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      Reg climbed out of bed, the dread from her nightmare still squeezing her heart so tightly it hurt. It had been a long time since she had felt that anxious without knowing what it was she had to fear. She was keenly attuned to the possible dangers in her life, always staying one step ahead of the authorities or anyone who might have figured out her latest scam, but the heart-squeezing dread was different. It wasn’t connected to any specific risk she could identify.

      She could write it off as the vestiges of her nightmare, but she didn’t want to ignore the warning. It could be something that her subconscious was trying to warn her about. If something was bothering her, she needed to know what it was to address it. If it was time to leave Black Sands… she didn’t want to, but if it were the only way to stay safe, then she would.

      Starlight was sitting in the window looking out at the back garden. He looked over at Reg and let out a low, mournful howl. Reg went over to him and petted him and let her tuxedo cat rub the top of his head against her chin and neck.

      “What’s the matter, Star? Did you have a nightmare too?”

      He sat back and started to wash, giving her the cold shoulder. She felt his rebuff keenly. She knew very well that he wasn’t unhappy because he’d been having a nightmare. She was being silly, but in doing so, she had made light of his problem, which, as far as he was concerned, was far more important than her petty human problems.

      “Okay, I’m sorry.” She stroked him again. “What is it?”

      She peered out the window. She could see Sarah working in the garden, something that lifted her heart just a little. Not so long ago, she had been worried that she was going to lose Sarah for good. Suffering the effects of losing her powerful emerald amulet, Sarah had been on the brink of death. It had been a hard-won battle to bring her back. Seeing her puttering around in the garden was something that Reg had never expected to see again and it warmed her heart.

      She kneaded the back of Starlight’s neck. “Are you looking for your friend?”

      This time he didn’t rebuff her. She could feel the warmth of his confirmation, but also the emptiness and longing that the other cat had left behind.

      Reg had only seen the black cat he watched for twice. Then, Reg’s mind had been on more important things; finding the emerald and proving that she wasn’t the one who had stolen it. It wasn’t easy for someone with a past like Reg’s to prove her innocence. While no one in Black Sands knew her full history, both Corvin and Detective Jessup had a pretty good idea that she had stolen and fenced jewelry and other valuable goods before.

      “I’ll ask Sarah if she’s seen any sign of him,” Reg told Starlight, kissing his velvety black ears.

      He stared at her reproachfully with his mismatched green and blue eyes. Reg coughed and corrected herself.

      “I’ll ask Sarah if she’s seen her.”

      She chuckled as she grabbed a housecoat to pull on over her shorts and t-shirt and walked out to the kitchen. Starlight remained in the window watching for any sign of the black cat rather than following Reg into the kitchen and demanding breakfast. He really was worried about the black cat.

      Reg turned on the coffee machine. She looked at her phone for any new mail or messages while she waited for it to brew a pot of coffee, trying to immerse herself in something other than the tightness around her heart. If she just ignored the feeling, it would go away. If it was just general anxiety, then distracting herself with something else should help.

      But even before she filled her first cup of coffee, she knew that it wasn’t going away. It wasn’t just the vestiges of a bad dream, brought on by imagination or watching TV too late into the night.

      Something was really wrong.

      She just didn’t know what it was.
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      Reg slipped on a pair of pink flip-flops and went around the cottage to the garden, where Sarah was standing, hands on well-padded hips, looking at the bent and broken plants, shaking her head. She glanced at Reg and shook her gray head.

      “It looks like a hurricane was through here.”

      Reg sipped her coffee, which was really still too hot to drink.

      “I’m sorry,” she acknowledged. She wasn’t apologizing for something she had done wrong, just saying that she felt sorry for the state of things. She was sorry that Sarah was feeling bad.

      It was, in fact, not Reg or a hurricane that was responsible for all of the beaten-down plants in the garden. The damage had been done by Sarah herself, in a demented frenzy as she had tried to chase off the black cat that Starlight was looking for as he sat in the window. Reg hadn’t seen it—hadn’t seen her—since.

      “I half-remember doing it,” Sarah said, her forehead wrinkling into frown lines, “but it’s like it happened a long time ago to someone else. I know I was angry, uncontrollably angry, but I can’t remember feeling that way. Not… really.”

      “You were not well. But now you’re feeling better… and I bet it won’t be long before you have everything whipped back into shape again.”

      “I think it’s taken a bad enough beating already. I need to remove all of the detritus and tie up some of the plants until they are strong enough… a lot of them won’t bloom again this year. It’s such a meaningless loss. It didn’t have to happen at all…”

      Reg tried another sip of coffee. “Do you want a cup?” she offered Sarah. “I just brewed a pot.”

      “No, dear. I have found that since my… reanimation… caffeine just puts me over the top. I have more energy than I know what to do with.”

      “I could make you some tea.”

      “I’m fine. I’ve had my breakfast and I don’t need anything else. I just need to figure out how to get started here.” Sarah sighed. “You’re up early. Do you have an appointment?”

      “No. I’m just having nightmares. I thought I might as well get up.”

      Sarah nodded. “I could make you a potion to help with nightmares.”

      Reg shook her head. She assumed that Sarah just meant some herbal remedy with valerian and whatever other brain-calming herbs she could think of, but Reg wasn’t about to swallow anything called a potion. She wasn’t that far gone yet.

      “It’s okay. I’m sure they’ll pass in a few days.”

      “You need to make sure you get a good sleep. It can affect your productivity. Especially your psychic abilities.”

      Uncomfortable, Reg changed the subject. “So, I was wondering if you saw that cat around here again.”

      “Which cat?” Sarah frowned and motioned to her wrecked garden. “The one that caused all of this?”

      It certainly hadn’t been the cat’s fault that Sarah had freaked out, trying to beat it with a broom and flattening most of the garden.

      “Uh, yes. The black cat.”

      “It’s a stray,” Sarah said dismissively. “It will be in someone else’s yard.”

      “Well, probably,” Reg agreed. “I’m just looking for it… Starlight is looking for it. Her.” She looked at the cottage window. “He’s sitting there watching for her. But I haven’t seen her since that day.”

      “I don’t want another cat wandering around here. Starlight is inside, and that’s fine; I don’t want a cat out in the garden chasing away my birds.”

      “I know. But Starlight is very… convincing. He really wants me to look for her.”

      “You’re not going to become the neighborhood cat lady, taking in all of the strays in the neighborhood. Not while you’re living in my guest cottage.”

      “I don’t want more than one cat.”

      “Then what are you going to do when you find it?”

      “I don’t know.” Reg just knew that Starlight wanted her to look for his new amour. “I guess… maybe I would find a good home for her, and I could take Starlight there sometime to visit with her?” She rolled her eyes. “I don’t really know anything about cat relationships. Do you?”

      “No. Nor do I want to.”

      “So, you haven’t seen her around anywhere?”

      “No, I haven’t. And if I do, I’ll chase her away again.”

      Reg nodded. When Sarah said that she didn’t like cats, she had meant it. Even though she was polite to Starlight and would even feed him when she came to see Reg, she was still not a cat person and didn’t want them anywhere near her birds.

      There was a loud crash, and Reg whirled around, putting her hands up, ready to defend herself. But there was no imminent attack. Just the rattle of a truck as it continued to drive down the street in front of Sarah’s house. It had hit a bump or a pothole along the way, that was all. Sarah raised her brows at Reg, amused.

      “A little jumpy today?”

      “I just thought…” Reg trailed off. “Yeah, I guess I’m a little jumpy today. I don’t know what is going on with me… I’m feeling anxious all the time… like something is going to happen. Something is wrong.”

      Sarah picked up a ball of twine, finally deciding where to start on her garden refurbishment.

      “Well, you could help me with the garden. It’s a very relaxing hobby.”

      “I’m not really looking for a hobby. I need to stay focused on my business if I’m going to support myself.”

      “Are you worried about failing? I thought that your psychic services business had been going quite well.”

      “It is. I can’t complain about that. You’ve been a real help to me with all of your contacts and I’m always getting new clients. It’s just that… I don’t think this anxiety is related to my business; it’s something else.”

      “But you don’t know what it is?”

      “No.”

      Reg watched Sarah as she approached a droopy, bent-over plant and lifted its branches tentatively as if trying to gauge whether it were still alive or beyond repair. She started to tie it to a nearby stake.

      “Maybe you’re picking up someone else’s anxiety, then. Maybe it’s not even your own.”

      Reg still had a hard time believing she actually had a psychic gift. She was good at reading people, that much was certain, but all of the other odd things that had happened since she had moved to Black Sands seemed like magic tricks. Someone using sleight of hand to gaslight her into thinking that she really did have unexplained powers. But she couldn’t think of a way to explain everything that had happened using science or illusion.

      She couldn’t deny that she was often influenced by others’ moods, though. Maybe that’s all that Sarah was saying. She had recently met with someone or been around someone who had been very anxious, and she had just taken on those emotions herself without realizing it.

      “Yeah. Maybe that’s it.”

      “Have you had a client recently who was worried about the future?” Sarah suggested. “I imagine that a lot of the people who hire you are concerned about the future. That’s what tends to worry humans the most. Not knowing where they are going.”

      “I can’t think of anyone offhand, but there must have been. That must be what I’m doing. I’m just… empathetic.”

      “Exactly,” Sarah agreed. “Maybe have a nice, calming cup of tea instead of caffeine in the morning, take some time to meditate and center yourself. I’m sure it will help to smooth away your anxiety. And if not… I do know some recipes. Or I could help you to find a healer who could help you if you don’t trust my skills.”

      “Oh, it isn’t that. I’m just not used to… magical solutions.” Reg tried to explain it in a way that wouldn’t offend Sarah. “I’m sure that your potions are just as good as the other charms and protection spells around the property. You’re very good at what you do.”

      Sarah sighed, tying up another branch. “I think I’m going to have to find someone who can fix gardens. It’s going to take forever to repair one plant at a time, and then to wait to see how they respond. I need a spellcaster who is good with flora.”

      Reg couldn’t offer much help in that direction. “Maybe… Letticia would know someone.”

      “I’m sure I have a name in my Rolodex. I’ll just have to take a look. It’s been a long time since I needed to hire someone to do this.” She put her hands on her hips again, surveying the minuscule amount of work she had done. “I really don’t want to be tied to my garden all day. I want to be out, having a good time.”

      For a woman who, according to Jessup, was several centuries old, Sarah had a remarkable level of vigor, which had grown with her recent healing.

      If Reg hadn’t known that taking the emerald away would kill Sarah in short order, she might have been tempted to have it for her own.
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      Once Sarah decided to get someone else to come and help her to put her garden in order, she headed back to the big house, and Reg returned to the rental cottage to report to Starlight on her non-progress.

      The cat made a snorting noise that suggested to Reg that she wasn’t trying hard enough and finally left his perch on the windowsill to yowl around his bowl, insisting that Reg find something better than the stale kitty kibble that remained in his bowl. He rubbed against Reg’s legs and then the fridge to encourage her to make the connection between the cat and his need to eat something tasty and nourishing from the fridge.

      “I’m not that stupid,” Reg said, “I actually do know what you want.”

      He sat back and looked at her, his gaze steady. If she knew what he wanted, then why did it take her so long to comply with his requests? How hard was it to go to the fridge and use her huge paws with their opposable thumbs to get him something good to eat?

      Reg sighed, shook her head, and did as she was told, poking through the leftover fast food boxes and Tupperware containing offerings from Sarah. She found some beef stew that she needed to get rid of one way or another. She spooned some into Starlight’s dish, and he pushed his head in to start eating before she had even finished dishing it up.

      Reg watched him chow down noisily for a few seconds, then picked up her coffee and watched the house, feeling for Sarah. She knew without having to see that Sarah was going out again. Since her miraculous healing, she had been going out nearly every day. She was meeting with this friend or that new beau or somebody else who Reg had never heard of. Having decided that she wasn’t going to do the garden work herself, she was now free to go gallivanting off yet again.

      It was pretty sad that a centuries-old woman had a better social life than Reg. Reg didn’t have a boyfriend, though she wasn’t sure that she wanted one. And she didn’t have very many people she could actually call friends. There was Sarah, of course, but she and Reg didn’t see each other socially unless Reg happened to be eating at The Crystal Bowl, which was where Sarah usually ate, or they were both at a community event together. There was Detective Jessup, but Reg was not happy with her, primarily due to the fact that Marta Jessup had considered Reg the prime suspect in the investigation of Sarah’s missing emerald. It was true that multiple witnesses and Reg’s past had all made her look guilty, but she wasn’t guilty, and if Jessup had been a friend, she would have known that.

      But that was fine, because it wasn’t a good idea for Reg to have a friend who was a cop. She knew that there were a lot of cons and cops who were close friends, but she had never understood how it worked, and she couldn’t see herself fully trusting anyone who had anything to do with law enforcement. Back in Bald Eagle Falls, her foster sister Erin’s boyfriend was a cop. But Erin had a legitimate business baking gluten-free products now. The fact that she kept finding bodies or getting involved in police investigations didn’t help matters, but in spite of all of that, she seemed to have a pretty good relationship with Officer Handsome.

      Reg needed to find some new friends. She was usually good at making friends quickly. She had been moved around a lot as a kid, so she’d had to develop some good social skills if she wanted to play with anyone other than her imaginary friends.

      Corvin had suggested that Reg’s imaginary friends hadn’t been invented, but ghostly, but Reg thought he was either pulling her leg or he was mistaken. She hadn’t learned until later in life that she could pretend to talk to dead people and get money for it. As a child, she had just been entertaining herself by peopling her surroundings with interesting characters, like a writer writing a book. The psychologists had always said that she had a vivid imagination, if they could just get her to put it to good use.

      Which was precisely what Reg was doing.
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      After Corvin’s hearing, a security guard had walked Reg out to her car. He hadn’t been an unattractive guy and had shown an interest in her. He had given her his card, but she couldn’t remember what she had done with it. She tried to remember what she had been wearing that day. It was probably still in her pocket or her purse. She wouldn’t have thrown it out.

      She tried her purse first, but it was the sort of cavernous bag where miscellany went to die. Who knew what kind of crud had collected in the bottom of it. She was always putting little things in there for an emergency or to put to good use later, and could never find them again when she wanted them.

      She looked through the top few layers, including pulling out her wallet and checking to see if she had put the card into one of the slots, but there was no sign of it. She didn’t want to dig all the way to the bottom or to dump it out, so she decided to try her pockets instead. She always put her clothes back in her dresser or closet if they didn’t need washing. She couldn’t see the point of washing an item every time you wore it if you didn’t sweat or spill and it still looked fresh and unwrinkled. Her wardrobe was pretty small, and she didn’t want to have to do the laundry every two or three days.

      She was pretty sure she had been wearing pants, not one of her gypsy skirts when she went to the trial. She had driven to Letticia’s house that day, and it was a long way through the woods. She hadn’t known whether she was going to end up having to hike up a trail or something else requiring a full range of movement, so she had worn pants rather than a skirt.

      Reg went through the pockets of a couple of pairs of pants. She hated how women’s clothing so seldom had pockets and refused to buy any without pockets. It was easy to sew pockets into a skirt, but tailored pants were another story. It was much easier to hide things quickly if one had proper pockets. What else was she going to do, stuff something down her bra? While that might work for smaller items, something larger would end up looking odd.

      In the second pair of pants, her fingers touched a card. Reg pulled it out, feeling a warm rush of satisfaction over having found it. She turned the card over to look at the name on it. Damon Knight. She didn’t know much about him, but it sounded like a magical name. He had appeared to have some magic the day of the trial, able to put out a small fire with his powers without even turning a hair. And he hadn’t escorted Reg to her car because she was causing trouble or because he wanted to protect her from an ugly mob. He’d walked her to her car because he wanted a chance to spend a few minutes alone with her and to give her his number.

      Reg left her bedroom and walked over to the wicker couch. She had left her phone on the coffee table in front of it. She didn’t have any appointments in the next couple of hours, so the time was hers to use as she liked. She sat down on the couch and curled her feet up beneath her, trying to get comfy. The wicker couch always seemed to be lumpy or poky somewhere. But it was a piece of furniture that she hadn’t had to buy herself, so what did she have to complain about?

      “Come on over, Starlight.”

      The cat was washing in a bright sunbeam. He stopped and looked at Reg as if he couldn’t believe that she had interrupted his ablutions.

      “Come on.” Reg patted the cushion next to her. “I’ll scratch your ears.”

      He looked at her for another minute, then consented to join her. He jumped up beside her and accepted the pets and cuddles and ear scratches. She touched the white spot on his forehead, the star that gave him his name. His third eye, Sarah called it.

      “What do you think?” she asked him thoughtfully. “Think Damon will answer the phone, or will it go to voicemail? He might be working. I don’t know if he works regular hours or only special events. He could be an accountant or something boring the rest of the time.”

      Starlight rubbed against her hand, purring, lapping up the attention. Reg focused on him for a few more minutes before picking up her phone to call Damon.

      “Here, lay down now and cuddle,” she encouraged, patting the couch to encourage him to lie down. Starlight continued to rub and bump against her. She rolled her eyes and tapped Damon’s number into her phone.

      It only rang once or twice before a click told Reg it had connected. It was so fast that she was sure it had gone to voicemail and she was trying to think of what she wanted to say in her message. Did she even want to leave a message, or should she try him again another time so that they could actually talk to each other and judge each other’s temperature?

      “Damon,” he said.

      Reg waited for the rest of the recording, then realized that was it. She wasn’t talking to a machine; she was talking to the warlock himself.

      “Oh, hi, Damon. I don’t know if you remember me, but I met you at Corvin Hunter’s hearing…”

      “Reg Rawlins,” Damon said, a smile in his voice.

      Reg smiled back. “Yes. That’s right. You do remember.”

      “I was hoping you would call.”

      “Well… I did.” Reg rolled her eyes at her response. How quickly the conversation was dwindling to something she was likely to have had in sixth grade.

      “How are you?” Damon asked politely. “Did you hear the verdict about Hunter?”

      “Yes, I did. I got a delivery.”

      “Good. They’re supposed to notify all of the concerned parties, but sometimes someone gets missed. Whether by accident or on purpose…”

      “So they decided to shun him.”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you… part of Corvin’s coven?” Reg asked tentatively. She didn’t know how big the magical community was and whether there were multiple covens or just the one. Were all warlocks automatically admitted to the coven, or did they have to qualify to get in? Or did they have a choice as to what coven they wanted to go to?

      “No.” Damon gave a low chuckle. “I’m more of a lone wolf. Which is one of the reasons that I can work security at something like that. You couldn’t do security if the warlock on trial was someone from your own coven. Too close of a relationship.”

      “So the two of you are not friends?”

      “No. I don’t have anything to do with Hunter. Not because I have anything against him… he was just never my type. You know. The kind of guy that I would associate with.”

      “What kind of guy do you associate with?”

      “Well, as I say, I’m sort of a lone wolf. So… not a lot of people. I have a couple of close friends, but other than that… my circle is pretty small.”

      “Mine too,” Reg admitted. “I need to make some new friends.”

      “Old ones just not holding up?” he teased.

      “No.” Reg let out a sigh that was all too real. “I need someone I can hang out with. I haven’t had a lot of luck in making friends here. I mean… I haven’t made enemies, but I’d like to get to know some people who are… more like me.”

      “Psychics?” Damon suggested.

      “No way,” Reg said immediately. She had only associated with one other psychic so far, and Marian was not the kind of person she wanted to be around. She didn’t want to be around anyone who was going to try to read her or to influence her feelings. Marian was good at manipulating people, and Reg wanted to stay in full control of her own thoughts and feelings.

      “No way?” Damon repeated, laughing. “You sound pretty adamant about that!”

      “Have you ever been in a room where everyone is trying to read everyone else?” Reg asked. “I’d go crazy. I’ll keep my thoughts to myself.”

      “That makes sense.” Damon didn’t say anything for a moment, and Reg tried to figure out how to take control of the conversation and steer it in the direction she wanted to go. “So did you decide to take me up on my offer?”

      Reg frowned, trying to remember the conversation. What offer had he made?

      “Umm… I…”

      “I offered to take you out to dinner, show you around town. I didn’t hear from you right away, so I thought maybe you weren’t interested.”

      “Things have just been a little crazy with me lately. Well, forget lately, they’ve been a little crazy ever since I hit town. But yeah, I would be interested in getting out… getting to know Black Sands a little better.”

      “Excellent. Are you free tonight?”

      “Let me take a look at my appointment book. Hang on. I should have done that before I called you, but I forgot.”

      “Sure.”

      Reg went to the kitchen, where her appointment book was lying on the island. She kept it out where Sarah could access it so that if Sarah happened to make an appointment for her, she would not be surprised. She opened the calendar and quickly found the day.

      “Yeah, it looks like I’m free tonight. About seven onward?”

      “Seven it is,” Damon agreed. “Can I pick you up at your house?”

      “No, you don’t need to do that. Why don’t we meet somewhere?”
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      Reg had been expecting Damon to suggest a restaurant. Dinner and a date, it seemed the natural choice. But instead, he had suggested a bowling alley. Did people even do that anymore? It brought to mind pictures of Fred Flintstone dancing up to the alley and throwing his stone bowling ball to knock down the pins. She wasn’t sure what to do when she got there. Damon found her standing on the worn red carpet looking around at the various counters, baffled.

      “Hello, stranger! You’re looking a little lost.”

      “Yeah. What exactly am I supposed to do here?”

      “Come with me; we need to get you a ticket, shoes, and a ball.”

      “Can’t I just wear my own shoes?”

      “Not unless you have bowling shoes, and I gather by your expression that you are not a regular bowler.”

      “I don’t like wearing other people’s shoes.”

      With all of the foster homes she had been in, Reg had put up with all kinds of hand-me-downs, and shoes were the worst. She hated putting her feet in someone else’s stinky shoes.

      “No one does,” Damon agreed. “But they sanitize them. You won’t get someone else’s foot fungus.”

      “Ugh.” Reg was seriously reconsidering a date with Damon. She hadn’t even thought about foot fungus.

      “Come on. Try it once. If you don’t like it, then you know for next time, and we’ll do something else instead. You choose next time.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Just try,” Damon urged. “It’s a lot of fun.”

      Reg shook her head, but she followed Damon to the ticket counter, then the shoe counter where she got the ugliest flat red-laced shoes she had ever seen. They didn’t feel right on her feet. Of course they wouldn’t, since other people had been wearing them. Who knew how many people.

      The bowling balls were cool. There were a lot of different colors, and she liked the sparkles and swirls that some of them had. Damon helped her to pick out the size he thought she should use, and got a slightly bigger one for himself. At least he hadn’t brought his own ball, so she knew he wasn’t too crazy about bowling. If he’d brought his own… she would have known that he was too far gone and she couldn’t ever go out with him again.

      “So you’ve never bowled before?” Damon asked as he led her to the alley they had been assigned and pointed out their seats and the computer that would keep track of their scores.

      “I think I might have once or twice when I was a kid, but I don’t remember very well.” Reg had an impression of crowds of kids yelling and throwing their balls down the alley. Bright lights and loud music and way too much sensory input. Since most of her foster families had not had the money to do much, it had probably been through one of the organizations that took disadvantaged youth places. She had gone to all kinds of camps and movies and other events with community outreach organizations.

      “Okay, let me just walk you through the rules and the scoring then. I’m assuming you don’t watch it on TV or already know all of that?”

      “Assume I don’t know anything,” Reg agreed.

      He gave her a warm smile and put an arm around her shoulder. Reg tensed. She wasn’t ready for physical contact yet. Especially with a warlock whose powers she knew nothing about. She gave her shoulders a little shrug to dislodge his arm.

      “Sorry,” Damon said, raising an eyebrow questioningly.

      Reg moved an inch away from him to regain her space and took a deep breath.

      “Corvin Hunter,” she said.

      He looked around, but since she didn’t actually mean that Corvin was there, he looked back at her, even more confused.

      “The only experience I’ve had with romance with warlocks was with Corvin Hunter,” Reg explained, her face getting warm with what she knew would be a bright red flush to match her red box braids.

      “Ah.” Damon nodded. “But not all warlocks are like him. He’s… special.”

      “Oh yeah, he’s special,” Reg agreed. “And I’m not going to walk into anything like that again. So you can expect me to be Miss Prim and Proper until I know you better and know what your powers and your motives are.”

      He smiled reassuringly. “You don’t need to worry. As I’m sure you’ve been told, Hunter’s powers are very rare. And dying out, with any luck. You don’t need to worry about running into another warlock who can steal your powers like that.”

      “Just because they are rare, that doesn’t mean there aren’t any more. And who knows what other powers I need to worry about. It seems like the magical community doesn’t like to talk about the bad stuff, so they’re not going to tell me if someone else like you has powers that I should be concerned about.”

      “No one warned you about Hunter?”

      Reg sat down to retie her shoe. She grimaced. “Well, a few people told me to be careful of him or to stay away from him, but they didn’t tell me why or what I needed to be careful of. So I was warned… but I wasn’t warned.”

      “And you are the kind of person who doesn’t take well to being told what to do?”

      Reg hoped that her face wasn’t going to keep burning the whole night. She shook her head. “No, I’m not. My parents were always frustrated with not being able to tell me anything. But I guess all of that came out at the trial. Now everyone knows that I’m not the kind of person who listens to warnings, however well-intentioned.”

      “Not everyone in the community was at the trial,” he reassured her. “It wasn’t that big of a crowd. And I don’t think that’s what they got out of the trial.”

      “Oh, what do you think they got out of it?”

      “That you are a strong, independent woman who isn’t going to be pushed around by the patriarchy.”

      Reg coughed. She checked the lace on her other shoe and stood up. They still didn’t feel right. “Well, I guess you got that part right. You wouldn’t happen to be psychic, would you?”

      “No, just very sensitive.”

      She looked at him and shook her head. She wasn’t sure that a sensitive man was what she was looking for. Damon’s grin back at her was too mischievous to take his words seriously. He didn’t consider himself a sensitive man; he was just teasing her.

      “Oh, you’re a handful,” she told him.

      Damon’s grin got wider. “You are a psychic!”

      Reg snorted. “Okay, why don’t we play? I want to get this over with.”

      “Really? I’m hurt. If you knew how much fun this is, you wouldn’t be in such a hurry to get out of here.”

      “Prove it.”

      “Why don’t you go first?” he offered, motioning to their alley.

      Reg looked at the other bowlers playing nearby. “Since I’m the newbie here, why don’t you show me how it’s done? I want to see your technique.”

      “Ladies first.”

      “Age before beauty,” Reg countered.

      “Oh,” Damon put his hand over his heart. “What makes you think I’m older than you are?”

      “From what I’ve seen so far, all of the witches and warlocks are older than they look. So I’m assuming you’re at least seventy.”

      He laughed. But he picked up his bowling ball and didn’t argue.

      Reg watched him closely as he strode forward, swung back, and then delivered the ball in a smooth forward motion, his leg jutting out behind him at an angle as he squatted low to the floor. He knocked down a few of the pins but did not get a strike. Reg tried to put herself into his body as he took another turn, trying to feel what it must be like, how each action would naturally flow into the next. The rest of the pins went down, so according to the rules he had given Reg, that meant it was her turn.

      She picked up her ball and held it in one hand. Could she connect psychically to a bowling ball? Lately, when she’d been angry, things had been breaking or falling around her. She still wasn’t sure that she believed it was anything to do with her mood, but if the others were right and she could affect physical objects telekinetically, than why not to direct a bowling ball down the lane?

      She took a deep breath and tried to imitate Damon’s approach and release. When she reached the line and released the ball, it went directly into the gutter and rolled down to the end. Reg watched it in dismay.

      Damon laughed. “Don’t look so heartbroken. It was only your first try.”

      “Yeah, but… I thought… I just thought I would be better than that.”

      “Just get a feel for it first. Don’t try to use perfect form; just get a feel for what it feels like to roll it.”

      Reg went to the ball return machine and waited for her ball to pop back up. The midnight blue ball returned and she picked it up.

      “I get another try, right?”

      “Yes, one more this frame.”

      “And then it’s your turn.”

      “Right.”

      Reg tried again, this time not trying to imitate Damon’s form, but just to get the ball closer to the center instead of throwing it directly into the gutter. She tripped over the toe of one shoe and just about did a faceplant before reaching the line.

      She dropped the ball with a crash that made everyone turn and look at her, and it didn’t even go down the lane, but rolled back to her feet and looked up at her like a lost puppy. Reg covered her face.

      “Can I leave now?”

      “No, you can’t leave. You’re just getting warmed up. Don’t worry about what anyone else thinks. This is your first time. You’re going to be just fine once you get settled in.”

      Reg groaned and picked up the ball, eyeing the people on either side of her that were glaring like she had intentionally broken the rules by dropping her ball. She didn’t try to approach the alley again, she just threw it down the lane, making it crash again as it hit the polished wood floor, and it rolled most of the way down the alley before falling into the gutter.

      “Can I just give up now?”

      “Be patient. Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

      “I don’t like this game.”

      “You don’t know yet. You’ve only bowled one frame.”

      “I know already.”

      Damon took his turn, getting a strike. He sat back down before she even had a chance to sit down.

      “How long have you been doing this?” Reg questioned. “It isn’t fair to bring me to something that you’re already a pro at.”

      “I’m not a pro. I just do it for fun now and then. I’m not in a league or anything.”

      “Is this where you bring all of your girlfriends on a first date?”

      He cocked his head, looking at her. “Believe it or not, I don’t date very much. And you’re the first girl that I’ve brought here… at least in a couple of years.”

      “Then why me? Why not take me somewhere else instead of humiliating me?”

      “Are you really feeling that badly about it?”

      Reg rolled her eyes. “No. I’m dramatizing—a little. I don’t like being shown up like this. If I’d said that I liked to bowl or was good at bowling… then I’d forgive you for bringing me here. But it seems a little… show-offy to bring me here just to show me how good you are when I’m so awful at it.”

      “You’re really not that bad. You’ve only bowled one frame.”

      Reg picked up her ball and walked toward the lane.

      “If you still hate it by the end, I promise I won’t try to bring you back here,” Damon promised.

      “Yeah. I heard you.”

      Reg retrieved her ball. She looked at the lane, closed her eyes, and rolled the ball. Nothing bad happened. She waited a few seconds before opening her eyes, just in time to see the ball hit the last pin on the right-hand side of the triangle.

      “There you go!” Damon encouraged. “That wasn’t so bad, was it? You knocked one down.”

      “Just one,” Reg groused. But secretly, she was encouraged. She had managed to hit one pin without even looking. It hadn’t gone into the gutter every time. Maybe there was some hope for her after all.

      She again closed her eyes and released the ball. It wobbled back and forth down the lane, weaving this way and that until it reached the end, and it knocked down the front pin and a couple of others.

      “See that?” Damon crowed. “You’re a natural. Center pin.”

      Reg shook her head, but was pleased. At least she hadn’t put every ball in the gutter. Damon took his turn, not getting a strike, but ending up knocking down all of the pins except for the outside two. He pouted dramatically, but she didn’t feel at all bad for him.

      Reg picked up her ball again.

      “Do you want me to show you the proper form?” Damon offered, approaching her without waiting for her answer, and putting his arms around her to readjust her position. Reg flailed, knocking him in the gut with her ball and then dropping it on the ends of his shoes as she pulled out of his grasp. Damon went white and gasped for breath while trying to lift both feet at the same time to clutch at his toes. He ended up on his butt on the worn, dirty carpet, holding the ends of his shoes and drawing in a big, wheezing breath. Reg was horrified, but at the same time angry that he had touched her after she had already warned him once.

      She bent down to talk to him, aware that everyone around them was laughing or watching her closely, eager to see what was going to happen next.

      “Are you okay?” She offered him a hand to help him up, but then pulled it away before he could take it. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…”

      He rubbed his toes through the shoes, hunched over to protect his stomach. “No, my fault,” he said in a strained voice. “You did tell me once already…”

      “I know, but still, I didn’t mean to hit you or to drop my ball.”

      “It’s your turn. Why don’t you go ahead and take your turn?”

      Reg turned to look for her ball and picked it up. “Really, I didn’t mean to wreck everything…”

      “I think maybe next time we’ll do something else. Something that doesn’t include a built-in weapon.” Damon groaned and pushed himself back up to his feet.

      “Are you okay? I mean, really?”

      “I’ll be fine. Just a small bowling mishap. Happens all the time.”

      “If this is what it’s always like, then maybe we shouldn’t do it again,” Reg agreed.

      Damon gave a weak laugh. Reg looked at the pins and walked forward, not even aiming, just wanting to get her turn over with and be done with the night. The faster she could finish, the sooner they could be out of there, away from all of the prying eyes. The ball made its way straight down the alley and hit the front pin. Reg was turning away, then stopped and watched as they all fell down. She glanced aside at Damon, then back at the pins as they all toppled over and the machine lowered to reset the pins.

      She blinked, and the pins were all upright again.

      “Your turn,” she said to Damon, trying to sound casual. He looked at her; one eyebrow raised inquiringly.

      “You have to take your frame first,” he reminded her.

      Reg looked at the pins and at the screen showing the scoring. She was going to tell him that it was her turn, she’d just gotten her first strike, and then she realized that her ball was still in her hand. She looked down at it and frowned, trying to reconcile what she was experiencing with what had just happened.

      “What the…? But I bowled. I got a strike…”

      “You got a strike?” Damon repeated. “I think I would have noticed that.”

      “But… I did.”

      He motioned at the scoring screen. Reg signed in exasperation. He hadn’t been paying attention, and for some reason, the scoring machine had missed it. Her first strike, and it had gone unnoticed. Except that didn’t explain why she was still holding the ball in her hand. If she had already bowled her frame, then it should have been in the return slot, and Damon should have been stepping forward to take his turn.

      She shook her head and stepped forward to roll the ball again. She didn’t want Damon thinking she was a complete lunatic, so she didn’t argue it any further. It must have been some brain glitch or deja vu.

      Not deja vu, but prescience. She had seen what was going to happen next.

      Reg swung her arm and released the ball and watched it blast down the center of the lane and hit the front pin. But it knocked down only a couple of pins, and the rest remained standing. Reg sighed and shook her head. If that was the level of her prescience, she’d better not be laying any bets based on her visions of the future.

      “Good job,” Damon praised. “That was a nice throw. It was just a quirk that it wasn’t a strike. Sometimes that happens. Nothing you can do about it. Try again, maybe you’ll get a spare.”

      Reg looked at the pins standing on either side and shook her head. Not likely. How was she supposed to hit pins on both sides at once? She’d have to bowl down one side the first time and then down the other side. If she was lucky, she could wipe them all out in two more shots. But she wasn’t expecting to get lucky.

      She retrieved her ball and tried once more. She tried to aim it just left of center where most of the pins were, but the ball just went straight through the hole that she had created the first time. Reg shook her head. Damon didn’t try any encouraging statements this time. She had missed her shot at a spare. There seemed to be an awful lot of technical language for something as simple as rolling a ball into some pins.

      She flashed back to
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