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      Not in the Cards

      An Exciting Introduction: Amy's books immediately go to the top of my queue when they are released and they never disappoint. This was an exciting introduction to Oracle Bay and I'm looking forward to getting to know the rest of the inhabitants in future books.

      Found Another Great Author!: I didn’t know what to expect when I went into this book. The premise of the book sounded like something I would enjoy. At first, as I started reading the book, I wasn’t sure I was going to like it. However, after a few pages, I was drawn into the book and it never let me go. In fact, by the end of the book, I was so ready to find out what was going to happen next from all the hints that were given, I wanted the next book right then. This book was well-written, had a great plot (both romance and intrigue), and I loved the characters, even the villain who I loved to hate. Can’t wait to read more and I highly recommend!

      Fantastic: A well written story with great characters and the location of Oracle Bay was inspired. The heroine in this story is a tribute to enduring heartache and finding a new life and love.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      First Hand Knowledge

      The author does a bang up job of making this mythical place not only enchanting, but a place I'd want to go. To live, even if I were the only mundane in the lot. She also expands characters from her previous book 'Not in the Cards' and keeps the story arc alive and moving forward. There's something to be said for a series that continues with the lives of all the characters, even when the focus is on only two at a time.
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      Wing and a Prayer

      I have this terrible problem with Amy Cissell's books. I get hooked within the first few sentences, and want to read the whole thing in one sitting. They're addictive, fun, clever stories about people you wish you knew.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Belle of the Ball

      This is the third book in the series, and I think this series is getting better each book. I love how silly, fun, and interesting this book is. Drew and Bill’s romance was great, touching, and romantic. And, the mystery was great, too. Add to that, there were some revelations that were hilarious. There was a also point at the very end of the book that made me laugh out loud because when Drew couldn’t see Bill, I thought he’d been turned into a toad. What really happened and why? You’ll have to read this and find out. If you love a fun, cozy, romantic mystery, give this book and series a try; you’ll love it! Highly recommend! I was provided a copy which I voluntarily reviewed.
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      Hell and High Water

      I throughly enjoyed this book. It touches on so many possibilities of paranormal people. It has a good lead in, full rich characters with quirks and an unexpected ending.
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      Tempest in a Teapot

      The ending got me! I have really enjoyed this series, and I was so darn excited to see another one in the series.I was extremely happy with this book as I couldn’t figure out who the villain was. I had ideas, but the author was skillful at red herrings. Then the end hit…I was so darn angry! LOL! Highly recommend.

      

      There are curses and bonds, mystery and mild romance, friends and family-both related and found. I do love Oracle Bay. I'm excited for the next story for Morgana.

      

      Elements of Surprise

      Morgana's story continues and her ending is so satisfying. We get more insight into her past, more Donovan, more of Oracle Bay... just more! This story has a fantastic conclusion, but the ending hook for the next story... gah! I don't want to wait for it. I'm sooo excited to see what happens next. In the meantime, I absolutely fell in love with Morgana and Paska in this one. Paska has always been more mysterious and aloof than Morgana for me, but the secrets that are revealed... perfection.

      The mysteries, their revelations, and their conclusions were each amazing. The character development, story progression, and plot conclusion fantastic. This may be my favorite in the series and it's hard for me to pick favorites.
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      Misty walked into her shop and smiled fondly at the sign hanging in the window. A stylized palm with the important lines highlighted in red neon, the preferred noble gas of the seer community, and surrounded by the shop name—Mystic’s First Hand Knowledge. She wasn’t exactly a palm reader, but it was close enough for the walk-ins, and she could fake it with the best of them. She only needed skin to skin contact to see into someone’s past, present, or future, and with a specific question in mind, she could point her vision in that direction. She couldn’t control her visions, though, which is why she almost never had any bare skin visible below the neck.

      She walked in, flipped the sign to open, and sat down at the table that graced the center of the room. Every psychic had a different style in their shops or rooms where they did private readings, and Misty favored an aesthetic she referred to as cozy rockabilly goth. Black, overstuffed chairs crowded the round table covered with a scarlet cloth. Rich black and red carpets softened the hardwood floors, and a red and black fainting couch lined the back wall, which was painted a dark red like the others. Gilt-framed photos of famous seers, both real and fictional, as well as abandoned buildings, shipwrecks, and cemeteries hung on the wall in no discernible fashion. The haphazard arrangement grated on her nerves, but it furthered her persona as an eccentric psychic, which gave her clients what they expected, so she gritted her teeth and resisted the urge to rearrange and straighten them.

      She was only open for walk-in hours from ten until two Monday through Thursday, and Mondays were the only day she usually saw a steady stream of customers. She had no expectations of being overly busy today, so she pulled out her laptop. It was just under two months until the event of the year—Oracle Bay’s Fall Bazaar. She’d spent the last month planning and organizing and arranging, and things were rapidly coming to a head. Every year, her goal was to have everything set in stone by October first so she could start prepping for the winter tourist season, which included not only the Bazaar but the Oracle Bay Halloween Festival—which began the season—and the Yule Ball—which ended it.

      The Bazaar—her biggest and most stressful project every year—was a finely tuned machine that incorporated food and beverage vendors, a craft fair, musical acts, a bake sale, and the biggest draw—the Dessert contest and raffle.

      The population of Oracle Bay quadrupled for the two days of the Bazaar, and they made a lot of money for the county domestic violence shelter and related programs. The Sleeping Inn—Oracle Bay’s upscale hotel had been booked solid since April, and the smaller motels on the outskirts of towns, and even most of the hotels in Long Beach, were also completely sold out.

      Misty had single-handedly run the entire thing the last three years when her co-chair retired to enjoy her sunset years somewhere warmer. She knew she should find someone else to bring on board, but that would be more effort than it was worth. She usually appointed an honorary chair so the spotlight could stay off her and she could remain behind the scenes, but she didn’t have one this year. Yet.

      She sighed, rubbed her sternum to relieve the stress, and opened her email. She deleted the first few emails and then her mouse hand froze when she saw the email that’d come in overnight. The email, with the subject line “Bizarrely can’t bazaar this year” was from Joseph McEwen, her childhood crush and the town crank. He and his family had been in Oracle Bay almost as long as her family had, and he’d been a grade above her in school. In elementary school, she, Joseph, and their other best friend Bill had been inseparable, but they grew apart in middle school, and by high school, Misty was left crushing on Joseph from afar while he ignored her and dated every other girl in school.

      Besides her unrequited crush from over a decade ago, he was also responsible for the second biggest draw at the Bazaar—his artisan cheeses always sold out and for way more than he’d ever charge for them. He donated the cheeses every year, as his father had before him, but every year he found a way to make her life miserable in the process. She’d been expecting him to attempt to withdraw again this year only to cave under very little pressure. He always came through—he just did it with the maximum amount of jerkiness.

      Two years ago, he’d left her a voice mail in mid-October claiming he was too upset about the state of the country to make cheese. She’d called him, listened to a political rant, and agreed with him politely until he backed down and agreed to donate the cheese. Last year, he’d tried to back out at the end of September claiming that he’d developed an inexplicable fear of getting rained on. He didn’t answer any of her calls, so she tucked herself in the back corner of Bill’s coffee shop, Caffiend Dreams, and waited until he’d shown up, drenched from the rain, to confront him.

      If he wanted to stop participating, all he had to do was say, “Hey, I can’t make it this year. I’m so sorry for backing out at the last minute. Hit me up next year.” The prevarication was ridiculous.

      She took a deep breath and clicked on his email.

      “Mystic—” she glared at the screen. She hated her first name, and he knew it. “Can’t donate this year. I know I said that the last two years, but this time I mean it. Dark forces and personal reasons conspire to make my time less available, and I’d rather let you know now than later. Don’t bother calling—I won’t answer and let you talk me into it. I’ll also be forgoing Bill’s until after the Bazaar. You won’t trap me there two years in a row. Take care. Best of luck with the shindig. Joseph.

      “PS - Bet you didn’t see this one coming.”

      Misty prided herself on being a fairly even tempered person. She did not lose her temper. She didn’t rage. She was serene. Unless Joseph the Jerk was involved.

      She snapped her laptop shut. She’d give him until two o’clock to recant, and then she’d call him out on his ridiculous excuse. She had had enough.
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      Exactly forty-five minutes after closing her shop—long enough to change clothes and drive out to the farm—Misty stormed up the long drive, wishing she’d parked a little closer to the house. When she’d pulled into the driveway, she’d parked at the first convenient spot, positive that his house was just beyond the hedge and not wanting to be too close in case she changed her mind before knocking on his door. Now, more than ten minutes later, the house and the rest of the farm buildings were finally in view. She balled up her hands and could almost feel the smoke coming out of her ears. When she finally got to the front door of the picturesque farmhouse of Joseph McEwen’s “Get Your Goat” farm, she was breathing heavily from a combination of exertion and anger. Sweat beaded on her brow; she bent over, placed her hands on her knees, and blew out forcefully trying to get her pulse to slow down before knocking.

      The door opened, and Joseph stood in the doorway. His startled expression was quickly replaced with annoyance. “What do you want, Mystic?”

      Misty rose to her full height. “For starters, I want you to stop calling me that. You know I prefer to be called Misty.”

      “You didn’t…run?…all the way out to the farm to rag on my use of your name. Why are you here, and where’s your car?”

      “I parked at the end of the drive. It’s deceptively long and entirely uphill. I’m here because I got your email about backing out of the Fall Bazaar. It’s less than two months away. You can’t back out now, not after you’ve already committed. This is the third year in a row that you’ve pulled this stunt, and you always have the uncanny ability to try to back out the day after I firm up all the table arrangements.”

      “I can do anything I damn well please,” Joseph said. “I didn’t sign a contract. I’m having a rough year, and I don’t need one more thing on my plate.”

      “Your cheeses are one of our biggest sellers, and you know how much money we make for the Women’s Shelter.”

      “The world doesn’t revolve around you and your Bazaar. Other people have things going on in their lives, too. Things that are more important than donating cheese.”

      “I’d care more if we didn’t do the same song and dance every year. You say you’re overcommitted and can’t do the bazaar. I tell you you’re being an idiot, and you back down. I suspect you do this purely to mess with me.”

      “It’s different this year. This year, I really don’t have the energy to make your damn cheeses. I’ll still make sure Bill gets the milk and cream he needs for the bake sale and contest.”

      “You can back out next year,” Misty said, arms akimbo. The flush that had started in her cheeks spread to her neck, and the fact she was visibly angry over something that really mattered very little made her even madder. Tears formed in the corner of her eyes and a lump grew in her throat. “Damnit,” she muttered, repeatedly swallowing in an attempt to stave off her angry cry until she got back to the car. At no point would she examine exactly why Joseph’s reasonable reason for withdrawing upset her to the verge of a tantrum.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Joseph asked. “Why does it matter so much that you’d come out here and yell at me? You don’t like me; why not send a harshly worded email like usual?”

      Misty shrugged and swallowed the lump in her throat. “You’re one of the biggest jerks I’ve ever met, but I’ve also seen you do things that no real asshole would ever do.  I’m the property manager for most of Main Street and I know which people are struggling to make rent, and I know when it gets paid and who pays it. You are a generous man. Plus, Bill likes you, and he’s an excellent judge of character, even if he’s nearly as pig-headed as you.”

      “Most of the time,” Joseph said. “He’s made some missteps.”

      “If you’re referring to Drew…”

      Joseph held up his hand. “I don’t have the time or the energy to fight right now, not even about the breakup of our best friends. Do you want to come in?”

      “Come in? To your house?” Misty was confused. She didn’t know anyone who’d ever been in Joseph’s house except Bill. It was a running joke in town—there was wild speculation about what horrors the town crank might have hidden in his house. Current popular speculation was leaning towards a horrifying yet awe-inspiring collection of erotic art.

      “Yes, into my house. But please don’t tell anyone about the naked sculptures. I like to keep the mystery alive.”

      A smile cracked Misty’s face for a second before she remembered how angry she was and that she still hadn’t gotten him to agree to give her cheeses for the Bazaar. She forced her expression back into stern grimness and followed him into the house.

      “Do you want something to drink? I’ve got water, soda, beer, and of course milk. If you’d rather have something hot, I could make you coffee or tea.”

      “Water would be great.”

      Joseph smiled at her. Misty shot him some side eye. “Water it is. I hope you don’t mind if I have a beer? I have a growler of pilsner from The Pour House that I don’t want to go off. Can I tempt you?”

      Misty attempted a polite smile. “Fine. I’ll have a beer. She followed him into the kitchen, looking around. Despite his earlier claim, there were no naked statues anywhere. It was a bit disappointing. In fact, the whole farmhouse—as far as she could see—was about as normal as possible. Nothing weird jumped out at her, either literally or figuratively.

      The kitchen was huge, full of natural light, and exuded a sense of peace and calm.

      “This is a great kitchen! The white cabinets and yellow accents are perfect.”

      “Thank you.”

      There was a large country table near a bay window that had a distant view of the ocean. She sat and angled her chair so she could look out over the pasture dotted with sheep and beyond to the coastline. “What an amazing view.”

      “The views are the best things about living in Oracle Bay,” Joseph affirmed. “Thinking about relocating is gut-wrenching.”

      “You’ve lived here your whole life,” Misty protested. “Why are you thinking about leaving?”

      He shrugged. “Sometimes, the choices are made for you, rather than the other way around.”

      “Is it financial?” She clapped her hands over her mouth. “I am so sorry. It’s none of my business, and that was a rude question to ask. I’ve been rude since you opened the door. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I bring out the best in people. As for the relocation, it’s not something I want to talk about in detail.” He held out a glass of beer. “But there are some difficulties with the farm. That’s why I pulled out of the bazaar.”

      “Is there something I can do to help? The McEwen’s have been here for well over a hundred years, and it’d be a loss for the town if your farm—and you—were gone.”

      Misty stood up to take the beer, then realized she was standing closer than was considered normal in polite society. She tilted her head back to look at him, then tilted it back a bit further.

      “That’s really generous, Misty, but I don’t know how you could help at this point.”

      “We were friends once, even if it was a long time ago. I can keep your secrets again.” The longing that returned every time she spent more than a few minutes in his presence flushed her cheeks and desire bloomed low in her abdomen. She grabbed the glass, her fingers brushing against his. He didn’t let go. She licked her lips nervously and felt her heart rate kick up when his eyes tracked the movement of her tongue.

      “What?” he asked. His free hand reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. He leaned down, keeping eye contact, and slowly brushed his lips against hers.

      Misty’s pulse beat out an erratic staccato. Raising up on her tiptoes, she returned the kiss. Her hand slipped on the glass and beer splashed out over both their hands, breaking the mood. They both stepped back at the same time, and each let go of the glass. It hit the tile floor with a crash and shattered, leaving a spreading pool of beer and a sparkling circle of broken glass in its wake.

      “I’m sorry,” Misty started. She looked down and noticed that in addition to the mud she’d picked up on her hike to the house, the hems of her jeans were soaked with beer.

      “No, that was my fault,” Joseph said. “I shouldn’t have kissed you.”

      “That’s not why the glass broke.”

      “I’ll clean up this mess, and I’ll donate the damn cheeses to the bazaar this year. Can you see yourself out? I’m sure you want to get home and out of your clothes.”

      Misty stared at him for a minute, dumbfounded that he was willing to leave it like this. She turned and stalked out of his house, back down the mile-long drive, and drove home.
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      Misty glared at her glass of water. She’d gotten everything she wanted; why was she still so angry? It couldn’t be because they’d kissed and she’d liked it. Or that it seemed like he didn’t. Surely her ego wasn’t that fragile, was it?

      “That arrogant, mangy goat farmer!” she fumed. “Who does he think he is?”

      “Was that a no-go on the cheese and a yes go on memorizing insults you heard on BBC?” Ceri asked.

      Misty whirled around, hand at her throat. A pale, willowy woman with long, red hair and a knowing twinkle in her blue eyes stood in front of her. “What the hell, Ceri! Why are you here?”

      “You asked me to stop by this afternoon to talk about the new tenant in Alexandra’s shop. You weren’t here when I arrived, so I let myself in. That’s why I have a key, right?”

      Misty felt some of the tension drain out of her body. “I’m sorry. I’m in a crappy mood, and you surprised me.”

      “Clearly. Sorry you had to deal with that jerk. Next time, send someone else.”

      “No, it’s fine.” Misty opened her mouth to tell Ceri about the kiss, then decided against it. She was usually an open book, but she didn’t really have anything to share. It was just a tiny kiss and had only lasted a couple seconds. She closed her mouth again and sighed. “He’s going to do the cheeses as usual. It was just a weird visit.”

      “Did you actually get to cross the threshold into his lair?” Ceri asked.

      Misty narrowed her eyes. “Why do you ask?”

      Ceri shrugged and affected a casual demeanor. “No reason.” She flipped her hair over her right shoulder.

      Misty huffed. Keeping secrets was hard enough for her. When all her best friends were psychics, it made it next to impossible. “What do you know?” She didn’t mean to, but her question came out as a growl.

      Ceri’s eyebrows shot up into her hairline. “Not as much as I thought, apparently. Just that he invited you in.”

      Misty pursed her lips and regarded her friend. Ceri was a scryer, which meant that any reflective liquid could give her glimpses of the future. It was almost never more than a glimpse, though, unless she was scrying on purpose. “He invited me in and seemed almost like a normal person for a bit. He was funny, he offered me a beer, and tried to convince me to leave him alone. Then, there was a mix-up with the beer handoff, it dropped and broke, and he reverted to the Joseph the Jerk McEwen that we all know. He told me he’d donate the damn cheeses then told me to leave.”

      Ceri canted her head to one side and regarded Misty. She forced herself to meet her friend’s gaze and used every last bit of self-control to keep from blushing. There was no way anyone needed to know she’d kissed the Jerk and then been humiliated.

      “I’m sorry he was rude,” Ceri finally said. “Wanna talk about the new kid on the block? Morgana is chomping at the bit to test her ability with the tarot cards. Do you think she’s the real deal?”

      “She literally moved in this morning,” Misty said. “It’s gonna take her some time to get situated. Plus, she’s coming from a difficult divorce, and I don’t want to push her.”

      “You shook hands?”

      “I did. I wanted to make sure she was tenant material,” Misty confirmed. “She’s definitely a gen-u-ine—“ Misty stretched out all three syllables of the word until she almost twanged “—oracle. Not sure why Morgana still wants to test her; I’m never wrong.”

      “You’ve met Morgana,” Ceri laughed. “The term control freak was coined to describe her.”

      Misty laughed, allowing more tension to drain away and her shoulders to distance themselves from her ears. “Not only is she the real deal, she’s also gonna save the town.”

      “From what?”

      “No idea. She doesn’t know, either. Not about saving the town, and not about her powers. She’s on the run and thought this would be a good place to stop. When I showed her the shop with the sign in the window, she laughed and said maybe the cards she’d bought when she was in college would come in handy for more than beer money.”

      “What’s she running from? Does she need help?”

      “She left a bad marriage and an ex-husband in Portland. I didn’t see anything that would suggest she needed anything other than what we’ve already given her--a place to live and a chance to use her god-given talents.”

      “I wonder which god she has to thank for her mystical oracular powers,” Ceri said. “This town heavily favors descendants of the seers from the western pantheons—which seems exceptionally colonizer-esque, if you ask me.”

      “Her name is Cassandra. It’d make a lot of sense if she had a little Zeus back in the line—he was one of the original gods who chose this place to hide from his responsibilities and the consequences of his latest actions. If what we believe about the history of this town is true, he definitely had a hand in its founding and with the imbuing of mystical seer powers.”

      “I’m honestly surprised there aren’t more Zeus descendants showing up. He wasn’t a good person. His character is suspect, and he had more kids than you can shake a stick at.”

      “He wasn’t a person at all, you know,” Misty said.

      Ceri whacked her on the shoulder. “Do you have enough wine for tonight? It’s your turn to host, and they’ll all be here soon.”

      Misty opened the door to the pantry and revealed a built-in wine rack. “I think we’ll be okay unless Paska goes on a bender. I do not want to see what happens when that man loses control. Not only is reading the future in burned bones exceptionally creepy, he exudes age like no one else—not even Morgana.”

      “He advertises his services as rune-reading, not bone reading.”

      “Have you ever seen his runestones? They’re made from bone. He won’t tell me what kind, but I have my suspicions. And they are old. He won’t let me touch them, and he never lets me touch him. Someday I’d like to find out what he’s hiding.”

      “And someday, in the not too distant future, we will. Are you feeling better? More centered?”

      “Yes. Thank you. Maybe I should make the new girl the chair of the Bazaar Committee so she has to deal with all the recalcitrant donors every year. I’ve about had it.”

      “Let me pour you a glass of wine. Why don’t you go get changed? You look disheveled, and you know the others will ask a million questions if you don’t look as put together as usual.”

      “Ugh, you’re right. Clothes first, wine second. You’re the best, Ceri.”

      “I know. It is as I foretold.”

      Misty rolled her eyes, then headed upstairs to the bedroom that took the entire second floor of her house, and changed into something that wasn’t splashed with beer and mud from her visit to the Jerk’s house. She pulled on a tight, A-line skirt that skimmed over her butt and hips, a button-down blouse that clung to her generous bosom, and a lime-green cardigan. It was a little more dressed up than she usually was at home, but damnit! sometimes a woman wants to look good.

      The doorbell rang as she was headed back downstairs and she heard the door open. She paused, just out of sight, and tried to figure out who was here before they spoke. She’d just decided it was Drew—he was almost always the first to arrive—when Morgana said, “If I don’t have a glass of wine in my hand in five minutes, I see a bleak future for everyone here.”

      Ceri laughed. “I just opened a couple bottles. Drew, do you want the Cab or would you rather have bubbles?”

      “If there are bubbles, I will drink them. But first, let’s make sure Morgana gets hers. Where’s Misty?”

      “Right here,” she said, walking into the kitchen and snagging the glass Ceri’d already poured for her. “I had to change out of the clothes I wore to the goat rodeo today.”

      “You went to a goat rodeo?” Morgana asked. She was standing in the middle of the floor, her long, lithe body, pale skin, and dark hair, eyes, and clothes painting the perfect picture of a modern witch. “That sounds…quaint.”

      Ceri stifled her laughter. “She was visiting Joseph’s farm to convince him to continue his annual donation to the Bazaar.”

      “He is unpleasant,” Morgana said.

      “He’s not that bad,” Drew said. “He’s just prickly…until you get to know him.”

      “He hates you,” Morgana pointed out.

      “He really does,” Ceri confirmed.

      Drew rolled his eyes. “He doesn’t hate me. He’s just angry with me. He’ll get over it.”

      “It’s been two years,” Misty said. “He blames you for breaking his best friend’s heart.”

      “He’s a passionate man. I’m sure someday he’ll forgive me.”

      The doorbell rang again, and Paska and Jezebel walked in. Misty poured everyone a glass and led them into the living room.

      “First on the agenda today is our newest psychic, Cassandra Franklin,” Misty said. “Whose turn is it to give her the official test?”

      “Mine,” Morgana said.

      “It’s always your turn,” Drew complained. “Let someone else have a turn.”

      “You scare people, Morgana,” Jezebel said. “I almost packed my bags and ran away the night after you tested me.”

      Misty stifled a giggle and the memory of Jezebel’s testing—the last one they’d done—flooded back.

      Misty followed Morgana into the new astrologer’s shop, somehow hiding her more ample frame behind Morgana’s shorter and slighter build. It was easy to be cloaked in darkness when Morgana was around…she oozed shadow. While Morgana marched up to the tall, black woman standing in the center of the shop, hands clasped and wringing in front of her, Misty slipped to the windowed corner and partially concealed herself behind the floor-length drapes.

      “I am here for my horoscope,” Morgana said, voice ringing out and echoing against the walls. “I am very particular, have studied the subject extensively, and will not pay you if you’re wrong.”

      Misty winced. The last self-proclaimed psychic to move to Oracle Bay had as much oracular power as your average farm animal, and even though it’d been five years ago, Morgana hadn’t yet recovered.

      “Okay,” the new psychic said. “I don’t usually do a star chart for someone who will only pay if they like the outcome, but if that’s the way of things in this town, I’ll give it a shot.”

      Morgana’s shoulders tensed only enough that you’d have to know her to know what was happening. Misty grinned. It was good to have a little fire if you were going to make it in Oracle Bay.

      “If you tell me your birth date, including year, as well as the time and place of your birth, I can get started,” Jezebel said. She smiled and pulled out a large sheet of paper.

      “June twenty-first, the year isn’t important. I was born a minute after midnight in Tintagel in Cornwall, England. I realized that without a year, your chart isn’t completely accurate, and I will take that into account when deciding if you deserve payment.”

      “Uh-huh. Sure thing, ma’am.”

      “Ma’am?” Morgana asked. “Do I look old enough to be referred to as ma’am?”

      “You’re old enough you don’t want to tell me your age, and I was raised to call every woman ma’am if they were a great deal older.” She shrugged. “It’ll be just a minute as I draw out your chart. I apologize for the wait. Would you like some tea?”

      “Why would you offer me tea?” Morgana leaned forward until she was mere inches from the other woman’s face.

      The astrologer rolled her chair backwards. “Tea is the only beverage I have except water. Although, based on your tension levels, maybe I should find some whiskey.”

      “No. Tea is fine.”

      The woman stood, turned on an electric kettle, and grabbed a cup. “I only have bags right now. Herbal or black?”

      The tea made, the woman sat back down, and Misty glared at Morgana, willing her to ask the woman’s name. Morgana didn’t.

      Before Morgana had finished her tea, the woman sat up. “Okay, I’m ready.”

      “Already?” Morgana asked, setting her tea down hard enough to splash some over the side. “That was less than ten minutes.”

      “It’s not a lot of work if you know what you’re doing. Now look here…I put your birth year in as 1952, even though you don’t appear to be nearly that old. You’re a Cancer, and…”

      Misty listened to the horoscope, shifting as quietly as possible from foot to foot and regretting volunteering to come along. She wished she’d at least brought a book or something.

      “Here’s your copy,” the woman said. “I hope that was good enough to get paid for my time.”

      “How much more detail do you put in if you know you’re getting paid?” Morgana asked, standing up and staring down at the chart with a look that even from Misty’s hidden spot looked derisive.

      “Not a lot more. It’s easier with a birth year, but I know when I’m being tested and know I’m good enough to pass without giving it my all. What’s the worst you could do? Run me out of town? Because I’m not a good enough psychic?” She laughed loudly; Misty grinned in response to the infectious sound.

      “I could, child. I could do things to you that you’ve not even imagined in your worst nightmares. Don’t underestimate me.”

      “My name is Jezebel. I am not your child, and ancient or not, you have no way of knowing how bad my nightmares can be. Now, why don’t you and your friend in the curtain go home and leave me to try to make a living.”

      Misty shrugged as she walked out into the open. “How long did you know I was there?”

      “I saw you walk in. You made zero effort to hide.”

      “She’s not bad,” Morgana said. “Let’s go back to your place and talk about her.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Misty said. “We’ll be in touch.”

      “Sure thing,” Jezebel said with false cheer, adding under her breath in a tone clearly meant to go unheard. “This town is even nuttier than I’d heard.”

      Morgana shrugged. “You help your own. Besides, how am I scary? I am a tiny, little woman who spends most of her working day drinking tea.”

      “You exude terrifying power,” Jezebel replied. “You might be small—although I wouldn’t say tiny—but even people with zero psychic sense cross the street to avoid you.”

      A smile played on Morgana’s lips, and she exchanged a glance with Paska.

      “Scary is good,” Paska said. “I love watching people cower.”

      The conversation devolved into light-hearted bickering. Misty leaned back, sipped her wine, and remembered the feel of Joseph’s lips on hers. Heat bloomed deep inside, and she tried to squash it down. He’d been a jerk, and she had a rule about men like that. Stay away.
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      The opening bars of Maroon 5’s “Fortune Teller” woke Misty up too early the next morning. She fumbled for her phone, squinted at it blearily, and answered it, even though she didn’t recognize the number. “Hello, this is Misty,” she said, aiming for professional and not ‘barely awake.’ You never knew when it might be a potential client.

      “Did I wake you?” a voice growled on the other end. Misty’s toes were curling in reaction to his voice even before she woke up enough to recognize it.

      “Joseph. Hi. What do you want?”

      “I wanted to apologize.”

      “Okay, go for it.”

      Silence drug out long enough that Misty’s eyes started blinking slower and slower and she had to fight to stay awake.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Was that a question? Because I can’t answer that for you.”

      There was a huff on the other end of the line. “You are a difficult woman. I am sorry, Mystic.”

      “For what?”

      “What do you mean, for what? Isn’t it obvious?”

      “Not in the least. I’ve known you for years, and you are a difficult man. You have a lot of things to apologize for.”

      “Like what?” He sounded indignant, which made the growl in his voice even deeper. 

      Misty was no longer fighting sleep. His image appeared in her mind’s eye—tan skin, browned from days spent outside, dark hair and a perpetual five o’clock shadow, and the piercing blue eyes that always seemed to peer right into her soul and then dismiss her. She shivered, then grinned. This might be fun.

      “Like the fact that you never call me by my preferred name, Joey Joe. Or the fact that you tried to give me a heart attack by dropping out of the bazaar at the last minute three years in a row. Ooh, what about that time a couple years ago when you stormed into my shop, interrupted me with a client, called me a charlatan, then stormed out again? That was douchetastic. You know what people call you, don’t you? Joseph the Jerk.”

      “People, or just you?”

      “Not just me,” she replied. “I’ve shared my name for you with a couple other people.”

      “Ah, so you and your band of con artists.”

      “Why are you calling? What could you have done now that would be enough to make you apologize after all this time?”

      “I’m sorry about calling you a crook that one time. You’re right, that was terrible. I was angry, and I handled it poorly. Drew⁠—”

      “I figured out the timing pretty quickly,” Misty said. “It doesn’t make what you did right. I had nothing to do with what happened. Drew is one of my best friends, but that doesn’t change anything. You aren’t calling to deliver a two-years-overdue apology.”

      “I’m not.” Misty could picture him rubbing his hand through his hair in frustration. She’d seen him do that more times than she could count. He had an uncanny knack for showing up wherever she was. “Wait a minute, are you stalking me?”

      “What? No. Of course not. Why would you ask?”

      “You’re just always where I am, ten minutes later.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be the psychic one? Maybe you’re pre-stalking me.”

      She breathed out hard and forced herself to relax her grip on her phone to a more manageable level. “This is getting us nowhere. Can you just tell me why you called so I can go back to bed?”

      “Back to bed? I was kidding when I asked if I woke you up. It’s eight o’clock in the morning.”

      “Not all of us have goats to milk. I am not a morning person, and I owe you zero explanations for my sleep schedule.”

      Joseph growled. “Fine. I stand by my earlier assertion that you’re a difficult woman, but since I did call you, I might as well tell you why.”

      “Don’t do me any favors.”

      “Just let me talk. Please.”

      Misty smiled to herself and stayed silent.

      “I’m sorry I was weird yesterday morning. I wanted to explain why I wasn’t sure I could commit to the Bazaar, but then things got…out of hand.”

      Misty wanted to reply, “the only thing that was out of hand was that glass of beer,” but she bit her tongue, then gave herself a literal pat on the back for her restraint, and dropped her phone. “Shit, sorry!” she yelled as she got out of bed and scrambled on the floor until she found it. “Dropped my phone.”

      “Anyway, I should’ve been nicer, and I shouldn’t have freaked out just because I finally got to kiss you after dreaming about it all these years.”

      Misty almost dropped her phone again. “What did you say?”

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t nicer to you and basically threw you out of my house.”

      “No, the other bit.”

      “You mean the part where I said I kissed you?”

      “I mean the part where you said you’d been dreaming about it for years.”

      “Oh. That. I was kinda hoping I hadn’t said that out loud.”

      “It’s out there now.”

      “One more thing for me to be sorry for, I guess. But, since I’ve already stepped in it, I don’t suppose you want to have dinner with me tomorrow night?”

      He spoke so fast the words almost blended together, and Misty wasn’t quite sure she’d heard him correctly. “Did you ask me out on a date?”

      The silence was long enough that she’d begun to believe he’d hung up. “I think so. If you’re interested? Otherwise definitely not.” He was still talking too fast, and his normally smooth, confident voice shook a little with stress.

      Misty surprised herself—and probably Joseph—and said, “I’d love to. We’ll go to Long Beach and hit up the Jetty Brewery. I’ve heard the food cart in the parking lot serves a good burger. I’ll meet you there.”

      “Don’t want to be seen with me, eh?”

      “I don’t want to deal with questions because two people decided to have dinner. You know how everyone here is. It’s a small town and people talk.”

      “Andy will kill us if he finds out we cheated on The Pour House with another brewery, but I’ve been wanting to check them out.”

      “So, we’re set, then? I’ll see you tomorrow at seven?”

      “It’s a date.” He hung up without saying goodbye and Misty stared at her phone in a mixture of horror and disbelief. What had she gotten herself into now?
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      Misty was running ridiculously late for her meeting—or her date, whatever—with Joseph. Her last client had gone way late, and the weather had taken a seasonal turn for the worse and soaked her on the shortish walk home; she was definitely behind schedule. 

      She stripped off the long black skirt and colorful peasant top she’d worn to the shop that day, ran a wet washcloth over her body, reapplied deodorant, and got dressed. She didn’t often wear jeans, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to dress up for Joseph, so jeans it was. She dug out her favorite pair--they made her ass look fabulous--and paired them with black leather lace-up ankle boots, a white button-up blouse that strained across her more than ample breasts, and a coral cardigan that enhanced rather than concealed her curves.

      She ran a brush through her hair, cleaned her glasses, once again cursing the long eyelashes that rendered them almost permanently dirty. She was careful to keep her complaints to herself. No one liked to hear how her eyelashes were too long for comfort.

      Misty opened the drawer in her bathroom vanity, looked at the small bag of makeup, then closed it decidedly. She wore makeup for special occasions only—and those occasions were the Fall Bazaar, the Yule Ball, New Year’s Eve, and Burns Night. This definitely did not qualify.

      “Cute,” she told her reflection. “And probably more than he deserves, even if he has been dreaming about your lips for years.”

      Heat blossomed low in her abdomen at the thought of being someone else’s fantasy. She might not have thought of him that way until they’d kissed in his kitchen a couple days ago—at least not for a decade—but if she was being honest with herself, she’d noticed his rugged good looks more than once over the years. Usually in a ‘too bad he’s such a jerk’ way, but she’d still noticed.

      “Stop it,” she said out loud. “Now is not the time. And stop talking to yourself. People will think you’re a weirdo.”

      She grabbed her umbrella and a cute rain jacket, then dashed through the raindrops out to her car. She knew her Miata wasn’t the most practical vehicle - particularly for the rain-soaked Pacific coast - but she’d always wanted a convertible, and as soon as she was able to make her own decisions, that’s exactly what she’d gotten. She slammed the door with the help of the wind, started the car, and then stared at her hands on the steering wheel. They were shaking, and it took her a minute to figure out why.

      She was nervous.

      “Damnit,” she muttered. “Pull it together. And, for the love of everything holy, stop talking to yourself.”

      She backed out of the driveway and headed south. She hoped the food cart had covered seating. This was already not shaping up to be the best first date ever.

      When Misty pulled into the parking lot, she was only twenty minutes late. She checked her hair and face in the mirror before girding her metaphorical loins and walking into the bar.

      She spotted Joseph immediately. He was sitting in a booth in the back staring morosely into an almost-empty pint. A pang of guilt struck her. She was twenty minutes late and hadn’t even bothered to give him a heads up. That was not very nice.

      She strode forward, slid into the booth across from him, and said, “I’m sorry.”

      A smile spread, lighting his face up like a slow, misty dawn. “It’s your turn to apologize now, is it?”

      “I guess so. Work went late, and that threw off my schedule. I should’ve called and let you know so you didn’t have to wonder if I was gonna show or not.”

      “Oh, I wasn’t wondering if you were going to show up. I had no doubt that you’d be here.”

      Misty’s jaw dropped. The hubris of this man!

      A waitress came by and dropped off two pints of beer. “I got you a Pilsner,” he said. “I know that’s your favorite beer, and they don’t have liquor.”

      Misty regained control of her thoughts and unhinged jaw and asked, “If you knew I was going to show, even though I was almost a half hour late, why’d you look so morose when I walked in?”

      “Personal stuff,” he said. “It’s not the kind of stuff you share on a first date. This is more like morning-after breakfast conversation fodder.”

      “I guess I’ll have to resign myself to never knowing,” Misty sniped, still irritated, for no good reason, that he was so confident in her. 

      “At least not for a while,” Joseph confirmed. “I prefer to take things slow. I’m not going to be trying any of my patented seducing techniques on you until well after our third date. I’m not in a hurry.”

      Misty took a sip of her beer, unable to come up with any kind of response. He was simultaneously infuriating and seductive; he knew how to press every one of her buttons. The mixture of teasing and not-so-subtle innuendo were what did it for her. If he threw in some big-eyed sincerity, she’d be a goner. 

      “Argh!” she said.

      “What?” Joseph’s look of casual amusement faded into mild alarm. 

      “This. You. All of it.” She waved her arm to encompass him, the bar, and everything. “This is too much, too soon. It’s our first date, and I’ve spent the last decade trying not to like you too much.”

      “I know why you’re here.” His smirk was back.

      “Enlighten me, then.”
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