respect Marian during her stay in Black Sands, and they had gradually fallen into a fledgling friendship.

      And Marian had once helped Reg with a particularly stubborn problem involving spectral spiders.

      Which was why Reg had hoped to meet with Marian today. A little problem that she figured fell within Marian’s psychic wheelhouse.

      The doorknob was unusually warm in Reg’s hand. It must have been in the sun all afternoon and had absorbed a lot of heat. Reg let go and studied it.

      She had never particularly noticed the doorknob before. A quick twist and she was into Marian’s space. Only this time, finding herself locked out, did she stop to look at it. It seemed to be made of old brass, tarnished and darkened around hand-carved ornamentation. Two curved swords or sabers crossed to form an X, surrounded by stars, curlicues, and symbols she didn’t recognize. Something that might have made sense to someone three hundred years ago. Or to the more modern witches of Black Sands.

      Reg gathered her red box braids in both hands to push them back behind her shoulders while she leaned forward to scrutinize the carvings.

      It was an old lock. Not hard to pick or, with her recently discovered telekinetic abilities, to manipulate mentally. But she didn’t want to break into Marian’s business. She wanted to talk to Marian. Getting inside her storefront while Marian was out wouldn’t do Reg a lick of good.

      Sighing, she turned away from Marian’s storefront and headed toward The Crystal Bowl.

      The restaurant Reg had first gone to the day she arrived in Black Sands was still her go-to place to eat. It was within walking distance of the guest cottage she rented from Sarah and welcoming to most of the very diverse races found within the small town.

      Though they had barred Reg from service there at one point. Corvin had said they would get over it and forget about her heritage quickly enough, and he had been right. Within a few weeks, Reg had once again been able to patronize her favorite eatery without any opposition.

      When she opened the door and walked into the warm restaurant, the aroma of roasted garlic and herbs washed over her and made her stomach growl. Reg headed straight for the bar. She boosted herself up on the stool and arranged her brightly colored skirt. Bill, a ghostly pale bartender, was on duty. He nodded and smiled at her. “What’ll it be?”

      Reg was not normally opposed to a couple of drinks with dinner, but she’d felt like she was in a fog all day, and she worried that any amount of alcohol would send her into a stupor for the evening when she needed to be focused on her clients. She might be able to convince a client that her drifting off at the seance table was a trance but, to give her clients the best possible experience, she needed to be awake and alert.

      “Start me with a Coke,” she suggested.

      “Just Coke?”

      Reg nodded. “Need to be clear-headed tonight.”

      He raised his brows in disbelief but didn’t say anything. He went about pulling a chilled glass of Coke for her.

      “Meeting someone tonight?”

      “Well, I had planned to, but I don’t know now.”

      He placed the glass in front of her. “Your favorite warlock?” he suggested.

      Reg felt a flush of warmth spreading across her back and neck and knew that her least favorite warlock had just entered the room. Her mortal enemy and the only one who could get her heart pumping like that just by being close.

      She turned her head and found Corvin there, as she had expected. Tall, dark, and handsome, with a long black cape around his shoulder. His small beard was impeccably trimmed, and he might have walked right off a movie set, cast for the role of the villainous warlock.

      Corvin smiled at Reg, raising goosebumps all along her arms and neck. She gave a shiver and took a few swallows of the Coke, which did not give her the fortification she needed.

      Corvin walked over to the bar and joined Reg uninvited, signaling to Bill for a tumbler of Jack Daniels.

      “Regina,” he purred in greeting.

      “I’m not in the mood today,” Reg warned.

      “The mood for what?” Corvin countered, giving her an innocent look.

      “This,” she made a gesture to take in the two of them together, “the whole flirtation and seduction thing. I just want to get something to eat. I have clients to deal with tonight. I don’t have time for a bunch of nonsense.”

      “I see,” he murmured. “Well, that does present difficulties, doesn’t it?” He leaned closer, and she could smell the heady scent of roses as his pheromones washed over her.

      “Corvin…” she growled a warning.

      Bill placed a glass in front of Corvin, casting a solicitous glance at Reg. “You okay, Reg?”

      She was fighting her attraction to Corvin, dizzy with his charms. It was obvious that she was tired. She would normally have been faster, able to raise a psychic shield against the effect of the pheromones and to reflect the heat he exuded back at him. She touched her temple, trying to concentrate and to raise the energy she needed to fight him off.

      “Don’t let him…” she said vaguely. She couldn’t put her concern into words. Corvin would do everything within his power to get her out of the restaurant to somewhere private he could convince her to yield her powers.

      It had happened once, before she had known anything about the curse he carried enabling or requiring him to consume the powers of others. When someone with Corvin’s affliction stripped the powers from a victim, he did not return them. But circumstances had required him to do just that in order to save Reg’s life, and he had.

      Making him not only her enemy, but also her savior. Then and the many times since he had stepped in and assisted Reg in fighting another foe or giving her the energy boost she needed to protect or rescue others. Most recently, a pack of werewolves.

      Of course, Reg had helped Corvin a handful of times as well. Having held the same powers and been in each other’s minds several times, Reg could not close the psychic connection between them fully. However much she wished to separate from Corvin and block him from reading any of her thoughts or feelings, it was impossible.

      “Release her,” Bill ordered Corvin.

      Corvin looked at Bill, his eyes cold. “You have no authority over me.”

      “If you want to eat or drink in this restaurant, I do. Or you will be kicked out. Banned, if it continues.”

      “I’m just having a drink with my friend. Reg does not object, do you, Reg?”

      He held her gaze, smiling, wrapping the tendrils of his mind around her, tightening his grip, sneaking into the deeper crevices of her brain.

      “You’re tired,” he observed. “What’s been going on? You’re not sleeping?”

      Reg made an effort to push him out, with little effect.

      “Release her,” Bill ordered again. “We will not tolerate this kind of dark power being used in this establishment.”

      Corvin stared at Bill and, for a moment, Bill’s expression slackened as Corvin was able to use his influence on the bartender as well. With his attention briefly distracted from Reg, she was able to rally and raise a psychic shield against his intrusion, throwing him out of her mind as forcefully as possible.

      Corvin gripped the bar for a moment as if he had lost his balance and might fall. He steadied himself and looked back at Reg, smiling. “Cat still has some claws.”

      Reg covered a yawn. “Even when I’m tired,” she told him. She looked back at Bill. “Thanks.”

      Bill studied Corvin for a moment longer, blinking slowly, then nodded and turned to serve someone else down the bar.

      “Take care,” he warned Reg. “Do not let down your guard.”
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      Shall we…?” Corvin suggested, nodding to the tables.

      Reg was there to eat and so was Corvin. They might as well eat together, as long as Reg didn’t have any alcohol and stayed on top of her game. She wouldn’t give him another chance to sneak past her defenses.

      “I suppose,” Reg agreed with a shrug.

      Corvin shook his head, eyes glittering. “Such enthusiasm. Has our relationship become such a bore?”

      It was not even close to being boring, but Reg enjoyed pulling Corvin’s chain. She covered a fake yawn. “Well… we have known each other for a couple of years now… maybe the magic has gone out of our relationship.” The fake yawn turned into a real one, which Reg tried unsuccessfully to repress. “Oh. I am tired,” she admitted.

      “Why aren’t you sleeping?”

      Reg made a motion to brush off this question. She did not want to discuss sleep or why she wasn’t sleeping. Dinner with Corvin would keep her awake and alert. A few cups of coffee would help. She was sure she would be fine once she got through her afternoon slump. Her evening clients would have no idea she wasn’t sleeping well.

      A waitress came over and asked what they were drinking so she could keep them supplied. Neither Reg nor Corvin needed to look at the menus. They had been going to The Crystal Bowl for long enough to know what was on offer and what they liked. They placed their orders, and the waitress retreated to pass them on to the kitchen.

      Reg let her eyes wander around the restaurant. She kept her shield up against intrusion from Corvin so he would not be able to enthrall her, but otherwise ignored him.

      A woman came out of the ladies room to return to her table. An older woman with a green turban, glittering jewelry, pouchy eyes, and a drooping face. Marian. Reg had not been able to find her at work, but had been drawn to the restaurant to find her. Marian sat alone, scrolling on her phone.

      Reg wondered if she should invite Marian to join them. She and Corvin were not there for a romantic date. Marian wouldn’t exactly be a third wheel. Corvin turned his head to see who Reg was looking at. He gave her a sour look.

      “I don’t think we need to invite the old maid to join us.”

      “She’s by herself. And don’t call her an old maid. She’s not that old.”

      “Old enough to be your mother.”

      “Well… maybe. But she’s not exactly ancient.”

      “I would have thought that by now you would have figured out that in our world, chronological age has very little to do with anything,” Corvin pointed out.

      Corvin, Sarah, and other magical practitioners Reg knew claimed to be centuries old. And then there were the immortals, who might be thousands of years old.

      “So, how old is Marian?” Reg asked, “And who cares whether she is married or not? You’re not married.”

      Though Corvin had been married several times, mostly to nonmagical partners who had therefore predeceased him long ago. And to a witch named Verity who had made herself into a powerful sorceress. But she was now gone as well.

      “The point isn’t whether Marian is married or not. She has never been married, therefore making her an old maid. And worse than that, she acts like an old maid, and I don’t need to be around someone like that.”

      “Are you afraid that she’ll try to snare you in matrimony? Or just be a downer?”

      Corvin raised a brow. “I find neither one particularly palatable. I’m here to enjoy my meal, not endure it.”

      While Marian’s face was naturally unhappy, Reg wasn’t sure that indicated her actual outlook. She seemed friendly enough when Reg would visit with her and didn’t spend her time bemoaning what a terrible life she had. She had recently adopted a new cat, which seemed to have lifted her spirits.

      That sounded like something one might say about an old maid.

      Reg picked up her glass and had a few swallows of Coke, then returned it to the ring of condensation on the table. She was marshaling arguments for why they should invite Marian to join them, even though she didn’t particularly want to. It just seemed cruel to sit there with Corvin while Marian languished in the corner by herself.

      While she was thinking of why it was the right thing to do, another familiar figure entered the dining area.

      He was even more handsome than Corvin, with close-cropped hair, a carefully trimmed goatee, and sparkling green eyes. October Phoenix. A man with a lupine nature. Reg smiled upon seeing him.

      But October didn’t have eyes for her. Not even noticing Reg or Corvin, he headed straight across the dining room to Marian’s table.

      Reg could feel Corvin laughing, though, when she looked at him, his face was smooth, with no hint of a smile.

      “Well, then. Maybe our Maid Marian isn’t such a prude after all,” he told her.

      “We don’t know anything about them or their relationship.” Reg watched October greet Marian and sit across the table from her. They did not kiss or hold hands. But they didn’t look like just casual friends, either. Was it possible they were related? Mother and son? Brother and sister? Distant cousins? Marian was not any kind of skin changer; maybe they were old friends. Or maybe October was simply there to consult with Marian. Perhaps he just wanted to put her skills as a psychic to work.

      But if October wanted a psychic, why hadn’t he come to Reg? She knew that her skills were head and shoulders above Marian’s and was sure that October must have recognized that fact. He knew how she could communicate with the wolves telepathically. That she’d had the power it took to break the magical bonds that had held them prisoner. He had to know Reg’s psychic gifts were significantly stronger than Marian’s.

      “You look like you swallowed a lemon.” Corvin looked at her over the top of his glass as he considered his drink and took another sip. “I thought you felt sorry for Marian.”

      “I… I don’t feel anything for her.”

      Certainly not jealousy.

      Reg immediately scolded herself for thinking that. Who had said anything about jealousy? She had no reason to be jealous of Marian or the fact that October had joined her for dinner. Reg already had a dinner partner nearly as handsome as October.

      “Nearly as handsome?” Corvin demanded.

      Reg smirked and reestablished the psychic shield, trying to keep him from accessing any of her thoughts. “I thought you didn’t care about looks.”

      “When did I ever say that? I put a lot of time into ensuring I am… presentable. If one is to go fishing, one must bait the hook.”

      The thought of Corvin trawling for innocent young women who would have no idea how he could take their powers from them was repugnant, something that always made Reg feel physically sick. She grimaced and shook her head.

      “So you like October?” Corvin asked. “How much do you know about him?”

      “I know enough,” Reg asserted. “And it’s not like we’re dating. I just know him… from the business with Jake and the wolves. We’re… acquaintances. Maybe friends.”

      “So he can date who he likes.”

      Reg darted a look back at October and Marian. “You don’t think they’re really dating, do you?” Reg asked. “I mean…. Marian looks so much older than October.”

      “And now we’re back at age again. I thought you were not concerned with age. You don’t know anything about either of their backgrounds. For all you know, October could be a hundred years older than Marian. What then? Then you wouldn’t mind them getting together?”

      Reg shook her head, frowning. “I didn’t say that I wanted them to get together. Or not get together. I don’t care. I just think… it looks strange, that’s all.”

      The waitress brought them their dinners and hovered for a moment to make sure that everything was in order and they didn’t need anything else. Corvin nodded and smiled before waving her off. Drunk with Corvin’s charms, the waitress stumbled away with stars in her eyes.

      But there was no reason for concern if she didn’t have any powers. Corvin would not be interested in her.

      Reg and Corvin were silent for a few minutes, digging in and appreciating their dinners. Reg looked over at October and Marian again.

      “What do you think they’re talking about? Are they old friends? Or is it business?”

      Corvin didn’t look at them. “You’re the psychic. And I thought you didn’t care.”

      “I don’t. I’m just curious. They’re… an unusual match. I think it must be a business consultation.”

      She knew it was bad form to read someone’s thoughts without their knowledge and permission, but she pushed her thoughts a little closer to Marian’s and October’s, hoping to get an idea of what they were thinking and feeling without intruding too much. October’s head went up and he looked around warily. He noticed Reg for the first time and acknowledged her with a smile and a nod. Then he returned to his conversation with Marian.

      “That was reckless,” Corvin told her.

      “I was just… wondering. I wasn’t pushing.”

      “Yes. Of course. And how would your friends react if they knew you were trying to read them?”

      “I wasn’t trying to read their minds. Just their… expressions and body language. Like I always have. I’m good at reading nonverbal cues.”

      “That’s what the nonmagical world told you, but that isn’t necessarily the truth.”

      “Well…” Reg tried to think of another argument or explanation for why she had been trying to read them. “I just don’t want anyone getting hurt.”

      “From a business consultation?”

      “I… what business is it of yours what I think or do? You’re not my partner or my boss. You don’t have any more right to know what I’m thinking than…”

      “Than you do of knowing what Marian and October are discussing?”

      “Just eat your fish,” Reg snapped.

      She sipped her Coke and watched October in her peripheral vision for a few minutes. Everything seemed friendly between October and Marian.

      She could almost convince herself of it. That they were just friends or business associates. But deep down in a hidden place inside her, she couldn’t help the green worm of jealousy that turned and twisted inside her.
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      October and Marian were heading out before Corvin and Reg finished their after-dinner coffees. The two of them stopped by Reg’s side, smiling pleasantly.

      “Of, I didn’t see you here,” Marian said, though it rang false to Reg’s ears. Marian had probably seen them. Or October had told her they were there. “How are you, Reg?”

      She said nothing to Corvin, shunning him like much of the magical community of Black Sands.

      “I’m fine. Actually, I was hoping to see you. Maybe I could set up an appointment? To consult with you on a matter.”

      “Oh, of course. Give me a call, and I will be happy to set up a date and time for you.”

      “Do you have your calendar with you now?” Reg reached for her phone to open her digital calendar, though she never actually used it. All her appointments were written down in the paper planner on her kitchen island, where she and Sarah had access to it.

      “Oh, no.” Marian made a motion for her to put it back away. “I don’t keep it electronically.” She shook her head slightly. “I’m surprised you do.”

      “Well…” Reg put her phone into her pocket. “I really don’t. But why would it surprise you?”

      “Oh, you know. Psychics and electronics. And any timekeeping system, really.”

      “What about psychics and electronic calendars?”

      “Because psychics have such difficulty in writing down their schedules. And electronics just make things worse. Recording a psychic’s schedule in an electronic calendar is almost impossible. I don’t know anyone who has been able to do it, honestly. A real psychic, I mean. Not those shams.”

      Reg thought about all her many failed attempts to record her plans in her electronic calendar. Friends said that it would be easy. She just had to tap in the appointments as they were made, and they would be right there in front of her. And if she forgot something, an alarm would go, reminding her. But every attempt, started with the certainty that she would be successful this time, ended in utter failure. Confusion reigned. She couldn’t find the entries she had already input, even with the search function. It didn’t remind her when it was supposed to. She ended up with double bookings.

      “I… had no idea,” she said lamely. “No one ever told me.”

      “That’s why my paper calendar is at my shop, and you can only get on there if you call me while I am there. Give me a ring, and I’ll find a time to meet.”

      “Okay, I will.”

      “Or you can always drop by,” Marian said, smiling.

      “Well… that’s what I tried to do today, but you were here.”

      “Oh. So I am!” Marian laughed. “Well, put your psychic skills to work next time and come when I’m there.”

      “Uh, okay.” Reg’s eyes went to October. “So… you guys know each other?”

      “Sure, Marian and I are old friends,” October informed her. Something about his green eyes made her think that he might be lying to her. But why lie about something that didn’t make any difference to anyone? Maybe he was just distracted.

      Or maybe he didn’t want Reg to know that he had been consulting a psychic. When he could have come to see her. Reg had thought they were close enough that he would come to her if he needed help. Even though they hadn’t known each other very long, they had worked closely to save the wolf pack, and Reg was officially a friend of the pack. Didn’t that make her October’s friend too?

      “Maybe we could all get together one day,” Reg suggested.

      Marian looked at Corvin with disdain and said nothing. October’s lip curled in a snarl, but he spoke calmly and politely. “Perhaps it befits a practitioner of your caliber to be friendly with one of the cursed, but I will have nothing to do with them personally.”

      Reg’s face burned. October and Corvin had both been part of the council formed to deal with Jake and his experiments. October as a member of the pack and Corvin as the leader of the warlock coven. The circle had also included Letticia, the leader of Sarah’s coven, and others Reg didn’t know. Reg had assumed that since they had worked together, October would not object to doing something with Corvin.

      It had been a stupid, impulsive thing to say. As if they were teenagers going to school together and going on a double date or group date would be less awkward and stressful than a single date. But they were not all going to be friends. If Reg wanted to do something with October or get closer to him, she needed to do that alone. Corvin could not be part of the equation.

      She could only blame the stupidity of her suggestion on the brain fog she was suffering from her sleepless night and the befuddling power of Corvin’s pheromones.

      “I meant… you and me and Marian,” she amended. “We could ask Sarah along, or someone else… just do something as a group. Aren’t there any community events coming up…? Spring equinox is coming up, isn’t it?”

      “Perhaps we could work something out,” October said stiffly. “We’ll see.”

      He and Marian left together. Reg watched them go, October touching Marian’s elbow. Reg’s face was still burning as she turned her attention back to Corvin. The hum of conversation around them resumed. She had been unaware it had stopped.

      Corvin gazed back at her, unperturbed. “It comes as no surprise to me how other people feel about my affliction. I have lived with these prejudices for a long time. Much longer than you have been alive.”

      It always surprised her to remember that the handsome, distinguished-looking warlock was not in his forties but centuries old.

      Reg took a long sip of her coffee. “I didn’t mean to make everyone uncomfortable. I just didn’t think.”

      “Few people are as open-minded as you, Reg.”

      And her feelings about Corvin were just as negative as anyone else’s. Maybe more so, since no one else had been through what she had with Corvin, having her powers stolen away, and dealing with many subsequent attacks and close calls. She had to be crazy to keep being pulled in by Corvin. But his charms were just so… charming. She was resigned to the fact that their lives were intertwined and she couldn’t do anything about it. And Corvin was so persistent. Even when she was determined, she found herself unable to resist him for long.

      At Corvin’s signal, the waitress brought over the bill and a credit card folder for Corvin. He glanced at the strip of curled paper and signed it with an X, returning it to the waitress with a black, unmarked credit card.
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      In the shaky reality of Reg’s dream, the sleek cat, all black but for a white patch on her chest, roamed the green forest, watching for intruders, slinking through the undergrowth, her nose twitching, seeking out the smells of other animals or, worse, humans tramping through her sacred lands.

      Humans could not be trusted near the sacred. They were too immature to understand how to deal with these things. They were like kittens who didn’t know where to put their paws and would not listen to their wise old dam who had lifetimes of experience.

      Humans had to be kept away at all costs, and that was her job.

      She came across the rank canine smell of a wolf and parted her lips to snuffle it deeper, to taste and smell the identity of the intruder. Male. A fully mature adult.

      She was familiar with the wildness of him. Not just wolf, but man too. He used his man form rarely. Nose-blind, defenseless creatures without a pack, fangs, or claws. The cat followed the scent trail just above the ground, following it as the wolf crept through the forest, watching it, guarding it, just as she guarded her territory.

      They were not enemies, as different as they were. Their territories overlapped and they were both charged with keeping the sacred spaces safe: keeping a careful watch, weaving protective spells, howling a warning or, when necessary, using tooth and nail to drive a persistent intruder away.

      She came within sight of the wolf and, for a few minutes, just crouched there, eyes and ears trained on him, motionless.

      The wind shifted and he caught her scent. He turned around, seeking the source of the smell. He approached, keeping low to the ground, non-threatening, ears pointing forward. They knew each other well, their paths crossing many times. The wolf touched his nose to hers, then backed off.

      She asked for news. He shared his discoveries of the past few days, which she memorized. She returned the favor, recalling any encounters or important pieces of information he might need to know.

      There were an increasing number of infringements upon their land by humans. The creatures were multiplying and spreading out, not satisfied to stay in their own allotted territory. Their kits did not believe the ancient stories, did not accept the ancient wisdom of staying away from these sacred spaces, respecting the rites that had kept the forests safe for hundreds of years.

      They would cut down trees, start fires, hunt the wild animals, and pollute the water, air, and land. The guardians needed to do everything within their power to prevent that from happening.
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      Reg awoke from her restless sleep and dreams. Try as she might, she could not find sleep again, even though she’d only had an hour or two of disrupted sleep. The hot sun shone through the windows, and she was too uncomfortable with the light and heat to fall asleep again.

      Eventually, she crawled out of bed. Starlight meowed and wound his way around her ankles.

      Reg bent down to scratch the tuxedo cat’s ears and chin, smiling affectionately at his mismatched green and blue eyes. With her thumb, she stroked the splash of white fur in the third eye position that gave him his name.

      “Yes, good morning to you, too! Already starving this early in the morning?”

      He wasn’t used to her being up that early, so he couldn’t have been too hungry.

      “Do you know, I dreamt I was a cat?” she told him, scratching his ears and stroking his fur while he meowed piteously, clearly wanting breakfast, not chatter. “A black cat,” she went on, thinking back to the dream where, as a cat, she had groomed her fur, “a black cat, with a white mark here.” She touched his white chest. “But not as big as your shirt.”

      He snapped at her hand to remind her that he didn’t like to be poked in the chest, then immediately bumped her hand with his forehead in apology, still begging for food, and tried to lead her to the kitchen.

      She did not need his meows or for him to physically lead her to the kitchen to know what he wanted. She could sense his feelings and thoughts, but not in words, like a human; it was something less defined than that.

      But he still felt like he needed to take her in hand and walk her through the process to hurry things along. He was hungry and didn’t have all day to wait for her.

      “Okay, okay. I will get you your food,” Reg assured him. She followed Starlight to the fridge and opened the door to see what she had on hand. Sarah had brought a tuna fish casserole over from the main house. Reg’s landlady often brought over leftovers or cooked for Reg, seeming to believe that Reg could not fend for herself, even if her fridge were filled to bursting. Maybe Sarah was used to cooking for more people than just herself and couldn’t help but make too much.

      Reg appreciated the friendly gesture, but rarely ate Sarah’s food. She fed what she could to Starlight and hid the rest in the garbage. If Sarah could pretend not to see the rest of the food in Reg’s crowded fridge, she could pretend not to see it in the trash, either. Sarah was not supposed to be snooping around the guest cottage anyway. In some circles, landlords actually respected their tenants’ privacy and didn’t let themselves in at random intervals to clean, cook, decorate, or add clients to the calendar.

      Not that Reg didn’t appreciate all these efforts. Sarah was more of a mother to her than many of the foster mothers she had lived with as a child. At least Sarah understood Reg’s unusual gifts—better than Reg did. Her foster families, social workers, and doctors had all thought that there was something wrong with her head and had done what they could to quash her unusual behaviors and to make her behave more normally.

      Normal was overrated.

      Reg was much happier living as a psychic, and whatever else she was, in Black Sands.

      Minus any encounters with evil beings.

      She could do without those.

      Reg dished out some of the tuna casserole for Starlight as he purred, rubbed against her legs, and reached his paws up to the counter and her elbows, trying to encourage her to get his breakfast ready faster.

      “It’s coming, it’s coming,” she promised him.

      He gave one more loud meow as she put the bowl on the floor and started gobbling it down, making annoying chuffing sounds.

      “Slow down, or you’re just going to throw it up again.”

      Reg suspected that if left to his own devices, Starlight could get his own breakfast. He had very strong gifts of his own, probably stronger than Reg’s. But they enjoyed the owner/pet relationship. Or maybe it was a feeder/pet or feeder/master relationship; neither of them was under the illusion that Reg actually owned Starlight or was his master.
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      No being owns another,” Harrison agreed, startling Reg so that she let out a little shriek.

      She put her hand over her pounding heart. Harrison, an immortal who had protected her when she was a child, was standing a few feet away in the living room.

      The tall, lanky man wore what looked like green silk pajamas embroidered with dragons, cowboy boots, and a wide, poofy hat that drooped down the sides of his head. His thin handlebar mustache stood straight out on either side.

      “Sheesh. How long have you been standing there?” Reg demanded. “I’ve asked you before not to sneak up on me.”

      “I did not sneak.” Harrison demonstrated a few mincing tiptoes, exaggerated like a cartoon character.

      “Well, give me some kind of warning you are there.”

      “Reg,” he said seriously, looking into her eyes, “I am here.”

      Reg rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Before you startle me,” she reminded him. But she knew it was no use. As someone who could move forward or backward in time, Harrison really didn’t understand the point of positioning his actions in a certain order.

      “You’re going to make coffee?” Harrison asked.

      Reg nodded. “Yes. I definitely need my caffeine this morning.”

      “Can I press the button?”

      “You can press the button.”

      Harrison joined her beside the coffee machine and pressed the big Brew button. The machine started to gurgle and hiss, sending Harrison into a fit of giggles. He watched the machine, his face two inches away from it, as it brewed and started to stream fresh, hot coffee into the carafe.

      Reg opened the fridge to look at the offerings jammed into it, knowing Harrison would want something to eat, and it might as well be something she already had rather than his making food materialize out of thin air.

      “Leftover pizza?” she suggested. “Pepperoni?”

      “Yes,” Harrison approved, still staring at the coffee machine. “And ice cream?”

      Reg pulled a random pint of ice cream out of the freezer, hoping he wasn’t going to put it on top of the pizza.

      “Cold or warm?”

      “Ice cream is cold.”

      “Yes. Do you want to eat the pizza cold, or do you want it heated up in the microwave?”

      “Oh, in the microwave!” He sounded like an excited child offered a trip to Disneyland.

      Reg put a couple of pieces of pizza on each of two plates and put the first in the microwave.

      By the time both plates of pizza were heated, the coffee had finished brewing. Harrison carefully poured it into a mug and presented it to Reg, smiling proudly.

      “Thank you,” Reg told him politely.

      He himself did not drink coffee, but he had a blast making it. He accepted the pizza from Reg and rifled through the drawers.

      “You don’t need a fork,” Reg told him. “Just use your fingers.”

      He nevertheless got out a two-pronged BBQ fork and a steak knife. He cut off neat triangles of pizza and somehow ate them off the fork without poking himself in the mouth or eye. Reg shook her head.

      “So what are you doing here? Did you just come for a visit, or did you want to tell me something?”

      Sometimes, he had a warning for her, aware of something that was going to happen in the near future. He might be concerned about her association with Corvin, who held a large portion of the powers of another immortal, Samyr Destine, also known as the witch doctor. Or Harrison might show up with Weston in tow. Weston, who he claimed was Reg’s father. Reg didn’t know if she actually had the blood of the immortals in her veins or if immortals reproduced through non-standard means, like the gods in Greek mythology, who conceived offspring through a wide variety of methods.

      “Reg is happy here?” Harrison asked tentatively. “In this life?”

      “Well, yes, I am. Black Sands is a good place for me.” Reg looked around the guest cottage, neat and homey, certainly the nicest place she’d ever lived in since aging out of foster care. “It is comfortable. I have Starlight. I have friends.”

      “And coffee and pizza.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you miss nothing?”

      Miss. What did Harrison mean by that?

      “I don’t want for anything,” she said uncertainly. “I am making enough money to support myself and pay for the things I need. It’s a good life.”

      “Without a mate?”

      “Oh. Well.” Reg’s cheeks warmed. With her pale redhead complexion, her face was probably bright pink. “There is still time for me to find a mate if it’s in the cards. And if not, I am happy without a mate.”

      “In the cards?” Harrison looked around.

      “I don’t know if I’m meant to find a mate or just live on my own. I’m okay being single.”

      She thought about Jake, the man she had once thought would be her mate for life, but who had turned out to be very different from what she had thought. He had not treated her well and had bound her to him without her knowledge. Looking back at the rotten way he had treated her while she’d been under his spell, she couldn’t believe that she had thought it normal and wanted to stay with him.

      If that was what it was like to have a mate, she was better off without one.

      Harrison was walking around the living room with a piece of pizza in his hand, apparently having abandoned the use of the big fork. He looked carefully through Reg’s shelves, and brought a package over to her. He laid it down in front of her on the island.

      “What is in the cards?”

      “Oh.” Reg hadn’t actually meant that she was going to read the tarot cards. She picked up the box and slid the deck from it. The cards were warm in her hands, vibrating with energy.

      She normally didn’t feel her gifts quite so strongly in the morning or when she was tired. Evening and night were when the world came alive for her. First thing in the morning was quite a different story; she normally didn’t like to do much of anything.

      Maybe it was because Harrison was there. Reg glanced at him, again smiling at his flamboyant outfit. Warlocks like Corvin and Davyn wore their sedate black cloaks, looking solemn and mysterious. Harrison’s colorful and eccentric outfits, always slightly missing the mark, were much more fun. She wondered whether he was the only immortal who enjoyed human clothing so much, or whether most of them did.

      How many immortals were even left in the world? Despite the name, the long-lived immortals could be killed by violence or magic if their opponents were strong enough, and Reg had only met Harrison, Weston, and the witch doctor personally. She didn’t know if there were more immortals in the world or if any others visited the humans on her plane. The pantheons of gods that had once existed in various cultures around the world seemed to be dwindling to nothing.

      Reg automatically started shuffling the cards, closing her eyes briefly to focus her energy on the deck, reaching out with all her senses to touch each one.

      A card jumped the deck, landing on the island with a soft flap. Reg looked down at it. It had fallen face down. While she could pick it up without looking at it and shuffle it back into the deck, she knew better than that. A card that jumped the deck was probably significant.

      She touched it on the back, waiting for a moment, then slid her thumbnail underneath and turned it over.
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      It should have come as no surprise to Reg that the card that had jumped the deck was the Lovers. The card depicted a man and a woman in front of two trees; it represented deep connections, relationships, and choices. She and Harrison had just been talking about mates, so of course the Lovers card had shown up.

      Did it represent a relationship she was already in? Someone who was out there waiting for her in the future? The fact that the card had jumped out of her hand suggested that it would quickly come into play. It signified something that was to happen soon.

      She had planned to pick up the Lovers card, put it back in her deck, and then put away the deck. She had the answer that the querent had sought. Was a mate in the cards for Reg? Apparently so.

      But when she grasped the card to pick it up and put it back in her deck, she experienced a chill, raising goosebumps all over her body. Reg closed her eyes and saw the cat and the wolf from her dream; suddenly, the wolf’s eyes turned from yellow to green. The same color as October’s eyes. Was that who the wolf in her dream was? It made sense that she would dream about him after seeing him at the restaurant.

      She was drawn toward the handsome werewolf. But she didn’t feel ready to start a romantic relationship so soon after what had happened with Jake. She had no desire to end up in that kind of situation again. Even setting aside the spell he’d bound her with, Jake had been arrogant and emotionally abusive, and she wasn’t going to put up with that from any man again, no matter how attractive he was.

      Reg let out her breath and opened her eyes again.

      “I guess that answers your question,” she told Harrison.

      Starlight meowed. Reg looked at him and then looked around. Harrison was no longer in the room. Reg turned a full circle, checking whether he had just walked into another part of the cottage. Harrison did not have a clue about etiquette and how a guest should not just wander around the host’s house without permission. Not that he had been an invited guest in the first place.

      “Did he go?” she asked Starlight.

      He meowed again. Of course Harrison had gone. And without even giving Starlight the usual pets and cuddles. The remainder of Harrison’s pizza lay on the counter and the aroma of melted cheese and tomato sauce lingered in the air. The ice cream, when Reg looked around for it, was gone. That figured. Harrison had a sweet tooth and a definite taste for chocolate.

      She slid the Lovers card back into the deck and smoothed the edges so she could no longer detect it with her fingertips. Yet she was still completely aware of where it was in the deck. She could still feel it there, in the center of her body. She reached for the box to put the deck back away, but the call of the deck in her hand was too strong. It did not want to be put back away.

      “I don’t have time for this,” Reg said aloud. Although, of course, she had all the time in the world. She didn’t have any psychic consultations until that evening. She had all morning and afternoon to do what she chose, and it certainly did not take hours to read tarot.

      But she didn’t want anything else to be revealed yet. She did not want more details about her future. Whether it involved October, Corvin, or any other potential mate. She just didn’t want to know. With sheer determination, she put the deck of cards back into the box and closed the lid.

      “There. That’s that. I don’t need any complications in my life right now. This is a good life, just like I told Harrison. Better than any situation I have been in before.”

      Ample food, shelter that was hers for as long as she needed it, friends, acceptance of her… quirks. Enough money that she didn’t have to worry about her survival.

      Jake was out of her life, and she was doing just fine without him or any other man.

      Reg’s phone vibrated. She had left it on the counter by the microwave, so she walked around the island to pick it up again. She looked at the caller ID.

      October.

      Reg looked around the room, expecting to see Harrison still standing somewhere, chuckling to himself about making October’s name appear on her phone.

      “Funny, Harrison,” she told him, even though he was not visible. He could still be there, watching her and listening to her.

      She waited for a few more rings before picking the phone up and sliding to answer the call.

      “Hello?”

      “Reg. Nice to hear from you.”

      “Uh… you called me,”

      “Did I? It must have been a pocket dial. But I was thinking of you, so it is serendipitous.”

      “Or something,” Reg muttered.

      “What?”

      “I just said… it’s nice to hear from you, too. I was sorry we didn’t get the chance to talk last night at the restaurant.”

      “Yes. Well, I was there to see Marian and, when I saw you, you were there with Corvin.” October said his name with distaste.

      “I thought that you and Corvin were friends,” Reg said. “I thought he had told you about me, and that was how you knew what I was when we first met. And he helped with freeing the wolves…”

      “As he is the leader of the coven, there are times that I need to talk with him or coordinate something with him. But a friend… no. I could not be a friend with one like him.”

      “Because of the curse. Because he is… a Hunter.”

      “There are predators, and there are predators,” October said obliquely.

      She supposed he was referring to himself, an apex predator when he took his wolf form, and Corvin, who preyed on weaker and uninformed practitioners, stealing the essence of who they were. She considered what Corvin did to be reprehensible. But she wasn’t sure how much control he had over what he did when driven by his hunger. And certainly, he couldn’t help the fact that he had been born with the curse. No more than Reg was responsible for the gifts she had been born with, or the upbringing that had shaped who she would become.

      “So… maybe we could have dinner sometime,” she suggested to October. “Not with Corvin or Marian or anyone else. Just you and me. To… catch up. Tell me what you’ve been doing since we freed the pack.”

      And what he had been talking to Marian about. She had the niggling need to know why he had been seeing Marian. Reg was sure that they were not connected romantically. That meant that he had gone to Marian for professional advice. Why Marian instead of Reg?

      October hesitated. Reg reached out to him mentally, trying to coax him into agreeing with her.

      Just to meet for supper. That wasn’t a big commitment. People did it all the time without ulterior motives. Just two friends meeting briefly to catch up on each other’s lives and enjoy each other’s company.

      “Yes… I guess we could get together,” he agreed. “But not at The Crystal Bowl. There are too many eyes and ears there. Too much interest in what we might have to say to each other.”

      Reg’s cheeks burned, realizing she had been one of those who had shown too much interest in October’s affairs at The Crystal Bowl.

      “Okay,” she agreed. “Where do you want to meet?”

      Reg’s mind raced as she tried to think of a suitable place to meet. Somewhere private, but not too lonely. While she felt a strange pull toward October, she knew little about him and didn’t want to put herself into a vulnerable position again. Not after Jake.

      “How about the Moonlit Grotto?” she suggested. “It’s pretty decent.”

      It was quiet, but not isolated. Off the beaten path and not patronized by as many practitioners as The Crystal Bowl, an established witch’s hangout.

      October considered, then agreed. “Okay. How about tonight at eight?”

      “I have appointments later in the evening. Clients,” Reg explained. “I don’t suppose you could meet at… like… four or five? I would say yes to eight, but I have paying clients…” She was sure he was going to turn her down. Who wanted to eat supper that early?

      “Fine,” October agreed. “Five?”

      “Okay. Good. Five o’clock.”

      “I’ll see you then.”

      Reg hung up with a mixture of anticipation and dread.

      She didn’t have any romantic interest in October. Was she sending him the wrong signals? Was he expecting an intimate meal?

      Not at five o’clock, surely.

      Her heart was racing as she turned around to find Starlight sitting on the kitchen island, staring at her with his mismatched blue and green eyes.

      “Well,” she said to him. “I guess I’m seeing October tonight.”

      Reg took a deep breath and tried to calm herself. She had plenty to do before the dinner appointment rolled around. She just needed to focus.

      She glanced at the tarot deck on the counter again, but she had already decided she didn’t want to know anything more.

      Instead, she would focus on preparing for her readings that evening. She would need to be able to focus on them and give them her full attention.

      And not to think about October’s green eyes and the strange pull she felt towards him.
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      It seemed like the day was gone in the blink of an eye. It was time to get ready for dinner. Reg looked at herself in the mirror. She hadn’t planned to change out of her standard “work uniform,” the voluminous, brightly colored skirt, blouse, and a headscarf around her braids. It wasn’t a date. It was just two acquaintances. Maybe friends. Getting together for a meal. But she found herself doubting her decision. Should she try something more mainstream? Change her flashy jewelry for something sedate? Maybe even some of her real gems?

      As she gazed at herself in the mirror, Reg couldn’t help but think about Harrison’s question: “And you miss nothing?”

      Was something missing from her life?

      And if so, could October fill that hole?

      She shook off the feeling. She had told Harrison that she was happy, and that was the truth. She had everything she wanted in her life. Things got a little rocky from time to time, and she always had to be on guard against Corvin and other possibly dangerous practitioners, but where in the world did anyone live without any danger? Someone walking across the street in suburbia could be mowed down by a drunk or elderly driver.

      She was fine as she was. She didn’t need to dress up for October. He already knew who she was and how she presented herself. Glamming herself up would just make him wonder what she was trying to hide. She didn’t want him to think she was ashamed of who or what she was.

      She fed Starlight, even though he’d probably already had enough food for the day. He was putting on a little weight. But Reg didn’t think it was fair for her to go out for dinner and Starlight to go on a diet.

      “I won’t be late,” she promised. “I’ll be back in plenty of time for my first appointment.”

      Starlight ignored her, loudly chawing his food.
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      The Moonlit Grotto had just opened for evening business, so it was not full. A few early birds like Reg and October, mostly retirees who were probably going home to bed. The savory smells of garlic bread and cooking meat wafted from the kitchen.

      Reg was just starting to wake up.

      October had made it to the Grotto ahead of her. He was watching the door from the bar and, when he saw her come in, he slid down from his stool and joined her.

      “Reg, good to see you.” He stood there, awkward. Reg reached out a hand to him, since greeting him with a hug or kiss didn’t seem appropriate. October looked relieved and took her hand. “Thanks.” He gave her hand a squeeze and a brisk pump, then let it go.

      Reg wondered briefly how werewolves generally greeted each other. Thinking about domestic dogs and their butt-sniffing when they met each other, she had to choke back a laugh. Not a socially appropriate greeting for a restaurant.

      October frowned briefly, then motioned to a booth. “We’re over here. Can I get you a drink? I don’t know what you like.”

      Reg looked at the glass in October’s hand. While it could have been any clear liquor, it looked like plain water. No ice or twist of lemon, just water. She remembered from dining out with him before that he only drank water. Knowing now that he was a werewolf, this preference made more sense. As did his disdain for sweets. His choice of meat and fish was not part of a low-carb or other trendy diet. It was his wolf nature. Just as Reg’s siren nature had given her a definite preference for fresh seafood and water that had not been sitting in a bottle for weeks, absorbing all its chemical tastes.

      But she still had plenty of human tastes as well. Coffee. Chocolate. Jack Daniels.

      “A coffee,” she suggested as they walked over to the table.

      October flagged down a waitress and put in the request. They sat down.

      “It doesn’t keep you up all night?” October asked. “A lot of people won’t drink coffee this late.”

      “I have clients until two or three in the morning. I don’t want to go to sleep.”

      “Two or three? So you’re a night owl.”

      “Seances work better at midnight or later. I’ve always been a night owl. Even as a kid, they could never get me to sleep before midnight, and then getting me up in the morning for school…” She shook her head. “As you can imagine, that did not work well when I’d only had a few hours of sleep. If they could get me up, I’d sleep through my morning classes. If I could.”

      “You must have been a joy to parent.”

      Reg shrugged. “I was not an easy child. I had a long stream of foster families from the time I was five. Maybe a few times before that, too. And none of them practitioners, so my behavior was a little… concerning to them.”

      October sipped his water. “I can well imagine. You’re very skilled, which is surprising for someone whose abilities were suppressed as a child.”

      “So I’m told,” Reg agreed. “I’ve had some good teachers and friends helping out. A mentor helping to train me in… certain areas.”

      She wasn’t sure she wanted to share anything about her firecasting abilities with October. Though he acted like he knew everything about her, not many people knew about that particular gift.

      “How about you?” Reg asked. “I guess you grew up knowing what you were.”

      “It would be pretty hard to suppress lycanthropy… though I suppose there might be cases where the person suppressed any memories of the shift, if the alternative was thinking that they were crazy or it was particularly traumatic. But yes, I grew up with the loup-garou. I knew what I was, had many relatives who were shifters. It was normal to me. It wasn’t until I was older and took up traveling that I realized how different the culture I grew up in was from the mainstream. I’m glad that I went through my adolescence within that closed culture. I can’t imagine trying to keep the changes secret while attending a mainstream school.”

      Reg smiled. “Have you ever seen Teen Wolf?”

      “Funny movie. Not a lot of truth in it. But some of the problems of unintentional shifting are uncomfortably accurate.”

      They looked over the menus for a few minutes in silence. Reg was happy to see everything was printed, with no fancy cursive fonts, and there were plenty of pictures, allowing her to quickly identify what she wanted. She hated fancy restaurants with menus entirely written in cursive and French. She’d learned to ask about the daily special or request the catch of the day to prevent embarrassment over being unable to decode the menu.

      Once she’d figured out what she wanted, she closed the menu and put it aside.

      “Tell me if this is too personal, but… I don’t know a lot about how it all works. Zora’s babies, they were born as wolves, and then as they’ve gotten older, they’ve started to be able to shift partway or for a short period, and she says they’ll get better as they get older. But when you talk about growing up, it doesn’t sound like you were… a wolf. So… how does that work?”

      “It depends on the mother. If she is not a shifter, or her preferred form is biped, she will remain in biped form throughout the pregnancy and bear a biped child. Or two or three. They will start to shift in their teens. Sometimes preteens, if they are precocious. But if the mother is like Zora, preferring canid form, then she will remain in that form throughout the gestation. She’ll have a litter of pups, and they will develop the ability to shift at around a year old.”

      “That’s amazing. Zora says her pups are already starting to show the ability to shift even though they’re only a few months old.”

      “Who knows what all of the consequences of Jake’s experiments will be.”

      Reg nodded soberly. It was something she didn’t like to think about. What he had done and had planned to do. The horrors she had seen displayed on the shelves of the maternity room in his lab.

      “So the mother chooses which form she wants to stay in for the pregnancy?”

      “No… when we say we prefer one form… it isn’t really a choice. It’s innate. Likely, the form that we were born in will be our preference. But occasionally, you do see a… an odd case where the person’s preferred form is not the form they were born in. It can sometimes come as a shock for the family.”
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      The waitress returned to the table for their orders. She topped off Reg’s coffee and looked at her inquiringly. Reg put in her order for the cedar-planked salmon. October chuckled.

      “What?” Reg asked.

      “The same,” October told the waitress.

      He and Reg reached for the menus to hand back to the waitress at the same time and laughed. Reg motioned to October, “Go ahead.”

      He scooped up the menus and handed them over. “No veggies with the salmon,” he told her. “Just the fish.”

      She nodded and noted it on her order form. Not big on vegetables herself, Reg wondered whether she should give the waitress the same instruction, but she decided it might give October the wrong idea. She didn’t want him to think that she couldn’t make decisions for herself. She knew her own mind and didn’t need him to tell her what she wanted.

      The waitress retreated. October looked at Reg. “The menu is fairly comprehensive,” he commented, “and we didn’t talk about the options we were considering. What are the odds we end up ordering the same thing?”

      “I don’t know. But it looks great.” She shrugged. “Maybe it was just because it was the best thing on the menu.”

      “That must be it,” October agreed with a smile.

      “So, how is the pack?” Reg asked. “It’s been a couple of weeks since I saw Zora and the cubs last, and I don’t really see any of the others.”

      October considered his answer, taking a sip of his water. “Physically, they are well, and I think most are recovered from their confinement. Or have healed as much as they will.”

      Reg knew there were several injuries or long-lasting effects from Jake’s experiments that the wolves would probably never fully recover from. Some injuries could not be cured.

      “Mentally, I’m not sure. They are definitely better running wild than being confined. But many are… still feeling the effects of what was done to them. Wolves are a hardy bunch, but they are not the same as they were before the experiments.”

      Reg felt a wave of sadness for the wolf pack. She lamented her inability to figure out what was happening sooner and being unable to effect a rescue until the very last minute. She should have been quicker on the uptake. She should have gotten the wolves out of there sooner. She could give the excuse that she had been waiting for the council to help release them and take them somewhere safe, but what if she had confronted Jake? Maybe handcuffed him. Tied and gagged him so that they could rescue the pack sooner.

      “It isn’t your fault,” October told her. “You know I tried to get them out of there sooner, and look at how that turned out.” His tone was bitter.

      The one wolf they had lost had died after October’s rogue rescue attempt

      “Faolan would not have lasted another day in a cage,” Reg pointed out. “At least… he died free.”

      They were both silent for a while, considering what had happened. Reg searched for a way she could have helped them sooner. But she had been blinded and confused by her relationship with Jake and by his lies.

      “I should have… I could have done something to him. To stop him.”

      “You couldn’t. He bound you. You were in his thrall. You were very strong to overcome his influence and do what you did. I know of very few humans who could have done what you did.” He paused for a few beats. “Make that none. I don’t know how you were able to overcome the binding spell and to help with the rescue and release them from their bonds.”

      “I had help.”

      “Some. But there was little the rest of us could do. Without your help, the entire pack might have been wiped out.”

      There was a lump in Reg’s throat. She swallowed hard. She looked away from October, unable to tolerate the gaze from those bright green eyes.

      “The cubs are doing wonderfully,” October told her, his voice picking up animation and amusement. “As you noticed, they are very bright and are precocious in their ability to transform.”

      Reg smiled. The pups frequently made her laugh. They were so enthusiastic and full of life and curiosity.

      “Especially Fenris,” October said, shaking his head. “The mischief that dog gets into!”

      Reg laughed. Zora told her the stories sometimes. And she always enjoyed seeing them.

      “Of course we all understand that the reason he gets into so much trouble is because he is so smart,” October went on. “But he will not be disciplined. Wolves do not usually have so many problems keeping their cubs in line. But he pays little attention to the attempts of his mother and the pack to correct him and teach him to follow the rules. He sees things so clearly in his little mind… he is always certain of himself and doesn’t see the dangers ahead. He doesn’t understand how pack discipline is necessary.”

      “A lone wolf,” Reg suggested.

      “Yes. I fear he will be unable to work within the pack structure and will be forced to subsist on his own.”

      Was that Jake’s fault, too? Reg supposed that, given Jake’s experiments on Zora and her unborn puppies, any adverse effects or changes in how the cubs typically developed were his responsibility.

      She sighed heavily.

      The waitress brought their orders to the table and set them down with a flourish. “Anything else I can get you?”

      “This looks great,” Reg assured her, mouth watering at the fragrant smells and the sight of the glistening fish.

      “It does indeed,” October agreed.

      They dug into the salmon, which was prepared to perfection. Since her siren instincts had been triggered, Reg had found she preferred her fish to be raw or rare, and most restaurants overcooked it, resulting in a dry, flavorless dish.

      She glanced across the table and was overcome with a wave of deja vu so strong that she stopped eating and gripped the table, staring at October.

      He looked at her, eyes widening slightly. “Reg? What’s wrong?”

      “Have we been here before?” Reg demanded. “Did I know you… a long time ago?” She shook her head. The waves of familiarity were nearly overwhelming. She had been there before. Eating fish with October. Smoked fish.

      “I…” October trailed off. “I have had strong feelings of deja vu more than once around you.” He smiled, his green eyes dancing. “Maybe we knew each other in a past life.”

      Reg thought about Starlight and what she knew about his previous lives, or one of them, anyway. She had accepted he had lived other lives in the past. He was a cat. Wasn’t it commonly accepted that cats lived nine lives?

      But Reg hadn’t ever thought about whether she had lived other lives, other incarnations. It didn’t seem possible. Especially with her parentage. How could she have been the same person in any other form?

      “Don’t say that. Do you really believe that? About other lives?”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “Do you not?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve always thought the idea was a little ‘out there,’ but I can’t prove it. I know this life isn’t everything, because I’m a medium. I’ve seen and talked to ghosts. Spirits. Whatever you want to call them. But not all spirits stick around after the person dies. Because I’d be able to see them, wouldn’t I? I don’t know if it is like that old Ghost Whisperer show where they have to choose to go on, and then go into the light and get to heaven or whatever else is there.”

      October nodded, listening closely but making no comment.

      “But I believe some beings are reincarnated…” Reg decided not to tell him specifically about Starlight.

      She and Starlight kept his past life—the one she knew about—quiet. Reg respected his desire just to be a house cat despite his powers, whatever his reasons for the choice. Maybe he’d gotten burned out in a past life and needed some rest and recovery time. Other than the occasions where he had needed to step in to save Reg. Reg didn’t want the fame and the scrutiny that would come from people knowing who Starlight had been in the past. Celebrities were stalked, targeted, kidnapped, and held for ransom. If someone wanted access to the powers he’d had in past lives, what would they do to get it?

      October was still looking at her, waiting for her to finish her thought. “I know that some beings are reincarnated, but probably not all of them. Maybe it’s just like with ghosts… some spirits stay here, and some move on. Some stay… in heaven or wherever… and others move on to another life. Do they have a choice of what destination they go to? Is this earth the only place? I just have… so many questions about how it works.”

      October took a couple more bites of his fish and chewed slowly, thinking through his answer. He laid his fork down with a soft clink.

      “I don’t have the answers,” he admitted. “Maybe I know even less about it than you do. If you know reincarnates, then you’re way ahead of me. I believe such a thing is possible but have never met a reincarnated being. Not knowingly. Maybe you’re one. Maybe I am. There is no way to know the answers.”

      “So you believe in reincarnation.”

      “I believe that… it is a possibility. Not something I’ll ever know for sure.”

      “Until you die.”

      “And maybe not even then. Do the spirits know where they are going? After they are reborn, they don’t have any memory of the previous life, do they?”

      Reg grimaced. “Well, some of them do. You hear about people who remember. Past life regression and all that.”

      “But that is hypnosis. A hypnotist could plant whatever ideas they wanted to. Maybe not even realizing that they were. They have specialists to question young children so that they don’t accidentally implant memories. And I’ve seen studies about how easy it is to invent memories and not even realize you’ve done it.”

      Reg wanted to say that she would know if she had made something up, but her past was such a tangle of fractured memories that she couldn’t be sure. She had tried to keep everything straight in her mind, but often encountered holes she couldn’t account for.

      “So you don’t believe in reincarnation. You think it’s just made-up memories.” Reg wanted to pin him down to one opinion or the other. She didn’t know why it was so important. But she wanted to know. She needed to know his opinion.

      Why? It wasn’t like it affected her whether he believed or not. She didn’t even know for sure what she believed, so why was it important that October did?

      October laughed. “I didn’t say that. I’m open, Reg. I don’t know whether reincarnation is real or not. Or whether there is something else. I’ll take your word for it that there is an afterlife. It seems consistent with what I have seen and heard. But living multiple lives… I’m not sure of that.”
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      The sense of deja vu was fading, and Reg could see they wouldn’t get anywhere on settling their opinions on the reality of reincarnation. She cast about for another topic of conversation.

      “So… how long have you known Marian?”

      She was pleased that she had been able to keep her voice steady, giving away nothing about how she really felt about October seeing Marian, whether his purposes had been personal or for a psychic reading.

      October scrutinized her intently. “Marian is actually the person who first mentioned you to me.”

      Reg was taken aback. “Marian told you about me? After we met in Bald Eagle Falls?”

      “After we met the first time, yes. I could tell that you were a practitioner. You were from Black Sands, so I asked Marian if she knew you, and she gave me the scoop.” He paused. “As much as she was able, of course. And she had heard about the happenings in the haunted theater so that I could offer my services in that regard.”

      “Well, I guess I should be glad of that. The production went off without a hitch, thanks to your… dehaunting services.” She shook her head. “What exactly is it you do? I thought it had something to do with food testing. And then you helped with the theater. And then here… you’re on some kind of council, deciding what to do with the pack…”

      “No, I was the one who brought the problem to the council to enlist their help. I am not on the council myself. But you can’t just ride into a town like Black Sands and expect to be able to do whatever you wish. Covens and town councils don’t take kindly to violent action being taken against their citizenry. Even the likes of Jake Bosco.”

      “So… what do you do?” Reg persisted.

      “I’m a… private consultant. I help with troubleshooting situations that could benefit from my particular gifts. As you’ve noticed, that covers a lot of ground. I like the variety. I don’t like being tied down to one thing.”

      “And Marian? Is she a friend or a client?”

      “Marian has been very helpful to me in the past. I don’t know what you have against her, Reg. She is honorable and is good at what she does. She may not be flashy, but she knows what she is doing. I have been glad for her help in the past.”

      “I don’t have anything against her,” Reg protested, her face burning. She had thought she had managed to keep her inquiry casual, but he must have seen through her. “Marian is a friend. I just… she has never mentioned you, and you hadn’t mentioned her before, so I was surprised to see the two of you together. I wondered whether… I don’t know; I just wondered how you knew each other.”

      “I don’t know what you’re worried about, but I don’t think she’s going to steal your business. There is enough business in Black Sands for two psychics.”

      “Sure, of course. We refer people to each other, consult on more difficult cases and, if I need help with something of a more personal nature, she’s always been great.”

      “But…?”

      “Nothing. I didn’t really like her when we first met, but so what? First impressions are not everything. I think Marian is great. I gave her a cat once, but it turned out they were not compatible…”

      “That’s surprising. Marian loved her old cat and she has a new one now that she seems to dote on just as much.”

      “Well, this cat… had some issues. Some behavioral problems. We eventually found him a home in Egypt.”

      “Behavioral problems?”

      Reg raised her brows. “I would think you would understand about animals with behavioral problems. Animals experience trauma, too.”

      “Of course,” October agreed immediately. “But most humans do not recognize traumatized behavior in animals.”

      “Well, he had been through a pretty bad situation.” Reg thought about Horace and choked up a bit. “So it was understandable. He was… he had a hole that needed to be filled.”

      October nodded and put his hand over Reg’s. It was warm and comforting. He opened his mouth to say something.

      There was a flash, and Reg couldn’t breathe for a moment. She was thrown back into a memory, a flashback more vivid than any she had experienced in years.

      
        
        Reg addressed the warrior standing before her, dressed for battle in his loincloth and corselet. “I do not want to send you, El-Sayed,” she said in a hoarse, whispery voice unlike her own. “But we cannot sit back and do nothing.”

        The warrior shook his head. “We must fight with all our strength. We cannot avoid the battle simply because we may lose. If we do not fight, we have already lost.”

        Reg nodded. “If the sorcerer is not defeated and becomes pharaoh of this people, many lives will be lost, maybe generations to come. We cannot allow this people to be conquered without a fight.”

        El-Sayed crossed his arm over his chest in a gesture of submission and respect. “I and my men will fight with all our strength. We will not return defeated.”

        Reg swallowed. They would return in honor, having defeated the sorcerer and his ranks, or they would die on the battlefield. There was no room for retreat. They were the rearguard. The last defense. If the sorcerer’s armies defeated them, it would mean the end of civilization as they knew it. They would be enslaved, they and their children, and their children’s children.

        El-Sayed’s bright green eyes were undaunted. She knew he would fight until his last living breath, and his men would willingly follow him into death.

        She began an incantation pleading for the gods to be with their army. As the warrior stood motionless before her, both arms crossed over his chest, she kissed a Wadjet Eye and hung the amulet around his neck. Her nearest attendant brought a box filled with small alabaster jars, each containing the herbs and unguents of her trade. She selected a jar of oil infused with frankincense and myrrh and wet her fingertips with the oil.

        Still chanting, she touched his forehead in the third eye position to give him a clear mind, vision, and understanding. She touched his lips to give him clarity of speech as he commanded his men in battle. She put her hand over his heart and held it there for a moment, feeling his muscular chest taut beneath her touch, his heart pounding a slow, strong rhythm as he prepared to fight to the death. Swallowing a lump in her throat, she blessed his heart with courage and strength.

        Hardly able to breathe, she dropped to her knees and prostrated herself before him. She anointed his feet. He and his men would need to be strong and fleet of foot. They would need to be agile, have a strong base, and be unmovable if pressed.

        There could be no retreat.

        There would not be.

        She did not weep. She prayed to Horus and Sekhmet to guide and bless the warriors as they defended their homes, their families, and her temple.

        By the end of the day, they might be overrun. It might be the end of their world.

      

      

      Reg stared into October’s bright green eyes. For a few seconds, they both just stared, not daring to move. Eventually, October swallowed and withdrew his hand from Reg’s.

      “What was that?” he demanded hoarsely.

      Reg had no idea how to answer. She drew a long breath, feeling as if she had not breathed for a thousand years. How many thousands of years had she gone back?

      She’d had flashbacks before, but only to her own life. She’d never had a vision like that before.

      “Did you see it too?” she asked tentatively. October must have experienced something, or he wouldn’t be asking. Or was he just asking Reg where she had gone? What had it looked like to him? A trance? A seizure?

      “Did I see it? What was that? You were just talking about Egypt; that must be why I saw what I did.” He shook his head like a dog shaking off water. “Speaking of implanted memories…”

      “What did you see?” Reg asked. She was having trouble catching her breath. He had obviously seen something in Egypt as well. But had he seen the same thing she had?

      “I saw… myself going to war against an imposter. Someone trying to take over the rightful governance of the country. I must have been… I must have had an army under me. Some men, anyway. Some kind of commander or⁠—”

      “Overseer,” Reg finished at the same time as October.

      He frowned at this. “And you? I was talking to a woman, a sorceress or priestess…”

      “Yes, that was me. You were going to fight and I was… blessing you. Doing some kind of rite to give you strength and speed in battle.”

      October sat back in his seat. “How did you do that? I knew you had psychic powers, but I didn’t realize you could share a vision. That was… like a dream painter.”

      He was suggesting that Reg had projected the vision to him, like Damon did. Reg always had difficulty telling whether something Damon had put into her mind was real or not. She had asked him repeatedly not to do it, but he claimed that it was just part of his natural way of communicating and he couldn’t help it.

      Had she shared the vision with October? And if she had, where had it come from in the first place? Reg was sure she couldn’t just have imagined it. There had been too much that she just wouldn’t know. She had been to modern Egypt, and it had looked nothing like the building she had been inside during the dream. And the clothing! The short skirt and vest that the warrior had worn had not looked like any army uniform she had ever seen.

      She could have pulled a lot of stuff from Hollywood, but the dream had certainly not had any of the feeling of a Hollywood movie. It had been gritty, real, and heartbreaking. She had felt the fear and dread of the approaching army, the reluctance to send the warrior and his army to make the last stand. It had all felt very real.

      “I didn’t do that,” Reg said. “I didn’t do anything intentionally. And I never had a vision like that before. If it was a memory⁠—”

      October shook his head. “If it was a memory of a past life, then why would this be the first time it’s ever happened to you? Wouldn’t you have had glimpses into the past before? The reason you saw that, or projected it to me, was because we were talking about past lives and Egypt. So, you concocted a vision of ancient Egypt. It doesn’t mean you lived there in a past life. Or that I did. It’s just your brain playing tricks.”

      “Why?”

      October looked at Reg’s face, at her coffee cup, at her plate. He struggled to come up with something. “Maybe you’re having a reaction to something. Something in your drink or dinner. Have you ever had anything like this happen before?”

      “I… don’t know. I’ve shared memories with someone else. But not… not like this. Things that I could remember. Things that had happened to me. Not just… random. An event thousands of years ago? It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “That’s the power of suggestion.”

      “Is that all it was?”

      “It must be. You have a very vivid imagination. Maybe it was a fever dream. Are you feeling okay?”

      “Yes. I’m fine. I’m not sick. No fever.”

      “Well… Maybe it was just a hiccup. One of those random brain zaps that never happens again.”

      “It was when you put your hand on mine.”

      October looked at Reg’s hand, then shook his head. “I’m not doing it again.”

      Reg laughed. She wasn’t sure why it was funny, but she was wound up and worried by this new development, and his reaction hit her funny bone. October smiled tolerantly, maybe recognizing the edge of hysteria in her voice.

      “You need to get some rest,” he suggested. “Take a day or two off and get caught up on your sleep.”

      How did he know that she wasn’t sleeping? Were there bags under her eyes? Had she told him she wasn’t sleeping well? She couldn’t remember it coming up in the conversation, but it was one of those things that she might have said in passing. Small talk that she didn’t even remember afterward.

      “I have readings and a seance to do tonight. I’ll catch up on my sleep after that. But this vision… this was not because I am overtired. It isn’t just something I made up or imagined. It was real.”

      He looked at first like he might argue, but then he let out his breath slowly and gave her a warm smile. One of those smiles that sent a warm flush over her whole body and made her think of what it would be like to spend more time with him. Lots more time. Close, intimate time.

      Then he looked for the waitress, making a writing gesture to signal that he wanted the bill. She brought him over a point-of-sale machine, along with a little tray holding two fortune cookies.

      Reg looked at them in confusion. “This isn’t a Chinese restaurant.”

      The waitress smiled. “And fortune cookies aren’t Chinese. They are American, probably invented by Japanese immigrants.” She shrugged. “But the owner likes them and decided we would start serving them after meals. So… you get some of the first fortune cookies offered by the Moonlit Grotto.”

      Reg looked at October. He shrugged. They each reached for the same cookie, then both switched and reached for the other. Then Reg switched back again, and October didn’t, so they each picked up a different cookie. They cracked them open.

      Reg looked at the little slip of paper that was supposed to contain her fortune. It was blank.

      October was looking at his with a frown.

      “Is yours blank too?” Reg asked, then said to the waitress, “I think there’s a problem with the print run for these cookies.”

      “It’s not blank,” October said, and slid the little slip of paper across the table toward Reg. “It just has an X on it.”

      Reg looked at his, then back at hers, and realized hers also had an X that she’d been covering up by the way she was holding it. “Oh. Mine too. Yeah, something must have gone wrong at the printer. Maybe these were part of their test print to ensure the messages were properly centered or aligned.”

      “Maybe.”

      The waitress looked at the two “X” messages, laughing. “Well, I haven’t seen any others like that! I’ll grab you a couple more from the kitchen.”

      “Don’t bother.” Reg shook her head. She had a feeling that any cookies they were given would have exactly the same message.

      October paid the bill with the POS machine and the waitress thanked them, wished them a good night, and walked away. Reg stood up, but was still looking at the fortunes lying on the table. “What do you think it means?”

      October shook his head slowly. “I wish I had some brilliant insight. Let’s just say it was a misprint.”

      Reg knew there was more to it than that. But if it was significant, she was sure the universe would find a way to tell them what it was.
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      Reg’s phone rang when she got back into her car. She pulled it out of her skirt pocket and put it in the dashboard mount.

      Should she be surprised that it was Corvin?

      Reg could have ignored the call, but chances were he would just keep calling her until she finally answered, and she didn’t want him to call her during her appointments with clients.

      She answered and switched to speaker so she could talk while she drove. “Hello.”

      “Regina,” Corvin purred her name in his most alluring voice. “Are you stepping out on me?”

      “Since we’re not actually in a relationship… no.”

      “Oh, but you know how loyal I am to you,” Corvin crooned. “Why do you want to chase after a dog like October when I am here waiting for you?”

      “How do you even know where I am or who I am with? Are you spying on me?”

      “I see things. Not always in the conventional way. Rest assured, I am not stalking you. Physically.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Do you want to join me? Some after-dinner drinks, perhaps? Some pleasant conversation. I’m unsure how much of a conversationalist a wolf can be…”

      “We had some very interesting conversations. And I have clients tonight, so I’m not going out anywhere else. Even if I was interested, the answer would still be no.”

      “You don’t think we are soulmates?” Corvin asked in a mock hurt voice.

      “Ugh. I hope not,” Reg responded with a laugh. “I’m not sure I believe in the idea of soulmates anyway. After Jake… I really thought once that we were made for each other. And… I couldn’t have been much more wrong. I think it’s a dangerous idea, the thought that we only have one true love.”
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      Early the next afternoon, Reg decided that she would go see Marian. She had not been able to talk to her the first time about her little problem, but Marian had suggested that she stop by to see her during the day. Reg wanted to get there earlier so that if Marian closed up shop to go eat dinner or run an errand, Reg wouldn’t miss her.

      There was the possibility that Marian would be doing a reading or consultation for someone else but, if so, Reg could sit and wait, watching videos on her phone or something else similarly productive. Marian’s business didn’t seem that busy. She might have a few consultations a day, but there were large gaps between. Reg would be able to see her unless Marian’s business had picked up significantly.

      The day was hot and muggy. She had probably been unwise to pick the hottest time of the day to walk to Marian’s storefront. She would be soaked in sweat by the time she got there. But it was what it was. She could shower and change when she returned home.

      Reg rested her hand on the door for a moment before entering the shop. She looked down at the knob. It was plain and unornamented. She looked up to make sure she was at the right shop, not about to walk into some accounting firm or clothing store. It was Psychic Beginnings, Marian’s storefront. Reg clearly remembered a different knob from the previous day. Had she gone to the wrong shop? Maybe that was why it had been locked so early. But no, it had been closed early because Marian had gone out to eat with October. She had been at The Crystal Bowl.

      Reg must have dreamed the doorknob. She was mixing up dreams and reality. Understandable, with some of the dreams she had been having lately. It was very hard to push them to the side and carry on when she was awake as if nothing had happened. The dreams, when she could remember them, were so detailed and vivid.

      Maybe October was right about memories. Maybe they were too changeable, too easily contaminated by dreams, suggestions, and subsequent events. They were fluid, changing each time they were accessed.

      Reg turned the knob and pushed open the door. It wasn’t going to get any easier standing there considering just how crazy she was. And she wasn’t going to get any answers standing outside the shop.

      An electronic bell chimed in the back as she opened the door, and Reg was greeted with the delicate scent of jasmine tea and the comfortable furnishings of Psychic Beginnings. Marian turned around to see who had come into the business.

      “Oh, Reg, I’m glad you came.”

      Reg still wasn’t sure of herself and her decision to consult with Marian, but she couldn’t think of any other way to move forward and overcome her problem.

      Marian looked back at the tea service in front of her. “I just made some tea. I didn’t know who it was for, but I guess it was for you. Jasmine?”

      “Sure.” Reg often made tea for her clients so, although it wasn’t her favorite beverage, she found it tolerable. Once she’d added enough sugar and milk.

      “Have a seat,” Marian invited. Reg sat in one of the chairs positioned at the table in the center of the shop. Although it was padded and upholstered with a luxuriant green fabric that was warm to the touch, Reg was antsy and had a hard time finding a comfortable position and sitting still while she waited for Marian to finish preparing the tea service.

      Marian brought a tray over to the table and set it down. She poured the hot tea into a delicate teacup and handed it to Reg. Reg inhaled the steam, feeling calmer and comforted. Her tense muscles relaxed. It was going to be okay. She was moving forward. Marian would be able to help with her pesky problem, and everything would be fine and go back to normal.

      “Jasmine tea,” Marian said, as she brought her cup to her lips and also paused for a moment to inhale, “is known to open one’s mind to the unseen realms.”

      “Well, I don’t seem to have any problems with that lately.” Reg added several spoonfuls of sugar and a significant amount of milk to her tea.

      “Perhaps you just need its calming powers. Or…” Marian gave Reg a small smile, “it is also associated with love magic. Perhaps there is a relationship in your life that needs attention.”

      Reg thought of October’s startlingly green eyes. She had been seeing those eyes in more places lately.

      But she didn’t think October was romantically attracted to her. He was friendly enough and seemed to enjoy her company, but she was pretty sure he was not looking for a mate. Even if he was, how would Reg fit into the pack? It was helpful that she was able to communicate with the wolves psychically. But was she interested in dropping a litter of two or three lycanthropes? Raising them through the teenage years as they came into their transformative powers? She wasn’t sure she was ready for that. Or that October would see her as the motherly type. Wolves mated for life, so when he selected a mate, it would not be for a casual fling.

      “I don’t have anyone right now,” she told Marian. “No one special.”

      “I see.” Marian took a long sip of the jasmine tea and closed her eyes, thinking and searching for an answer. “Well then, why don’t you tell me why you are here today?”

      She clearly knew that Reg wasn’t just there for girl talk. They weren’t that kind of friends.

      “I don’t know. It isn’t really anything that complicated… I’m just having trouble sleeping. When I do sleep, I have vivid dreams and feel even more tired out. Like I had to live through what was in the dream and didn’t actually get any rest at all.”

      “You look tired,” Marian said with a nod. “Are you worrying about something? Going through any unusual stresses?”

      “No… just that I can’t sleep. That’s the biggest thing bothering me right now. I really need to be able to get some rest.”

      Marian meditated on this for a few minutes. Reg let her do her thing and sipped the jasmine tea, wondering if it would really help her to open up and find out what was going on in her life.

      “Why don’t you tell me about the dreams,” Marian suggested.

      “I can’t remember most of them. Or I just remember an impression or two when I wake up, but by the time I am up and around, it’s gone.”

      “You said you don’t remember most of them. So tell me about the ones that you do remember.”

      “Well, okay. Here is one that I had the other night.”
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      Reg proceeded to tell Marian about the dream in which she had been a cat, prowling the sacred forests to keep them safe from humans, and had met a wolf who had a similar purpose in an overlapping territory.

      She spread her hands questioningly. “So? What do you think?”

      “Is it unusual for you to dream of being a cat?”

      “Well, yes. Sometimes I dream about cats, but it is pretty unusual for me to dream that I am one.”

      “How has Starlight been? Do you have any concerns about him?”

      Reg considered. “He’s been normal. Sometimes, he behaves a little strangely but, considering his history and his psychic powers, I kind of expect that. He hasn’t been sick or doing anything that concerns me.”

      “Have there been any other cats in your life recently? Horace?”

      It had been a while since Reg had received a visit from the big black cat. He seemed to have settled well in his home in Egypt in Merneith’s tomb. She hadn’t been sure how he would fare there, but he seemed to be doing much better since joining with the ancient queen.

      “No. I haven’t seen much of him or any other cats.”

      “And the wolf that you met up with in this dream. Did he remind you of anyone?” Marian gave a faint smile.

      Reg thought of the pack. She hadn’t seen much of any of them, other than Zora and her pups and October. The wolf she had encountered in the sacred forest had been nothing like the rambunctious, precocious cubs. Not much like their quiet, thoughtful mother either.

      But like October? Yes, the wolf in her dream had been much more like October. Wary, watchful, brave and strong. Protective.

      “I suppose there were similarities to October,” she admitted. “But he could have been any adult male wolf. I don’t know that he was any more like October than any other adult male.”

      “Mmm-hmm.” Marian sipped her tea and then stared into her cup, swirling the leaves remaining in the bottom. What did she see there? Anything that related to Reg? Anything that led her to the answers Reg sought? Reg looked down at her own tea. Cloudy with the milk, she could see little of the leaves in the bottom yet. She had another drink to empty the cup to study the remaining leaves. She was not trained in tasseography, but her psychic powers helped her to divine the meanings of the symbols in the tea leaves even without proper training.

      The first symbol she saw was an X. Of course.

      “I’ve been seeing the letter X a lot lately,” she said. “Everywhere I go. I even⁠—”

      “Let’s do this properly,” Marian interposed. She removed the cup gently from Reg’s hands. She swirled the liquid that remained before swiftly inverting it onto the saucer. They waited for just a moment for any remaining liquid to drain. Marian then turned the cup back upright and peered inside.

      “The X,” she acknowledged. “As I’m sure you know, it could have a number of different meanings. You are facing significant challenges right now, and the X could represent a challenge blocking you or a crossroads at which you need to make a choice.”

      What kind of a choice? Reg wasn’t facing any major life changes at the moment. She liked the way her life was and, after a lifetime of disruptive moves and changes, she just wanted to stay in one place and enjoy the stability and having a supportive community around her.

      “What else?” she asked, “I guess the X is important or I wouldn’t be seeing it everywhere, but I can’t figure out what it means without something else.”

      Marian meditated upon the configuration of the leaves. “I see a long and winding path. A full circle, possibly indicating a repeating cycle, coming back to a place you have been before. And a key…”

      Reg gave an involuntary shudder. She had dealt with keys before, discovering that they were not just a mechanical tool, an easy way to deal with a locked door, just as easily replaced with a set of picks if necessary. Keys could be dangerous, revealing hidden truths, giving the wrong person access to her home, or releasing a prisoner who should have been left confined.

      “A key can symbolize the revelation of a secret or truth,” Marian told Reg. “Perhaps there is a question in your life that you need an answer to. Now would be a good time to seek it.”

      Reg had questions, but she had found during her stay in Black Sands that not all questions needed to be answered. In fact, each revelation had deepened her belief that some things needed to be locked up forever. The answers did not always lead to peace and wisdom. They also led to heartache, rejection, and pain. Sometimes, it was better to remain ignorant.

      Marian sat back in her chair, looking up from the leaves. “Tell me more about your dreams,” she suggested. “The one about the cat and wolf is interesting, but I would like to know more.”

      “Most of the time, I can’t remember what I dreamt after I wake up,” Reg reminded her. “Or, after a few minutes, I forget it all.”

      “You remembered one. And you remember some more. I won’t push if you don’t want to tell me, but I think that if you do, it could be enlightening. The more information I have, the more likely I am to be able to answer your questions and help you find your way through this winding path.”

      “I don’t really see how it could help,” Reg said. She thought back on the dreams she’d had lately, trying to pin down any details she had remembered the following day. There had been a lot of restless nights. A lot of dreams.

      Yet only a few had stuck with her.

      “Okay, then. There was one that I did remember pretty clearly…”
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        Reg waited near the gymnasium. The training center for the next group of contestants to compete in the games in Olympia was a busy place. The scent of sweat mingled with fresh earth filled Reg’s nostrils as she watched the contestants train, enthralled by the beauty of their sun-kissed bodies and amazed by their feats of strength. She had written many verses about the perfection of their forms. Even the gods must be jealous of their beauty and achievements. Heracles could not have been much stronger and more skilled than the prospective Olympian champions.

        She knew no one really believed anymore that the gods sat on the top of Olympus, watching the mortal contests and picking their champions. But sometimes she wondered…

        She looked up the sheer face of the mountain and imagined it. What if there really were gods left in the world? What if they did pick their favorites in the contests? Honor the winners and consider admitting them to their exalted ranks?

        She failed to notice the young man who had broken away from the group of contestants running through the sand and now veered toward where she was sitting until he was very close. She tore her eyes away from the mountain to smile at Petros.

        “I am in awe of your abilities,” she told him, admiring more than his abilities as she gazed at his oiled, glistening form just feet away from her. The magnificence of the human body was astounding. She could have written volumes about each hill and valley in his well-muscled body.

        “My lady,” he bowed his head to her. “Esteemed poet. Your words are my inspiration. They flow like sweet honey to the ear.”

        She smiled, turning her face away demurely. It wasn’t long before she turned her gaze back toward him.

        “Are you ready for the contest?” She asked. “You have worked so hard to get here.”

        “I will be ready when the time comes. So my trainer promises.”

        “You will surely win. I am certain you are the strongest and most skilled of all of the wrestlers.”

        “From your sweet lips to the ears of the gods,” he said, with a respectful gesture toward the mountain top. “I cannot be so sure. Many of the other men here are equally skilled. It will be a close contest, and I would not dare wager the results.”

        “I have faith in you. Your strength, bravery, and fitness are known by all.”

        “And you? Is what I heard true? You will recite for the priestess of Hera?”

        She dropped her eyes modestly and nodded. “It will be my great privilege to offer a few humble lines to the esteemed priestess.”

        “A great honor,” he agreed. His green eyes traveled over her flowing white chiton and bared arms, while his entire form was open to her view. “I wish I could be there to hear you.”

        “I could recite some of my words to you. Another time, in another place,” she told him delicately.

        “That would be a very pleasant way to pass the time. I have been utterly entranced by your words each time I have heard or read them.”

        She looked around. Others who had gathered to watch the contestants train were listening in on the conversation, their eyes no longer on the groups of men as they ran the other direction through the soft sand. Once they reached the other end of the track, they would be assigned their next exercise.

        Petros realized he had been away from the other young men for too long. “Revered lady, I fear I must go, or I will be penalized.”

        “You know my residence,” she whispered. “Please send me a message. Arrange for a place for us to meet.”

        A smile bowed his lips. “I will,” he promised. “Fare thee well.”

        He ran to meet back up with his fellow contestants, putting on an admirable burst of speed, as light and fleet footed as a bird, that made the other observers whisper and murmur in approval.

        He would win the wrestling contest, she was sure.

      

      

      Marian’s eyes were wide as she listened to Reg’s account of the dream. Reg tried to tell it simply and without embellishment, but it had seemed so real to her, even after waking up, that it was hard not to go into great detail about the setting, the clothing, the young man’s perfect body, and the courtly way they spoke to each other.

      “So you were a poet,” Marian said.

      “The really funny thing about that,” Reg told her, “is that I’ve never written a word of poetry in my life. I can’t even stand to read the stuff. But when I was dreaming this… it was so real. I felt like a poet. I thought about how to write about what I was seeing. The contestants, the mountain, the air itself. Putting it all into words and phrases and making it all work in stanzas.” She shook her head. “It was very strange.”

      “Like you really were the poetess,” Marian said.

      “Yes. But I wasn’t. I mean, I woke up, and I was just me, and there was no… No Olympian in bed with me.”

      Marian cackled at that. “If only! There have been many times that I wished I could slide back into a dream and finish it.” She sighed. “But that’s just wishful thinking. However, I think there might be something more to these dreams.”

      She gazed into Reg’s teacup once more.

      “It is time for you to make some choices. To unlock the truth of the past.”

      “The truth of the past? But this was not something that ever happened to me.”

      Obviously, as she was not a poetess and had never known an Olympic contestant. Not to mention that the scene she had been a part of could only have happened thousands of years ago.

      “Maybe it was Halloween,” she suggested. “I went to… a toga party or a costume party, and I met…”

      “A naked Olympian?” Marian finished. “You know that is not true. You never went to a toga party.”

      “No,” Reg admitted. “It was just a dream. Just a silly dream. It must have been triggered by something that happened during the day. Just like at the restaurant yesterday when I had a vision of living in Egypt. At least I’ve been to Egypt. But not… thousands of years ago.”

      Marian’s eyes glittered. “You had a vision of ancient Egypt at the restaurant?”

      Reg shifted uncomfortably. “Well. It was just a flash… just a few seconds, I sort of glimpsed… I don’t know. I was a priestess or something, blessing a warrior when he was about to take his men into battle. To protect us against… some evil usurper.”

      Marian nodded thoughtfully. “These experiences seem to be more than mere dreams or fleeting visions, Reg. They might be glimpses into past lives.”

      “Past lives?” Reg shook her head. “I don’t think I have lived any other lives. I’m not even sure I believe in reincarnation.”

      “The soul is eternal and can carry memories from one life to another,” Marian told her with certainty. “Sometimes these memories surface through dreams or visions, especially when something in your current life triggers them.”

      “You think I might have been a poetess in ancient Greece or lived in Egypt thousands of years ago?” She shook her head. “It’s not possible.”

      “It is possible,” Marian replied. “And there is a reason these memories are surfacing now.”

      “Why?” Reg demanded baldly, “And what am I supposed to do with them?”

      “That’s what you need to discover.” Marian indicated the leaves in the teacup. “You have already noticed the recurring symbol of the X. These memories might be pointing you toward a crossroads—a decision you will be required to make.”

      Reg sighed. She tried to reject it, to push it all out of her mind. It was too much. They were dreams. Just the result of an overactive imagination, the same thing that a dozen doctors had told a dozen foster moms. Reg had an overactive imagination. They needed to be strict with her. Limit the amount of TV she watched. Give her chores to keep her busy. Ensure she knew the difference between what was real and what was not. Her imagination had been squelched for years as they tried to repress the colorful stories and visions Reg had related. Or learned not to tell anyone.

      Marian touched Reg’s hand tentatively. “Take it one step at a time. You need to rest. The lack of sleep makes it difficult to manage everything, doesn’t it?”

      Marian walked over to a shelf displaying various herbs and crystals. She picked up a small sachet filled with dried lavender. “Place this under your pillow tonight. Lavender is known for its calming properties and may help you sleep better.” She selected a package of tea bags. “And valerian. Good for calming the overactive brain and helping you to relax before bed.”

      Reg accepted the offerings. She wasn’t sure they would make any difference. She had already tried everything she could think of to help her sleep. “Thank you, Marian.”

      “Keep a journal by your bed,” Marian added as she escorted Reg to the door. “Write down any dreams or thoughts that come to you during the night or upon waking up.”

      “I will,” Reg promised.

      Though she wouldn’t have a written journal. By the time she managed to get her pen out and scratch a few words, the dreams would be gone. The voice memo app on her phone would be a better plan.

      She slid the lavender sachet and valerian tea into her pockets as she left, stepping from the cool air of Psychic Beginnings into the sauna outside.

      Maybe after she saw her clients tonight, she would be able to sleep. Maybe she could put aside the silly worries and dreams and just sleep normally. Or whatever passed for normal in Black Sands.

      She needed a good sleep without any disruption by Olympians, warriors, wolves, or warlocks.
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      Reg did all of the things Marian had told her to do, adding in anything else she thought might help her to relax. Her readings had been a little difficult, evidence of her distraction, but the seance had gone well, with a bona fide visit from beyond the grave that had wowed her clients and was bound to get Reg some good referrals.

      But after the seance, she had been hyped up. She was even more worried than usual about getting to sleep, making it more difficult to fall asleep. She had the valerian tea with lots of sugar. It gave her heartburn. She put the lavender sachet under her pillow. She coaxed Starlight into cuddling with her in bed while she watched a few videos on her phone to wind down. But she put down her phone before she was ready and closed her eyes, waiting for sleep to come. She knew the experts said that staring at your screens before bed was a bad thing to do, but she had been using night mode.

      And still, sleep did not come.

      It was a couple more hours before she finally managed to get to sleep. Even after initially falling asleep, she tossed and turned, waking and moving around restlessly, trying to find a comfortable position, that sweet spot that she could never find.

      Then she finally fell into a dream.

      
        
        She heard an uproar in the streets before the pounding on her door. She stared out at the dust on the horizon where the battle was taking place.

        It had not been long enough. Their armies were well-matched; it would take hours before the battle was decided and their position was won or lost.

        People were taking to the streets. Feet pounded up the stairs. A messenger boy coming to report on the outcome or a significant turn in the battle. She closed her eyes and started chanting.

        Seconds later, one of her ladies knocked and approached her without leave. Reg watched the woman approach, face white and eyes wide. She kept her own face an impassive mask. She swallowed and lifted her chin.

        “What news?”

        Her lady bowed her head. “Mistress. My lady. Word from the battlefield.”

        “Yes. What is it?” she demanded impatiently.

        The woman’s eyes filled with tears. “They are lost, Mistress. Betrayed. Word of their movements reached the sorcerer before the battle began. A betrayal from within.”

        Her gut twisted, and she was filled with horror and grief. Her bright-eyed commander. The final rearguard. Her entire country. All lost.

        “Who betrayed us?” she asked the maidservant.

        The younger woman fell to her knees, terror written in her features. “I do not know.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Someone with the commander’s ear.”

        Few would have known enough of their plans to give the sorcerer the information he needed to defeat them so quickly.

        There was thunder in the streets. The sorcerer’s advance guard was arriving in the city. They would burn and pillage. They would take the temples and palace first.

        They were coming for her.

        “Bring me the Chest of Anubis. And any of the sacred household who wish to enter his embrace with me.”

        The woman stared at her, frozen in place.

        “We have not time,” Reg said sharply. “If you wish to escape enslavement, we take our journey now.”

        The maid just knelt there. Reg strode to her and shoved her over. “Now, you silly woman. Don’t delay.” The thunder of feet in the streets rang in her ears. It would take the warriors time to break through the barred door, but it would not hold forever. She intended to be gone long before that.

        Being knocked to the floor seemed to have broken the woman’s trance. She scrambled to her feet and hurried from the room, returning only minutes later with the polished box filled with vials, each of which would escort one person to the embrace of Anubis and her ancestors. The lady knelt to present it to her. Reg set it on the table next to her and waited as the faithful members of the sect who had served with her filed in and lined up, arms crossed over their chests, to await their release.
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      Reg awoke with tears in her eyes and a lump in her throat. She looked around the room, trying to orient herself in time and space.

      “Starlight? Star, where are you?” Her voice was cracking. “I need you.”

      For once, the cat did not take his own sweet time deciding whether to answer her call. She heard him jump down from whatever window ledge or furniture he had been asleep on in the living room, and he came into the bedroom meowing, looking at her in concern.

      “Come here.” Reg patted the bed beside her, and Starlight jumped up. Reg put her arms around the cat and buried her face in his fur. She knew he wouldn’t like it, especially if she wet his fur with her tears and snot, but she needed to hold another living creature.

      “Ohh,” she moaned. “Oh, no, no.”

      It was silly to be crying over a dream. But was it any sillier than waking up afraid and having to turn on the light or check the house for burglars? Her heart was heavy in her chest, a lead weight that pressed down on her, crushing her. The grief she felt was real, even if the dream was not. Losing El-Sayed, her lover and faithful follower, the army, the final point of defense and therefore her country. Knowing there was only one way to escape the pillaging and enslavement that was surely coming.

      The phone rang, and Reg knew it would be Corvin, sensing her emotions over their psychic link and alarmed by the sudden plunge into mourning.

      But she didn’t want to talk to Corvin.

      There was only one person she could talk to. Only one who would understand what she was talking about.

      She picked up the phone and rejected Corvin’s call. She tapped her contacts list and searched for October’s name. She touched the number, biting her lip. She glanced at the time to make sure it wasn’t too early to be calling someone. She normally slept late in the morning, but she knew she hadn’t been asleep for very long. She didn’t think October would still be asleep, but he could conceivably be.

      October answered within two rings, which suggested he hadn’t been fast asleep.

      “Reg?” his voice was thick with sleep or emotion. “Reg, are you okay?”

      Reg sniffled and was unable to find her voice at first. She coughed and tried again. “I’m… I had a dream.”

      “I know,” he said somewhat impatiently. “I did, too.”

      “It was horrible. I don’t know… did he die? Did you see it? Or did you see her?”

      “He was killed before the battle even began. Betrayed.” His voice was tight with fury. “And her?” His voice cracked.

      “She… when she heard the news, she…” Reg gulped and could not go on.

      “She wasn’t taken?” October pressed.

      “No. She had a box. Filled with vials of poison.”

      October was silent. Reg swallowed, unsure what to say.
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      Why is this happening?” October demanded.

      He sounded like he was angry with her, but Reg held back her reaction to his tone as much as she could. He was probably just reacting emotionally to the dream the same way as she was. Her tears over the loss of everything in the dream were illogical. It wasn’t her life. It was something that had happened thousands of years ago to someone else. Or else it was something she had just imagined. Either way, her tears and grief over what had happened did not make logical sense, so she could forgive October his anger.

      “I don’t know,” she told him. It was probably because of her. For some reason, she had started having problems sleeping every night and, each time she did manage to get to sleep, she was having disruptive, disturbing dreams. “I guess… I must have triggered something at the restaurant. When I had that vision… it made you a part of it. Then you started dreaming about it too.”

      “Is this real?”

      “What is real?” It was a question Reg couldn’t answer herself. “Did it really happen, back in ancient Egypt? I don’t know. You could look in the history books, I guess. See if you can find an event that matches up.”

      “There is a lot about that time that we only have vague allusions to. There is plenty that we have no idea about. There is no guarantee that we would be able to find any record of it if it did happen. But if we are both seeing and dreaming the same thing…” He trailed off, clearly having difficulty putting his thoughts into words. “Does that mean we both have actual memories of it? Or is it just a vision you had that you… shared with me, and now I’m dreaming about it too? Does it mean…”

      “That we knew each other in a previous life?” Reg finished. “That we… shared something…”

      She thought of the warrior in his shendyt and vest, prepared to go into battle with barely any protection. A tiny faction trying to protect their land from the usurper.

      Her feelings for this warrior ran deep. Not just priestess and warrior, but a soul connection much more intimate than that; she must know a lot more about him.

      “El-Sayed.” The name rose to her lips and she whispered it across the airwaves to him.

      “Mery,” October murmured. Beloved.

      They breathed, overcome by emotion.

      “It must be a past life,” Reg said. “Or a memory of someone who lived back then. I don’t remember ever reading anything about this or learning it in school or anything. I don’t know where else it would have come from.”

      “We need to talk,” October said hoarsely after what seemed like a long period of silence.

      Reg cleared her throat and thought about her day ahead. Of course she would meet with October as he requested. She wasn’t sure they were going to figure out anything more, but she wouldn’t turn him down. He was too important to her, and this ancient pain was now too close to the surface to deny.

      “I have to see someone today. I have… a mentor. I am training.” She thought about the dream of the athlete training in Olympia. What would he think if she told him about that now? “But after that, maybe. This afternoon… three o’clock?”

      He cleared his throat with a growl. “We can’t get together before then?”

      “I… can’t. I have commitments. Would it be okay?”

      “Three o’clock, then.”
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      Reg forced herself to get out of bed and prepare for her day. It was still much too early. She wasn’t normally up and around until nearly noon. But there was no way she could sleep any longer. She didn’t want to dream any more, even if she could force herself to go back to sleep. And she was too worked up by her emotions and the discussion with October to settle down to go back to sleep.

      Starlight followed her around the cottage, meowing to remind her that she needed to feed him as soon as she got up, even if it was earlier in the day than usual. She needed to go to the fridge, find him food, and fill his dish.

      Reg looked at him, pushing aside the insistent thoughts about making sure he had plenty to eat.

      “I would think that with your Egyptian roots, this would be important to you,” she pointed out.

      Starlight stopped rubbing against her yowling, and sat. He drew himself up very tall, like a statue of Bastet, and stared at her with his mismatched green and blue eyes. He seemed to be waiting for more information. Waiting for her to explain why this should be important to him.

      “Don’t you care about what happened in Egypt? The battles for land and power? If that was your land, and you were one of the gods over it, then didn’t you care about all of the people who were affected? About the betrayal and injustice? I died because of what happened, if that was really me. And October died. And his men and the women who served me. All of them died because of that betrayal.”

      Starlight studied her through slitted eyes.

      And what was he supposed to do about it?

      It had happened thousands of years ago. How could he do anything about it now? What impact did it have on him, in this life?

      In this life, he was not Bastet. He was Starlight, and Reg was responsible for seeing that his needs were met. He needed food, whether hundreds of people had died thousands of years ago or not. Everyone from that time was dead and gone now. Their bones turned to dust. Their souls part of eternity.

      Reg sighed. “Was I one of them? Did I really live in that time? And die like I dreamed?”

      He stared at her.

      Why did it matter now?

      Reg blew out her breath and shook her head in frustration. “I don’t know why it matters now. But it must, or why would I be dreaming about it? There must be a reason that I started to see it now.”

      He blinked at her with one eye and then the other.

      If Starlight had the answer, he wasn’t giving it to her.
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      Reg felt like she was in a fog on her way to Davyn’s house, located outside the town limits, where there was plenty of room to train. She should probably not even be driving. Maybe she should have used another method of transportation to get herself there. It had been several nights since she’d had a good sleep.

      She turned the radio on loud and rolled down the windows to get plenty of air. It wasn’t like she had to drive for hours. She could make it safely that far. After her training session, if she were too tired, Davyn would graciously offer his couch or spare bed for her to take a nap on to ensure she was safe to drive back home.

      Should she have canceled the session? Agreed to meet with October earlier? She didn’t like to miss her sessions with Davyn, and he had other work that he had taken time off from in order to work with her. It would be pretty rude not to take the time slot when he had specifically taken time off to train her.

      Besides, she loved firecaster training with her mentor. She hated to miss it, even if she felt tired and a little foggy. She would probably feel much better after the opportunity to “play with fire.”

      Her control had greatly improved since she first started working with Davyn. She had come a long way since he had identified her as a firecaster and taken her under his wing. There were not many firecasters around. They needed to stick together. And it was rare that a firecaster got to be Reg’s age before being identified as a firecaster or dying in a fire she had accidentally set.

      It was something that she kept a secret from everyone but her closest friends, even among those who were practitioners. Firecasters were often ostracized, seen as dangerous and uncontrollable. But under Davyn’s tutelage, she had been able to keep her powers under control and not accidentally light things on fire.

      Most of the time.

      She had lost control with the arrival of Ember. Apparently it was not unusual for a firecaster to be triggered by a firedrake in close proximity. It was probably good that the dragon was living with Davyn rather than Reg. He had better control than she did, and had more room for Ember to roam around.

      The young dragon was getting big now, and Reg wondered what was in his future. Sooner or later, he would want to roam farther afield, and neither of them would be able to stop him.

      Reg saw the turn-off for Davyn’s house up ahead and was surprised she had arrived so quickly. She looked down at her speedometer and slowed way down for the turn.

      Once on the gravel road, she kept her eyes open for Ember. He could have met her anywhere along the way but, usually, he waited until she was on the gravel road.

      Sure enough, she was about halfway down the gravel road when something large and dark seemed to fall right out of the sky, coming to a stop in front of her car, hovering inches above the ground. Reg mashed the brake and managed to stop before hitting him. She sat there looking at him.

      “You’re going to get yourself hit one day. How would you like that?”

      Ember’s tongue hung out in a dragon grin. In her head, Reg saw a picture of the front end of her car all mashed in and Ember unharmed in front of it.

      He was probably right. Dragons were pretty tough creatures. “Well, Wilf would not be happy with you if you wrecked my car. And how would I drive out here if I didn’t have a car?”

      He transmitted a picture of her flying through the air in dragon form. He had been overjoyed when she had first taken on her dragon form. He wanted her to do it again. He wanted her to stay in dragon form forever to keep him company. There were no other dragons in the vicinity, and he enjoyed the companionship.

      “Well, I’m not here to fly today. I’m here to play with fire.”

      Ember took a deep breath and belched out a billowing cloud of fire. Reg shielded herself from it and sent a fireball hurtling back at Ember. He opened his mouth and snapped it out of the air, swallowing it, and looking at her with satisfaction.

      “Come on. I have to get to my lesson. I’m not supposed to do this without supervision.”

      Ember rose in the air to let her pass. He swam lazily through the air in front of her, leading her on to the house. Reg followed, grinning to herself.

      Ember was like a puppy. A very large, fire-breathing puppy.

      Davyn was waiting on the front porch when Reg arrived. He sipped from his coffee mug, smiling at Ember’s antics.

      “He gets so excited when he knows you are coming over.”

      “I enjoy it too. I love to see him every time I am over. I miss the days when he was just a hatchling and I could carry him around in my purse.”

      He hovered over Reg as she got out of the car. Now, Ember couldn’t even fit inside the car to ride with her. He was as big as the car.

      “Ready to get started?” Davyn inquired.

      “Yeah. Are we going to stay here?”

      Sometimes, they went farther afield, training in different environments or trying different tasks. Lately, they had been staying at Davyn’s most of the time, which Reg suspected was because of Ember. Davyn didn’t want to take him out where he might be seen.

      “Yes, just into the woods.” Davyn left his coffee cup behind and picked up a backpack that Reg knew contained emergency supplies, including water bottles so she wouldn’t get dehydrated, burn dressings in case of an accident, and whatever else Davyn thought might be needed.

      If one of them got accidentally burned, which was extremely rare, they could heal from it quickly, as long as it was not a catastrophic burn. But the same was not true of tourists or hunters who ventured onto Davyn’s property despite the fences and numerous Danger and Private Property signs. Reg had some basic healing powers, but healing took time and, if she were exhausted, she would need to recharge before she could do anything more.

      They started with the usual exercises, getting warmed up and giving Davyn a chance to evaluate Reg’s mood and condition, pieces of information vital for the training session. It was all pretty routine, and Reg normally flew through the warm-ups without any problem.

      But today, things were not going as they were supposed to. Reg didn’t know if it was because she was short on sleep or distracted by thoughts of what had happened in her visions of ancient Egypt, but she kept slipping up on skills that she had previously mastered.
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