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      Reg met with Davyn for her lesson on firecasting in a forested area outside of Black Sands. The woods in Florida were a beautiful, lush green. Davyn wore his usual black cloak, hood pulled up over his head so she couldn’t see much of his face. He had been selecting different areas for her to practice in each time they met lately, which she supposed was to help her be prepared to use her craft in whatever circumstances she found herself in. He did seem to prefer remote outdoor locations. Easier to avoid detection. Less danger if her fire got out of control. Assuming that she didn’t accidentally start a fire that was too big for Davyn to control. She worried about things like that sometimes. She’d had at least one experience where he had been unable to stop her and didn’t want to experience that again.

      “How are you feeling today?” Davyn asked. It was a routine question, but Reg felt something different from him. Not the usual concern of a mentor for the young, red-haired firebrand he was training, but something more. Deeper. His dark eyes were piercing under the hood of his cloak.

      She looked at him, trying to mask her curiosity about his emotions. He would reveal himself sooner or later. If there were something wrong, she would find out. But she didn’t want to pry into his personal life. There were things about Davyn Smithy she didn’t want to know. Reg gathered her red box-braids in one hand and pushed them back, over her ears and shoulders.

      She shrugged casually. “I’m fine.”

      “Got a good sleep? Hydrated?”

      “Yeah. All ready to go.”

      Davyn started to form a fireball between his hands, cupping the glowing ball. Reg mimicked him, calling on her own fire. She tried to mimic every movement he made and every change he made to his fire. Bigger or smaller, warmer or cooler, changing in color. It was a routine warm-up exercise.

      “I just wondered… how you were handling the news about Corvin.”

      Reg grimaced and kept her focus on her fire, which immediately flared at Corvin’s name. She calmed it down again and watched Davyn’s fire closely for any changes. He would be examining her to see whether she could maintain her focus when he distracted her with talk about her archenemy, the warlock who had once stolen her powers but then given them back to save her, something unheard of for his kind. The warlock who would like to take them back again, and this time keep them for himself. It would be one thing if she and Corvin were just enemies and she could keep a wall between them. But having shared her powers and part of her consciousness, Corvin was bound to her in a way that couldn’t be dissolved. They had helped each other out of sticky or dangerous situations. They had dated and flirted, and Reg couldn’t help but be tempted every time he tried to charm her.

      But she was strong. She had learned to use some of the powers that she had never realized before she took up residence in Black Sands. She could hold Corvin off. Usually. If she wanted to, she believed she could overcome him. But she didn’t want power over him. She didn’t want to destroy him or take his powers or to drown him in the depths of the ocean.

      Usually.

      There were times…

      But she tried to suppress those impulses.

      “Corvin being allowed back into the coven doesn’t affect me,” she told Davyn, keeping her eyes on his ball of fire. “I knew that he was going to be allowed back in sooner or later. I don’t like it, but I always knew that Corvin being shunned by his coven was only temporary.”

      “You think it is too soon.”

      “I don’t think anything. It isn’t anything to do with me. I’m not the one who brought charges against him in the first place. What you people choose to do with him is your own business.”

      Davyn was part of the tribunal that had judged Corvin and imposed the sentence on him for his attacks on Reg. For breaking a promise and trying to wrest her powers from her without her consent. They didn’t care about the time that he had taken her powers because, in their eyes, she had consented to it—but of course Reg hadn’t. She hadn’t understood anything about what he was or what he was capable of. She had no idea what she had been agreeing with. She hadn’t even understood anything about her powers. She had thought that the voices in her head were just that, voices in her head. Not that she was really hearing the voices of those around her, both living and dead.

      Corvin’s silencing of those voices when he took her powers had been terrifying. Reg didn’t know how the people around her could walk around with empty heads, hearing only their own inner voice. To her, the silence had been like a cacophony. Overwhelming and terrifying.

      “Focus,” Davyn prompted quietly.

      Reg looked at her own fire, growing smaller and darker. She instantly fed the flames and it burned brightly.

      “I’m ready to play. Can we get on with it?” Reg asked impatiently.

      “I just want to make sure that you’re ready. That you’re not too distracted.”

      “I don’t care what Corvin does or what the coven does with him. He can do whatever he wants. It doesn’t have anything to do with me. Let’s just play.”

      Throughout Reg’s childhood, her various foster parents, teachers, and leaders had always warned her not to play with fire. It was too dangerous. They said that she couldn’t control what happened once a fire was started. A fire could get bigger, jump to a new location, hurt someone. Even hurt Reg herself. Fires were dangerous tools; not for children, not something to play around with or experiment with.

      But now, with a firecaster for a mentor, Reg was allowed to play with fire, and it was one of the best parts of her week. If Davyn would just stick with the lesson and stop trying to distract her with talk about Corvin.

      Davyn gave Reg a tolerant smile. His concern was still there, under the surface. Maybe he was doing more than trying to distract her this time. Maybe he really was worried about her mental state and how the news of Corvin’s reinstatement in the coven had affected her. But it wasn’t time to think about Corvin or about Davyn’s concerns. It was time to play.

      “What is your fire drawn to here?” Davyn asked. He closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them and looked around.

      Reg mimicked him, closing her eyes and reaching out with all of her senses, trying to identify what things attracted her fire. Her fire was like a separate entity, a different Reg that dwelt inside her, with its own agenda. She knew it was part of her, but was sometimes surprised at its strength of will and how it could be so different from her conscious desires. She opened her eyes.

      “There is a crow’s nest in that tree,” Reg nodded to an ancient tree that towered over them. “Very big. Lots of sticks that are as dry as a bone.”

      Davyn nodded.

      “And… deadfall, over here…” Reg indicated an area where she could see the trunk of a tree that had fallen years ago. There were other remnants of the tree scattered around it. Wood that had been there a long time and had time to dry out.

      “Yes,” Davyn agreed.

      “Dried mosses,” Reg closed her eyes, trying to envision everything clearly in her mind’s eye and to feel the stirrings of her fire. “Other birds’ nests, little ones.”

      “What would you choose to burn?”

      Her mind went again to the crow’s nest. It was huge. So much tinder. But she was hesitant to choose a nest. She could see that it wasn’t abandoned, but was still in active use. She couldn’t tell if there were any eggs in it, but it was home to at least one bird. She turned her mind back to the deadfall.

      “The fallen branches over there, I guess. I could gather them together. Make a nice bonfire.”

      A warm feeling in her chest, her fire responding to the idea. Bonfire. Bonfire was good.

      “Why did you discount the nest?”

      “There’s something still using it. The bird. I don’t want to burn up its home.”

      “There is other wildlife here. Smaller. Less visible. Did you consider the creatures that might live in the deadfall?”

      Reg shook her head. “Bugs? Termites in the wood or maggots underneath? Gross. No. I don’t care about those.”

      “Is that the only life that would be affected?”

      “Yes.” Reg focused on the dry wood again, checking her premise. Was there only insect life? What about mice or squirrels making a home in a hole in the trunk? Woodpeckers drilling for the bugs? She couldn’t feel anything else and shook her head. “I don’t feel anything else.”

      “You always need to be aware. Sometimes, there is more there than you can see.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Is there something else?” Reg asked, a little impatient. “Did I miss something?”

      “There might be other kinds of creatures that you are not aware of.”

      “Like what?” Reg thought about Sarah’s garden. There had been a number of visitors there. “Like elves, you mean? Are there elves or some other magical race out here?”

      “I don’t feel anything either,” Davyn admitted. “But you do need to be aware when you enter a new environment. If you burn a tree attached to a tree sprite, or that elves have made a home in, or some other being, you could end up in a lot of trouble.”

      Reg glowered at him. “So, this is just a safety lesson?”

      “Safety is important. Not just your own, but of other creatures too. You don’t want to end up cursed or the target of a malevolent force, do you? I’ve been trying all along to teach you how to use your fire responsibly. Firecasters… can be very dangerous and tend not to have good control. There’s a reason for the expression ‘a fiery temper.’ Not only can that lead to the firecaster’s early death, but also to a certain amount of prejudice from other practitioners.”

      “You’re not like that.”

      “Prejudiced?”

      “No, I mean, you don’t have a temper. You’re never out of control.”

      He shrugged. “You can master it. But mastering your fire is a lot easier than mastering yourself. There are a lot of things that can trigger your temper or distract your focus. It’s much easier to let your fire burn than to keep it confined or put it out.”

      Reg nodded slightly. She’d had more than one experience where it had gotten away from her. But it was hard to see Davyn ever losing control. He always seemed very disciplined and calm.

      “So… can I burn some of the deadfall, then?” She motioned to the trunk and branches. She ached to get a really good fire going. The warm-up exercises were fine for a start, but she wanted to ignite a nice big fire. She wasn’t allowed to practice by herself, only when she was under Davyn’s supervision. And that made it way too long between opportunities.

      “Go ahead,” Davyn agreed, nodding. “But keep it to the log and the larger branches. Don’t let it spread to the undergrowth.”

      That was a little tricky. But Davyn knew that she was good at small, targeted fires. Reg focused on the log to start with. It was very big and dry, and she was excited about setting it blazing. Davyn stood nearby but didn’t give her any instructions. She didn’t have to make it burn with a blue flame or rise to a certain height. Davyn was allowing her free rein. Almost. She couldn’t allow anything else to catch fire, but other than that…

      The wood started smoldering. A thin column of black smoke rose from the surface. In a moment, it was blazing merrily away like a log in a campfire. The flames warmed Reg’s face and hands and, even though it was already quite warm outside, Reg enjoyed the almost-scorching feeling she got from standing close to it. An ordinary person would not be able to get that close to it, but Reg didn’t have to worry about being burned. She could tolerate any fire as long as she was concentrating.

      Reg let her mind drift as she watched the fire. She wasn’t taking her focus off of the fire. She was just allowing the back of her mind to work through some other things. Watching her subconscious thoughts as well as the flames.

      It was Davyn who had brought up the subject as Corvin, as he often did, knowing that it was a good test of how well Reg was able to focus on her work. That and Davyn’s… friend Julian Sabat, someone Reg had known when she was still a child. A tormentor that she was not interested in having back in her life. Bringing up Corvin or Julian was a great way to raise Reg’s blood pressure and pull her attention away from her fire.

      But Julian was not in town. He had work to do with Magical Investigations. And Corvin being reinstated back into his coven—maybe that was a good thing. Being shunned by his coven, he had no one to keep him company or focus his attention on, other than Reg or non-practitioners in the neighborhood. The other covens supported Davyn’s and Corvin’s coven by not having anything to do with him. Now that he was going back to his own kind, he would have other things to do, other people to talk to, and he would leave Reg alone.

      Hopefully.

      She told herself that it would be okay. She did not need to worry about late-night calls or dinner invitations from Corvin.

      “Reg.” There was a hand on her arm. “Regina.”

      Reg turned her head toward Davyn and looked blindly in his direction for a moment before she could see his face or the rest of the forest around her. He had lowered his hood so she could see more of his handsome, clean-shaven face and dark hair. And over in the deadfall, a pillar of fire rose straight out of the log toward the sky. Not a campfire, but a solid pillar of fire that looked like something off of some sci-fi TV show. Reg pulled back, but her fire was happy where it was. Happy to be allowed to play, to pull in deep breaths of oxygen and grow and strengthen. Davyn tried to use his fire to contain Reg’s. Like stopping a forest fire with a back burn so that there was no fuel left for it. Reg fought the anger that flared up in her at Davyn’s interference.

      “Wait. Just let me.”

      Davyn withdrew his hand from her arm, but she could tell that he was still cautious, eager to step in and contain Reg’s fire before it could get beyond his control.

      Reg thought about the little fire in her hands when she started an exercise, encouraging her fire to shrink down and not to consume the wood so quickly. She breathed slowly, trying to cut down the amount of oxygen it was sucking in.

      “Come on,” she murmured to herself. “Just a campfire. Not too big.”

      The wood crackled. Reg reached out, letting the fire warm her cold fingers.

      “Just take it easy.”

      She didn’t know whether she had said the words to the fire or whether Davyn had said them to her. Maybe both. Maybe they were that synchronized after the warm-up exercises.

      “A nice calm fire.”

      The pillar of fire that had seemed to be reaching directly for heaven gradually shrank down until it was closer to the size of a campfire. A large campfire, to be sure. But there was nothing wrong with a campfire.

      “Good,” Davyn approved, relaxing his stance. “That was quite the display. You’ll attract unwanted attention with a fire like that.”

      “We’re out in the middle of nowhere,” Reg dismissed. “No one would see it.”

      “We’re not that isolated. And it can still be seen from the air.” Davyn raised his eyes over the treetops. Reg had to concede that it had certainly been high enough and large enough to attract the attention of someone in the air. What would they do? Call in those firefighters that jumped out of airplanes to fight forest fires? What were they called? Fire jumpers? Smoke eaters?

      “No one saw it.”

      “Were you aware of its size?”

      Reg hesitated. It would be easy to tell him that she had known it was that big. That she realized what she was doing and had it all under control. Davyn was not a human lie-detector like Damon Knight, but he would probably know she wasn’t telling the truth.

      “I… lost track for a minute.”

      “You need to work on that. When you’re kindling or tending a fire, it’s not a good time to daydream, however hypnotic it might be.”

      “I wasn’t daydreaming.” Daydreaming would imply that she was thinking about something she liked, not that she was thinking of her enemy, worrying about how things would change when he went back to the coven. It would be good, wouldn’t it? It would be good not to be Corvin’s sole focus in life.

      “Bring it down,” Davyn told her, jerking his chin toward the fire. “There is more to tell you.”
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      Reg didn’t like the sound of that. She took her time bringing her fire back down to size and then putting it out. The longer she took to put out her fire, the longer it would be before she had to hear Davyn’s bad news.

      Eventually, she brought the fire back to her hands, molding it and playing with it between her hands, pulsing between the size of a softball and a soccer ball.

      She looked past the fire to Davyn’s face. He was cautious. Worried about her response to his news. What could be worse than hearing that Corvin was rejoining his coven?

      “There’s more,” Davyn told her again.

      “Okay. What?”

      He still weighed his words, trying to decide if it was the right time and what was the best way to tell her. His anxiety was so clear that she could almost taste his words. There would be no need to tell her if he held back much longer, because she was going to read it before he got that far. She wasn’t breaking the rules and invading his mind; he was just projecting so strongly that she couldn’t help it.

      “It’s more about Corvin, isn’t it?” Reg discerned, before he spoke. “What’s going on? He’s… doing something. A new project… something he’s been wanting to do. Waiting to do…”

      Davyn nodded. He licked his lips. “He’s… running for leadership of the coven.”

      Reg blinked, trying to process this. She shook her head. “I thought you are the leader of the coven.”

      “I am. At the moment. But we rotate the leadership regularly, to allow others to lead if they are interested.”

      The dread grew in Reg’s belly, weighing her down like a lead ball. “So… what happens?”

      “He will need to get enough support in the coven to take over the position. A simple majority will do it.”

      “But he won’t get it, will he? Everybody knows what he is. Everyone knows that he’s broken the rules and been shunned. They wouldn’t turn around and put him into a position of authority.”

      “Leadership of the coven isn’t exactly a position of authority. It is… spiritual leadership. Guidance. The leader doesn’t really tell the members of the coven what to do or not do.”

      “He doesn’t make or enforce rules? Everyone can just do what they like?”

      “Well… no. Our rules are traditional, and the coven votes on them if there is any difference of opinion. The leader is there to help others, to guide them in their spiritual journeys. If there is a breach of the rules, like with Corvin, then the person can be judged by a tribunal, as you saw. If it is serious enough.”

      “Corvin wouldn’t have any power if he was the leader of the coven.”

      Davyn shook his head, but Reg could feel something different from him. “What?”

      “Corvin does have… influence.”

      “Because he’s older? More experienced?”

      “Yes…” Davyn trailed off. That wasn’t what he had meant, obviously.

      Reg shrugged in frustration. “What, then?”

      “You know. His glamour. His charm.”

      Reg knew far more of Corvin’s ability to charm people than she would have liked to. She knew how he could exude pheromones and whatever other inborn magic he had, work his way into her brain, and persuade her to do what he wanted.

      “But he can’t charm other men, can he? And the rest of the coven are male…?”

      “He doesn’t have the same level of ability to charm men as he does women, but it is certainly still there. I don’t know of anyone in the coven who is immune to it.”

      “Great. If he becomes the coven leader, he could still influence them to do whatever he wanted to.”

      “We all have the ability to choose our own paths, and he doesn’t have any right to authority over the coven.”

      Reg rolled her eyes. There was no point in arguing with Davyn about it. He was doing his best to deny that Corvin could do anything wrong if elected to the leadership of the coven, but it was obvious that he would. It might not be written into the bylaws, but it was part of his gift, and no one could change that just by telling him not to use it. He would continue to use his gift, even if he were going against the coven rules.

      “Has he been the leader of the coven before? If you guys rotate leadership, and he’s so old, he must have been a leader before.”

      “Not necessarily. Sometimes people aren’t ready to take leadership, haven’t reached that point in their spiritual journey. Or they might not be able to get the votes to be elected.”

      Reg couldn’t see how he could have failed to be elected before, when he could use his glamour to charm members of the coven into voting for him. It might be difficult to charm them all at once but, if he was strong from a recent feeding, she couldn’t see how he could fail.

      Davyn shifted his stance, clearly uncomfortable. Reg stared at him, trying to figure out the rest of the story. If Corvin was one of the senior members of the group, having been around for hundreds of years, what other reason was there for his failure to be elected a leader of the coven?

      “Up until recently,” Davyn said reluctantly, grimacing as if the words had a bad taste or hurt him to say aloud, “there was a rule against any warlock of his kind running for leadership of the coven.”

      Reg rolled the ball of fire between her hands, looking at it instead of Davyn. He hadn’t started with that? He thought she could be convinced that Corvin was just not powerful enough to get the votes that he needed? She knew better than he did just how powerful Corvin had become.

      “And… why did they change the rule?”

      Davyn cleared his throat. “It was previously believed that a warlock of Corvin’s ilk could not be allowed to take leadership of a coven because of his ability to gain in power and to use glamour to change the minds of the members and therefore the course of the coven.”

      “Exactly. So why would they change that rule?”

      “It was determined to be… prejudiced. In the coven, we are all supposed to be equal, with the same opportunities for advancement and progress. A rule like that, which prevents a warlock with his gift from having the same privileges and opportunities as everyone like that… is prejudiced against his kind.”

      “For good reason!” Reg snapped.

      “It has been debated for many years, in many different venues. But there have been a few covens in recent years which have reversed similar policies, and warlocks like Corvin have been shown to be beneficial in leadership positions. They have been even-handed and fair and have not shown themselves to be the destructive force people once feared. The prevailing wisdom is that his kind have been unfairly vilified in the past and that the prejudice and fear we have for them is unwarranted.”

      Reg sucked in her breath slowly, trying to keep herself from blowing up at the stupidity of their politics and negotiations. Denying warlocks like Corvin, who could steal the powers of others and influence their actions with magic, wasn’t the same as keeping racial minorities or women out of positions of power. There was very good reason for it.

      “I’m sorry,” Davyn murmured. “Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “That wouldn’t stop it from happening.”

      “No. But now you’re going to be worried about it. I feel like it is cruel to bring it up when there isn’t anything you can do.”

      Reg tried to come up with something that she could do. But she wasn’t even a member of the coven, so what could she do? The change in policy had already been made. She wouldn’t be able to change Corvin’s mind about running for leadership. The only possible course of action was to convince the coven members not to elect him. And that was going to be pretty difficult to do considering Corvin’s ability to influence people.

      “Isn’t there anything you can do to stop it?” Reg demanded.

      Davyn took a deep breath. He lifted his hands in a gesture of surrender. “I will run against him. But if the other members of the coven want him to lead them, then I will accept that as the will of the coven.” He sighed. “Perhaps it will be beneficial, as it has been in other covens.”

      Reg shook her head angrily. “They had better not elect him.”
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      Reg was angry when she got home and didn’t want to do anything that would help to calm her down. She didn’t want to meditate or sit in the beautiful garden or pet Starlight. She wanted to be angry. She wanted to stay angry for as long as possible and to convince everyone she could not to vote Corvin into leadership or support him in his campaign in any way. She wanted to be a one-woman tide of destruction that would sweep away any support that anyone had for him.

      It was unbelievable that they would reverse the rule against warlocks like Corvin running for leadership. That they would think it was safe or a good idea. It wasn’t the same as having rules against other minorities. It was there for a reason!

      Reg slammed the door behind her when she entered her home, the guest cottage in Sarah’s backyard. Sarah, a grandmotherly-looking witch with a soft spot for Reg, gave her the cottage for much lower rent than she should have, claiming that she needed to have someone nearby to help her out and that she needed the cottage to be occupied to deter thieves. In reality, Reg depended on Sarah’s help and protection far more than Sarah depended on Reg’s. Starlight, Reg’s tuxedo cat, was snoozing on the wicker couch, and looked up at the door slam. He didn’t look spooked by it, but critical. He stared at her with his one blue eye and one green eye, clearly wanting to know what the problem was. Reg shook her head and slammed her purse down on the  kitchen table for further emphasis.

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” she advised.

      That didn’t stop him from looking at her, waiting for an explanation. He got up and stretched, his whole body quivering.

      “Stupid Corvin,” Reg blasted.

      He put his ears back, flattened against his skull. Starlight was no fan of Corvin either. And Corvin was anti-cat, so it was mutual.

      “Stupid Davyn. Stupid coven of stupid warlocks!”

      She went to the fridge to get some tuna out for Starlight and slammed the container down on the counter.

      He jumped down from the couch and approached warily. It wasn’t like she would take her anger out on him. But she supposed it wasn’t exactly fair of her to be shouting and slamming things around, either. She wouldn’t like it if someone were behaving like that around her. Raised voices and slammed doors always increased her anxiety level exponentially.

      “Sorry. You hungry? Come on; I’m not going to throw anything.”

      He skulked closer, still keeping a wary eye on her as he approached the side of the kitchen island his food dish was on. Reg took a deep breath in and let it out slowly, looking over the appointment book on the island. Sarah, her landlady, sometimes added new appointments. She was very helpful in finding Reg new clients and ensuring that she kept busy with paying work. Reg knew she needed just to settle down and not indulge herself in a temper tantrum. It wasn’t going to do her or anyone else any good to be angry at Corvin, Davyn, and the other warlocks and take it out on everyone else.

      The container of tuna rattled on the counter. Reg looked down at it, startled.

      “What…?”

      She looked at Starlight, sitting on the floor beside her, as tall as possible, staring at her. Was the white star on his forehead glowing even more brightly than usual? Reg couldn’t usually see the magical aura around him unless she was trying to draw on her own powers.

      “Sorry, I was just thinking…”

      She stooped and picked up his food dish, set it on the island, and put a large spoonful of tuna into it.

      “Did you move the dish? Or did I just bump it?”

      He waited for her to put it back down in front of him. Reg obliged and he immediately stooped down to eat, making loud slurping noises. Reg rolled her eyes and turned back to the fridge to see what there was to eat. As it often had been lately, the fridge seemed packed almost to bursting with food, much of it the foods that Harrison loved.

      But Reg found that she didn’t feel like chocolate cake or ribs. She’d had too much of them recently. Starlight’s food actually smelled better and appealed to her more than any of the other dishes she could see in the fridge. There was a loaf of bread that was reasonably fresh. Reg rummaged around in the fridge until she found a jar of mayonnaise, which she mixed in with the tuna still left in the container to make herself a nice sandwich. The smell of the fish had her stomach rumbling and mouth drooling, hardly able to finish making the sandwich. She wanted to snarf the food down as fast as Starlight was. It was probably his behavior that had made Reg so hungry in the first place. That and the hard work managing her fire during her firecasting lesson with Davyn. The concentration required to control her fire always made her tired and thirsty.

      Reg took a big bite out of the sandwich as soon as she was finished making it. As she chewed it, trying to force herself to go slowly and enjoy it, she also got herself a glass of water. She didn’t feel dehydrated, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t. She always needed to remember to drink after using fire.

      Water and fish. A chant started up in her brain. Words that she couldn’t understand, but she knew it was something to do with water and fish. Reg took another bite, closed her eyes, and tried to will the voices to be silent.

      She’d never been particularly successful at silencing the voices. Plenty of foster parents had tried to discipline her for talking or playing with what they thought were imaginary friends. And plenty of doctors had tried to medicate the voices into silence. That didn’t work either. Reg had done her best to suppress them so that she could function in the real world. But since moving to Black Sands, they had come back in full force. Now that she was practicing as a psychic, actually seeking communication from the spirits, there always seemed to be a chorus of voices surrounding her, trying to tell her their stories, to get in contact with their loved ones, or just talking inanely or commenting on her life.

      The chant, though, was different. Not ghostly. The women’s voices would eventually rise to a shriek, a siren song. The sirens seemed to be more and more insistent in reaching her. They were so annoying, Reg could understand why the sirens needed to have such large territories or they tended to kill each other. They were driving her crazy.

      It’s time to take your place, one particularly familiar voice drawled. Her mother, Norma Jean. You must anoint the waters and claim your territory.

      “I’m a little busy with other things right now,” Reg said aloud. “How about you just stay out of my business?”

      You must take your place and defend your territory.

      “I’ll get right on that,” Reg muttered.

      She winced as the chorus of voices shrilled loudly in her head. Would she eventually acquire the ability to understand everything they said? Or would she have to take siren as a second language? Reg pressed her fingers to her temples, trying to banish the voices or at least to turn down the volume.

      “It would almost be worth it to take Corvin down to the ocean just to make them all shut up,” she told Starlight, who was gazing up at her attentively. “That would solve two problems at once.”

      She took another bite of the sandwich, but the bread was balling up in her mouth and getting stuck in her teeth, annoying her almost as much as the voices. She pulled the two halves of the sandwich apart and went straight for the tuna and mayonnaise filling, scooping it into her mouth and licking it off of the slices of bread. It occurred to her as she messily chowed down that Sarah could walk into the cottage at any moment and would probably be alarmed if she saw the state Reg was in. She licked the last few bits of fish off of the bread and threw them into the garbage.

      “That’s disgusting,” she criticized herself. She wiped her mouth with the back of her wrist. “What are you, an animal?”

      Starlight, wiping his face with his paw as he groomed himself, paused to glare at her.

      “Okay. Sorry, sorry. I know a cat would never behave like that. You’re very clean and civilized. I’m the one who is disgusting.”

      Starlight went back to washing. He radiated waves of concern over her. She hadn’t realized that her behavior was unusual enough for him to notice it. Cats tended not to take too much notice of human problems.

      Or maybe it wasn’t her behavior that had him worried, but her agitation. She had been emotional from the time she had walked in the door.

      “I’m just tired. Hard session with Davyn.”

      Starlight murmured a sound and wrapped himself around her legs, rubbing against her.

      “It’s Corvin. He’s running for leadership of his coven. Against Davyn. And I think that’s a really bad idea. I can’t understand why they would let him do it. He’ll have too much influence over the other warlocks. I don’t think we want a dozen—or however many of them there are—warlocks running around Black Sands under Corvin’s power.”

      Starlight continued to rub against her. Reg bent over and picked him up. She scratched his ears and he started to purr.

      “Forget Corvin,” Reg told herself. “It’s got nothing to do with me.”

      The phone started to ring.
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      Reg knew even without looking at the phone who it would be.

      She should have known better than to be ranting about him. Of course with their psychic bond, he would know that something was going on and would be drawn to talk to her. She looked at the phone for a minute, deciding whether to answer it. If she didn’t answer, would he just leave her alone? Or would he be persistent, calling her back and even trying to come to the house or bothering Sarah to check on Reg?

      She tapped the screen and reluctantly brought it up to her ear. “Corvin.”

      “Reg.”

      Not the usual purr of “Regina” that he used when he was trying to charm her. But he didn’t sound angry, either. He’d been quite irritable lately, which Reg thought was probably related to his effort to be reinstated to the coven. Maybe now that he had been reinstated, he would be happier.

      He had certainly been jubilant when he’d received the news. Reg had felt it, even though they had been apart and not communicating with each other. His joy at being reinstated had seemed over-the-top. As a powerful warlock, he shouldn’t really care so much about the companionship and approval of the coven. Should he?

      Reg waited for a few long seconds, waiting for him to speak, but he didn’t.

      “You called me,” she reminded him. “What did you want?”

      “Maybe I just wanted to hear your voice again.”

      “Okay, and now you have. I’ve got appointments to prepare for tonight, so if that is all…”

      “Wait.”

      Reg didn’t actually need to prepare anything for her appointments. She would give them each a reading when they came, but she didn’t research clients ahead of time or do anything to predispose herself to a specific outcome. If she really was a medium—and she no longer seemed to be able to deny it—then she was only the conduit through which messages passed. There was no need to spend time preparing a message that would impress her client.

      “What?”

      Again, there was a pause. Corvin didn’t usually have any problem starting a conversation or stating what he wanted. Reg wasn’t sure why he was being so slow to express himself.

      “Where were you today?”

      “I was out. Had some errands to do.”

      “Errands where? In town? Did you go into the city?”

      “No. Why do you care? It’s got nothing to do with you.”

      “I think you know something.”

      Reg’s arms broke out into goosebumps. “Sure, I know lots of things,” she agreed casually.

      “What do you know about… me?”

      “I know lots of things about you.” More than she liked to, actually. Was he going to tell her something else? Something she didn’t even want to know?

      “Did you hear about my reinstatement to the coven?”

      “Oh, yeah. Might have heard something about that.”

      He made a growling noise that raised the hairs on the back of her neck. “Don’t play games with me, Reg!”

      “Fine! Yes, I heard about you being reinstated. Good for you. You must be pleased.”

      “I am,” Corvin agreed and, for a moment sounded like his old self, “very pleased.” Reg recognized that little self-satisfied purr in his words. Yes, Corvin was always doing whatever he could to boost himself a little higher in everyone else’s view. Maybe being part of the coven meant more to him than she had thought.

      “Well, congratulations.”

      “I am also running for leadership of the coven. Davyn is stepping down.”

      Reg caught herself before correcting him. She swallowed and considered her words before speaking. She didn’t want to give away that she had already known about his bid to lead the group.

      “Wow, that will be something new, won’t it? Or have you been the coven leader before?”

      “You already knew.” His voice was disappointed. “How did you know?”

      “Heard some gossip while I was out running errands. That’s great. I’m sure you’ll be great about serving them.”

      Maybe that was her own little dig. Reminding him that he was supposed to be a spiritual leader and help and serve others, rather than becoming the leader for his own advancement.

      “It is a great opportunity. This coven has been around for hundreds of years. It was one of the first covens to form in North America. We have a very long
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