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        Suspecting she might be pregnant, Samantha seeks out Vanita, an oracle, to ask whether she and Steven are even ready to have kids. During the reading, Samantha receives a vision of a man bleeding out on the ground. Learning from past mistakes, Samantha recruits Kathy’s help to track him down.

      

        

      
        After searching for hours in the frigid winter night, the sisters come up empty. Samantha returns to Vanita for further answers and learns that the man in the vision is none other than Vanita’s brother, Oren. When the sisters enact their plan to save Oren, they discover that Vanita isn’t as innocent as she let on. Right in front of the sisters’ eyes, she stabs her brother and steals her family’s powerful amulet to wreak havoc with it.

      

        

      
        The sisters are ready to launch into a search for Vanita, but must tend to Oren’s physical injuries, as well as some of their own intangible ones as Kathy finds Steven in a compromising situation, which erupts in the biggest marital spat he and Samantha have ever had. The sisters must pull together their emotions and trust each other if they’re going to get the amulet back. Otherwise, the world as they know it could be over.

      

        

      
        Oracle is the seventh book in the Coven series, which serves as a prequel to the Under the Moon series.
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          - MAY 1983 -

        

      

    

    
      The gardens were beautifully laid out in between the old mansions. It was such a wide lot that Oren wondered if there had once been a house standing where the gardens now lay or if the original builder of the mansion had always intended this lot to be used for nature’s beauty.

      Not that Oren was here to admire the flora. He had a much sinister intention.

      It was the traditional end-of-the-semester celebration that the head of the history department threw for his students. As fun and generous as it appeared on the outside, it was also obvious that the professor certainly liked to be praised for his material possessions—whatever powered his ego.

      Oren walked up the brick pathway from the sidewalk and through the iron gate into the garden. The beauty of the yard was hidden behind large bushes. The professor wanted people to admire his property, but only when he invited them and only when he could hear their praises.

      College students milled about, drinking cocktails, even though most of them probably weren’t even old enough. Their chatter revolved around finals, moving out of the dorms, and summer plans. Few of them discussed career prospects greater than summer employment at Mike’s Mini Mart and Gas Station.

      The gardens were symmetrically squared off, with brick pathways framing four prominent flower gardens. Beyond, there was a small open grassy area beneath a large mature oak tree with a pergola that matched the same colors as the ornate brick house.

      Oren made his way back to the pergola, where the drinks table was set up. He fixed himself a martini as he listened to the conversations behind him. It was imperative to find where the professor was before the professor found him.

      Sipping the smallest of sips so as to keep a level head, Oren stood casually in the shade with one hand in his pocket and the other clutching his drink. He surveyed the yard and saw cliques of people grouped together in conversation.

      Nobody appeared to be in the house at first. And then, Oren watched as a particularly inebriated young man nearly tripped down the brick steps when he exited the sunroom in his pursuit back to the drinks table. Oren saw a face in the porcelain throne in the young man’s future.

      Still, the access to the sunroom gave him an idea. Surely, it wasn’t enough for the professor to idly accept praise for his house. No, he would want to encourage it by offering tours to students who would do any amount of sucking up to get a better grade on their final assignments.

      Setting his drink on the table, Oren walked with purpose to the sunroom, anticipating questioning looks that never came.

      Inside, the professor was finishing up a tour with a small group of students. He laughed and thanked the group for their comments and looks of wonder. Despite the casual nature of the party, the professor wore dark blue dress pants and a white button-down shirt. Most prominent of all was the red amulet that hung around his neck. It caught the light coming in from the windows in the sunroom and cast the space with bright red light.

      “Thank you, thank you,” he said, adjusting his perfectly-rolled sleeves on his biceps. “Yes, I am quite proud of my home. I’m certainly glad that you enjoy it as well.” He noticed Oren and the smile deflated just a smidgen. Turning back to his students, he cranked up the strength of his smile and said, “Why don’t you all go out and enjoy the gardens and, if you’re old enough, a beverage?”

      The group moved toward the door, ignoring Oren. The professor held the door open for them, then closed it behind them. With a flick, he locked it.

      “I was wondering when I would see you again,” he said with his back to Oren.

      “You certainly didn’t think that I wouldn’t come for what is mine.”

      The professor turned and smiled at Oren. “What is yours? I acquired the amulet fairly.”

      “It was theft.”

      In his breast pocket, the professor reached for a pipe. “Mind if I have a smoke? I have a feeling that this will be a stressful conversation, although I’m confident that we can come to an agreement.”

      Oren motioned for him to continue, then looked around the room. “You know, I’ve been looking into you since you first entered my life. I’m intrigued by the fact that you’ve worked your way into high society.”

      “High society?” the professor asked, taking a puff of his pipe.

      “You teach history at Gannon University. You have a stately address and a beautifully restored home. You have people fanning all over you.”

      The professor smiled, playing at bashfulness. “Well, yes, in that way I suppose you can say I am part of high society.”

      “You crave power of all kinds,” Oren went on. “Academically, financially, socially…magically.”

      At that, the professor’s head snapped up to Oren. “You think you’re clever, don’t you?”

      “Not clever. Truthful.”

      “And what, may I ask, is your version of the truth?”

      “My version is the only truth: you stole my family’s amulet in your thirst for power.”

      “You see, that’s not—”

      “I want it back.” It was painful enough to Oren for having lost it. But seeing it around another man’s neck—someone who had no right to wear it—infuriated Oren.

      “I’m afraid that is simply not going to happen.” The professor pulled the pipe from his teeth and waved it at Oren. A streak of lightning shot from the end of the pipe and struck the plaster beneath the staircase behind Oren.

      “I do not want to harm you, but you leave me no choice,” the professor said.

      “You’ve never hesitated to harm anyone before.” Oren threw a small vial at  the base of the professor’s feet, which sent up a cloud of smoke in his face, making him cough. Oren raced forward, but was intercepted with a force so strong that it lifted him upward and across the large entry room.

      The professor stepped out of the magical smoke and toward Oren, who scrambled back to his feet. The professor grabbed the front of Oren’s shirt and forced him to his feet, pushing him against the wall.

      “And to think, I didn’t even need to use your family’s amulet,” he said. “That would be the just desserts you deserve, wouldn’t it?”

      The latch on the sunroom door jangled and a student knocked on the glass. The professor turned toward the noise. Oren didn’t waste any time. He pulled the knife from his belt and drove it straight through the heart of the professor.

      Immediately, Oren was drenched in the professor’s blood. The clutch on his shirt loosened as the professor fell to the floor. The student behind the glass screamed as she watched the attack.

      Oren needed to act quickly.

      Snatching the amulet from around the professor’s neck, he bolted to the front door and out onto the street. He ran without looking back. Even though the sorcerer had pushed him to murder—something he swore he would never do—it felt right. At the very least, he got justice for his family’s loss.
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      Samantha stepped out of the clinic into the gloomy, cold weather. She pulled her coat around her tighter and beelined for her car.

      As much as she tried to downplay Steven’s concerns about her health—she hoped that he would forget it altogether—she knew he wouldn’t. And he hadn’t so far. Which, she ultimately knew, was a good thing to have a husband care about you so much that they insist you go to the doctor when things are wrong. But it was annoying at times.

      Samantha would rather not have taken the afternoon off simply to get blood work done, several days before her actual doctor appointment. She had the time, but it was still her first year. And in her industry, they were well into their busy season: tax season.

      Samantha blasted the heat once she got to her car and glanced at the time. It was just after two. Too late to go back to work, but if she went home she’d feel guilty about being home, feeling as though she should be working instead. A bad mindset to have, she knew, but it was how she felt. She was a workaholic.

      As she navigated her car out of the parking lot and onto Liberty Street, she decided at the last minute to turn right instead of left, swerving into the opposite lane, where an oncoming car down the street got nervous and beeped at her. She managed to swing back into her lane long before the other car passed.

      Worry wart.

      When she pulled up to the stop light at West 32nd Street, reality set in. That wasn’t a safe thing to do and wasn’t like her. Maybe there was something wrong with her.

      In truth, she had only felt marginally better since she’d promised Steven to go see the doctor last week on Valentine’s Day. Maybe getting checked out wasn’t such a terrible thing. Still, she was worried about what the doctors might uncover.

      Since she’d feel guilty going home, Samantha reasoned that she’d feel more accomplished with her time off if she was running errands. She turned left onto West 26th Street, drove several blocks down the overbuilt street, then sat in the shared turning lane waiting for traffic to pass so she could pull into the parking lot of the Apothecary.

      It was an herbal shop she had discovered a couple weeks ago—one where she had certainly left an impression. One that she wanted to help clear up by frequenting it.

      When she walked in, the woman behind the counter smiled at her as she recognized her.

      “Welcome back,” she said with a bright smile and a wave.

      Samantha nodded. “Hello Margaret. How are you?”

      “Not too bad.” She came over from the cart of herb plants by the window with a watering can in her hand. “What can I do for you?”

      “Actually, I came in to stock up on some herbs. I have a list here. Would you mind checking?” Samantha handed her a slip of paper from her grocery notepad.

      Margaret set the watering can down on the floor. “No problem at all. I’ll be right back.” She stepped to the far wall and Samantha busied herself by looking through the rest of the items in the shop.

      The Apothecary was different than Mystic Treasures, the other occult shop that she and Kathy usually frequented in Erie. The Apothecary had authentic magical instruments and ingredients, but they were limited. The stock was overpowered by novelty gimmicks like spirit stones and scented candles and wind chimes that alluded to the otherworldly, but didn’t explicitly embrace it. Still, the shop offered enough of the basics that it wasn’t a wasted trip.

      “Hey Margaret,” Samantha started.

      “Hmm?” She tilted her head up toward Samantha, her focus still on the stock of herbs.

      “You wouldn’t happen to have any recommendations for, uh…fortune tellers or seers or oracles or someone like that, would you?”

      Samantha had tried to consult with one several weeks ago before she really started to feel ill. But then several magical emergencies popped up, as well as the newlywed spats she’d been having with Steven, and finding the answer to the question that had been bothering her took a back seat.

      The question got Margaret’s attention. “Well, I don’t know. You know, Laurie has a list of what she calls specialists in a notebook under the register, but I haven’t looked too hard at it. I thought that it was quite silly, but I can check if you’re interested.”

      “If you could.”

      “Absolutely.” Margaret set the final jar of dried herbs in a basket along with the others she had collected and stepped back to the register. She pulled the book out and began to flip through. “Hmm…let’s see here. Um…”

      Samantha looked down at the book and did her best to read upside down. “Preferably someone who isn’t just going to con me out of my money.”

      “Oh, of course,” Margaret said with a fervent nod. She flipped through absently, clearly not really understanding the list.

      Shamans, witch doctors, ghost hunters. From what Samantha could read, the list was very much like the shop: authentic, yet disguised by gimmicks.

      “Wait,” Samantha called out suddenly. “What’s that?” She put her finger down to the woman who had the title “oracle” listed beside her.

      “Vanita Patel,” Margaret read. “It says here she has a shop on Parade Street. On the corner of 11th.”

      “Perfect, do you mind jotting that down? You can just add it to the bottom of my list there.”

      Margaret transcribed the information, cashed Samantha out, and bid her farewell. Samantha stepped back out into the cold and looked down at the address. Was she desperate enough to see an oracle?

      Then again, she had done crazier things in the last few weeks. She started the car and merged back into traffic.

      Parade and 11th were across town, but Samantha didn’t mind the drive. Fifteen minutes later, she pulled into a parking spot on the street in front of a row of houses that had been converted to commercial buildings a long time ago. They had seen better days.

      The whole area, in fact, had the feel of vacant prosperity. Empty buildings, vacant lots of businesses torn down for crumbling parking lots. It wasn’t the best image of Erie and it made Samantha nervous of what she was going to walk into. But it was the middle of the day and there was no one outside. Maybe this Vanita lady wasn’t even open.

      Samantha stepped through the door of the small storefront on the first floor of the converted house. Inside, there was no remnant of a residential dwelling.

      Red velvet curtains hung on the walls. Purple and gold patterned fabric hung from pins on the ceiling, sectioning off the sad looking waiting area from whatever lay in the back. The room smelled of incense and mildew. The whole atmosphere summoned up an image of this Vanita woman in Samantha’s mind and it wasn’t someone she wanted to meet for real.

      Samantha turned and had her hand on the door in an attempt to escape when she heard someone behind her say, “Oh, hello. Are you here for a reading?”

      No way to retreat now.

      Turning, Samantha smiled. “Yes, sorry. I wasn’t sure you were open.”

      “Nonsense, I’m here. I’m open. Come on back.”

      Vanita wasn’t as bad as Samantha had imagined. For one, she had all her teeth, it seemed. She had her curly dark hair tucked up on her head with a series of bright colored headbands. Despite the damp chill in the room, she wore a T-shirt and a flowing skirt that matched the fabric holding her hair.

      Samantha followed Vanita behind the curtain, where a wooden table sat in the center of the room. To the left was clearly the oracle’s chair, as it was surrounded by boxes of trinkets, as well as magazines and newspapers and bottles of water. The other chair was a standard office chair.

      “Have a seat.”

      Samantha set her purse on her lap and sat on the edge of the chair. She unwound her scarf, pulled off her gloves, and extended her hand. “I’m Samantha—”

      Vanita threw up her hands. “Don’t tell me! And don’t touch me!” She laughed. “I know I sound—and probably look—crazy, but I try to start everyone’s reading with a clean slate.”

      Samantha smiled politely. “Okay.”

      She narrowed her eyes and studied Samantha. “Hmm…you’re obviously very independent, judging by the way you carry yourself and the fact that you’re here alone. I don’t think you’re an only child, but I do suspect you’re the oldest of your siblings. I’m sensing a lot of responsibility on your part, which speaks to your independence, so that makes sense.”

      Samantha was impressed. These weren’t generalities like some so-called fortune tellers sprouted. These were specific—and correct—key points about her as a person.

      “You’re young, but not inexperienced. I’m guessing that you’ve already had to work for a lot in your life, so there is a touch of pride. However, you still have some drive because there’s a lot more you want to do. And I’m also assuming you hold high standards for yourself, so you don’t just settle for good enough. How am I doing?”

      Smiling, Samantha said, “That was amazing. Dead on. Are you…are you, um…gifted?” She didn’t know how to ask the “magic” question in case Vanita had just gotten lucky—or simply cheated somehow.

      The oracle laughed. “Yes, honey, I’m magical. As are you.”

      “Right.” It felt awkward to admit that, but clearly Vanita already knew it as soon as Samantha had walked through the door. Was there something about her that said, “Witch”?

      “So what can I do for you, dear?”

      “Well…I just got married—”

      “Congratulations!” Vanita beamed.

      Samantha smiled again. “Thanks. Anyway, my husband brought up the question of kids, and with…what I do, I’m just not sure that’s such a good idea.”

      Vanita tapped her chin with her finger. “I see. Well, let’s get a reading set up then.” She dug through the boxes beside her chair, pulling out candles, incense, altar cloths, mirrors, the whole nine yards.

      “You don’t need to know more?” Samantha watched as Vanita spread the altar cloth out and arranged the candles on the table. She got to her feet and positioned the mirror to reflect the dim sunlight coming from the front window.

      “No, dear,” she said as she worked. “The reading is for you. You will see what you need to see. I’m simply the channel for the message.”

      “Interesting. But don’t you read fortunes too?”

      Vanita bent over behind the table and pulled out a lighter. She flicked it several times, igniting the incense until it began to smoke. “I do that when the client is not sure what they want to see. As I’ve already determined, you are very driven. You know what you want. We won’t have any issues here.”

      She set the incense on the floor and sat back down. Stretching her arms across the table, she motioned for Samantha to take her hands, which she did.

      “Concentrate on the question you want answered,” Vanita instructed. “Forget everything else. Try to relax. Take deep breaths.”

      Samantha tried, but the incense made it hard to fill her lungs with fresh air. And the reflection from the mirror shining in her face made it hard to concentrate. But she kept her eyes closed and her hands in Vanita’s.

      Foreign words spewed out of Vanita’s mouth and she gripped Samantha’s arms with surprising strength. Samantha resisted the temptation to open her eyes and see what was happening, but then she felt her mind escaping her. As if she were lifting out of her body.

      In a flash, she was struck with a vision. A dark alley at night time. A man lay in blood-covered snow, clutching what looked to be a fatal wound in his side.

      Just as quickly as it came, it was gone. Samantha pulled away from Vanita and gasped.

      “Well, that was unexpected,” Vanita said.

      Samantha snatched up her purse, her gloves, her scarf, and started toward the door. “I’m sorry, but I have to go.”

      Why did this keep happening to her?
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      Kathy raced to the register. She had clocked in just in time and needed to be on the sales floor immediately. She felt like she’d been running from one thing to the next all day.

      “Girl, where’s the fire?” Leslie folded some of the returns on the second register.

      “My bus was running late and I could only walk so fast across the parking lot, because heaven forbid the mall salts the sidewalks.” Kathy snapped her name tag on her shirt. Afterwards, she straightened everything and checked to make sure the buttons lined up correctly. The store required her to wear the latest fashions to advertise to the customers, and her outfit—a nice blouse and black pants—seemed a little too formal for class this morning.

      “Haven’t you saved up enough for a car?”

      “A car, maybe. Insurance and gas? Not a chance. I’m tapped out as it is and the last thing I need is another thing in my life.” Once she was satisfied with her outfit, she let out a heavy breath and looked around. “Okay, what are we doing?”

      Leslie indicated a basket full of boxes of heart-shaped chocolates. The rejects from Valentine’s Day. “Ronnie wants us to mark those down to half price. They each need to be stickered.”

      Kathy nodded and reached for the sticker gun. Grabbing a box of chocolates from the basket, she checked the price and then adjusted it on the gun. “I swear, Leslie, I
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