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        Samantha and Steven’s wedding day has finally arrived! As the bride and groom and their wedding party prepare for the big day, Talia, the officiant of the wedding who is a witch herself, collapses and is taken to the hospital.

      

        

      
        Seeing her sister begin to panic that her wedding is falling apart, Kathy uses magic to find another officiant—but her spell summons Augustus, a sorcerer who has his own agenda. Unbeknownst to Kathy, she wasn’t alone when she cast the spell, which gives Steven’s mother the ammunition she’s been looking for to put a stop to the wedding.

      

        

      
        While the sisters are preoccupied with preparing for the big day, a news reporter shows up and catches the use of magic on camera. With the wedding day effectively ruined, Samantha and Kathy must figure out how to put their secret back in the bottle. To make matters worse, Augustus disappears and all the signs point to Talia’s collapse being connected to his arrival.

      

        

      
        In order to stop Augustus and keep their secret, Samantha and Kathy must rely on help from others, which seems impossible to do when their home is surrounded by news reporters.

      

        

      
        Sorcerer is the fifth book in the Coven series, which serves as a prequel series to the Under the Moon series.
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          - JANUARY 1989 -

        

      

    

    
      Freshly fallen snow covered the wooded landscape, untouched by mankind after the previous night’s snowfall. In the Allegheny National Forest, there were very few people around to even disturb anything, especially so early in the morning.

      But a sudden burst of bright light followed by a loud crack changed all of that as Ezra appeared. His hardy boots landed heavy in the snow. He pulled his fur coat tighter around himself and took only a fraction of a second to take in his surroundings before running off amidst the trees.

      A moment later, another burst of light and an equally deafening crack sounded and Augustus appeared. Under the brim of his knit hat, his eyes darted through the early dawn darkness before he spotted his brother. Despite the many layers he was wearing and the freshly fallen snow, his pursuit of Ezra wasn’t impaired.

      “You run, baby brother, because you know you aren’t strong enough to face me,” Augustus grunted as he continued the chase.

      He raced through the leafless trees, dodging downed logs, boulders, and frozen puddles. As he approached a slope, he shifted his body weight and slid down the snow. He took a heavy step once he reached the bottom and continued running. He only stopped when a long wooden staff extended from behind a tree and crashed into his skull, knocking him to the ground.

      The being he had been chasing faded out with a burst of light and Ezra stepped into view.

      Astral projection.

      “Work smarter, not harder,” he said.

      Grunting, Augustus got to his feet and pointed his own wooden staff at Ezra, sending a streak of lightning soaring through the air toward him. Ezra rocked his shoulder back as he took the hit, firing his own burst of energy at Augustus.

      The two traded attacks with one another, ducking behind trees and diving to the snow to avoid hits. Augustus, however, was more skilled. While Ezra took more time to summon stronger attacks, Augustus muttered ancient spells to himself to empower his own magic, creating a force field around his brother that sent Ezra’s magic ricocheting back to him and knocking him to the ground.

      Augustus approached and kicked away Ezra’s staff—the channel for his magic—and stepped on his brother’s chest.

      “Where’s the book, Ezra?”

      Despite being overpowered, the younger brother smiled. “You may have stolen more powers, but without the book, you will never be as powerful as me.”

      Augustus pressed his boot harder against Ezra’s chest. “Unless you’re able to read the spells from the book, you’re not so powerful yourself.”

      “But if you kill me, you’ll never know where our family grimoire is.”

      “You stole it!” Augustus bellowed. “Tradition says that it goes to the oldest son, which you are not!”

      Ezra smiled wide. “Oldest, no. But smartest, perhaps.”

      “Where is the book!”

      Laughing, Ezra said, “I’ve hidden it so well that you will never find it. Killing me will make sure of it. And I know you’re considering it, despite growing up side-by-side as best friends. After all, if I were in your shoes, that’s what I would do.”

      Augustus rested his staff on Ezra’s throat. “One last chance, brother. Where is the book?”

      Ezra looked down and Augustus turned briefly to see who might’ve followed them. The distraction was enough for Ezra to grab ahold of the end of Augustus’s staff and jam it up into his face when he turned back.

      Ezra rolled across the snow and reached for his staff. It had landed between a fallen log and a boulder, wedged in just right so he couldn’t reach it from his position on the ground.

      Meanwhile, Augustus raised his staff above him and swirled it in the air. The wind picked up and the morning sky grew even darker as supernatural clouds rolled in. Soon, thunder followed. Waving the staff in Ezra’s direction, Augustus summoned a bolt of lightning that struck down from the sky and connected directly with Ezra’s chest.

      Augustus watched as his brother’s body lurched forward from the shock, then slammed back down onto the frozen ground. The clouds began to roll away as smoke wafted off of Ezra’s charred, lifeless body.

      Expectantly, Augustus extended his hand palm-out toward his brother’s body. Slowly, a dim light extended from his palm to Ezra’s heart as several sparks of light traveled from the corpse to Augustus.

      When the transfer was complete, Augustus closed his palm and his eyes as he breathed in the addition of new powers. He might not have the family grimoire, but he had gained something from the outing. Even if he had to sacrifice his brother as collateral damage.
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      Samantha’s heart continued to race as she stepped into the Belle Valley Fire Hall. After all of their planning and preparation, she was less than twenty-four hours away from getting married.

      And the lengthy to-do list weighed heavy on her mind.

      Kathy and Steven laid out the tablecloths over the circular tables they had set up. Steven’s mother, Mary, set out the small green tealight candles on each table, adorned with small solomon’s seal flowers. The green candles represented love and solomon’s seal root was used in hand fasting rituals, so Samantha thought a few of its flowers on the table would only help to give their marriage a little extra magical oomph.

      Steven’s father, Marty, and Steven’s best man, Robert, were pulling the round tables off the cart and setting them up for tomorrow’s festivities.

      “Nervous?” Talia asked Samantha.

      Much to Mary’s displeasure, Talia was going to be the officiant of the wedding. She sported black hair decorated with white beads, an assortment of rings on her fingers, three talismans hanging from her neck, and ripped black jeans under a faded green blouse that just barely covered the several tattoos along her arms.

      Samantha and Kathy had found her at one of the herbal shops they frequented for their potion supplies. They hadn’t confirmed that she was a witch too, but there was a definite possibility. There was an unspoken understanding between the sisters and Talia: they all recognized they were witches without verbally acknowledging it.

      Samantha didn’t mind whether or not Talia was a witch. She was more curious that the ceremony would be official, both legally and spiritually. Turns out Talia had it all covered.

      Ever since Samantha introduced her as the officiant, Mary had been keeping her distance. Samantha assumed Marty or Steven had talked to her about it and told her to bite her tongue. It was too close to the wedding to cause waves and, if Samantha was being honest, she was smug about the fact that Samantha had come out triumphant with the wedding venue, among the other plans. While Samantha and Steven listened to Mary’s input, they had the ultimate say about all of the arrangements. And they didn’t want much.

      “Stressed is more like it,” Samantha replied.

      “These are all details,” Talia assured her. “You’ve already done the hard part: finding someone to spend the rest of your life with.”

      Samantha sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. She’d been doing that more and more as a way to calm her nerves. “I know, but details are important too.”

      “To a degree. Is there anything else you want to go over about tomorrow?”

      “No, it’s not going to be that big of a crowd,” Samantha said. “Steven really wants to do the whole, not-see-each-other-before-the-wedding thing.” She rolled her eyes. “I guess I’ve planned everything else, so he can have that. We just have to make sure we’re separated tomorrow.”

      “Steven told me he was arriving early tomorrow with his one lone groomsman,” Talia said. “What time do you think you’ll be arriving?”

      Samantha looked over at Robert. Steven had wanted to invite a couple more of his friends from college. He’d been in their weddings, so it was assumed that they’d be in his too. But Samantha really only wanted Kathy standing up beside her. She didn’t have too many other close girlfriends, so Steven decided to have only a best man to keep the wedding party small. She worried that he was compromising too much for her, but he assured her it didn’t matter to him.

      “I guess I’m going to make kind of a grand entrance tomorrow,” Samantha told Talia. “Everyone should be here and seated already. Kathy and I won’t come into the hall until we’re about to begin. Then she’ll walk out and we’ll play the bridal march before I come out and make my grand entrance, I guess.”

      She wasn’t a huge fan of being the center of attention, but she decided to soak up the moment for her wedding. It would bring memories for her to remember and maybe tell to her daughter one day, if she had one. Absently, she touched her stomach.

      “Are you feeling okay?” Talia asked. “Nerves?”

      Samantha nodded politely and waved Kathy over.

      “Why don’t I trade places with her?” Talia suggested and stepped over to help Steven lay out the tablecloths on the remaining tables.

      Kathy walked over and flashed a bright smile. “This is exciting! It’s actually happening!”

      “Yeah,” Samantha said without a hint of excitement in her voice. “You said the flowers are coming tomorrow morning?”

      As a way to compromise with Mary on the venue, Samantha agreed to an outrageous number of flowers to freshen up the fire hall. Mary and Marty were footing the bill, so Samantha didn’t mind. Besides, if she was being honest with herself, she knew the flowers would brighten up the drab space.

      “Yup,” Kathy said with a nod. “The florists are going to bring them first thing in the morning so they’re fresh. I’ve already explained to Steven, Robert, and Marty where we want everything to go. Cross your fingers that there aren’t any hiccups. If worse comes to worst, they can always call us at the house.”

      “And we’ll be at the house with the hairdressers?”

      Again, Kathy nodded. “Yes. And the girl who is doing our makeup will be there at ten. By time either me or Mary gets done with our hair, we should be able to start right on makeup and then get into our dresses.”

      As a show of good faith, Samantha had also invited Mary to participate in a lot of the bridal party events. Not that there was much of a bridal party, but she could tell it made both Steven and Mary happy to see her making an effort.

      “Oh no! The dresses! I was supposed to pick them up from the dry cleaners!” Samantha tucked her hair behind her ears.

      “I already took care of it,” Kathy said. “I took the bus to Steven’s office downtown today and borrowed his car to pick up the dresses—and the tuxes. Everything is where it should be and it’s all ready for tomorrow.”

      Samantha let out another deep breath. “Thanks, Kathy. I really appreciate it.”

      “Hey, being between semesters has given me time to get all of this running around done,” Kathy said. She had just finished her first semester at Porreco College and was about to start her second in another week. “Good job picking a wedding date.”

      Samantha smirked. “Okay, here’s another curveball: what about catering?”

      “They’re getting here around one. They’re going to enter through the kitchen door so we shouldn’t hear them at all.” She turned and pointed to the counter with a window looking into the kitchen. “They’re going to lay all the food out there, so when we’re ready to eat, they should just lift the doors and we’ll be on our way. It’ll make clean-up for them easier too.”

      “Okay,” Samantha said with a nod.

      “Anything else you want to double check?”

      Samantha’s stomach rumbled. “Yeah, what about dinner tonight? I’m hungry.”

      “I ordered subs from a deli not too far from here,” Kathy said. “I got you a turkey club, with light mayo, no pickles. Chip, from the fire department, offered to go get them for us about twenty minutes ago. He should be back anytime now.”

      Samantha smiled. “When did you get so responsible?”

      “I’m just taking my maid of honor duties very seriously.”

      “Sam, do we have anymore of these candles?” Steven called from across the room. “I think we’re one or two short.”

      “There should be another package of them in the bag I brought,” she called back.

      “Your purse?”

      “No! Hold on.” She walked across the room and pulled out a shopping bag from beneath her coat, which was laying on the stack of tables they hadn’t used. “Here, I picked some up on my way over.” She pointed to the carts that held the tables. “We’re going to do something with these, right?”

      “Chip said there’s room to stash them in the storage closet,” Marty told her. “We’ll make this place look as best as it can be, don’t you worry.”

      Mary scoffed as she laid out the last of the solomon’s seal flowers, but Samantha ignored her.

      The front door opened and sent a brisk chill through the room. Chip closed the door behind him and held up a plastic bag.

      “Food’s here!” he declared.

      “Thanks for running out to get those.” Samantha stepped toward him with her wallet in hand. “What do I owe you?”

      “Don’t worry about—”

      Behind her, Mary let out a scream and Kathy called out, “Talia!”

      Samantha spun around and saw the officiant writhing on the floor. Only the whites of her eyes showed and spittle foamed from her mouth. Robert sunk down beside her immediately and cradled her head.

      “Call 9-1-1!” Samantha told Chip. He ran into the office.

      Samantha stepped forward and watched as the woman she’d been talking to not ten minutes earlier was now having a full-on seizure on the floor. Selfishly, she hoped this wasn’t a bad omen for what was to come.
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      Cassandra bagged up an ounce of jasmine into a bag for Brittany, one of her regular customers. She didn’t seem like someone who would come to an occult shop—from her bright blonde hair that smelled of hairspray to her limp wrist extended above where her purse sat at the crook of her elbow—but she was in once or twice a month getting an assortment of herbs. And she knew more than she let on about all the things in the shop. Cassandra had heard her help another customer when it was busy in the shop last October.

      Meanwhile, another customer—someone completely new—perused the bookshelves at the back of the shop. He was a quiet-looking man with short-cropped hair and thick glasses. He kept his hands deep in the pockets of his thick winter coat as he read through the titles.

      “Are you having trouble sleeping?” Cassandra asked Brittany as she tied a ribbon around the bag of herbs—silver ribbon, to bring peace and divinity.

      “Yeah, I’ve been having nightmares,” she said. “I’m hoping this will help me better than the drugs my doctor keeps trying to prescribe me. I just don’t like taking a lot of pills, you know?”

      Cassandra nodded and passed the bag to her. “Trust me, I know. Next time you make tea, add these leaves to the bottom of the strainer and run your hot water through for your tea. I promise you, it’ll help you sleep.”

      Brittany smiled. “That was my plan. I’ve already tried some incense, but I don’t want to do too much. I’m hoping this insomnia is temporary.”

      “Good luck and sleep well.” Cassandra waved as Brittany exited the shop into the cold evening.

      Turning, Cassandra sealed up the container where they kept the herbs and set it back under the register. As she pulled away, something appeared in a flash of light in the shelf beside the container.

      It was a book—an old one. Leather-bound and scratched. The pages had yellowed with age and were all unevenly trimmed.

      She stared at it a moment. Where had it come from? And why was it here?

      The man by the bookshelves coughed and her eyes flickered up to the last customer in the shop.

      Crossing to the back of the store, Cassandra approached him. “Is there something I can help you with?”

      He snapped around nervously, his face immediately going red. “Well, um…I don’t know—I guess I’m just looking.”

      “Is there something in particular you’re looking for?”

      “It’s stupid. My girlfriend is into astrology and I thought you might have something about it.”

      Her face lit up. “Oh, sure! We have a bunch of books about that. All down here on the bottom shelf.” She stepped over to the second bookshelf and crouched down to pull out some options. “Is there something in particular she likes? Phases of the moon? Alignment of the planets? Constellations?

      “Um…constellations, I think?” He sounded unsure. “She’s really into signs and all that. She thinks her whole life was predetermined by the fact that she’s a sagittarius.”

      Cassandra smiled and grabbed the book about constellations. “Ah, I see. This book explains the backgrounds behind those meanings and how the constellations were discovered and given meaning to. It’s actually quite interesting and perhaps it’s something you might want to take a look at for yourself.”

      He took the book from her but shook his head. “Nah, this isn’t really my thing.”

      “But if it’s something she enjoys, perhaps you owe it to her to see into her world a bit?”

      He rocked his head back and forth. “I guess that’s true. How much is this?”

      She told him the price and he said he’d take it. She led him back to the register, where she immediately felt growing unease. The sudden appearance of that mysterious book didn’t feel right, but she wanted the shop to be empty before she explored it.

      The man paid for the book and Cassandra bagged it up for him and followed him to the door. Once he was back on the sidewalk, she flipped the “Open” sign over and locked the door.

      Slowly, Cassandra retreated behind the counter again to inspect the book. It seemed to be radiating a dark presence and she was afraid to touch it, to even bump into it.

      Grabbing a ceremonial cloth from the counter, she grabbed ahold of the thick tome and wrapped it tightly in the cloth, careful not to lay a finger on it. Carrying it to a back table where it was less likely to be touched, Cassandra took several careful steps away from it.

      She let out a deep breath and gave a quick glance to the door before returning her attention to the book.

      “Hurry home, Talia,” she muttered to herself. “I have no idea what we’ve gotten ourselves into.”
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      Samantha sat in a chair at one of the tables they had set up for the wedding. She sucked in big breaths and let them out slowly, trying to prevent herself from having a panic attack. Meanwhile, the firehall remained frigid as the paramedics moved in and out of the open door to tend to Talia, who had thankfully stopped convulsing.

      Steven sat beside his future wife and rubbed her back. Kathy sat on her other side and watched quietly as Talia was lifted onto a stretcher. Mary, Marty, and Robert all stood around solemnly and watched as the first responders worked.   Mary had wrapped herself in her coat and shivered while her husband wrapped his arm around her and rubbed her shoulder.

      Chip had disappeared into the office to talk to his fire chief, assuring him that everything was under control. He said the fire chief would’ve heard the 9-1-1 call through the radio and worried.

      “We’re just about done here,” one of the paramedics announced to the group. He pulled off his latex gloves and balled them together. “The closest hospital is St. Vincent’s, in case anyone wants to notify her next of kin.”

      Mary, Marty, and Robert looked to Samantha.

      “Um…I know she co-owns a shop called Mystic Treasures on 4th and Walnut,” Samantha said. “That’s all I know, really.”

      Mary scoffed.

      The man nodded. “That’s where I’ll start, then. Have a good night, everyone.” He waved to the group and then stepped back out into the cold.

      “What are we going to do?” Samantha asked once they were alone. She couldn’t stop selfishly thinking about herself and her wedding since Talia first fell. And even though she was also worried about the woman who was supposed to marry them, Samantha mostly worried whether or not they’d even still be able to get married.

      “We’ll figure it out,” Kathy said.

      “How? The wedding is supposed to be in less than twenty-four hours!” Samantha’s voice grew more shrill. “We have guests coming and flowers and catering, but no one to perform the ceremony.”

      “You could always get married in a church,” Mary murmured. “Even on short notice, I know Father Benson would—”

      “That’s not what we had planned,” Samantha snapped.

      “Well, your plans have obviously changed,” Mary said. “The woman collapsed. It’s not like she could control that. And maybe now is the perfect opportunity to get married in a—”

      “Mom, that’s not what we agreed on,” Steven said. “Let’s try to keep to the original plan as best we can.”

      Kathy reached for Samantha’s hand. “Don’t worry about finding another officiant. Let me take care of it.”

      “And how many officiants do you know?” Mary asked. “Unless, of course, you go to a church—”

      “Mom!” Steven snapped.

      “Actually, you’d be surprised who I can find.” Kathy got to her feet and walked across the room toward the hallway with the bathrooms. “I’ll be back once I’ve found someone!”

      Samantha watched her sister walk off and then turned back around to bury her face in her hands.

      “Honey, come on,” Steven said. “Let’s eat something and finish setting up. Kathy will take care of it. You’ll feel better once you get something in your stomach.”

      She sat up and saw that Steven had pushed one of the sandwiches in front of her. The others sat around the table and began unwrapping the paper around their own subs.

      “We had everything planned.” She pushed away her food. “This wasn’t supposed to happen! We don’t have enough money to cancel and reschedule everything last-minute! As much as I’m looking forward to tomorrow, I’m so tired of planning this wedding and navigating everyone’s schedules!”

      Perhaps you’re not mature enough to get married.

      The thought broke into Samantha’s mind, which she heard distinctively in Mary’s voice.

      “Excuse me?” Samantha’s eyes bore holes in her future mother-in-law.

      Mary stared back, wide-eyed.

      “You don’t think I’m mature?” Samantha knew she had read Mary’s mind with her power. The thought probably slipped through since Samantha was so stressed out and her control of that power was still relatively new.

      Still, that line of thinking was something Samantha couldn’t ignore. She resisted the urge to dig through more of Mary’s mind to find out what she really thought of her, but that wouldn’t help matters any.

      Steven looked across the table between his mother and his future wife. “Nobody said any—” He stopped when it hit him what had happened.

      “Well, dear, I just think that maybe you’re being a bit insensitive,” Mary said. “After all, this woman had a seizure. Surely, you can’t get mad at her for that.”

      “I’m not mad at her, I’m frustrated with the situation,” Samantha said. “And you’re not helping any with all of your subtle suggestions. We chose Talia to perform the ceremony for a reason.”

      “A reason that hardly makes sense.” Mary looked up and shook her head. “You didn’t seem to really know the girl and she was…odd.”

      “What’s wrong with odd? It’s not like she was a bitch, unlike—”

      “Sam!” Steven put his hand on her arm to stop her.

      “No, dear, she was quite pleasant,” Mary admitted. “Which makes it that much more curious to me why you can’t drum up some compassion for a woman who’s just been rushed to the hospital.”

      Samantha stared at her, completely lost for words, nearly shaking with anger.

      “Mom, Talia’s being taken care of,” Steven said. “We called 9-1-1, they took care of it. What else do you expect us to do?”

      “Perhaps go visit her or show a little remorse for her instead of being so consumed in your own affairs.”

      “We’re getting married tomorrow,” Steven started.

      “Get out!” Samantha shouted.

      Mary blinked and watched her curiously. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me.” Samantha extended her hand to the door and pointed. “Get out of here. You’ve been making snide comments all evening and I’m tired of hearing it. If you’re not going to help us figure out a solution, then you’re only adding to the problem. So go.”

      Mary looked around the table. Marty and Robert were busying themselves eating up what was left of their subs. Robert kept his head low, trying to ignore the confrontation playing out across the table.

      “Steven?” Mary asked quietly, her voice quivering.

      “Right now you’re really only causing more stress,” he said in a somber voice.

      Mary looked stricken and turned to her husband. The room had gone silent, with the only sound being Chip on the phone with the fire chief.

      Marty looked to his son and then leaned over to Mary. “Why don’t you just give them some space? Give everyone some time to calm down and the emotions to fade a bit.”

      With a huff, Mary rose and marched with her head held high to the hallway where Kathy escaped.

      A moment later, Marty wiped his mouth with a napkin and murmured, “Excuse me,” before rising and chasing after his wife.
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