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      “Do you have any idea where he’s been?”

      In response to Reg’s question, Davyn looked at Ember. The young dragon hung in the brilliant blue sky, wings flapping slowly, waiting for his chance to play with Reg. His blue-green scales glinted in the sun.

      Davyn rubbed his forehead, looking fatigued. He didn’t look good. Reg was used to the warlock being energetic and confident. He looked like a man in his prime, though Reg knew he was much older. Well-muscled, handsome, with a neatly trimmed goatee, he had always looked like he stepped out of a magazine for warlock fashion. Were there magazines for warlocks? Or cloak catalogs? The Warlock Wardrobe or Warlock Weekly, maybe?

      But lately, Davyn had been pale and drawn. Reg didn’t think he was sleeping well. He had rescheduled a couple of their training sessions.

      But when Ember had returned from wherever he had been the last couple of weeks, Reg had decided to go out to Davyn’s forest property to see him whether Davyn was able to do a firecasting lesson and practice session with her or not. He had agreed to meet, but he looked like he hadn’t slept or eaten in days.

      It was a warm day with the tang of salt in the air. The kind of day that made Reg want to be outside, with the sun shining down on her through the swaying leaves of the trees surrounding Davyn’s house.

      Reg grasped all of her red box-braids together in both hands and pushed them back behind her shoulders. She tightened the colorful fortune-teller scarf around the crown of her head and smoothed her long, colorful skirt.

      Their session started slowly. Reg formed a ball of fire the size of a basketball between her hands, mimicking Davyn. It was the same exercise they always started a session with, but Davyn seemed distracted, like he didn’t know what to do next.

      “I don’t have a clue where Ember has been.” Davyn shook his head. “It isn’t like he can tell me.”

      Reg sent her thoughts to Ember, probing for information on where he had been during his long absence.

      His return images streamed through her mind, but they were too swift and too many to focus on any one of them to figure out where he had been.

      Ember was more interested in playing a game than he was in explaining his absence to her.

      Reg heated up her fireball until it was white hot, and then launched it at the dragon like a cannon. Ember did a midair flip and caught it in his mouth, then let out a belch of purple flame.

      Reg laughed at his antics. “Why purple?” she asked. “He did that for the first time right before he left. I didn’t know dragons could make different colors of fire. I thought it was all… yellow-orange-red. Regular fire colors.”

      Davyn scratched the back of his neck, looking at Ember. “I’ll admit I haven’t seen or heard of such a thing before. But we know so little about dragons. They have always been few and far between, and I don’t know of any other verified sightings of dragons in decades.” He kept his voice low, as if Ember would not be able to hear him or understand what he was talking about if he talked quietly. “Ember may be the last of his kind.”

      Reg felt a pang of sorrow over that. She really hoped that Ember wasn’t the last dragon in existence. That would be very sad for the world. And very sad for Ember, never to see another dragon in his lifetime. How long did dragons live? She hated to think of the possibility Ember could be alone for hundreds of years.

      She’d been told that dragons were solitary creatures, not raised by a pack, but still, they didn’t live their entire lives without ever encountering another of their kind, or the species would never have survived.

      Getting bored and impatient, Ember dive-bombed Reg, making her jump and shout out when he stopped his rapid dive only inches from her face.

      “Oh, you are a menace!” Reg laughed, reaching out and scratching his neck and behind his ears. “Davyn and I have work to do, you know. I’ll still play with you, but you have to wait.”

      Ember landed, folded his wings back, and stomped over to the porch. He lay down in front of the house, foreclaws folded, and covered his eyes with the tips of his wings, shutting Reg out. She shook her head at his adolescent moping and turned her attention back to Davyn.

      “We should do this… unless you’re just not feeling up to it.” She pressed her lips together, wondering whether she should say anything, then went on. “You look like crap. I shouldn’t have gotten you out of bed.”

      “I wasn’t in bed, but… yes, it’s been pretty rough lately. I feel like a zombie.”

      “Because of Julian?”

      “Because of… the situation with Julian,” Davyn corrected carefully. “It isn’t because of Julian himself. I mean, it’s not his fault the way things unfolded and that he feels the way he does.”

      But it was his fault that he had acted the way he had. Julian was no friend of Reg’s. He was a bully. A damaged, mean, out-of-control wizard who could do a lot of harm if he took his anger out on other people.

      His vendetta against Reg had terminated abruptly when he had found out about her siren ancestry. Being an investigator for the Department of Endangered Species, it was his sworn duty to protect Reg and the handful of other sirens who remained in the world. To give him his due, he had made no attempt to harm her since he had realized her heritage.

      “Julian can’t blame you for the destruction of his mirror,” Reg pointed out. “You were not the one who shattered it. I was.”

      “I was the one who asked you to come look at the enchanted mirror and investigate its origins.” Davyn shrugged tiredly. “And I helped come up with the plan for its destruction. I would have participated in actually smashing it into bits, if I had not been…” he searched for a word, mouth twisting in distaste, “seduced by it.”

      “But you didn’t. And I know the reason you didn’t. You could see yourself and Julian happy together. You couldn’t bear to lose that vision.”

      Davyn looked at her with red-rimmed eyes. It shouldn’t surprise him that she knew that. She was a psychic, after all. Even someone with no powers could probably have discerned that just by what Davyn had said about Julian and the mirror. It didn’t take a rocket scientist.

      “I am afraid… that possibility is gone forever. And where Julian and I are going next… I don’t know. This has been pretty rough on our relationship. He’s… he’s not staying here right now. He’s gone away for a while. I don’t know whether he’ll come back.”

      Chances were, Julian would at least return to retrieve the belongings he had left at Davyn’s house. Last Reg had seen, he had accumulated quite a lot of worldly goods that he had stored there. He was a pack rat. A hoarder, albeit a tidy one, from what Reg had seen.

      She could see the pain that Davyn was in and felt bad for him. But she did not want Julian to return. Nothing would make her happier than to know that Julian would never distract her mentor again. But it was cruel to wish that when it would hurt Davyn so much.

      The best she could hope for was for Davyn to find someone else. If Julian went away for a long trip, and while he was gone, someone else came into Davyn’s life, so that when Julian returned, they were both in a mental space where they were ready to end the relationship and go their separate ways.

      Reg could only hope that would happen. And no, she wouldn’t set Davyn up with anyone. She had never understood what he saw in Julian; how would she know who else he would like?

      “Well,” Davyn tried to refocus. He rekindled a fire between his hands, the previous ball of fire having dissipated into nothing. “We should get to work. If we are going to do this, let’s do it right.”
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      Reg followed Davyn’s lead, kindling her fire and trying to match his in color, heat, and size. Every movement and change he made, she followed suit.

      Davyn nodded his approval. His movement became more rhythmic and smooth as he relaxed and focused.

      But his fire kept sparking, getting suddenly larger or smaller, or shooting off like lightning. Reg kept hers under control. It was as if their roles had changed. Usually, she was the one who had a hard time staying focused and keeping her mind off her own worries.

      She tried to push heat into Davyn. Calming, healing heat. He needed help calming his body and his mind. His heart. Maybe if she could give him that extra little boost, he would be able to sleep tonight. Would be able to eat and to get himself back into shape again. She hated to see him so lost and disheveled.

      “I’m fine, Reg,” Davyn murmured.

      He could obviously feel her concern and the heat that she was using to heal him. Despite his words, he didn’t pull away. He didn’t tell her to stop.

      Davyn didn’t have a lesson plan as he usually did. They went through a few of the usual exercises, but didn’t start anything new. There was no lecture, no new information or challenge. Just the exercises she had been doing for the last few months.

      “You would be happy if Julian didn’t have a reason to come back to Black Sands,” Davyn commented.

      Reg’s fire expanded rapidly, causing a shock wave that blasted them both in the face.

      Luckily, the fact that they were both firecasters meant that it didn’t hurt either of them. Reg laughed, embarrassed. She was used to Davyn saying things to try to distract her, but she didn’t think that was why he had said it.

      “Sorry,” she apologized, forming a ball of fire again and trying to focus on the exercise.

      “It’s true,” Davyn persisted.

      “Well, yeah. I’d be happy if he didn’t come back to Black Sands. But for me, not for you. I would be sad for you. I know you miss him and want to be able to make up with him again.” The fire again burst out of control, shooting straight up in the air this time, into the branches of the trees.

      “Oh, no!” Reg swore. “Dang it, I’m sorry, I’ll put it out…” She tried to suppress the fire that had ignited in the branches.

      There was a rush of wings, and in seconds, Ember was overhead, gathering the flames and consuming them.

      He puffed out a stream of white smoke toward Reg and flew in a few loops to show off.

      “Yes, you’re good,” Reg agreed. “Such a smart dragon.”

      Davyn gazed up, watching Ember’s antics. “Why don’t you go ahead and play with him?” he sighed. “I haven’t had much energy to see that he gets the exercise he needs. And he’s missed you. It would do you both some good.”

      Reg nodded. “Okay. But if there’s anything else you need from me…”

      “No, there really isn’t. I just need to… get over it. I’m a grown man. A mature adult. I shouldn’t be pining over a relationship that was doomed to fail from the beginning. It was just a crush, and now… we will both go on with our lives.”

      Reg winced. “That’s pretty harsh. You should be kinder to yourself.”

      Davyn sighed. He shrugged and pulled his cloak tighter around him, though it was a warm day and he should have been sweating from the fire play. “I feel like an old man, Reg. I’ve never felt like that before.”

      “You’re not sleeping. You’re losing weight. If you want to have energy and feel better physically, you need to take care of yourself. Do you want me to give you some more heat?” She pushed healing energy toward him. Davyn’s grip on his cloak loosened.

      “You don’t need to do that,” he told her, but he didn’t move away or hold up his hand to stop her.

      Eventually, Reg pulled back. She didn’t want to overdo it. She still needed to get home and to have enough energy to tackle her day.

      “Please take care of yourself. Have a cup of coffee and something to eat. A muffin. A piece of toast. Anything.”

      Davyn nodded and moved slowly into the house, not quite dragging his feet, but definitely looking worn and unwell.

      Reg turned around to play with Ember. He flew in loops and sent her a mental picture. Himself and Reg in dragon form, flying together.

      Reg hesitated, thinking about it. She had previously only transformed when an emergency situation had necessitated it. She didn’t know how difficult it would be to shift back and forth if the situation did not demand it.

      But she’d never had trouble changing to her dragon form, or back. She knew her time with Ember was limited. Like a teenager, he was starting to separate and prepare for life as an adult. Each time he left, he stayed away longer. One day, he wouldn’t return. Reg had only a limited number of chances to fly with him.

      “Well…”

      Reg pictured herself flying with Ember, looping around each other. She remembered the feeling of the wind over her body as she flew, the almost painful joy and freedom of movement. Not earthbound. Weightless, like when she swam.

      She gave her wings a powerful flap to lift off the ground. Ember flapped his wings to join her, exultant at the sight of another dragon.

      Was this the only time Ember would see another of his kind? Reg wasn’t technically even of his kind; it was simply one of her siren forms. She wasn’t actually a dragon.

      But she was close enough that Ember welcomed her companionship. They were, for a time, of one kind, equals, speaking and moving the same way. They flew and looped around each other like synchronized swimmers.

      As they flew, Reg saw pictures. Maybe some of the same pictures he had sent her earlier, when she had asked him about his journey. A dragon’s eye perspective of flying over forests, sleeping in fields, exploring a river and a waterfall. She did not see any pictures of other dragons. But there was also no sign of angry villagers with pitchforks. Reg had worried from the time Ember was little that when people saw him, they would be incited to violence. He would never be safe from swords and spears and more modern, dangerous weapons. Whenever he was gone for a long period of time, she worried that he had run into practitioners who did not see the value of having a dragon around.

      Or of non-magicals who, rather than seeing the impossible, constructed a vision of an airplane or missile that required serious countermeasures.

      Maybe that was what had happened to all of the other dragons.
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      Reg stayed at Davyn’s flying with Ember far too long. It was dark before she finally transformed back into human form for the drive home. Davyn stood in the doorway of the house, shaking his head.

      “You must be exhausted.”

      “Actually, I’m not,” Reg laughed. “I feel… energized. I never understood about the whole ‘runner’s high’ thing, but I think I get it now. I just feel like… flying is the most natural thing in the world, and I could do it all day long. Everything is just…” She stretched her arms out and looked down at them, surprised that she couldn’t see the energy flowing through them. It was such an overpowering feeling, it should be visible. “My blood is singing,” she said finally.

      “You’re glowing.”

      Reg looked down at herself again and didn’t see any difference. He must mean it metaphorically.

      “I feel like I am,” she agreed.

      “Are you going to crash after you get home?”

      “I don’t know. I hope not. I want to relax, not be in a coma.”

      “No appointments tonight?”

      “Nope, taking the night off. For some Reg time.”

      “Good. You don’t want to wear yourself out. You need to take a break every now and then.”

      Reg nodded her agreement. “Can I get you anything? Do you need anything?”

      “No. I have everything I need here.” Davyn looked behind himself, and even though he didn’t say it, Reg could hear the addendum. Everything except Julian.

      Well, she wasn’t going to fetch Julian for him. Julian would have to bring himself back if that were what he decided.

      “Okay. If you change your mind, just let me know. I could always bring you a double-chocolate sundae.”

      Davyn smiled wanly. “Keep the ice cream for yourself,” he advised. “You’re going to need some quick energy after that workout.”

      That didn’t sound like such bad advice.
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      Davyn’s house wasn’t far outside of Black Sands. Just far enough to get some peace and quiet, he said. Reg didn’t know if she would like living away from civilization, even just that far. She had grown up in cities and towns around New England, most of them larger than Black Sands. Anything outside the municipal limits was too isolated for her, and anything smaller was way too small. She needed some civilization: restaurants, convenience stores, groceries. She didn’t want to travel far for conveniences. She also needed clients to reach her house easily. Or, in some imagined future, if she wasn’t running her psychic consulting services out of her home, for them to be able to find her office or storefront. Marian had a nice little consulting business right in the middle of town. Reg didn’t know if she ever would, but it was a possibility.

      She parked at the curb and walked through the gate to Sarah’s backyard, where she rented the guest cottage. The trees and bushes were laced with white twinkle lights, and it looked like a fairyland. Or how Reg had thought a fairyland would look before moving to Black Sands. The fairies she had met were not tiny twinkling fairies, but tall, regal men and women. Elves, on the other hand, did travel through the garden as firefly-like lights.

      Reg walked slowly down the pathway, breathing in the cool, humid, salt-scented air. She felt completely relaxed after her dragon workout. Better than a spa. She unlocked the door, glanced around to make sure there was no one else around, and let herself in.

      Starlight jumped down from the couch, where he had been sitting, watching out the window for her. He meowed several times in a loud voice and walked up to her. Reg reached out her hand to pet him, and he jumped back, not letting her touch him. He stretched out his neck, sniffing at Reg. She held out her fingertips, waiting for him to finish his investigation and deem her safe.

      Starlight drew back, his mouth partly open in an expression of disgust. When she reached out to pet him, he hissed and backed up farther.

      “Okay,” Reg told him. “I’ll wash my hands.”

      She knew from experience that Starlight did not like it when she had been with Ember or had transformed herself. Obviously, he did not like the smell of dragon.

      Did washing her hands make any difference if she was the one producing the dragon scent?

      She went to the kitchen sink and dutifully washed her hands and forearms, soaping up like a surgeon with dish detergent. She lathered up and rinsed the soap off. She wasn’t scrubbing up with a nailbrush, though. That was going too far.

      All fresh and clean, she picked up Starlight’s dish and placed it on the counter. She looked through the fridge for any tuna casserole, stew, or soup he might be interested in. While she left him with crunchy kibble during the day, he complained about it like she was trying to poison him.

      She found some beef stew, or something that looked like it. Reg spooned some into Starlight’s dish while he meowed eagerly and rubbed against her, winding around her legs until she set it on the floor for him.

      He immediately started wolfing it down noisily. Reg made herself a cup of coffee and sat on the couch. It had been a long day, but she wasn’t tired. She wanted to talk with someone, especially after the disheartening visit with Davyn. But she didn’t want to go out. She couldn’t really talk to anyone about Davyn’s personal matters. A good friend would not do that, and she didn’t know anyone she could trust not to repeat it.

      Reg reached for the remote to turn the TV on. Usually, she just used her phone to stream video, but she wanted something with a presence that would fill the little cottage. When she reached for the remote, her eyes fell on the handheld gaming device on the coffee table. Not the latest and greatest craze, just a child’s toy, discarded when he had upgraded to a newer system. But to Reg, it was special.

      Through a process Reg couldn’t explain, the consciousness of Bob, Julian’s enchanted mirror, and of Theodore, Reg’s homunculus, both of which had been owned by the old, now-deceased witch Sma Firea, had been transferred to the internet, and were accessible through that gaming device.

      Maybe they were accessible from anywhere, if she knew how to address them, but she didn’t. She did know how to find them on what she had dubbed the Theodex.

      She picked it up and turned it on. There had been a time when she had worried about the transmissions and about the mirror entity being able to track her location, or that of her homunculus. But that was no longer a concern. What was he going to do to her? He was just words on a screen, now.

      The device turned on and displayed the chat screen. Reg saw Bob’s messages there, reaching out, trying to get her attention. She didn’t even want to see what Bob had to say. She pressed the game selection button and opened the last game. Her avatar appeared on the screen.

      To begin with, she had been afraid to change anything, and her avatar had been the character that Theodore or the boy who had given him the gaming device had set up. A sort of magical knight. Reg had kept the knight avatar for the first little while, and after she became more accustomed to the game, she had started making adjustments to the character. Gender, dress, profession, weapons; she made incremental changes, hoping that the tiny changes wouldn’t do anything to mess up the game. But it hadn’t hurt anything. When she played the game, she would at some point come across the avatar of another player. A boy dressed in a Spider-Man t-shirt and a pair of red-framed sunglasses that covered his flat, empty black eyes.

      Theodore, her homunculus.

      There was probably a shortcut to finding him. Using the search button or calling him with a spell or secret password.

      But she enjoyed making her avatar walk through the woods and explore the various landscapes. It was relaxing, as long as she didn’t run into any characters who wanted to kill her. She was pretty good at avoiding them. Backing away as soon as she saw someone approaching and then taking random turns to lose them.

      Some of them were persistent, but Reg was getting pretty good at running away.

      There was a little ding from the device, and looking down in the corner, Reg saw that Theodore was trying to get her attention. She looked at the map and navigated toward the dot on the screen.

      She had to cross a forest and a wasteland to get to him, but eventually, she walked onto a screen where Theodore sat on a large rock waiting for her.

      Theodore

      Hello Reg he greeted. You have not been on for many hours.

      No, I had to go out, do some things.

      What is happening in your world? Theodore wanted to know.

      Nothing special. Just visiting Davyn and Ember

      Theodore had met them in real life before he had been transferred to the internet. He knew that Davyn was an experienced warlock who had once led the coven, and who did not believe that the homunculus could be trusted. Dark magic had kept him on the earth after the death of his creator. Reg had always enjoyed talking with Theodore and asking him questions. He had read Sma’s and Corvin’s large libraries, information from the public library, and at least portions of Julian’s confidential Department of Endangered Species databases. And now he had the entire internet at his disposal, too. All of which meant that he was a great little answer machine.

      “Better than a magic 8-ball,” Reg said aloud.

      How is Ember? Theodore asked. I like dragons.

      Reg chuckled. I do too. I had some fun playing with him today.

      She thought about Ember’s purple flames and again wondered about their significance. Maybe it was just something dragons did all the time, and she’d never heard about it. It wasn’t like they had taken any classes on dragon lore. Davyn had a lot of magical knowledge and he didn’t know very much about dragon lore. Even being a firecaster. With firecasters and dragons both being lovers of fire, they had sometimes, throughout history, developed alliances. That was probably why Ember had been happy to stay with Davyn until he got too big for the house. Reg didn’t know if that was why she and Ember were so close, or whether that was because she was the first person Ember had imprinted on after hatching. Or because Reg could transform into a dragon and Ember had somehow sensed that affinity even before the first time Reg had transformed.

      How much do you know about dragons? she asked Theodore.

      I know everything

      Reg rolled her eyes at Theodore’s brash declaration. Have you ever heard that they can produce flames of different colors?

      There was no immediate response. On the screen, the avatar of Theodore was thinking, finger to chin, a thought cloud forming over his head and then disappearing with a puff.

      What kind of different colors? Theodore eventually asked.

      Anything unusual. Not natural fire colors.

      More thinking time. Reg checked the connection icon to make sure that the signal was strong.

      Colors of dragon flames can reflect strong emotions, Theodore offered eventually.

      What kind of emotions?

      What emotion was he feeling? Theodore countered.

      If I knew that, I wouldn’t have to ask.

      Adolescent dragons can be very volatile.

      Reg thought back to Ember stomping off and sulking while she and Davyn worked through her practice. He had been bored and irritated, but Reg didn’t think he’d overreacted that much.

      But that didn’t mean that things couldn’t go awry in the future. They would have to keep an eye on him, make sure that Ember didn’t start burning down houses or threatening the neighbors. That was something that had worried Reg from the start.

      Dragons were not exactly known for their calm demeanors.

      Maybe you can search some more to see if you can find anything about it, Reg suggested. Maybe certain colors mean specific things, like with auras.

      I will see what I can find out, Theodore agreed. I will ask an expert.

      Reg wasn’t sure where he was going to find an expert on dragon care or psychology. But who knew? Maybe he could find someone. It was a big world. Maybe there was an old, retired firecaster out there somewhere, snoozing by his fireplace and just waiting to be asked about it.

      She exited the game, which took her back to the main chat screen. Bob had been active since she had entered the game with Theodore.

      I am still here.

      Don’t think that you can forget me

      I know what you are looking for

      Reg shut the game off.
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      Reg thought that with the quiet evening she’d had, she would be able to drift off to sleep quickly, with no worries grinding away at her mind trying to keep her awake. So often, when she went to bed, her mind still whirled from her evening appointments. Appearances, seances, and various readings could leave her worn out but too keyed up to find sleep for hours after.

      It was almost more frustrating to lie there unable to sleep when there was no good reason for it.

      Yes, she had concerns about Davyn. And about Ember and what was in his future. And she was trying to get used to Theodore being on the game system instead of “IRL” with her. And Bob? What had he meant about what Reg was looking for?

      It was probably just a ploy. Everyone was looking for something, and the mirror had been very good at understanding people’s motives in order to be able to pull them in. Bob was probably still trying to figure out what it was that Reg wanted, but if he said he had what Reg wanted, he was more likely to get her attention.

      That was all it was. A general statement intended to feel like a specific one, the same as a fake psychic would use. “You’ve lost someone recently” or “Someone whose name begins with the letter C is trying to reach you.”

      Wasn’t it?

      Reg turned over, punched her pillow, and gave herself a pep talk. She could do this. She could go to sleep. Everyone slept. It wasn’t that hard. She just needed to clear her mind, and it would come naturally.

      During Reg’s years in foster care, she’d had a lot of advice on how to prepare herself for sleep and to get a good night’s rest. Folk remedies, medications, progressive relaxation, clearing her mind, praying for forgiveness, lying absolutely still… nothing had ever worked. Reg’s brain and body worked on the wrong schedule, and she had never been able to sleep well until the small hours of the morning, after the witching hour.

      But tonight, even though she had waited until the right time, when she normally fell asleep, she was tossing and turning.

      Eventually, when she had almost given up on being able to get to sleep at all, her mind finally gave in, and she drifted into restless, searching dreams.

      She was looking for something, but she didn’t know what.

      She searched through her closet, pulling out one brightly-colored skirt after another and throwing them on the floor. She pawed through all of her shoes, seeing if it was there, but it wasn’t. Where else? In the shelf at the top of the closet? Under the bed? Luckily, Sarah came over to clean the guest cottage regularly, and there were no clouds of dust and cat hair collecting under the bed. Reg pulled out more shoes, none of them pairs; empty water bottles; and jewelry with large gems.

      It wasn’t there. Where was it?

      Had she misplaced it?

      Had someone hidden or stolen it? Had she never even had it after all?

      Reg woke up suddenly, finding herself searching under her pillow and blanket, forgetting what it was she was looking for even as she thought it was in her grasp.

      Gone.

      Where was it?

      What was she looking for?

      It was ridiculous that she should feel so devastated at having lost whatever it was she was looking for. She knew it was just a dream. She hadn’t really held anything in her hands. She was grasping at tendrils of hallucinated matter.

      It wasn’t there.

      It never had been.

      Reg sat up and rubbed her eyes, looking around and trying to orient herself with the real world around her.

      Her brain had just fastened on to Bob’s tease that he knew what she was looking for. That was all. Bob thought she should be looking for something, so her brain had concocted a search.

      But it was incredibly frustrating that she couldn’t even remember what she had been looking for.

      Reg tried to decide whether to get up or to try to go back to sleep. She wasn’t going to get that restful sleep she had been hoping for. It was light out, and the rest of the civilized world was getting up and beginning their days.

      But Reg wasn’t ready to face the day yet.

      If she were a reader, it would be a good time to pull out a book and turn to the next chapter.

      But she wasn’t. Reading had always been a challenge for her, and she avoided having to read instructions, fill out forms, or the many other areas where reading skills were demanded.

      Though she had taken up texting with her online homunculus. Her virtual answer machine. One day, maybe the technology would allow her to have a spoken conversation with him, and it would be just like it had been before the mirror was destroyed.

      Before she destroyed the mirror.

      Talking to Theodore had been so much easier. But it had been harder to end a conversation with him. Now she could just shut off the game when she wanted to. There were some advantages to the current situation.

      She picked up her phone from the side table and unplugged it from the charger cord. Curling up on her side, Reg turned the phone off and went to her social media sites, looking for some interesting videos to watch.

      The mixture of entertainers, cute animal videos, and poignant stories that brought a tear to the eye was calming and satisfying. It allowed her to forget her own worries and anxieties and immerse herself in something outside herself.

      Without realizing it, she slipped back into sleep once more.

      She could smell the sea.

      It was close. Closer than Reg usually got, even though she lived in a coastal town. She had only to drive across town to get to the harbor. It had been too long since she had been to the ocean.

      Maybe what she was looking for was there. She could go out in a boat. Maybe go diving. She thought of how wonderful it felt to swim in the Florida waters, the water enveloping her in its warm embrace. Weightless, her worries washed away in the salty sea.

      This was where she belonged.

      The voices started to get louder. Her mother, Norma Jean, was always in her head, even though she was miles away. The chorus of siren sisters joined in, calling her to the sea. Reminding her of her nature, her heritage. She couldn’t keep avoiding it. She needed to return. There, she would be fulfilled. She could be herself, without any pretense.

      The sea creatures and the sisters knew who she was, and they would welcome her. She would be queen of her territorial waters. None would dare approach her hunting grounds without her permission.

      When Reg awoke, a briny breeze was blowing in the window. She breathed the salt air in deeply, waiting for that feeling of peace to settle over her.
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      Reg was amazed at how well she felt after such a restless night. She felt alert, awake, and refreshed. She could still smell the sea salt air and thought that she might go to the harbor today. She didn’t know why she didn’t get there more often.

      Well, yes, she did.

      The fact that being that close to the water activated her siren instincts and made it difficult to control the urge to hunt and drag a man down under the water did enter into it.

      But she didn’t have to go right down to the water. She could sit at one of the picnic tables or benches located along the coast, far enough back from the water that she could enjoy the ocean and yet remain in control. And if she wanted to go right down to the water, if it was calling to her and she had to dip her feet in the water or go for a swim, she could pick an isolated cove, where there was no one around she could hurt. She could just be on her own and go for a swim in one of the little bays that dotted the coast.

      Despite Starlight’s protests, Reg actually swept the kitchen before her morning coffee, briskly cleaning up any sand and grit that had been tracked in recently. Sarah would be impressed. Reg was a deplorable housekeeper. But in her defense, Sarah never really gave her a chance to learn to take care of the house by herself. From day one, Sarah had been there to tidy up, wipe down, decorate, stock the fridge, and do all of the other little things that she did. If Reg had been forced to fend for herself, maybe she would have done a better job of it. She would have learned that she couldn’t just let everything go and expect to live in nice surroundings.

      Natural consequences, her foster mothers had called it. Give her enough rope to hang herself. If she rode too fast on a bike, she would wipe out and hurt herself. If she didn’t do her homework, she would get a failing grade and maybe detention. If she didn’t clean her room, then she would live in a pigsty. Only most of her families would not let her room get into such a state, and if they did, Reg really didn’t care. She would rather have everything she owned scattered around her where she could see it and know where it was when she wanted it. She would rather hoard food for times of scarcity. And she would rather others avoided entering her room because they saw it as messy and dirty instead of just… organized in Reg’s own unusual style.

      But sweeping the floor at the beginning of the day felt good. Therapeutic. Maybe she could be a better housekeeper. She could do those little things that made her surroundings more attractive and comfortable.

      Reg started her morning coffee brewing and found some breakfast for Starlight.

      Starlight yowled and practically climbed her leg, he was so impatient for her to feed him. He did not appreciate having to wait for her to complete chores before being fed. The cat was supposed to be the top priority, the first necessity that Reg dealt with, other than a quick run to the bathroom and pulling on a robe if it were a chilly morning.

      He chawed the food down loudly, his purr rumbling like an engine.

      Reg watched the coffee machine until it was finished dripping the much-needed brew into the carafe, relaxed and unfocused. The rich scent of the freshly-ground beans filled the cottage, making her happy. For years, she had only dreamed of a life like this. Her own little cottage, pretty and comfortable, friends living close by, making her own coffee, with not a worry about how she was going to make enough money to eat. The sunshine and salt air filled the kitchen. Reg was living her dream life.

      She poured her first cup of coffee and sipped the scalding liquid, blowing on the surface, too impatient to wait for it to cool down.

      Of course, she had never thought about having a cat. Or unusual gifts. She had never imagined being stalked by a predatory warlock, casting fire, or flying with the dragon that had hatched in her garden. Some things were impossible to predict.

      By the time she finished her first cup of coffee, she had a headache. Not just a mild, didn’t-get-enough-sleep throb, but a really crippling pain that made her just want to crawl back into bed and pull the covers over her head to keep any light from getting to her brain.

      But she didn’t want to go to bed. She had things she wanted to do. Reg had been planning to go to the harbor. Squinting at the bright screen on her phone, she did a quick search for what to do about a migraine. Several sources suggested caffeine, so she had another cup of coffee.

      That made it twice as bad. Reg went to her bathroom and rifled through the cupboard looking for painkillers, but there was nothing there. How could she not even own a bottle of Tylenol?

      There were a few jars of herbs that Sarah had probably left there for her use, but Reg had no idea what any of them were supposed to do. She probably had to make them into a tea, and she knew from experience that Sarah’s homemade herbal blends were… unpalatable.

      She would have to go out to get something.

      Going out into the bright sunshine and navigating the noisy grocery store with a migraine was not something Reg was looking forward to. But what was she going to do about her head otherwise?

      Reg put her sunglasses on before even stepping out the door. There was a pharmacy nearby that Sarah and the locals often frequented. That would be better than having to face the grocery store with its bright fluorescent lights and music.
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      Harmony Health and Herbs wasn’t just a conventional pharmacy. It also carried the healing herbs for teas and potions a practitioner might require. It was commonly referred to by Sarah and her coven as the “Pill and Dill.” Reg knew about the store but had never been inside. It was an unexpectedly restful retreat. Blinds across the front window filtered the sunlight to a more bearable level. There was a small water feature in one corner of the store, with a waterfall gently trickling over rocks, creating peaceful white noise that blocked the sounds of any traffic outside and muffled customers murmuring to each other as they shopped. A Himalayan salt rock lamp did whatever salt rock lamps did, spreading its negative ions and positive aura throughout the store.

      Reg’s headache eased a little just from being surrounded by the thoughtfully created ambiance of the store. She looked around, trying to figure out how the products were organized and where the headache remedies were.

      “Can I help you?”

      Reg turned her head slightly at a bubbling, musical voice to look at the young woman who had approached her. The slender girl, with smooth, fair skin, sported flowing hair with a multicolored “mermaid” dye job, multiple piercings, including dangly earrings with orange koi charms, and a vintage Pearl Jam t-shirt. Over the t-shirt, she wore a lab coat that suggested she was a pharmacist.

      “Oh, hi. I was just looking for something for a headache.” Reg massaged her temples and the back of her neck. “I’ve never had such a bad one before.”

      “We can definitely help you with that,” the young pharmacist told her with a gentle smile. The fish on her earrings were jointed and seemed to swim whenever she moved her head.

      Reg squinted at her name tag. “Nadia? If I could just get a bottle of Tylenol, that’s really all that I need.”

      “Naiad,” the woman corrected. “Misty Brooke. You can just call me Misty.”

      Reg blinked, trying to take this in. “A naiad? But… I thought naiads were bound to the water. How can you work in a store?”

      Misty gestured to the burbling waterfall in the corner. “I am able to transfer to the pool. It’s a bit inconvenient at times, but businesses are required by law to make accommodations to employees with limited mobility, you know.”

      Reg tried to hide her surprise. “Oh. Well, that’s cool.”

      Misty took a sip from her aqua colored water bottle and used it to point across the store. “Over here. Let’s get you taken care of so you can get home and rest.”

      “Thanks,” Reg murmured. They walked together to a shelf that featured several of the brand-name painkillers she was familiar with. She reached for one bottle.

      “There are some other options that might help,” Misty offered, “depending on what it is that is causing the headache. Some herbs might help, like feverfew here,” she pointed it out. “Which you can get as an easy-to-swallow capsule or a tea. If it is hormonal, then you might find some relief from wild yam or a ginger and chamomile tea. Don’t forget the possibility of dehydration, and drink plenty of water, not coffee, which is a diuretic.”

      “Oh…” Reg nodded. “It did get bad when I was drinking coffee. I thought the caffeine would help it; some of the videos I watched suggested it, but it just made it worse.”

      Misty nodded. “Drink lots of water today and lay off the coffee if you can. Were there any other triggers, do you know? Some people react to certain foods, like aged cheeses or wine. Or chocolate,” Misty rolled her eyes and shook her head sadly at this thought.

      “No, I didn’t have anything to eat, just the coffee. And no wine last night. It’s not a hangover.”

      “We have an online guide to managing headaches, if you want to scan this QR code.” Misty indicated a sign attached to the shelf. “Is there anything else I can help you with today?”

      “No, the headache is the only thing. It just hit so suddenly, and I didn’t have anything in my medicine cabinet. I just want to grab what I need and get back home.” Reg eyed the ginger, which she knew should help settle her stomach. The growing pain was making her nauseated, and she really didn’t want to throw up on top of the crippling migraine pain.

      Misty nodded. “Sure. Grab whatever you want and I’ll put your order through.”

      The bells over the door tinkled as another customer entered, and Misty’s eyes went to the customer. Her eyes widened.

      A sudden flush of warmth started at Reg’s back and spread out over her whole body. She had a premonition as to who it was, which was confirmed by his reaching out to touch her consciousness before she turned around to see Corvin, a Hollywood-handsome warlock.

      His eyes swept the inside of the pharmacy, then Corvin’s eyes met Reg’s, and a slow smile spread over his face. He walked toward her.

      “Regina,” he purred, adjusting his cloak fussily, “Fancy meeting you here. I didn’t know you were even aware of the Pill and Dill.”

      Reg’s cheeks burned. She tried to steady her hands and not show that she had been thrown off balance by his arrival. “Sarah has mentioned it. I just wanted to pick something up for a headache. Didn’t want to deal with the big stores and crowds. They’ve been very helpful.” Reg looked directly at the slim naiad who had been helping her. “Misty has been very helpful.”

      Corvin nodded at Misty with a polite smile. Reg could smell the heady scent of roses and knew she was the one Corvin was trying to charm, not Misty. Corvin was cursed with an insatiable hunger for powers, and having once stolen Reg’s gifts from her, he was obsessed with getting them back again. Reg didn’t know if he could take powers from a naiad, but she suspected not. Corvin only appeared to have eyes for her.

      Misty stood there with her mouth slightly open, but did not fawn over Corvin the way human women did. Reg raised a psychic shield to block Corvin’s charms, but was weak due to her pain.

      Corvin smiled and moved closer to her.

      “No,” Reg warned him, “stay away from me.” She reached out for Misty and touched the back of her cold, clammy hand. “Don’t let him ensorcel me.”

      Misty looked grim, the bubbliness melting away from her manner, replaced with something deeper and darker. “He knows better than to do something like that here.”

      Corvin smiled, looking as bland and non-threatening as was possible for him. “Certainly not,” he agreed. “I came here to do my own shopping. No need to help me, I know where everything is.”

      He turned away from them and walked to the other side of the store to look at a row of jars filled with various herbs and ominous-looking black fungi.

      Misty nodded to Reg. “Don’t you worry. We would not allow him to do something in the store. We take care of our customers. If you have everything you need, why don’t we get you checked out, and you can be on your way before he is finished?”

      Reg grabbed one last bottle of pills
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