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      The sun was down and Reg was feeling energized as she looked through the appointment book on her kitchen island. It felt good to have some business coming in again. Her bank account had almost dwindled away to nothing and she had been feeling the pinch.

      But she had come back from her most recent adventure determined to get things running again, and her efforts were definitely paying off. There was at least one appointment scheduled every night for the next couple of weeks, and in some cases a couple of readings and a seance.

      She had been worried that she wouldn’t be able to get any work. There had been quite a reaction in the paranormal community when they discovered that her mother was a siren, and the backlash had not been pleasant. But her landlord, Sarah, had been correct when she had said that it would settle down and people would forget all about it in a few weeks when it was no longer big news. The work was coming back in, and Sarah’s wards and charms kept the more militant witches away from the yard and cottage so that they didn’t have to keep cleaning raw egg off Reg’s front door and the remnants of spells and curses that had been left behind in the yard. All in all, things had been pretty peaceful the last couple of weeks, letting Reg get back into the swing of things.

      There was a tap on the door and Sarah let herself in. The older woman was dressed for a night out. A green sequined dress clung to her curves and, despite her more mature figure and a bit of extra padding around the middle, she looked very fetching. Reg was sure that she would have a fun night with whatever group of friends she was hanging out with.

      “Just thought I would check in before we go,” Sarah announced, smiling. Starlight came running in from the bedroom and jumped up on the island counter, yowling at Sarah in a pleading, plaintive voice that clearly announced that Reg had been neglecting him and no one ever fed him when Sarah was not around.

      “Don’t believe him!” Reg warned.

      “Oh, I know he exaggerates,” Sarah agreed. She petted Starlight. “But I don’t think it would hurt for me to give him a little treat, do you?”

      “For a beast who is starving, he’s getting pretty fat,” Reg observed. “You’d better not give him too much. I’m going to have to start giving him that special food for overweight cats.” She looked Starlight in the eyes, one of them blue and one of them green. “That low calorie, high fiber kibble.”

      Starlight made a cross meow and turned to look at Sarah and to rub lovingly against her hand.

      “You’re all ready for your readings tonight.” Sarah looked Reg over and gave an approving nod.

      Reg didn’t know how Sarah could get up so early in the morning when she stayed out half the night with her friends. Weren’t old people supposed to need more sleep than younger folks? Even if Sarah only looked to be in her sixties, Reg knew—or at least had been told—that she was actually centuries old. So she should need a lot of sleep, shouldn’t she?

      But Sarah was always up before Reg was and tsked and shook her head over the fact that Reg didn’t usually manage to get dressed for the day before noon. Young people these days.

      “Good to go,” Reg agreed. “I’m just going to grab a bite to eat before my first appointment arrives.” She looked down at the book. “Eugene Franklin.”

      “Eugenia,” Sarah corrected. “You’d best get that right!”

      “Oh.” Reg looked at it again. The letters were carefully printed, but Reg had only glanced at the first few letters and assumed the rest. She was not the best reader and used a lot of shortcuts. Sometimes that worked and sometimes it didn’t. “So… Eugenia. That must be a woman.”

      “Yes.”

      “Got it.”

      There was another tap on the door, and Reg looked over to see Letticia, the older witch who led Sarah’s coven. While Letticia’s lined face always looked serious and foreboding, Reg had learned not to make assumptions from her looks. Letticia had helped Reg out in the past and was not quick to prejudge her as others had. She was a lot more compassionate than she looked.

      “Are we ready?”

      “Just one moment. I need to get the cat something to eat.”

      Reg rolled her eyes.

      Letticia tilted her head and looked amused. “I don’t think that cat is going to starve. For someone who claims not to like the creatures, you do tend to put a lot of time into this one.”

      “Well, somebody should keep an eye on things.”

      Letticia shook her head slightly, but didn’t point out that Reg was standing right there and the cat was clearly not starving to death as he claimed. She waited patiently while Sarah found some tuna and put a spoonful in Starlight’s dish. Starlight jumped down from the counter and started to wolf it down.

      “What are you guys doing tonight?” Reg asked.

      It was probably not a coven night, since Sarah usually dressed in formal black for those. But Reg supposed some of the witches from the coven might go out together for a social activity. It wasn’t all chants and spells.

      “There is a new club in the city that we are going to check out.”

      Letticia was not dressed in a slinky, sequined dress like Sarah. Letticia didn’t have Sarah’s curves and probably wouldn’t be comfortable in something like that. She wore black slacks and a satiny blouse that came up high on her neck. She wouldn’t have looked out of place in church or a courtroom, but Reg wondered what kind of club Letticia would feel at home in. Maybe they had a seniors’ night.

      “Well, you girls have fun and don’t stay out too late,” Reg told them with a smile.

      Sarah gave Starlight one final pet and nodded. “I hope your evening goes well. You really should come out with us one night and relax. Too much work will just burn you out. You need to regenerate too.”

      “Yeah. Maybe some night,” Reg agreed, though she had no intention of going out partying with the older ladies.

      “Marian is coming too,” Letticia said. “It isn’t all witches.”

      Marian was a psychic like Reg. Her competition. In the beginning, Reg hadn’t gotten along with her. Marian had been adversarial toward Reg. Jealous of the work that she was picking up, maybe, or the reputation she was getting for being one of the better psychics in town. In Black Sands, there was no lack of psychics and other practitioners to compete with.

      But they had reached a tentative truce. Marian had even sent a couple of referrals over to Reg recently and Reg was watching for the opportunity to send some business back Marian’s way. It was better if they cooperated, or at least didn’t openly compete with each other.

      The two older witches were soon on their way, and Reg looked in the fridge for something that would be good for a quick bite to eat before Eugene showed up.
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      Even after meeting the thin blonde, Reg kept thinking of her as Eugene, which didn’t help the reading go particularly well. She tried not to be distracted by the woman’s unusual name, but she kept worrying that she would slip out with “Eugene” during the reading.

      Despite her distraction, Reg was able to give the woman a few tidbits that she thought were worth her money, so Eugenia went away satisfied with the session. At least, as far as Reg could tell. Maybe the woman thought she was just an idiot or a charlatan, but if she did, she didn’t announce the fact or think it obviously enough for Reg to read. Hopefully, she would tell her friends that Reg was the real thing and get them to sign up. Reg had started to offer referral discounts so that if Eugenia got her friends to sign up for sessions, Eugenia could get a lower rate at her next reading. That encouraged repeat business and referrals, both of which were helpful to Reg in rebuilding her business.

      Her next appointment was a seance for a group of friends, one of whom had received the session as a birthday gift. Oddly enough, seances were an increasingly popular birthday gift, at least around Black Sands. Reg was happy to take advantage of the trend. She enjoyed doing seances. The energy of the group was a boost, and in the odd event that there were not enough spirits around to provide commentary—and Reg rarely lacked for extra voices in her head—it was easy to ad lib and keep the clients happy.

      “This is Sharon,” one of the women pointed to a dark-haired Latino girl. “She turns thirty today! At midnight! And this is Rachel, Sunny, Deb, and I’m April.”

      Reg blinked at the quick succession of names. “You might need to remind me if I get the names wrong,” she apologized in advance. It might be a good idea for her to start supplying groups with stick-on name tags so that she didn’t have to remember them all. It just wasn’t a good idea to call people by the wrong name in the middle of a seance. It could be brushed off as the mistake of a confused spirit or perhaps the name from a past life, but it was always best to get them right in the first place.

      “We’ll let you know!” April laughed. “We’re always confusing people. Should we sit down here?” She gestured to the dining room table, eager to get right to it.

      “Sure,” Reg agreed. “Make yourselves comfortable. Does anyone want tea? Drinks?”

      “Drinks!” one of the women, perhaps Deb, echoed excitedly.

      “You’ve already had enough margaritas,” Sharon told her. “If you keep it up, you won’t remember anything about tonight. How about tea?”

      “No, drinks,” the others protested as a group.

      Sharon shook her head at Reg and rolled her eyes. “I guess it’s drinks,” she sighed.

      “Shall I make you a tea? I can…”

      “No, no point in going to the extra work. I’ll have the same as everyone else.”

      Beverages were arranged and, in a few minutes, everyone was sitting at the table, drinks in hand, giggling nervously about the upcoming seance. With them so well-lubricated, Reg didn’t foresee any problems. They would all be very suggestible. The only question would be whether they would remember it in the morning. If they didn’t remember the seance, they couldn’t exactly recommend her to others.

      “Okay, if you are all ready, we’ll get started. Is there someone in particular that you are trying to reach? Or a question that you would like answered?”

      They all looked at each other, reluctant to speak up first.

      “Birthday girl?” Reg suggested, looking at Sharon.

      Sharon shrugged, blushing. “I don’t know. I’ve never done anything like this before. It’s just kind of a gag.”

      Reg nodded, smiling, so that Sharon would know that she wasn’t offended. “A lot of people come just on a whim, to see what they get out of it. That’s okay. Nothing then? Nothing special?”

      Sharon shrugged and shook her head. “No... just, whatever. I guess. Will you do that thing where you say there is a spirit whose name starts with G and does anyone know someone who died whose name started with the letter G?”

      “No. I don’t do that. I can see who a spirit is attached to, if they are attached to someone. And sometimes, it’s just one of the spirits that I’m familiar with, who might have a message or insight to be passed on. It just depends on who speaks to me.”

      “Does someone always speak to you?”

      Reg shrugged. “That’s what I’m here for.”

      “So you’re a real medium? This is real?”

      Reg pointed to the placard on the table. For entertainment purposes only. That little disclaimer that kept her from getting charged for fraud by people who decided they didn’t like what she had to say or thought that she wasn’t a real medium. She preferred to keep the police out of her life, if she could.

      “Oh.” Sharon nodded, looking disappointed.

      “Let’s join hands,” Reg suggested. She sat down in her seat at the end of the table and held out a hand to each of the women sitting next to her. The girls quieted immediately, and everybody put down their drinks for the moment and grasped each other’s hands.

      Reg rolled her eyes upward and listened to the voices, waiting for one of them to come to the forefront.

      “We reach out to the spirit world,” she announced, “on behalf of this group of friends. Do any of the spirits have messages to be passed on?”

      There were plenty of voices. A lot of them fought and bickered with each other like old married couples, they had been with her for so long.

      “Perhaps someone here has recently lost a loved one?” Reg suggested. “Or maybe someone looking for love?”

      There was a ripple of laughter around the circle, which seemed to be directed at April. Reg felt a surge in the energy level, and watched a rosy aura develop around April. A seeker. Reg could find one in most groups. The one person who was most likely to believe what they saw and heard. Not a dupe, exactly, but the one who really wanted to receive a message.

      “April,” Reg intoned. She listened to the voices whispering around her. She closed her eyes most of the way but could still see the faux candles flickering in their jars around the room. Little twinkle lights, because it was too dangerous for her to have real candles in the house without an experienced firecaster around to make sure that Reg didn’t accidentally burn the whole house down around her. That would not impress Sarah. “April has come looking for love.”

      I see, a voice whispered in her ear, let me tell you what I see.

      “Do you have a message for April?” Reg asked, wanting to make sure that she didn’t give a message to the wrong person. It would be just like some impatient spirit to speak up and pass along a message intended for someone else. They needed a bit of managing.

      Yes. A message for April, the spirit insisted.

      “What message do you have?”

      A stranger he is, but soon they will meet.

      Reg spoke the words in her own voice and gave herself over to the spirit to give the rest of the message.

      Handsome but dangerous. The man in black. He will come soon.

      Handsome but dangerous. Reg gave a little shiver at the words, thinking of Corvin. She couldn’t think of who fit the description better. The warlock was one of the most attractive men Reg had ever seen. Maybe the most handsome she had ever met in person. And his magical charms made him even more desirable. And for an unsuspecting woman who didn’t know that he could steal magical gifts, he was very dangerous. He was very clever at getting his own way. Reg could not recall the morning she had woken up to silence in her head without a shudder and a sense of deep loneliness and loss. He had given her powers back to her, something that was never, ever done, but the circumstances had been unusual.

      Reg never wanted to feel that emptiness again.

      And she never wanted anyone else to experience it either.

      “Be careful,” she warned April, opening her eyes and being sure to meet the other woman’s gaze. “Please beware.”

      April nodded. But her eyes were shining with excitement. She wouldn’t be careful. She would be looking for this handsome stranger wherever she went now, eager to meet him and fulfill the prophecy.

      Reg opened her mouth to inquire whether there were more messages for the group or whether there were other questions that the women hoped to have answered.

      But something strange was happening in the living room. Reg blinked her eyes a few times and tried to focus on the dancing lights that had suddenly materialized. They swirled around like fireflies, or like moths around a light, but Reg couldn’t tell where the light originated.

      The women started to ask questions. Most just wanted to know what Reg had seen, why she was so distracted. Or wondering whether it was some kind of show she was putting on. But April gasped, her eyes focused on the swirling lights.

      “What is that? How are you doing that?”

      “It’s not me,” Reg told her.

      They both watched the space, mesmerized.
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      As Reg and April stared, the lights multiplied, swarming around each other, with more and more of them appearing until they nearly formed a solid mass. And then they were solid. Or he was solid.

      A man. Surely it wasn’t April’s handsome stranger already. The spirits’ prophecies were rarely fulfilled quite so promptly.

      The women were all silent, mouths hanging open. Reg gathered that even the less receptive ones could see him now. They were all wondering how she had made a man appear out of thin air.

      And so was Reg.

      He was handsome. Rugged, with long golden-brown hair, dark eyes that twinkled, and dark clothing that seemed to shift and change color as he looked around. He had a closely shaved beard that added just the right touch of masculinity to his gentle face.

      But dangerous? Was this the handsome and dangerous stranger?

      “Who are you?” Reg asked.

      The man looked around at them all as if confused. He put on a pair of dark glasses, which couldn’t have helped him to see, clothing the already dim room in complete darkness. He took them off again and looked at Reg, as if checking to see whether she were still there.

      “I am Orri.”

      “Orri. Why are you here? Why have you appeared before us?”

      “Well…” He looked around the table in consternation. “I didn’t mean to appear to all of you.”

      Reg laughed. “They were prepared for a spiritual manifestation, so…”

      He touched his chest. “But I am not a spiritual manifestation.”

      “Oh? What are you then?” Reg was not put off. Spirits frequently did not believe that they were dead until they were confronted with incontrovertible proof.

      “I am physical.” He blinked at her. “Aelf.”

      “What?”

      “I am Aelf.”

      “I thought you said you were Orri.”

      “I am.” He gave a nod of confirmation. “Orri. Of the Aelf folk.”

      “An elf?” Reg asked, trying not to let her voice rise in excitement at the possibility. It was rare for humans to see elves, and she had been visited by them once before. The odds of having a second visit from elves was astronomical.

      “Yes,” Orri nodded. “Elf.”

      Reg remembered the lights that had danced around and the sounds of bells that accompanied them on their last visit. She should have guessed that the dancing lights had something to do with elves.

      “We are honored to have you here. Can I… get you anything?”

      Fairies, she knew, liked milk. But elves? She had no idea what kind of a diet they ate, and whether they drank tea or alcohol or milk. Maybe they weren’t even allowed to eat or drink in human houses. She knew next to nothing about their race.

      “Perhaps… mead?” Orri suggested.

      Reg was flummoxed. She looked at her human guests around the table, but none of them appeared to be capable of speech, let alone able to tell her what mead was. Reg knew it was sometimes served at the community parties, and that fairies were particularly partial to it, but she didn’t know what it was. She was pretty sure there wasn’t any in her cupboards and fridge, even with how well Sarah kept them stocked.

      “Uh…”

      Orri’s eyes traveled over the women at the table and their cups. “Wine?”

      Reg nodded with relief. “Yes. Wine. I can get you wine.”

      She stood up and went to the kitchen to pour him a generous glass of wine. She hoped that it wasn’t too cheap. She didn’t want to offend a person of another magical race by offering him an inferior beverage. Reg didn’t buy the cheapest wine at the store, but it wasn’t exactly premier stuff either. Nice enough to keep groups of women like April and her friends happy, but not anything a connoisseur like Corvin would compliment.

      She walked over to the elf slowly, worried about scaring him off with any sudden movement. She was a bit anxious around creatures that could disappear in the blink of an eye. But Orri did not appear to be worried by her and did not disappear. He took the wine goblet from her with a polite nod. Reg bent her knees in a slight curtsy, not sure what else to do.

      A curtsy? Reg had no clue what the proper protocol was. Why couldn’t it have been a night where there were other practitioners present who could help her out and explain things to her? Reg never asked her clients whether they had any magical experience or not, but she could usually tell. And April and her friends gave no indication that they knew that real magic even existed.

      “Is there… a reason you’re here?” Reg asked tentatively, after the elf had a sip of the wine and didn’t spit it back in her face. “Did you want to see one of these women?”

      “You are Reg Rawlins?”

      Reg nodded. She felt butterflies in her stomach over the elf knowing her name. She had a reputation among the elves? She hoped it was for something good, not something she had done wrong. He was there to see her. She assumed that if she had done something wrong, he wouldn’t want to see her.

      “Yes, I’m Reg.”

      “My message is for you.”

      “For me? Not for…” Reg motioned to the women seated around the table, “You’re sure it isn’t for one of them? They came to make contact with the spirits…”

      “I am not a spirit,” Orri pointed out. “I am corporeal.” He patted his chest as if to demonstrate his solidity. Of course, he had already been drinking wine, which was a pretty good indicator that he had a physical body. If he didn’t have a body, the wine would just dribble to the floor, wouldn’t it?

      “Yes, you are. I just thought that since they were looking for messages, maybe you had a message for them.”

      “No.”

      There was a little sigh of disappointment from April. She’d been hoping that the message was for her. Maybe more about the handsome stranger. Or maybe Orri was the handsome stranger. But he did not appear to be there for her. If she wanted to attract his attention, she would have to work pretty hard.

      “Okay.” Reg steeled herself. “What is your message?”

      It probably wouldn’t be good. In Reg’s experience, unexpected messages from beyond were rarely good news. Why did omens always have to be of evil? Why couldn’t they be good, at least half the time?

      “This is my message,” Orri announced. He held his hand up dramatically for silence. It wasn’t as if there were a bunch of conversations going on around him. He took a deep breath and announced his message to Reg. “Beware fair folk bearing gifts.”
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      Reg looked at him, waiting for more. That couldn’t be the whole thing. She stared at Orri, waiting for him to finish. “That’s… not it, is it?”

      Orri nodded. He looked disappointed that this had not gotten a better reaction out of her. He had clearly thought that it would have an impact.

      Reg smiled reassuringly. It was a good warning message; it just wasn’t one that would be of any help to her.

      Reg had already received a gift from the fairies. Orri was right, of course, she should have been more careful and maybe even not have accepted the gift in the first place. Fairy gifts, she had since found out, rarely brought the receiver any kind of joy or good luck. Fairies tended to take away at the same time as they gave, so that a person might end up with less than they started with. And might have a lot of bad luck or magic to contend with.

      “It’s good advice,” Reg told Orri reassuringly. “It’s just that… I already accepted a gift from the fairies. And I already figured out that it wasn’t such a good idea. I appreciate you coming all this way just to let me know…” Who knew how long or far he had traveled? If he was supposed to give her the warning before she had received the gift, then he was months overdue.

      “You already know?” Orri repeated.

      Reg nodded.

      Orri slapped himself on the forehead. “You already know! It’s too late! This was the wrong time!”

      “It’s okay,” Reg assured him. “I’m really grateful that you came to tell me. That was very thoughtful of you. It’s just that I already know.”

      “The fair folk…”

      Reg nodded. “The Papillon family of the fairies. I know. You’re right. I should have been more careful. But it’s all been straightened out now, so…”

      Of course, claiming that it was all straightened out was more than a bit of a fib. Reg had managed to deal with some of the gems, but there would be many more trips and consultations needed before she could trace all of them… it was a big job, but hopefully Reg had the time she needed to do it.

      Orri didn’t need to know all the details. Just that Reg already knew everything she needed to and he didn’t have to worry about it.

      Orri took a large swig of the wine. Reg shrugged and grimaced. “I am sorry.”

      He looked at the table and the women interrupted mid-seance.

      “You talk to spirits?”

      Reg nodded. “That’s what I do. These are clients, people who want to communicate with spirits or… otherworldly folk. Maybe you could give them a message too.”

      Orri looked doubtful, starting to shake his head.

      “Come on,” Reg prompted in a whisper. “You can just tell them something vague and mysterious sounding. They won’t know what it means, but they’ll think it’s wonderful.”

      Orri hesitated.

      “They were already told to watch for a handsome stranger.” Reg fluttered her eyelashes at him. “And… here you are.”

      He actually blushed. Reg couldn’t contain a laugh. She tried to keep a serious expression, but it was impossible.

      “Maybe…” He looked at the women, trying to come up with something.

      “Maybe you could give them my warning. It’s a pretty general one. No one should accept gifts from fairies without due caution, should they?”

      He shook his head in agreement. He straightened, puffing out his chest slightly and looking at the women with a beatific expression. “Beware fair folk bearing gifts,” he announced importantly.

      There was a gasp from the women at the table. They started to whisper to each other. Reg glanced at them for a moment, and when she looked back at Orri, something was happening. The fireflies and moths were swirling around him again, bright spots of light swirling around and around, closing in on him until he was obscured from view, and then dissipating, the cloud of insects getting smaller and smaller until just a few stray lights floated around the room.

      “Best birthday gift ever!” Sharon announced.
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      Reg slept restlessly after her guests were gone, wound up by all the excitement. She had pushed all thoughts of the fairy gems to the side while she’d been working on building up her business again. A person could only work on so many things at once. But the visit from Orri had reminded her that she needed to be dealing with the fairy gems, and not keep putting it off. It would take a long time to deal with all of them, so she should get started before they became a problem. Take one bite at a time. That was the way to eat an elephant. Or so she had been told.

      Reg had never been very good at starting a big project. She got bogged down by the details and everything that she could see had to be done, and had problems breaking it down into smaller, manageable steps. One thing she had learned about herself was that she should just do something. Even if it were the wrong thing or started her off in the wrong direction, it was the easiest way to get some traction and to figure out whether she was going the right direction or not. Otherwise, she could be left fussing about a project for days, months, or years without any forward movement.

      The first thing she could think of to do with the gems was to see whether she could liquidate a few of the ones that had already been cleansed. At least it would be possible to get rid of the cleansed gems, converting them into cash that she could deposit into her bank account. And the first people she thought of who might be interested in stones of power were the dwarfs. At least, the first people she could think of who would pay money for them. Plenty of others would try to steal them or to claim rightful ownership over them without giving anything in return.

      She had the phone number for Gwythr, one of the dwarfs who she had talked to the last time she had visited the dwarf mountain with Corvin, Davyn, and the others. The phone rang a few times before it was picked up, and Reg wondered whether Gwythr might be out of range.

      She had not expected the dwarfs to be able to get a good cell signal underground, but they had seemed to operate pretty well. She thought they might have some kind of signal booster underground. Or maybe they ran on a completely different service provider or kind of infrastructure.

      Eventually, the call connected. “It is Reg Rawlins!” Gwythr announced enthusiastically.

      “It is,” Reg agreed, unable to suppress a smile at his excited tone. “How are you doing, Gwythr?”

      “I am well! And thou?”

      “I’m doing pretty good.” And it was true. Reg had gone through some difficult times in the recent past, but she was in a good place with her business picking up and people talking to her again. Things would work out.

      “You are calling to inquire after Nico, Warrior Cat?”

      Reg hadn’t been calling about Nico in particular, but she was interested in how he was faring with the dwarfs. And it was important to hear about him for other reasons.

      Although Nico looked just like any other black cat, he was far from normal. Shortly after Reg’s arrival in Black Sands, the Witch Doctor, an immortal going by the name Samyr Destine, had been raising a zombie-like race known as draugr to do his bidding. The draugr could shift into the form of a small black cat, a kattakyn, to enable them to get from one place to another unobtrusively. When Reg and the others had done battle with the Witch Doctor, he had sent what was left of his being out into the nine kattakyns to escape annihilation. Francesca, a charmer, had been able to bind the kattakyns in that form, so that they could not shift back into draugr again. Francesca and Reg had found new homes for the nine kittens around the world, each with a practitioner suited to their personality and abilities.

      This would, Francesca promised, keep the witch doctor from being able to re-form for at least a thousand years.

      But that had been on the assumption that no one would be able to undo the binding and that the kattakyns would be unable to find each other for a long time once the binding wore off.

      But things had changed.

      Reg took a deep breath. Nico was her favorite of the kattakyns. A mischievous, hyperactive, terror of a kitten who attacked her, broke lamps and vases, climbed the curtains, and defended her from the dwarfs when Reg had initially met them. The dwarfs, in turn, venerated the little black warrior cat and had made him custom armor. Nico had stayed to train with them when Reg and her friends had returned to Black Sands. It was the best home they could have found for him.

      “Yes, of course,” Reg agreed. “How is Nico?”

      “He has learned much,” Gwythr told her. “He is growing very strong and is getting bigger. We have had to refit his armor several times. You would hardly recognize him now.”

      Reg hoped with a pang that she would recognize him if she ever saw him again. And that he would recognize and remember her. He had never been her pet; she had known when she took him off Francesca’s hands that it would only be for a short period of fostering before they found him a permanent home. But she still thought of him with fondness.

      She understood Nico at a level that most others did not. His hyperactivity and distractibility. The way that he wouldn’t or couldn’t conform to the rules and type of relationship that seemed to come naturally to other cats. Reg knew what it was like to be different. She had never fit into the foster families she had lived with. She had always been an outsider, only there temporarily until her social worker could find her somewhere better. But the perfect home and family had never materialized, and when she had aged out of foster care, she was already on the street, trying to find a way to make it on her own.

      But Nico had, hopefully, found his forever home.

      “He’s happy there?”

      “Yes, very happy. He enjoys the training and the fighting. He is very skilled.”

      “That’s good.” She hoped that he had someone he could cuddle with at night too. That he was more than just a warrior cat that had to fight every day for his keep. He needed someone to take care of him too. “I’m really glad that he found such a good home with you.”

      “As are we,” Gwythr agreed.

      “I also was wondering…”

      “What can the dwarfs do for the great Reg Rawlins?”

      “Well, I thought that I might be able to do something for you.”

      “Indeed?”

      “I have come across… well, I have some precious stones that I thought you might be interested in.”

      “Stones,” Gwythr repeated.

      In her mind’s eye, Reg could see him nodding and stroking his long beard. When she had last seen Gwythr, he had been wearing a Cookie Monster t-shirt and jeans, with a sword on a belt. The mixture of modern and traditional dwarfwear was a little jarring.

      “I could send you some pictures,” she offered, “if you would like to look at them. And I have an evaluation from a jeweler, with the weight and cut and clarity and all that.”

      “Yes, that would be helpful,” the dwarf agreed. “But why have you not sold them to this jeweler?”

      “Well… that’s a good question, I guess. You see… these gems have a bit of a history…”

      “All gems have a history.”

      “Of course.” Reg imagined that most of the gems that the dwarfs acquired were probably ones that they had mined themselves. Maybe they had been passed down from generation to generation over the years. Though maybe they had bought a few on Amazon or eBay. But the gems that she held had a more… storied past. “They were… uh… cursed for some time.”

      Gwythr cleared his throat.

      “They aren’t anymore. They have been cleansed. And I could sell them to a regular jeweler in the city. But some of them are more powerful, and I would rather find them a good home with someone I know. Somewhere I know they would be safe, and not be stolen again. Where their power would be used… in positive ways.”

      She did not want them to end up in the hands of a magical warlord like General Mbombo. She had seen the kind of harm that a man like he was could cause. The maimed villagers. The child soldiers. The poverty of the people who were pulling one of the world’s most precious resources out of the mud.

      “We appreciate that,” Gwythr acknowledged. “Most humans do not understand how gems need to be properly cared for.”

      “Yeah. I didn’t used to. But now that I know how they can be damaged by misuse and the trouble they can cause, I didn’t want to sell them to just anyone. They could end up anywhere. I wouldn’t have any control over it.”

      “You cannot control where they would go from here, either.”

      A heaviness settled in Reg’s stomach. She had hoped that if she sold them to the dwarfs, they would be guaranteed to stay in the dwarf mountain. The dwarfs would keep them as heirlooms and not sell them anywhere else.

      “No, I guess not. But I think that… someone like a dwarf who understood gems would be careful about who he sold such gems to, or how he used them.”

      There was a brief silence from Gwythr. She wondered whether he was thinking this over or had muted his mic and was talking to someone else in the background, going over strategies and negotiations. Eventually, there was a soft click and he spoke again.

      “We will need to discuss this. Send me the pictures and specs. We might need to send someone to have a look at them firsthand.”

      “Okay. That sounds good. I’ll send you the information.” Reg let out her breath slowly, hoping the tension in her muscles would soften. “Give Nico an ear-scratch for me. He’s really doing well?”

      “He fares very well,” Gwythr assured her.

      “And… no one has come to see him?”

      “Come to see him.” Gwythr’s voice hardened. “Who would come to see him? Has Reg Rawlins sent a delegation?”

      “No. I haven’t sent anyone. If anyone shows up to see him, it isn’t because of me. I’m trying to make sure that no one bothers him.”

      “Why then? Who would bother him?”

      “No one. I don’t think.” Reg thought of Harrison, and how to explain him to the dwarfs. Her immortal godfather? A powerful magical being with a penchant for cats and chocolate cake? Someone who didn’t much care about human lives that could be lost while he and his kind amused themselves?

      “Who?” Gwythr insisted.

      “There is… a magical being. I don’t know. I haven’t told him where to find Nico, but I think he could search him out if he wanted to. He has… visited some of Nico’s litter mates recently. I just want to make sure that he can’t get near Nico.”

      “What does this being want with him?”

      “I can’t be sure. He likes cats. Maybe… he knew Nico in a previous incarnation. An old friend… I can’t really understand it very well.”

      “When will he come?”

      “I don’t know whether he will. I hope not. But just… be aware.”

      “We shall,” Gwythr agreed, his voice low and gravelly. “This person shall not bother our warrior cat.”
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      Reg hung up the phone after talking to Gwythr. She focused on Starlight, who was sitting directly in front of her, staring at her intently. She hadn’t even been aware of him during the phone call with Gwythr. But she was sure that he had heard every word and had probably understood the situation better than either of them.

      “I’m sure it will be fine,” Reg told him. “Right? I’m just worrying over nothing.”

      He blinked at her slowly, then opened his eyes again and stared at her, blue and green eyes drilling deep into her thoughts.

      “The dwarfs will take the gems. I don’t have any doubt about that. The only question is whether I can negotiate a price that both of us will be happy with.”

      The dwarfs were good at bartering. But they would want the gems once they had seen them. They would be ready to deal.

      And Reg really didn’t have anything to worry about as far as Harrison was concerned. She had already told him to stay away from the rest of the kattakyns. Harrison was her protector. He would not do anything that could cause her trouble. Not after she had warned him. The world was safe from the kattakyns and the danger of the Witch Doctor re-forming again in her lifetime. That wasn’t going to happen.

      The phone rang. Reg looked down at it, expecting to see a call back from Gwythr with further concerns or
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