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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.
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      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.
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      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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      Sandy unlocked the front door to the little shop she’d just rented and pulled the string on the sign that hung in the window, the sign that had brought her here—to this shop, to this business, and to Oracle Bay. The buzz of the neon broke the near silence. She walked outside to look in at her shop. From the outside, the windows appeared to have been cleaned with shortening. A large triangle of yellow neon framed the words “Alexandra’s Tarot Readings.” A red Eye of Horus and the outline of three cards took turns blinking on and off at the top of the triangle.

      She’d come across a “psychic shop for rent” ad on Craigslist a couple weeks ago. There was a storefront with a second-floor apartment in the quaint, coastal town of Oracle Bay for rent at an almost impossibly cheap amount. When she arrived to check it out, expecting it to be too good to be true but not willing to take the chance that it wasn’t, the sign was in the window. The building manager, Misty Greene, said it’d belonged to the previous tenant and could go or stay, as Sandy wished. Sandy’d made a half-hearted joke about digging out her old college tarot cards, and Misty had acted enthusiastic, even though it was a ridiculous idea.

      She hadn’t figured out a way to use the storefront for income yet—running away from home at the age of twenty-seven wasn’t the smartest financial decision she’d ever made—but had enough socked away in a secret account to live at the coast for a year if she was frugal and longer if she could supplement her savings with a part-time job. The rent was cheap even for a one-bedroom apartment; it was a steal for the combo.

      She turned the sign back off, opened a bottle of wine, and grabbed the cheese and cracker plate she’d picked up at the local supermarket. She made herself a floor picnic, complete with a couple candles to help add light to the dim room, and toasted herself and her newfound freedom. About three-quarters of the way through the bottle, the neon sign blinked on. Sandy jumped, sloshing wine out of the glass and onto the blanket she’d spread on the floor. When her heart slowed to a reasonable pace and the gasping breaths she’d been taking through her mouth slowed, the kernel of the idea already planted earlier took root. She ran up to her apartment and rummaged through the few bags she’d brought with her until she found the tarot cards she’d purchased in college to make a few extra bucks by bilking gullible college students out of money.

      Since the sign was already here, and she had the only tool she needed, it certainly wouldn’t hurt to ply her trade on the tourists escaping Seattle or Portland for the weekend. Who knows? Maybe she’d make a little extra money and be able to stretch out her time longer before she had to grow up and face the music of her impulsive decision. The sign was close enough to her own name—Cassandra—that it wouldn’t even take much of a mental shift to embrace the new persona. All she needed was a few more furnishings, a costume, and to buck up and do it. The worst that could happen is nothing, and since that’s where she was already, it wouldn’t matter at all.
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      Sandy looked around the room and shuddered. Cobwebs hung from every corner, and a light coating of dust stubbornly clung to every surface. The windows she’d cleaned a half hour ago already looked as though a thin layer of shortening had been smeared over them. She’d spent the last week repeatedly scrubbing everything, but regardless of how much elbow grease she applied, a pervading sense of dingy neglect remained. A couple of mostly empty bookshelves—she hadn’t been able to find the psychic books and knickknacks she’d planned to display—framed the back door that led to a small bathroom and the staircase and hallway that separated the shop from the attached apartment. Four chairs were placed with precision around a small, round table covered with a tasseled, purple cloth.

      A single flickering light bulb encased in a red goblet fixture hung from the ceiling directly above the table. Sandy had replaced the bulb three times and had even had an electrician out to look at the wiring. It didn’t help. The light bulb flickered, the windows were barely translucent, and the interior of the shop looked like a room in a kid-friendly haunted house.

      She couldn’t delay any longer. If she was going to make an honest go at being a tourist-hustling charlatan, it was now or never. She smoothed her hands over her flowing skirt, tweaked her peasant blouse into place, and checked the cracked mirror to ensure the kohl lining her eyes hadn’t budged during her last-minute cleaning frenzy.

      After a last quick perusal of her “How to Read Tarot Cards” book, she shoved it deep into her purse, took a deep breath, and pulled the string to turn on her sign.

      She walked outside and watched it cycle through its neon advertisement a couple times before shrugging. It was what it was, and there was no going back now.

      Sandy went back inside, pulled a book out of her expansive beaded hemp purse, and sat down to wait for her first customer.
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      A couple hours later, Sandy was in the middle of a panty-melting sex scene of her current romance novel when the low groan of the perfectly oiled hinges caught her attention. Her breath caught in her throat as the woman paused in the doorway with the halo of light from outside surrounding her. The woman paused and squinted as her eyes adjusted to the near-dark of the small shop, giving Sandy ample time to size her up. She was tall and slim with just the hint of a curve in her hips and bust. A short, dark bob set off delicate, elfin features, and her skin was the rich shade of brown. She was biting her lower lip and looked nervous as she peered into the shop.

      “Hello?” the woman took a tentative step into the shop. “Alexandra?”

      Sandy stood, tucking her book back in her bag under the table. “If you close the door behind you, it’ll be easier to see.”

      Despite having obviously been expecting someone to be in the shop, the woman jumped when Sandy spoke. “Alexandra?” she asked again.

      “Resident psychic at your service!” Sandy said. She walked forward with her hand outstretched. When the woman instinctively grabbed it for a handshake, Sandy drew her further into the shop and gently pushed the door closed. The woman blinked a few times and then smiled. Sandy dropped her hand and gestured towards the chairs. “Why don’t you sit down and we can get started.”

      Sandy walked around the table and sat opposite her customer. “My name is Sandy—Alexandra—and presumably you’re here for a tarot card reading. I charge twenty dollars for a three-card spread that’ll give you a general sense of what’s influencing you right now, or I can do something more elaborate for thirty dollars. I recommend we start with a three-card spread and then add six more cards to delve into what we discover.”

      The woman hesitated for only a moment before pulling a wallet out of her purse and handing over a credit card. “I’ll take the full reading,” she said.

      Sandy grabbed her phone, made sure the card reader was firmly attached, and ran the card, making a mental note of the woman’s name. Once she completed the transaction, she asked, “Is there something specific you are concerned about, Ann, or are you just looking for a general life temperature reading, so to speak?”

      “What?”

      “I don’t need to know your exact question, but I want you to think about what you want out of this. Hold the cards and concentrate on what it is you want to know.”

      The woman did as requested, then handed the cards back. Sandy shuffled the cards but never took her eyes off the woman sitting in front of her. She’d closed her eyes and pressed her lips tightly together. Sandy took in the tense set of her shoulders, the gnawing worry obvious as she chewed on the inside of her lips, and the half-moon marks left by her own fingernails on the backs of her hands.

      The clients who’d come in earlier that day had all been vacationers looking for some happy news. This woman was desperate. Sandy found herself seized with a sudden urge to dig deeper and find something that could help. She concentrated on the woman as she drew the first three cards. Only when she’d put down the last card did she look at the spread: the five of pentacles, the five of cups reversed, and the three of rods. Her jaw dropped open as the cards ceased to be individual cards but instead became a storyboard laid out in front of her.

      She’d studied the guides and knew what each card meant. She was able to put together a decent and generic story for just about anyone that would stand up to scrutiny. But now, she saw the cards in an entirely new way. Sandy blinked a couple times, trying to return the cards to their mundane setting. Her pulse sped up, and she had to concentrate on keeping her breath even. She didn’t want to alarm Ann any more than she already had.

      “Is something wrong?” the woman asked. “Oh my god, is it bad?”

      Sandy looked up at her client and took in the strain and fear evident on her face. “No, not bad,” Sandy answered. “Just surprising.”

      “What does it say?”

      Sandy looked down at the cards and went into an autopilot she appreciated, even if she didn’t understand. “These cards represent your past, present, and future. I’ll start with the past and move forward, then we’ll add some more cards to further clarify the situation.”

      Ann nodded.

      “The five of pentacles represents a change in financial and/or social status. In your recent past, there was an upheaval that drastically changed your fortunes, perhaps a divorce.”

      “Yes,” she said. “My divorce was final about two months ago, and I’ve gone from being a trophy wife to being nearly destitute. My lawyer wasn’t nearly as good as his.” Bitterness seeped through her tone and Sandy’s gut clenched with empathy and no small amount of anxiety. She shoved her own issues back into their issue box and moved on to the next card.

      “The next card, your present, is the five of cups, reversed. You are struggling with your new status as a single person, filled with regret, and greatly longing to go back to your old relationship, no matter how much you know that isn’t possible. You feel insecure and unprepared to go it alone.”

      Tears streaked down Ann’s face, and she merely nodded. Sandy swallowed hard—these cards might be for Ann, but they were speaking to her, too. Goosebumps ran up and down her arms, and she willed herself to continue.

      “The third card—your future—is the three of rods. This card means you will soon find that balance and confidence you need. Your initiative and ambition will make themselves known to you, and you will find your passion and your optimism, if only you are patient and trusting. You no longer need to fear failure or depend on anyone else for security and stability. You have everything you need within yourself.”

      Sandy paused for Ann to comment, but she just offered a watery smile, so she continued. “I’m going to draw six more cards that will lend a bit more clarity to the past, present, and future and should help you find the answers you’re seeking.”

      Sandy cut the deck, concentrating on Ann and not herself, then placed two cards each on either side of the original three. “The distant past shows a happy home; a celebration, love, and generally speaks to marriage and family. More recently, is the six of cups reversed.” Sandy reached out and took Ann’s hand. “I am so sorry for your loss. It couldn’t have been easy losing the pregnancy you hoped would save your marriage.”

      Ann’s hand shook in Sandy’s, but she barely noticed. The cards and their meanings filled her head, as did the pain Ann was radiating.

      “Your present influences that make it difficult to move on are the seven of swords and the seven of cups. You feel guilty for some kind of dishonesty. You found out about your husband’s infidelities by reading text messages on his phone, and feel that your violation of his privacy was more egregious than his violation of your marriage vows. It wasn’t, you know. Perhaps you should’ve respected his privacy, but he was doing something for which he deserved to get caught. He didn’t ask for a divorce because you didn’t trust him. He asked for a divorce because he got caught. The seven of cups is where you’re stuck. You can visualize two futures you want, but can’t figure out how to make either of them a reality. You simultaneously want to return to your marriage, to the illusion of the picture-perfect family, and to try to conceive again. At the same time, your trust was shattered, and you want nothing more than to prove you’re independent and can go it alone.”

      Sandy took her focus off the cards for a moment and looked at Ann to gauge how well she was doing. Based on the tears, silent sobs, and shaking hands, she was doing a fantastic job of bringing up this poor woman’s past trauma.

      “Finally, we will look at the future—and this is where you’ll be able to get to where you need to be. The knight of wands represents the decision you will need to make and the major arcana card, The World, is the result should you make the decision indicated. The knight of wands is a card of creativity and passion. It represents someone who is resourceful, self-reliant, and ready to take risks. Perhaps you’ve been considering entering a field that will draw on your creativity—one that you’d been prepared to enter before finding marriage.”

      “I have a degree in graphic design and had several job offers, but my ex-husband didn’t want me to work outside the home. Said it would make him look bad.”

      “It’s not my place,” Sandy said, “but I advise you to let go of the regret, and guilt, and desire to reunite with him, because he sounds almost as douchetastic as my soon-to-be-ex.”

      For the first time since entering the shop, Ann smiled.

      “The final card is The World. Look at how happy that woman is! She is in control of her own life and is bursting with power and creativity. You will reach the goals you put on hold for someone else as you follow the destiny laid out for you. Hold on to this image, and it will help you manifest what you need.”

      The energy that had filled Sandy throughout the reading left her in a whoosh, and she felt momentarily empty. She shook her head to clear it, smiled at Ann, and said, “Do you have any additional questions for me?”

      “That was amazing,” Ann said. “I thought you’d lay out some cards and say a couple really generic things like ‘you’ve had hardship’ and ‘all will be great in the end,’ but although that’s still the gist of what you said, the specificity was amazing. How did you do that?”

      Sandy smiled self-deprecatingly. “I guess it’s my gift,” she said.

      A bell rang, light and silvery, and Sandy looked up trying to locate it. There wasn’t a bell in sight, but she felt something ephemeral settle over her shoulders like a mantle when she looked back at Ann. Something right had happened.

      “Thank you so much,” Ann said, standing. “It was difficult to hear, but I know what I need to do now.” She reached her hand across the table and shook Sandy’s, which came away with some folded bills.

      Sandy wanted to protest that the additional funds weren’t necessary, but she bit her tongue, smiled, and said, “Thank you.”

      When Ann walked out the door, the squeaking hinges heralding her departure, Sandy slumped back into her chair and let the tears streak down her cheeks, likely ruining the kohl eyeliner she’d spent so much time on. Between the odd power that changed the cards from individual pictures into a whole, like puzzle pieces, and the parallels to her own life, she was overwhelmed with feelings she couldn’t describe. She took a deep breath and then, another.

      The door hinges squeaked, announcing another client. Sandy hastily wiped the tears from her cheeks and hoped the poor lighting was enough to mask her tear-streaked face.
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      Hours later, the last client left. She turned off the neon sign and sank back into her chair and let her mind return to Ann.

      “That was weird,” she whispered to herself. Nothing like that had ever happened in the three years she’d done readings in college, and it hadn’t happened with any of the rest of the customers who’d wandered in, either. It was like the carefully memorized book passages didn’t matter because she could see to the heart of the problem, read the past and present, and intuit the future, just by looking at a few beautifully painted cards.

      “I wonder if I can do it again.”

      Sandy closed her eyes, shuffled slowly, all the while thinking about how to decide what to do next. She cut the next, then laid the top ten cards in the classic Celtic cross position. Justice. The High Priestess. King of Swords Reversed. Three of Pentacles reversed. Page of Cups reversed. Page of Wands reversed.

      Well, yes, tarot deck. I am seeking justice. I would like to right some wrongs, and I would like to delve deeper into who I am. Sure, I’m on a journey of self-discovery, and maybe I do have a jerk in my past who undermined my self-confidence.

      Six of Pentacles, bloody reversed. Yep—I am not financially secure, and all my decisions are coming from that fact.

      The Fool. Of course. I do feel pressured to start over, to begin a new life, and to find my way.

      The Wheel of Fortune. That pretty much encompasses my hopes and fears. Change. Inevitable change.

      And The World—the same card Ann had gotten as her final draw—but reversed. Ann is much further along in her acceptance of destiny than me, I guess.

      “Damnit,” she said aloud. She’d never really believed in Tarot. It was just a party game, and anyone who had enough sense to speak in generalities and read the client’s facial expressions could do well. But this—all the need for spiritual awakening, acceptance, and growth was jumping out at her.

      “It’s because it’s me. I know who I am and where I’ve been. I’m reading too much into it.”

      The hinges creaked, announcing another visitor, and Sandy vowed to buy out the entire WD-40 supply at the local hardware store and get a tinkling bell, like the one she’d heard earlier.

      “I’m sorry, I’m closed,” Sandy said.

      “Oh. I didn’t know. The sign…” he gestured behind him at the window where her sign was defiantly announcing she was open.

      Sandy hastily gathered up her cards and smiled. “Come in then, and close the door behind you.”

      A man walked into the shop, shoved the protesting door back into the jamb, and approached the table. “I’d like a reading, please.”

      She repeated her spiel, and he opted for a simple three-card spread. He had a decision to make and needed some guidance. He seemed sincere, so she shrugged, took his cash, and had him hold the deck while concentrating on his quandary.

      She laid out the cards, took a deep breath in, and unfocused her eyes. The meaning of the spread clarified in front of her. “In the past, you opened up to someone, took a huge risk, but were willing to do that because you believed it was the right choice. Right now, you are fighting between your head and your heart. An authority figure whom you greatly respect is giving you advice that runs counter to what you truly want, and the path you started on when you opened your heart before.”

      The young man was staring at her, jaw hanging in shock, and Sandy tried not to let the flush of self-consciousness overwhelm her and distract her from finishing the reading.

      “If you don’t take the chance on what you believe you want—if you listen to your head and your mentor rather than your heart—you will lose the greatest opportunity you’ve ever had for lasting happiness. You’re on the right path, but you’re wavering. Take it, because we don’t all get that chance, and few get it more than once.”

      “Thank you, thank you!” He was smiling as he walked out of the room, and Sandy felt a satisfaction deeper than anything she’d experienced before. She shuffled the cards back into the deck, and The High Priestess fell out, her gimlet eye appearing to stare directly into Sandy’s soul.

      “Fine! I’ll walk the path. For now, at least. It’s not any crazier than anything else I’ve done these past three months.”
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      Sandy woke up gasping and thrashing, trying to free herself from the arms that held her still. It took a few minutes for her to realize she was tangled up in her covers and not being restrained.

      She took a few calming breaths until she could untangle herself enough to grab her phone and turn on her favorite meditation. The nightmares were still happening every night, and they were stupidly devastating. Every morning, Sandy reminded herself that she was okay, nothing really bad had ever happened, and there were so many women out there who had it way, way worse.

      And every night she had the nightmare—the same one—where she was being held by the wrists against the wall, crying, more in anger than in fear. The man who held her there was cloaked in shadow, and all she could see were his eyes—they blazed brightly in the near dark.

      When she woke, gasping for air and choking on sobs, it always took a while for her to come back into herself; longer than a typical nightmare, because this one was based on a true story. She liked to phrase it that way because it sounded more like a made for TV movie, although she supposed it might be a Lifetime Original movie about the dangers of marrying straight out of college and giving up all your career aspirations for a handsome stranger.

      She shook herself, willing herself not to dwell on him. He’d never crossed the arbitrary line she had between awful and abusive, but he toed it from time to time. Aaron had a temper on him, and the last few years of their marriage, she’d found herself on the wrong end of it more than once. Still, she told herself, he never laid a hand on you. Never hurt you. He was just a jerk.

      She took another deep breath. That chapter of her life was almost over. Pretty soon, she’d never have to see him or his awful, overly pious, and entirely too judgmental family. She’d never have to pretend to be a church person for the sake of keeping the peace, and she wouldn’t have to make polite noises about the possibility of having kids someday. It’s not that she was opposed to it, but she was opposed to procreating with her almost-ex-husband. He might be able to charm the spots off a zebra, as her step-dad used to say with a laugh, and no one could say he wasn’t bringing home the bacon, but he wasn’t father material. For him, a child would be nothing more than another milepost. A way to show he’d achieved something, proof that he was as virile as he presented himself to be.

      “It’s over, Sandy,” she said aloud. He doesn’t know where you are, and you don’t have to see him again until your court date. You didn’t ask for alimony, even if the lawyer you consulted thinks that’s the dumbest decision you’ve ever made, so once it’s final, you’re free and clear.

      Too free and clear, though. She was giving up the house and specifically requested no alimony so she’d never have to see his name again, but in addition to their home and the money, he ended up with most of their friends. She sighed. They’d never really been her friends anyway. She’d hung out with them because they were in the same circles as Aaron—young professionals, both men and women, who were a step away from the C-suite who liked to stay out late, drink too much, and pretend that their frequent visits to Portland’s ubiquitous strip clubs were due to Portlandia irony, rather than a perfectly justifiable desire to see attractive women remove their clothes.

      Sandy’d made nice, and had even—she thought—made friends with a couple of the other ‘wives.’ They’d taken turns hosting dinner parties and cocktail parties, which were really excuses for everyone to drink too much and make inappropriate passes at their colleagues and colleagues’ spouses.

      But once Aaron’d announced their split, everyone stopped returning her calls. She suspected he’d made up something to elevate himself and put her down. He’d been doing that for years. Once she’d decided to leave him, there was no reason to even pretend to hold back anymore.

      She wanted to call up everyone, or do a group message on Facebook, or order up a billboard to let everyone know that the real reason they were splitting up wasn’t whatever made up reason he’d come up with, but rather because when she’d shown up one evening when he was working late to surprise him with dinner, a bottle of wine, and new lingerie, she’d been the one to be surprised.

      He’d talked about Sam from IT for weeks, but she’d never suspected that Sam was Samantha, liked to wear short skirts with no knickers, and enjoyed married men on the conference room table. Sandy had dropped the wine and fled. Aaron had chased her down—eventually—to let her know that it meant nothing. She’d moved into the spare room and started going through her personal finances. She had a few savings accounts in which she’d been stashing money for years that he didn’t know about, and when she tallied them all, she found she had just enough to live on for a year in the suburbs, if she lived cheaply, or six months of frugal living on the coast.

      It wasn’t even a question. She packed the essentials, hocked all the jewelry he’d ever given her, hired a cheap divorce attorney to file the paperwork, and got the hell out of Portland. She hadn’t really had a destination in mind other than “the coast,” and had planned on cheap Air B&Bs until she found an even cheaper rental and a job bordering on decent.

      When she rolled into Oracle Bay, Washington on her first night, it felt like something had clicked. She’d checked into the cheapest motel she could find that also had a view of the ocean. Oracle Bay was on a narrow spit of land with the Bay on one side and the ocean on the other, and it was the most perfect place she’d ever been.

      The next morning, she’d scrolled through Craigslist for beach rentals and found a brand new listing. She met her landlady in front of the shop and got the tour. The shop, even with its perma-grungy aesthetic, had an inescapable draw.  She’d shaken hands with her new landlady, and the woman—Misty—had given her a look that bared her soul and caused her to wrap her arms around her chest protectively. Twenty minutes and one check later, and Sandy had a new business and a new place to live.
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      She hadn’t been able to go to sleep, and it’d been too early to open the shop, so Sandy had made coffee, bundled up in leggings, an oversized flannel shirt, and a hoodie, and walked down to the beach to watch the tide go out. Early October on the coast was chilly, but at least it’d been clear and dry for the last couple weeks while she’d tried—and failed—to spruce up her new shop in preparation for opening.

      She was nearly done with her coffee and ready to turn back to her shop when her cell phone rang. She hadn’t gotten a call from anyone but her lawyer and a customer service agent at her bank in over two weeks, and she answered without glancing at the display.

      “Hello?”

      “Babe,” Aaron’s voice oozed through the phone. “Long time, no talk.”

      Sandy’s stomach clenched with nerves, and she fought back a wave of nausea. “What do you want?” She tried to sound professional and brusque but was afraid he’d hear the anxiety and hesitation in her voice and take advantage.

      She straightened her spine, took a deep breath and counted to ten, then tuned back in.

      “…so glad I found you. I was worried.”

      “It’s really not your place to worry about me,” Sandy said. “We’re divorced.”

      “Not yet. Not until next month—and hopefully not ever.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” The sharpness in her tone made her wince, and she hoped it didn’t carry across the phone lines.

      “I want to make it up to you, babe. I know I screwed up.” His voice got even smarmier, and her lip curled in disgust. She’d known him for almost nine years. She knew that tone. He was pretending to be sincere to make the sale. She’d heard it a million times at a million networking events.

      “What’s your end game?” Sandy didn’t bother to hide the exhaustion she felt. It was bad enough that he was interrupting her sleep with the flashback dreams—now he’d ruined the meditative mindset she’d gotten into staring at the ocean with her morning coffee.

      “I want you back. I thought that’d be obvious.”

      “Why?” She was never so blunt, and by the silence on the other end, Aaron was as surprised by it as she was.

      “Because I love you?”

      “That shouldn’t have been a question, Aaron. I know you. I know there’s got to be a reason you’re doing this. I caught you with your pants literally down. It’s an open and shut case.  I’m not asking for alimony or a share of your 401(k). You are winning the divorce.” At least the financial parts of it, she added to herself. I think we all know I’m the big winner here.

      “I really am, and I feel bad about it.”

      “No, you don’t. I don’t have time to play twenty questions with you this morning. Either tell me what you want, or I’m hanging up. I’ve got to get to work.”

      “Someone hired you? This I’ve got to see.” He hung up.

      “Damnit,” Sandy muttered to herself. “When are you going to learn to keep your mouth shut, Cassandra Helen Franklin? He hates not knowing shit, and did he say he’d found me?”

      She tried to rewind the part of the conversation she’d been deep breathing for, but couldn’t focus on anything he’d said before “…so glad I found you.”

      She squelched the fear that threatened to rise at the thought of him showing up in town, squared her shoulders, and marched back to her shop. She’d cross that bridge when she came to it, and if she was lucky, that bridge would be very, very high, rather secluded, and have an unsafe railing that made a tragic accident an unfortunate reality. She grinned at the thought, even though she knew she’d never do something like that. She’d watched way too much true crime to believe there was a chance in hell she’d get away with something like that, even if she did start to harbor homicidal urges.

      There was someone waiting outside her shop when she got there, and she tilted her watch towards her face in confusion. It was only eight o’clock, too early to be open. Her sign announced a ten am start, although she usually did flip the switch about nine-thirty.

      “Can I help you?” Sandy asked.

      The woman was tall, light-skinned with black hair and shockingly blue eyes, and one of the most imposing presences Sandy had ever encountered.

      “Are you Alexandra? The psychic?”

      “Yeessss…” Sandy said. After talking to Aaron, she was on high alert, and something about this woman made her feel even more on edge.

      “It’s imperative that I get a reading from you right now.”

      She was sick and tired of not being the main character in her own story. “No,” she said.

      The stranger looked surprised. “No?”

      Sandy pointed at the sign on the door that said she opened at ten. “Come back in two hours. I’ll be ready for you then.”

      “I have money,” she said.

      “Well, I certainly hope so. I’m not doing this for free.”

      Her jaw dropped a bit, then she turned and walked away without another word.

      “That was weird,” Sandy said to herself. “Almost as weird as how much I’ve been talking to myself lately.”

      She shook it off, unlocked her shop, and went in to make breakfast.
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      It was two days before the imposing stranger returned, and Sandy was beginning to hope she’d dodged that bullet for good. But when she turned on her sign and unlocked her door on Thursday morning, the woman was standing there waiting.

      She glanced pointedly at her watch, causing Sandy to look down at her own. It was two minutes after ten. “You’re late,” the woman said.

      “I’m a psychic, not the stock market,” Sandy said. “I hardly think two minutes is going to make a huge difference.”

      “It might to your clients.”

      Sandy made a point of looking around, then said loudly to the empty street. “If everyone could please stop jostling and form an orderly line. I’ll see you in the order in which you’ve arrived.”

      The woman’s mouth made a thin, brittle line across her face, and she asked, “May I come in?”

      “Of course.” Sandy led the woman into her shop, noticed the door opened silently for once, then sat down in her usual chair.

      “Can we switch seats?” the woman asked.

      Sandy smiled, said, “Certainly,” and then rolled her eyes behind the woman’s back. When they were both settled, and she’d gone through her spiel and processed the payment, she pulled her cards out of the velvet bag where she kept them.

      “Could you use this deck, instead?” the woman asked, smiling what was probably supposed to be a sweet smile, but instead looked a little deranged. “It’s special to my family.”

      Sandy hesitated for only a moment. She’d never used a deck other than the one she had in front of her, but she was curious to see if it was the deck and her familiarity with it, or something else that she was actively refusing to consider that was making all her readings so eerily accurate. “Sure.”

      Sandy took the cards, held them for a moment, then handed them back. “Think of what you want answered, really concentrate on it, and then hand them back. I’ll start with a three card spread, and then we can expand from there.”

      The woman held the cards then passed them back to Sandy. She shuffled them, cut them, and laid down the top three cards. Death. The Star. The High Priestess. She took a deep breath, but before she could organize her thoughts, she found herself speaking. “Your question was not about you, but about someone you’re curious about. In their past, they had a recent upheaval resulting in a total life change. They are starting over, almost from scratch, and have freed themselves from a past that did more harm than good.

      “Currently, they are trying to reconnect to the divine spark within. They are looking for freedom, and the ability to transcend above the petty life they had before. They are regaining their autonomy and free-will, but it is a struggle to let go of that which holds them back. In the future, they have the High Priestess. This person has the will, the ability, and the spark of the divine. If properly trained and supported, they have the potential to be among the greatest.”

      Sandy leaned back in her chair, exhausted. This was both the easiest and hardest reading she’d ever done. She heaved a great sigh, then looked at her client. “I need a moment before I can continue with the rest of the reading.”

      The woman waved her hand, scooped up her cards, and said, “No need. I have everything I needed.”

      “But you paid for the full reading!”

      “I am not disappointed with what I got. Surprised maybe, but not disappointed.”

      Sandy held out her hand to shake. The woman looked at it for a moment, as if Sandy was proferring a live snake instead of a handshake, then took it and shook briskly before dropping it and backing away. She turned and walked out the still-silent door without another word.

      Sandy flipped the sign off and locked the door. It might only be—she glanced at the clock over the door—twenty after ten, but she needed a break, a pot of tea, and a chance to regroup.
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      Less than fifteen seconds after Sandy unlocked the door and flipped the sign on again, the door creaked open. A man strode in and looked around uncertainly, failing to see Sandy from her position in the shadow of the door he’d just opened.

      “Hello?” he asked, rather tentatively.

      “Yes?” she answered.

      He jumped at least six inches away from her, then laughed. “You startled me. I didn’t expect you to be so close.”

      Sandy smiled at him. He was a much more affable customer than the last. “I just turned on the sign,” she pointed out. “I couldn’t have gotten very far.”

      He grinned, and even in the low light of the shop, she could see a mischievous twinkle in his blue-grey eyes. She was staring, lost in the stormy sea of his eyes, when he winked at her.

      “You have⁠—”

      “The most beautiful eyes you’ve ever seen?”

      Sandy blushed, a little self-consciously. “Yes. I’m so sorry. You must hear that a lot.”

      “A fair amount,” he conceded. “They do make it easier to pick up guys, though.” He gave her a once over. “You probably don’t do too badly on that front, yourself.”

      Her blush deepened. “I don’t. Pick up guys, that is. I’m in the middle of—or rather, hopefully, the end of—a divorce.”

      “Oh, honey. I’m so sorry.” He reached a hand out to her and years of habit made her grasp it. He shook it firmly and said, “Call me Drew.”

      “You can call me Sandy,” she replied as their hands disconnected. There was something about him that was attractive. Not sexually, although the dark hair, perfectly coiffed, and the short, expertly trimmed beard were, she admitted to herself, extremely attractive. But something else—a spark—when their hands touched, made her want to get to know him better. She shook herself. “Are you here for a tarot reading?”

      “Yes, I am. Shall we?” He gestured to the small table, and they sat. She pulled out her deck, looked at him in anticipation of his objection, and then, hearing none, placed them on the table. She grabbed her phone and card reader and did the sales spiel. Drew opted for the simple three-card spread, and after processing the transaction, she handed him the deck.

      “Think about what you are here to learn. Concentrate on it, and let your intention be present in the cards. When you’re ready, hand them to me.”

      He stared at the cards with so much intensity Sandy was almost afraid they’d burst into flames. When he handed the cards back, she was surprised to find they weren’t warm at all. She shuffled, cut the deck, and then turned over the top three cards one at a time, reading them aloud as she went. “Past: Death. Present: The Star. Future: The High Priestess.

      “That’s impossible,” she whispered.

      “It’s late morning, and if I can believe six impossible things before breakfast, imagine how many I can believe before lunch,” Drew replied. “Tell me what’s impossible in my reading.”

      “This is the exact same spread I did for my last client.”

      “Tall woman, long, black hair, completely terrifying?” Drew asked.

      “That’s her,” Sandy confirmed. “Do you know her?”

      “He does, and I resent the ‘completely terrifying’ comment,” a voice said from the shadows.

      Sandy jumped, nearly falling out of her chair. “How did you get in here? The door…”

      “Misty let us in through the back door.”

      “Misty? My landlady?”

      Misty stepped out of the narrow hallway into the light, followed by two other women and a man.

      “What’s going on?” A frisson of fear shot through Sandy’s body, and her muscles clenched, preparing to flee. Was Aaron behind this?

      “You don’t have to be afraid,” said the woman whose cards she’d read that morning. “We won’t hurt you. We just had to be sure.”

      “Sure about what?” she asked, her voice taking on a decidedly squeaky cast.

      “That you are what you say you are,” she said. “But forgive me, my manners leave something to be desired.” She strode forward, hand outstretched. Sandy took it and shook. “I’m Morgana.” She gestured to the women behind her. “You know Misty.” Misty gave a half wave and a broad grin. “The others are Jezebel,” an olive-skinned woman with dark, curly hair nodded at Sandy, “Ceri,” this time the acknowledgment came from a woman who looked like the poster child for an Irish tourism campaign, complete with red hair, freckles, and shamrock green eyes, “and Paska.” The man grunted his acknowledgment, and Sandy couldn’t help but stare. He was beautiful. Tall, dark, and handsome—the type of mysterious stranger she’d spent a lot of time promising people in the course of a tarot reading. But there was something about him that exuded an aura of danger, and she shuddered slightly.

      “You’re sensitive,” Misty said.

      “What? Not really,” Sandy protested, years of ‘Why are you being so sensitive?’ echoing through her brain. Damn that man and his continuing ability to impact her negatively.

      “I mean, you’re a psychic. You can tell the future, and you’re reacting to auras.”

      Sandy laughed out loud. “That is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. There’s no such thing as auras and psychics.”

      “How do you explain the readings?” Drew asked.

      “Weird coincidence.” Sandy crossed her arms in front of her chest and glared at everyone and no one.

      “And the fact that your readings have been preternaturally accurate?” Misty asked.

      “How would you know?” Sandy knew she was being rude, but she didn’t care.

      “People talk, and I listen,” she said simply.

      “Do you want to know my question?” Drew asked.

      “Not particularly.”

      He smiled at her. “I wanted to know if you were for real. And what did I learn about you?”

      Sandy looked down at the cards that were still there. “I’ve recently had a major upheaval in my life, resulting in a new start, I’m currently trying to find something—something creative and important—the divine spark that gives me meaning. I’m looking for freedom and independence, but I’m struggling to let go of my past as much as he’s not letting me go. The future could mean any number of things,” Sandy hedged, unwilling to continue.
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