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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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      Ceridwen Kenny stood outside The Pour House, Oracle Bay’s local brewpub, and pursed her lips, trying to slow her breathing. The season was turning; winter storms were giving way to spring squalls, and the cold wind whipped her long red hair across her face until only her blue eyes, a few patches of pale white skin, and the tips of her pointy ears shone through.

      She didn’t want to be here. It’d be different if she was meeting the rest of the psychics to discuss their local businesses, or the latest mystery, or which supernatural creature had shown up this week. Having someone else there as a buffer made a world of difference. She couldn’t count on Brandy, the brewpub’s business manager, or Zeke, the pub’s head bartender, newly appointed assistant manager, and part-time prophet of the Lord.

      She shook her head. She was a grown-ass woman, fast approaching her fourth century of life, and she wasn’t afraid of anyone or anything. Not even the arrogant, ridiculous fallen angel who owned the place and whatever he’d done to her that was making her fall apart.

      Ceri took a deep breath, let it out, and allowed her gaze to drift from the front of the bar to the Pacific Ocean. The grey waves were curling into the shore but breaking too quickly for the few surfers, braving the cold water and colder air. She glanced at her phone. She’d left home an hour and a half ago, and even considering that it’d taken an hour to walk from her place to the bar, she’d still burned almost thirty minutes doing…nothing.

      It was out of character, but she couldn’t deny what was going on. She was procrastinating, and she was avoiding. Just because they’d spent the better part of two months in each other’s beds didn’t mean they couldn’t have a friendly, cordial relationship, and the fact that she’d ended things when he wanted more and she didn’t was no reason to expect him to turn down the request she was dreading making.

      She pushed the door open and strode in. Her temper was already flaring, even though he hadn’t done anything. Yet. He’d invaded her mind, her dreams, and her habits—she seldom slept, she’d removed the mirrors from her house, and was now the kind of person who avoided confrontation instead of facing it head on—and that was enough.

      Felicity, Oracle Bay newcomer—there’d been a lot of those after the near-apocalypse—and one of the Pour House’s newest servers looked up from where she was putting away clean glassware behind the bar and waved. She was always cheerful, almost to the point of annoyance. She was a white woman with long, dark brown hair that was caught back in a clip decorated with miniature violets that sparkled when she moved.

      Zeke was on the floor talking to a white woman dressed completely in black and shrouding her face with her black hoodie. She was sitting alone—one of the few people who’d shown up for the early afternoon opening time on a Tuesday in March—and probably intimidating the crap out of the other customers. Ceri had heard him complain more than once about having to be anywhere besides behind the bar on the rare occasions he graced the rest of the psychics with his prophetic presence.

      Ceri pulled her attention away from the woman—focusing on a stranger was just one more way to delay—and paused, not sure what to do now that she was here. Asking for Andy seemed weird. Presumptuous? Ridiculous at best.

      “He’s in his office,” Brandy said from her place at the end of the bar where she was poring over her laptop. She looked at Ceri and grinned, amusement dancing in her hazel eyes.

      “Who?” Ceri asked, then rolled her eyes at herself. Only two people had offices, and one of them was talking to her right now.

      Brandy didn’t even try to hide her smirk. “Oh, honey. I don’t know what is going on between the two of you, but whatever it is, you need to get it straightened out. It’s making you stupid. I say that with friendship and love.”

      “Sure thing, Brandy. You’re definitely not calling me out because you want your boss to pull it together and brew some new award-winning beers. It’s friendship.”

      Brandy winked at Ceri. “I really love running this bar, so I was telling the truth. Mostly.”

      “Is he busy?”

      “Never too busy for you. It’s a standing order. The boss’s only order, actually. You’re allowed unfettered access to anywhere and anything at the Pour House. You want to examine the books? I’ll log you into the accounting software and glare at you from the other side of the bar.”

      “Just Andy’s office for now. I’ll let you know if I need to check your math later.”

      “Have fun, but don’t scare the clientele.”

      “Pinky promise,” Ceri said, letting the grin that had been threatening to sneak out during her conversation creep across her face.

      Ceri strode over to the stairs, then stomped up to the second floor. His office door was closed, as usual, so she raised her hand to knock.

      The door opened before her hand dropped. Andy stood in the doorway, mere inches from her. She was conscious of his closeness, his body heat, and his scent—wood smoke, leather, and peat.

      “What do you want?” he snapped. Silver wings popped open behind him, sending sparks into the air that flitted down to singe his shirt. The scent of sulfur intertwined with the other smoky smells that made up Andras Sterling, fallen angel, former Grand Marquis of Hell, and current owner of the best brewpub on Washington State’s Long Beach peninsula.

      Ceri cringed inwardly. He was already angry with her, and all she’d done was show up. Her eyes drifted from the sparks flying off his wings to his body, then up to his face. Andy was white with lightly tanned skin, tall and broad-shouldered, had grey eyes like the sea after a storm, and silver hair that contrasted sharply with his unlined, ageless face. He was, in a word, beautiful.

      Ceri’s breath hitched, and she blushed when Andy’s lips curled in a sardonic smile. Dammit. He affected her, and she wished he didn’t know how much.

      “Well?” he prompted. “Did you come all the way over here just to admire me, or did you have something to say?” Andy tapped his foot, and the sulfur smell intensified. Sparks flew with each tap of his toe, and she watched, mesmerized and afraid to say what she’d come there to say.

      “I am tired of games, Ceridwen,” he said. The silver-grey wings that had torn through his shirt drooped, the tips brushing against the floor. “You said it was over between us, that it was an apocalyptic fling you never meant to last longer than the final battle. And yet, you keep seeking me out, raising my hopes, and my well…” His voice trailed off, and he arched an eyebrow at her with a smirk. “Say what you want and leave.”

      Shame heated her skin and pushed a lump into her throat. She’d treated him poorly, and that was no lie. She hadn’t said anything that wasn’t true, but she hadn’t approached it with kindness, trusting that the several millennia of experience and life he had behind him meant he didn’t need kindness.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Save it,” Andy ground out. “Get to the point and get out.”

      Ceri bit her lip. She knew she had to tell him, to ask for his help, but admitting she needed him after walking away was almost too much. A small wave of dizziness pushed through her hesitation. “Our connection didn’t sever,” she said, the words coming so fast they tumbled over each other in their effort to be free. “When I scried you and was pulled into you, into all of you, the visions and the memories stayed longer than with anyone else I’ve ever read.”

      Andy took a step back, and the sparks died in the air; no more appeared to take their places. He motioned towards one of the two chairs facing each other near the window, and she sat.

      “I told everyone the aftereffects would fade eventually because that’s what always happens. But they didn’t. Not only is it still incredibly taxing to use my skills for anyone else, half the time I see you instead of them. I’ll be scrying Joe’s future as a senior accountant before he goes for the big promotion he’s too scared to apply for, and then he’s burning in hell while demons torture him. While you torture him.” She didn’t add that every time she glanced in a mirror without purpose, flames leapt to the surface and consumed her mind with nightmares of being the one Andy was torturing.

      Andy reached forward as if to grab the hands that were shaking in Ceri’s lap but stopped himself. She didn’t like to be touched without invitation, and she’d revoked his invitation.

      “And the dreams,” she continued. Her voice broke, and she curled in on herself. Looking at her hands twisting in her lap, she could no longer maintain the confident façade she’d been wearing for months. “I can’t tell if I’m dreaming your memories, or if it’s my brain taking bits of everything I’ve learned and mixing it into something new.”

      “What makes you think we’re still connected, and it’s not just your brain having trouble handling everything it downloaded?”

      “I can still see your present and your future, and it changes based on what—” she’d almost said, “what I do,” which was not what she wanted to convey. “Based on what you do,” she finished clumsily. “I know where you are and what you’re doing. I know how your decision to brew a salted caramel porter will affect sales and what awards it will win.

      “And if that wasn’t bad enough, I can never turn it off. It’s draining me. Every day, things are a little more difficult, and the parts of me that are me are a little more faded. The parts that are you are stronger. I’m tired. I haven’t worked in six weeks because I can’t risk getting pulled into a hell I can’t control and can’t escape. It took me an hour to make the twenty-minute walk here, and I’m drenched with sweat from the effort.”

      Andy’s wings flared out and curved around him. The rotten egg odor of his anger diminished. “What can I do? What should I do? I never meant…”

      Ceri smiled sadly. “I know. Neither of us did. I didn’t realize at first. It wasn’t until…” She trailed off. The symptoms hadn’t intensified until she stopped spending nights, and a few afternoons, and some unforgettable mornings, with Andy. “Can we try something? Hold my hand?” She reached out to him. He took her hand and pulled her closer to him.

      “Does it help? The contact?” Concern reverberated through his voice, and he placed his other hand on her upper arm. Wood smoke and leather once again were his dominant scents.

      “A bit,” she admitted. “But not enough. Andy, it’s killing me. I don’t know how much longer…”

      “I will stay here and hold you until we figure out how to fix this. You’re going to be fine. I did this, and I will find a way to make it right.”

      “You’re gonna hold me and figure out how to fix me at the same time?” Ceri laughed. “That’s some multitasking. Besides, I’m still fine. Just tired. We have time to figure this out. At the rate things have been deteriorating, I’d estimate I have at least four to five months before it gets really bad. I wouldn’t have waited until the end to come to you, no matter how stubborn I am.”

      “We’ll figure this out together, and whenever you need relief, my body is yours.” He winced. “That isn’t what I meant. I mean that, too, but…”

      “I know. Thank you. It doesn’t change things, and I don’t want it to get weird.”

      “Ceri, in the last year, we’ve seen magical goats turn into goddesses, had an apocalypse, and gotten drunk with a wine god, and that barely scratches the surface. It’s already weird.”

      “You know what I meant.”

      He sighed regretfully and retracted his wings. “I know. Have you told your friends?”

      She shook her head. “Not yet. Everyone’s so busy, and Drew was preparing for his and Bill’s first long vacation. I’m waiting for them to get back, so I don’t have to tell the story more than once.”

      “And then find another excuse? Misty is getting ready for the grand opening of two new businesses, or Sandy is headed out of town to visit Dionysus for some father daughter time, or the Autumn Bazaar is only five months away…”

      Ceri wrinkled her nose at him. Maybe procrastination wasn’t as foreign a trait as she wanted to believe. “Rude. But true. I’ll tell them as soon as Drew returns. He should be back in three days.”

      “In the meantime, you should get plenty of rest. I’ll drive you home.”

      “Fine. I’ll let you do that, but only because I’m really tired.” Ceri’s eyelids drooped a bit, but she mustered a smile. “Let’s go. I haven’t been sleeping well at night, but maybe I can manage a nap. If it’s not asking too much, perhaps you can lie down with me?” She held her breath; asking that question was harder than it should’ve been knowing how much it would help, and if he said no…

      “Anything. Always. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do.”

      “Thank you.” Ceri stood up and smiled at Andy and stepped back, breaking their physical contact. The smile slid off her face. Flames leapt into her mind, pulling her into hell. The blood drained from her face, and she gasped for the air that wouldn’t quite fill her lungs. The world turned grey, and her knees buckled.

      Andy’s arms were around her before she hit the ground. The hellfire shrank back, but it didn’t bring the relief she’d felt from his touch moments before. Shivers wracked her body, and only the heat from his kept her teeth from chattering. Her heart raced, and the pressure she hoped was panic and not a heart attack landed on her chest, making it even harder to breathe. The grey in her vision was quickly darkening, and she closed her eyes. The sound of his wings snapping out kept her on this side of consciousness, and his roar of anger forced her eyes open. He launched himself upwards, one fist raised to break the ceiling before it could break them, and flew through the roof of his pub into the late morning sky.

      “Brandy is gonna be mad you broke the roof,” Ceri coughed out. Her strength drained from her body, leaving her limp in his arms. The sun blazed down at her, filling her field of vision with bright white light—too bright to look at—then the darkness pulled her down.
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      The jumble of noise separated into voices she couldn’t identify. Except for his. Always freaking his. No matter how much Ceri’d tried to distance herself from Andy, to put her fling with a half-fallen angel behind her, something always drew her back. The memory of his wings wrapped around her, shutting out the world and making her heart skip a beat, was overtaken by the one of him breaking through the ceiling of his office with her in his arms. She didn’t remember what came next, but from the smell and the steady beep, beep, beep in the background, she was in a hospital. The panic she’d felt before passing out in Andy’s arms threatened to return, and the beeps kept pace with her pulse.

      Now wasn’t the time for journeys to the past. Now was the time to figure out what the hell—if that was even the right place to look—was happening, why she was so thirsty, and whose voices were joining his in a quiet murmur of conversation?

      She concentrated on filtering out Andy’s voice so she could focus on the others. It took a while to sort through them, even though they all sounded familiar. Morgana’s was the easiest to pick out—the oldest in their coven, although Misty preferred it if they called it a “loosely organized unofficial union.” She had a powerful voice that could pull you out of your chair and into a curtsey if she was angry. And right now, she was angry.

      Morgana did not like being dragged to places she hadn’t planned to go, and whatever was going on, it was definitely unplanned. If Ceri didn’t tell them she was awake soon and that she’d been eavesdropping, she might end up being caught in Morgana’s crosshairs.

      Her heart stuttered again, but no one seemed to notice the interrupted rhythm of the machinery.

      Paska was there, and that was a real shocker. He liked spontaneous get togethers even less than Morgana. Maybe it was an age thing. He was almost as old as Morgana—sometimes he felt even older—and cranky, especially when what was happening did not match his plans.

      Once she’d identified and filed Morgana and Paska, the others were easier to sort out. Sandy, the newest member of their group, her fiancé Vincent, Misty—the only psychic in Oracle Bay who was actually from Oracle Bay—and her boyfriend Joseph, and Jezebel, the resident astrologer and the funnest person in town, other than Ceri and Drew of course.

      Speaking of Drew, his voice was noticeably absent. But he was still in Mexico, wasn’t he? On a long-overdue romantic getaway that Ceri knew was leading to his engagement.

      The psychics of Oracle Bay were so wonderful, kind, caring, empathetic—you have to be when you can see things no one else can—and supportive. But they were also the nosiest bunch of people Ceri had ever encountered. When they didn’t know something, it grated against the edges of their precognition and drove them to question until they found answers that satisfied them. That they were here, all of them except Drew and Russell, who was out-of-town spending time with his aunt, couldn’t mean anything good. They wouldn’t be here if she was going to be okay, would they?

      She sighed internally. She’d have to be honest about her deterioration if Andy hadn’t already told them everything. There was no way around it.

      Or… She was stiff from lying on whatever uncomfortable surface they’d put her on and wanted to stretch. Maybe she could duck into the restroom and flee out the window? It was an option.

      Ceri opened her eyes. Or tried to.

      It didn’t feel like something was preventing her from opening them—not exactly anyway. It was more like being in a deep sleep. One where she knew she was sleeping but couldn’t quite claw her way out of.

      “I brought coffee for everyone,” Drew said. “Unfortunately, not Bill’s, but there are some decent places in town.”

      This was not good. Not good at all. Either Drew was home early or she’d been asleep long enough for him to return. Either option was bad.

      Ceri tried to center her breathing and concentrate on pulling herself up and out. Finally, she pried her eyes open with a gasp.

      Light flooded her eyes, and she closed them again involuntarily. The voices were louder, clearer, as if Drew’s coffee comment had turned up the volume in the room.

      “Why are we even here?” Morgana said, her voice sharp with…was that fear? No. It couldn’t be. Morgana wasn’t afraid of anything.

      “Where else would we be?” Misty’s voice was sharp. “You don’t have to stay, of course. We’ll call you if anything changes.”

      “That’s not what I meant. Of course we are by her side to keep the vigil. I meant why is Ceridwen here, in this place? The hospital can do nothing for her.” A deep weariness accompanied Morgana’s voice.

      Vigil? Was she dying?

      Fear quickened her pulse, but no one in the room but the beeping machine noticed she was awake. Mostly awake.

      “She’s here because the hospital can monitor her vital signs and keep her stable and hydrated,” Drew said. His voice was smooth and calm, but Ceri heard the frustration underneath. It likely wasn’t the first time someone had explained to Morgana why hospitals weren’t all bad.

      “She’s awake.” Andy’s voice, deep and growly, sent a shiver through her body even now.

      She let herself grow more aware of her surroundings. She had an IV in her left hand and an odd pressure on her right. She moved that hand experimentally, and the pressure increased. Someone was holding her hand.

      The pressure disappeared as her eyes fluttered open, and everything rushed back. Eons of torment and suffering. Torture she’d experienced from both sides of the knife.

      Her eyes flew the rest of the way open, wide with shock and the pain of remembering.

      The room was too bright, and for a moment, her vision swam and unconsciousness threatened to drag her back down. She took a deep breath, and her vision cleared. There were too many faces leaning over her, staring at her. She recognized all except one. A hooded figure with no aura stood at the foot of her hospital bed, wedged between Misty and Jezebel, although neither of them seemed uncomfortable with the stranger’s proximity.

      As if sensing her attention, the figure reached up and pushed back the hood, unveiling a too-wide smile before dissolving into nothingness, revealing another figure. The face was hauntingly familiar, but she couldn’t place it.

      Then she realized why there was no aura. It was because there was no life, no soul to project an essence of being.

      It raised a hand to the side of its head, slowly enough to be almost melodramatic, and waved slightly before walking towards the length of the bed and passing through her. Ice trailed in its wake, and her heart stuttered when the chill passed through it. She opened her mouth, but her scream froze in her throat.

      Then the hand that’d been holding hers returned. The visions of hell and the reality of the malevolent shade disappeared. She slumped back into the bed, willing herself into unconsciousness again.

      Unfortunately, she stayed painfully aware of her surroundings and the eight faces staring down at her. Nine, if you counted Andy, who was still by her side and not in her direct line of sight.

      “I just saw a ghost,” she croaked.
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      “Why can’t I go home?” Ceri asked for at least the fifteenth time since she’d woken up the day before. She shifted on the semi-elevated bed, bumped her IV, and winced in pain. “I’m awake. I’m fine. I just passed out from…”—she racked her brain trying to come up with a reason she’d lost consciousness for three freaking days that wouldn’t end up with an even longer stay in the hospital or a visit with the psychiatry department—“…lack of sleep and dehydration.” There was no need to talk about the dizziness that persisted if she moved too quickly, bringing with it a pounding headache that blurred her vision further. A little rest in a comfortable bed and a lot of hydration would take care of that.

      “As soon as we know you’re stable, we’ll discharge you,” the nurse said from the foot of her bed where she was charting. “A coma is a pretty serious thing, you know. Don’t you and your husband want to make sure you’re not going to have a repeat episode before you get home?”

      “My…husband?” Maybe she wasn’t stable yet, because last time she’d checked, she was pretty sure she didn’t have one of those.

      Andy, who’d barely left her side since she’d woken up the day before, squeezed her hand tightly. She glanced over at him, and he shook his head.

      Ceri glared. There had better be an excellent reason he’d introduced them as a married couple, and she’d be looking for an explanation on how he’d gotten through the red tape and privacy laws to convince the hospital.

      “He’s been so attentive, never leaving your side.” The nurse sighed and looked at Ceri’s brand-new surprise spouse. “We should all be so lucky to have such a devoted partner.”

      “He brings all the luck to my life,” Ceri said. She hoped Andy knew she didn’t mean good luck. By the twinkle in his eye, it was pretty clear he was catching her subtle and cutting insults. It was also clear he didn’t care about the insults at all.

      Ceri turned her attention back to the nurse. “My wonderful husband will take excellent care of me at home. And now that I’m awake and unhooked from most of your machinery, there’s no reason to stay here when I will be more comfortable somewhere else.”

      The nurse looked up as she put the chart back at the end of the bed. “I agree completely, and that’s why you will be discharged.”

      A smile started spreading across Ceri’s face.

      “As soon as we have the results of the CT scan and the new bloodwork.” The nurse graced Ceri with a sunny smile that softened when she looked at Andy. “Get some rest while you can. The doctor will be in to see you in a couple hours.”

      Ceri’s smile had stopped in its tracks, leaving her face stuck in an awkward grimace. She turned to her husband. “Since we’re married now, sweetie, what say you break me out of here and take me home?”

      “I thought husband sounded a lot more plausible, and it wasn’t hard to find a moment while you were in triage to alter a couple things. As your spouse, I get unlimited visiting hours so I could hold your hand and keep the nightmares at bay, more so than an ‘ex-friends-with-benefits,’ a ‘local brewer who gives you a discount,’ or a ‘kind-of friend who doesn’t even know anything about your insurance situation or next of kin.’ I’m glad you had your wallet with you so I could at least provide that.”

      She couldn’t find anything intrinsically wrong with his argument, but still… “Why not fiancé or boyfriend? Or brother?”

      He reared back, a look of absolute disgust on his face. “Brother? Woman, if I was your brother, the thoughts I have about you would get me arrested.”

      Ceri felt the flush start low on her chest, and she willed it to stay there. Unfortunately, her pale, lightly freckled skin was not obedient when it came to exhortations to suppress visible signs of humiliation. The heat spread up her neck and over her face until even the tips of her slightly pointy ears were on fire.

      Andy turned over the hand he was still holding and examined her palm—the way Misty did when she was pretending her psychic powers came from reading lines on a hand and not reading their futures through touch.

      She wouldn’t ask what he was doing. She didn’t care. She’d snatch her hand out of his in a second if she thought she could avoid another flash of whatever it was. The thought was enough to push another wave of dizziness through her, along with the accompanying eyeball stabbing. She took a deep breath, and the pain receded.

      “What are you looking at? And don’t call me woman. I have a name, and I know you haven’t forgotten it.”

      Andy met her light blue eyes. His impossibly long eyelashes framing his sea-grey eyes were as incandescently silver white as his hair. Heat filled his gaze, the kind that reminded her how quickly he could stoke her fire. Her breath hitched in her chest, and she gasped involuntarily.

      “Are you okay? Sounds like you’re having a little trouble breathing. Should I get a nurse?” Andy smirked at her, but his voice was laced with barely perceptible concern.

      “You didn’t answer the question,” Ceri replied, ignoring his. “Why are you looking at my hand?”

      He raised it up, cupping it in his palm, and held it less than an inch away from his mouth. He exhaled slowly, and the feel of his breath on her skin sent goosebumps cascading up her arm. She held her breath, certain he was going to kiss her palm. He licked his lips, and she followed the movement of his tongue.

      He dropped his hand back to the bed, taking hers with it. “Just seeing if I’d learned how to read palms yet. Misty’s been giving me lessons, you know.”

      Ceri hadn’t known and wasn’t sure if he was being serious now. But she still had to ask, even if she resented how breathy she sounded. “And? Did you see anything?”

      He traced the lines of her palm with the index finger of his other hand. “Your lifeline is uncommonly long, but your love line is even longer. I’m no expert, but it sounds to me like you’re destined for the kind of love that’ll last beyond the grave.”

      Ceri screwed up her face. “I’ve heard every faux fortune telling method you could imagine, and that, my friend, was pure amateur hour. Right up there with ‘a tall, dark stranger is in your future,’ and ‘you’ve had loss in your past.’ Telling people what they want to hear, or in your case, what you want to hear isn’t prescience. It’s…” She wracked her brain, trying to come up with the word that was hiding on the tip of her tongue. “…it’s chicanery.”

      “Chicanery?” He laughed so deeply, she couldn’t stop an answering grin from stealing across her face.

      “It was the best I could come up with.”

      “Is it really deceit if we both know it’s pretend?” The humor had fled from his face, and the look he leveled at her was too serious for a faux fortune telling conversation.

      “No. As long as both parties are on the same page, then it’s not chicanery.” She heard the hint of an Irish lilt color her voice, something that only happened when she was tired, turned on, or tipsy.

      This time, his smile was sad. “And what if expectations change halfway through the reading? Is it still above board?”

      Ceri shook her head. “The oracle and their supplicant would be bound by the rules they started with unless the change in scope was immediately disclosed, negotiated, and agreed upon.”

      Andy ran his finger across her palm again, and her fingers curled inward towards the sensation. He sighed, and Ceri winced at the exhaustion evident in the sound. “There will be time enough to discuss any changes in scope. For now, let’s get you home, figure out how to manage what’s going on with you until we can fix things, and talk about your ghost.”

      “My…ghost?” The subject had been assiduously avoided by the rest of the oracles before they’d filed out when visiting hours ended. “If I remember correctly, it was widely agreed I was hallucinating as I came out of my coma.”

      Andy nodded. “You’re right. Your friends believe you were not quite back to yourself when you saw something as you woke. Maybe it was a ghost—this is a hospital, after all, there are bound to be spirits leaving their bodies—but the overall opinion is it was nothing important, if it was even something at all.”

      She didn’t know why his opinion mattered so much—he was just a friend. A friend she’d spent a good deal of naked time with over five apocalyptic and a couple post-apocalyptic weeks, but not someone she knew as well as the others, nor someone whose opinion she was interested in for anything beyond idle curiosity. She didn’t do long-term relationships, and she never had trouble moving on after ending things. Still, she held her breath when she asked, “What do you think?”

      His grey eyes bored into hers, and she blinked against the intensity. “I didn’t see anything. I didn’t feel anything. I’m usually sensitive to shades and spirits of the dead and damned.”

      Tear prickled in the corners of her eyes. She fixed her gaze on the clock above his head and pulled back towards the center of the bed. Not enough to break their skin-to-skin contact, but enough to remove the cloak of intimacy that had spread over them.

      He held on, circling her wrist with his long, strong fingers. “Wait.” He tugged her a little closer, and she allowed him to do so, returning her gaze to his face and the expression she didn’t want to examine too closely. She’d ended things with him because he’d looked at her with that expression too many times for a casual relationship. She didn’t expect to feel guilty about it, to wish things could’ve been different, to worry if she’d hurt him when she walked out of his bedroom for the last time.

      He squeezed her hand gently. “It doesn’t matter what’s usual or typical for me. You saw something, you know it was a spirit. And you felt its deliberate and unfriendly disposition. Who am I to argue with your experience if it doesn’t match my expectations?”

      The tears that had threatened fell. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      He shrugged; when his shoulders fell, they pulled down the mask he usually wore in an attempt to look unremarkable and unmemorable. The mask he’d stopped wearing around her when they were together.

      Ceri tried not to be hurt that his public persona had fallen into place while they were in private. After all, she was the one who’d built the boundaries between them, hand holding or not. She had his belief, and that was enough. It had to be enough. She couldn’t give him more, and it was selfish to expect to receive more than she could offer.

      “Thank you,” she repeated, steadily this time. She was going to need him more than she liked in the next few weeks, and it wasn’t fair to either of them to pretend it was anything more than a need born of necessity, or that anything would change once they figured out what was wrong with her and how to fix it.

      And it would be more than unkind to let her guard down, to give him hope her heart was more open than she’d let him believe. Especially if, as she was beginning to suspect, her sojourn on this planet was nearly at its end.

      You can’t mourn what you don’t have.
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      The large table in the tucked-away alcove at the back of the Pour House was nearly full by the time Ceri arrived with her arm through Andy’s. She couldn’t stop the blush from rising in her pale cheeks at Drew’s raised eyebrow. She pasted a smile on her face and flipped him off with her free hand.

      Felicity appeared at her elbow almost before she got to the table. She grinned, her expression so friendly and open that Ceri couldn’t help but smile back. “What can I get you, Ms. Kenny? We have a new tap—a Kolsch-style ale to push you into summer. Of course, I probably don’t have to tell you what’s on tap!” She wiggled her eyebrows up and down in an expression so over-the-top that it cut through Ceri’s embarrassment at having to show up on Andy’s arm.

      “That sounds wonderful. Thank you, Felicity. And please call me Ceri.” Ceri flashed the server a quick smile. Her gaze slid down the server’s arm where a hint of a tattoo peeked out from under a shirtsleeve. “Nice ink! Is that a…?”

      Felicity pulled up her sleeve so the entire tattoo was on display. It was a black and white skull nestled in a bouquet of scarlet flowers. Buds and leaves poked out through the eyeholes, and the overall effect was beautifully macabre. “It’s a memorial tattoo. Gotta have something to remind me of the good things in the past, right?” Felicity smiled again, pushed the sleeve down, and headed back to the bar to put in Ceri’s drink order.

      Ceridwen shivered. Somewhere, sometime, someone would’ve said a goose had just walked over her grave. She shook her head and slid into the booth next to Drew. Her arm lost contact with Andy’s for a moment, and it was all she could do to hold back the gasp as the images that’d been swirling around in her head for the last six months pushed their way to the front of her cerebral cortex. She took a moment to thank all the gods that she was pale enough that no one would notice any more pallor.

      Andy sat next to her and pressed his leg into hers. The contact was too intimate, and this time the heat that rose wasn’t on her face.

      She cleared her throat and looked around the table. No one had said a word since she’d walked through the door, and that was so unusual that she struggled to find the right words as well. “Um. Hey?” she offered with a slight wave. “How are things?”

      The six assembled psychics—all real, true, genuine seers who offered honest oracular skills and not the usual rip-off fortune telling one usually found in a touristy coastal town—looked at anything but her.

      Okay. This was weird, and a sinking feeling she almost didn’t recognize as insecurity and fear started churning in her stomach. “Y’all are freaking me right out. Someone say something. Is there something wrong?”

      As one, five of the oracles turned their eyes to Drew. Drew had been her best friend for almost a century, one of the few people who knew her darkest secrets and hidden sins, and the most attractive man she’d ever met. The pressure of Andy’s thigh against hers made her revise her internal statement. The second most attractive man.

      She waited and watched Drew squirm.

      “I don’t know what’s going on, but if one of you doesn’t tell me in the next thirty seconds, I’ll…” She racked her brains for an appropriate threat. “I’ll give Dio your personal cell numbers and ask him to share with everyone he’s ever met.”

      Paska laughed, breaking the silence that had hovered around the table. “Fair enough, lass. Although that’s not the kind of threat you can use more than once or twice… If that asshole wine god hears his name invoked too much, he’ll show up, fill our wine glasses, and demand our numbers, and we’ll be too drunk to say no.”

      Ceri smiled appreciatively at Paska. She didn’t know him well—she didn’t think anyone did, except Morgana maybe—but she’d always appreciated his dry wit, gallows humor, and the fact that he was significantly older than she was. “I’ll keep that in mind. But since you didn’t tell me what’s going on, only warned me about my information extraction method, I think every one of you is still under threat.”

      When no one spoke, not even Drew, who’d apparently been appointed spokesperson, Paska let out a noisy sigh with more than a hint of exasperation coloring the sound.

      “Fine. I’ll speak since the rest are too cowardly to say what’s on their minds.” Paska reached out his hand, and she placed her free hand in his without reservation. “Ceridwen, this is an oracular intervention. We are concerned about you.”

      “Okay?” She didn’t know how to react. “I get that you’re worried because I just got out of the hospital two days ago after a coma-situation. And I didn’t talk about what was going on. That’s on me. I should’ve trusted all of you with the burden I was carrying.”

      “That’s not it,” Drew said. He stopped abruptly as Felicity showed up with Ceri’s beer and pitchers for the rest of the table.

      Andy took the tumbler of whiskey and pint of pale ale that were left on the tray. “Thank you. Brandy made a good choice when she hired you.”

      The server flushed and bobbed in what almost looked like a half-curtsey before turning around and stopping at the next table.

      Andy drained his glass of whiskey in one gulp and took a long drink of beer, then looked around the table. His stare landed on Drew. “You were saying?” His voice had an edge to it Ceri had seldom heard.

      “You don’t belong here, Andras,” Morgana said. “You aren’t one of us, and it was you who brought the battle between Heaven and Hell to Oracle Bay. We tolerated you in the hospital, but your usefulness has faded. Why don’t you go tend your bar and send Ezekiel over?”

      Ceri didn’t bother to stop the gasp from leaving her lips. Morgana was never one to sugar-coat anything, but that was sharp, even for her.

      “Ceri, do you want me to leave?” His voice lost the hard edge he’d had a moment before and dipped into smooth, rich and honeyed like the whiskey he’d just downed.

      She shook herself. Now was not the time to dwell on how his voice made her feel. She bit her lip and considered. “I’ll be okay for a bit, I think.”

      “Fine,” he bit out, all the warm honey leaving his voice. “I’ll stay out of conversational earshot, but yell if you need me, and I’ll be back before you know it.” He squeezed her hand, then pulled away.

      This time, she couldn’t contain the small cry of pain that escaped her lips at his absence. Sweat broke out on her brow. She hunched over the table and tried to get her breathing under control. When she could breathe again, she straightened up and looked at Andy. “I’m okay. Pinky promise.”

      A ghost of a smile flitted across his lips, then his eyes shuttered into that unreadable expression he used to reserve for everyone but her. He turned and walked to the bar. She watched him order another whiskey and throw it back.

      “Ceri,” Drew said, bringing her back to the table. “Stop looking at your man candy. This is serious.”

      Ceri looked at him, picked up her beer and took a long sip, then exhaled slowly. “He’s not my… You know what? Why don’t we get this intervention going? If it’s not about me losing all the bits of myself, what is it?”

      Misty put her cellphone on the table, open to her messaging app, and slid it into the middle of the table.

      Ceri looked down at it. “This is our group chat.” She glanced up at Misty and tilted her head, trying to ignore the pain that reverberated through her skull at the subtle movement.

      “Read it,” Misty commanded.

      Ceri picked up the phone and scrolled through. Most of the recent messages were from her and were about the ghost she’d experienced when she was waking up from her coma. She’d thrown out theories and asked for help to figure it out.

      “I’ve seen all this before. Obviously. I sent these messages. Why are you showing them to me now?” She heard the note of panic threading through her voice and hoped no one else did. She covered it with an attempt at humor. “Are you kicking me out of the group? Is this my last glimpse of our group chat? Stop beating around the bush and tell me.”

      Jezebel, a Black woman with an impeccable sense of style and a sense of humor that snuck up on a person and left them wheezing in laughter, leaned forward and dozens of tight black braids brushed the top of the table. “You were hallucinating. And you can’t seem to tell the difference between fantasy and reality. We are worried, and we want you to get some help.”

      Ceri looked around the table. “Is this why we’re here? Because the lot of you don’t believe in ghosts? After everything else we’ve seen in the last few months, this is what pings the unreality button?”

      “We believe in ghosts,” Sandy said quietly. The young white woman with olive-skin was the newest member of the “fortune-telling and wine-drinking” club, and the hesitance in her voice betrayed her lingering uncertainty. “We’d have to, right? Even if I didn’t before—and I didn’t, to be clear—there was no escaping it after Russell pulled Martha back to finger Adriana for the murders earlier this year.”

      Paska snorted, and a dusky stain rose on Sandy’s cheeks.

      “You know what I mean,” she huffed. “You’re so juvenile, Paska.”

      “We are here, not because we doubt ghosts exist, but because none of us saw anything, felt anything, or have seen anything. You were coming out of a coma, so you may have seen an unquiet spirit, but insisting that a random spirit—in a hospital, no less—is anything to do with you is worrying. If there was something to know, someone here would know it. That is what we do, girl.” Morgana pushed her long black hair behind her bare milky white shoulders, took a sip of her beer, and grimaced. “When will that insufferable demon get a good wine list?”
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