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  Preface


My lovely readers of dark romance, 
This is book two of the Oracle Winchester Dark Romance Mystery Series and I would like to say thank you for returning to continue the sultry tales of Oracle Winchester in New Orleans. Again, I remind you all that this is a work of fiction, the relationship timeline is very quick and there are some scenes that may have a trauma response for some readers, so I am forewarning you now. It deals with themes of BDSM, threesomes, abusive trauma from adolescence and serial murder. It is dark romance and mystery after all.  Enjoy The Zodiac Reaper… Shanna~
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  Prologue
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Little, ordinary places hide the biggest secrets. The small shacks that lined the bayou all looked the same yet each one was vastly different. One, a getaway for a man and his mistress, another hid a poacher. A smaller one, hidden back from the water in the reeds that lead to the woods held the most dangerous of all the bayou residents. It was nothing elaborate, sun worn planks holding the porch up, water lines on the sides from hurricane flooding over the decades but, upon closer inspection, small ornate symbols were carved into the posts on the porch and door frame. They look like gibberish to the untrained eye but in actuality were there for protection and power. A wind chime made of a coyote skull and rabbit bones hung precariously above the porch, clinking together in a macabre tune of death, welcoming it to the abode. Fur skins from the same rabbit and coyote draped over the railing and inside, amongst the remains of old fishing gear and long dead animals, sat a man who furiously typing away on a laptop, surrounded by electronic and computer equipment.  
“When is your birthday Fortuna30?” 
She replied, “Actually it’s this month!” 
He smiled to himself. “Cool. Give me your birth date and time and I can draw up a destiny chart for you. Free of charge.” He sat back and she responded quickly. 
“Really? That would be amazing! I will send it straight away!” She quickly typed in her information, unaware she had just typed in her death sentence. Right down to the second. They chatted for a bit longer and made plans to meet for a drink on her birthday in the French Quarter. He signed off and felt the power inside him as it grew and soon, very soon he would be immortal. No more sickness, death tapping on his window every night, waiting for his last breath. Her sacrifice would help ensure that.
Looking out the window, the man saw a bird land on the sill, a black crow. Turning its head toward him, the crow let out a massive caw and tapped its beak on the glass, over and over until it cracked. Jumping up from the table, the man rushed to the window to scare off the creature, but the signs were there. His death was imminent unless the next sacrifice was made.






  
  Chapter 1
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“What fresh hell is this?” Oracle grumbled to herself as she walked through the French Quarter, people surrounding her as she tried to reach the crime scene. 
“Coming through!” She shouted but no one would get out of the way for her. Oracle shoved past all the gawkers and onlookers and made it to the front of the crowd where the crime scene tape surrounded the gate at Jackson Square. An officer stood in front of it and shook his head.
“Sorry ma’am, only authorized personnel allowed on scene.” Placing his hand up, Oracle pulled out her badge and showed it to him.
“I am authorized. Interpol. Let me through.” The officer nodded as Oracle ducked under the tape and looked around. Nothing appeared off, until she got to the back side of the Andrew Jackson statue and saw Mac standing and looking down at a body.
“Hey Mac, what have we got?” Oracle asked and he didn’t look up at her. Out of nowhere, Garrick walked up to Mac and looked down at the body.
“I can’t believe it. She wasn’t supposed to be here. I don’t know what I am supposed to tell her father. She was so young.” 
Oracle looked at Garrick and a sinking feeling came over her. Slowly, Oracle walked around and looked at the body and, in that moment, everything froze. It couldn’t have been. The body was cold and pale, the eyes wide open, the blood pooled around it and Oracle knelt as tears fell from her eyes. The cuts all over the body were white, with blood draining from them. 
She knew what they were made with. A surgical scalpel. Lifting the tattered remnants of the victim’s shirt, Oracle felt a chill on her body as she looked down and her shirt was lifted. The same scars looking back at her. Glowing white and Oracle looked at the victim and the eyes blinked at her. The head bending crooked, and mouth opened in a quiet scream of horror.
Oracle stumbled back and it all became clear.
It was her. From high school. The day Jack tried to kill her. Except this time, he succeeded. Her body was splayed out, just as he wanted. A crown on her head, her arms in slivers of flesh and bone as Oracle scrambled back, slipping in the blood and the sky darkened above as red clouds opened up and the sky rained blood on her. The square faded and all that was left was the body, lifting up off the ground, its arms twisted as if being controlled by strings.
Puppet strings.
The breath in Oracle’s body stuck in her throat as footsteps echoed behind her and they were familiar. Trembling in fear, Oracle dared not to turn around, but she knew down to her bones who it was.
“Hello cupcake.” 
A hand reached out and whipped her around and it was him.
Jack grinned at Oracle, his eyes burning red as he swung his scythe over her head and Oracle fell to the ground. 
He gestured to the body hanging in the air, on strings and smiled at Oracle.
“You were always easy to manipulate, to mold into my little puppet and my greatest work of art. It was better that you survived. It’s not every day that one of my projects has been gifted life as a breathing work of art and how damaged they will always be. I should have cut your face, put a smile on it so that you would always remember me. I always knew you would be mine. Forever.”
Another voice laughed and out of the shadows came William, knife in hand, advancing toward her with rage. 
“I fucking told you I would see you suffer, and that time is now.” William laughed at her screams as he and Jack cut her open again and again with his scythe. Blood flowing from her face and chest, her hands drenched in red, and the wounds closed but the pain was real, it was there as each sharp slice cut down to her bones and her soul. Escaping them both was a futile effort as they circled her, cutting her flesh, mocking her as Oracle screamed in agony.
Trying to crawl away Oracle looked up for an escape but there was none. The darkness was never-ending, and the only illumination was red, above, around and beneath her. All hope was lost until two hands reached out from the eternal darkness and pulled her to safety and Oracle turned and saw Jack smiling at her.
“Not the end cupcake, not even close. I will be seeing you soon.” 
The hands pulled at Oracle as she heard a voice calling her name, at first sounding like it was underwater but it got clearer until she realized it was Drake and instantly awakened, out of breath and looked around her. She wasn't in the dream. She was home, in bed with Drake. Her Marquis.
Oracle breathed a large sigh of relief as she snuggled into his arms. 
“Another bad dream?” Drake asked as he smoothed her hair down and she nodded. 
“Yeah, not too terrible but they are still rampant. Sorry I woke you.” Kissing her head, Drake squeezed Oracle tightly and settled back in the bed.
Drake had kept a close eye on her as her injuries healed and Oracle recovered from her ordeal. She never wept or showed emotion after they came home from the hospital and that had Drake worried. 
When he got her home, there were flowers and a huge sign Samira made as everyone was incredibly happy to see her. Oracle had taken her father aside and thought it best for Samira to accompany him to London along with Ian for three weeks. Just until the media attention died down. Drake wasn't going to leave her alone, and he agreed to stay with her at her father's request. Days later, Oracle said goodbye to her family, hopeful that sending them away would keep them safe. Once she had shut the door, Oracle whipped around, took Drake’s face in her hands, and kissed him deeply. 
“Wait, wait Oracle. Your injuries. You are supposed to take it easy.” Shaking her head, Oracle looked up at Drake with dark passion in her eyes. 
“I don't fuck care. You either fuck me right now Marquis or I will make you sorry.” The passion that blazed in her eyes was enough for him as he scooped her up in his arms and carried her up the stairs to her bedroom.
Drake tried again to dissuade her, but it was pointless as she feverishly pulled at his clothing, and he gave in to her seduction. Oracle was in an inordinate amount of pain but fucking him was the only thing she could focus on. Pulling her shirt off, Oracle watched as Drake undressed slowly in front of her. Reclining on the bed, Oracle waited for Drake and as he looked down at her, the wounds from her attack were in the last stages of healing and covered in bandages. Hesitating for a moment, Drake felt pangs of agony and guilt over not being able to reach Oracle before William hurt her. 
Oracle sensed his hesitation and sat up.
“You are doing it again. Drake, I know you feel guilty, and that’s new for you. You can feel it but don’t carry it for too long. And before you try and say that I carry all my guilt, do as I say, not as I do. It’s not a new thing for me to experience. You got to me in time. Did I get hurt? Yes, is that your fault? No. It is William’s fault and now that bastard is dead. We are here, both alive, no worse for wear. Now you have two choices Drake Blackthorne, you can wallow in sorrowful guilt like Edgar Allan Poe or get over here and fuck me like The Marquis. Make your fucking choice.”
Her words snapped his guilt into oblivion and there was nothing else in that moment except devouring every inch of her. Climbing on top of Oracle, Drake pushed her up further on the pillows, propping one under her hips and butt and spreading her legs open for him. 
Pushing himself lower, he draped her legs on his shoulders, his mouth hovering above her clit and inhaled her sweet scent as his tongue flicked lightly around her slit and Oracle gasped. top of her and slid his hard cock deep inside her as she gasped at the sensation. He pulled her legs up over his shoulders, devouring her like a luscious ripe strawberry, her desire trickling down her pussy lips and he licked up every single drop as she writhed like a snake beneath him. Drake gripped her thighs as she squeezed them around his head and the sensations from his tongue and mouth were more than pleasurable for Oracle. They were euphoric as she felt the continuous waves of course through her body and she craved more. 
“Drake,” She whimpered as he spread her thighs apart and looked up at Oracle, her eyes glazed with passion as he grinned at her.
“Say it.” He growled at her and Oracle, biting her bottom lip and her eyes locked onto his, replied quietly.
“Fuck me Drake, right now.” 
That was all Drake needed to hear as he moved onto the bed, thrusting his thick, magnificently stiff cock deep inside Oracles sopping wet core and she screamed out in pure ecstasy. His cock sliding in and out of her, trembling, and twitching, moving with her hips as she moaned louder and louder for him. In a flash, Oracle had her legs around his waist and on his lap, rode him hard and fast as he groaned at her movements. Wrapping his arms around Oracle, Drake pulled her close to his chest, the heat from their bodies creating sweat running down their backs and in that moment, Drake could see only Oracle, but it didn’t last long. Looking down at her chest, Drake realized that with all of the frenetic movement of their bodies together as one, that her bandages had come off as some of her wounds reopened and began to bleed. Oracle didn't notice, nor did she care. Her hips swiveled on his cock, and she rode him harder and harder to the brink of her imminent orgasm.
“Oracle, baby slow down, your wounds have opened up and you are bleeding.”
Oracle looked up as he showed her the blood on his hand. In a move that shocked even him, she took his fingers and licked them clean of her blood in the most sensual way possible and rode him faster and faster as she moaned his name.
“Drake, fuck me harder, please sir, I beg of you, my Marquis. Make me come.” Oracle was raw and primal in that moment that he had to oblige her. 
“Anything for you.” Drake replied and rubbed the warm blood streaming from her back onto her soft breasts. He kissed and suckled the sweet and salty liquid off her nipples as she moaned even louder for him. He matched every one of her thrusts with his own and took her mouth with his, her blood still sweet on his lips. He was astounded by how turned on she was, and it caused him to fuck her harder and harder. 
“You like blood I see.” Drake growled and kissed her neck, the blood smeared all over and he wanted every drop of her blood, her pussy nectar and sweat, all of it. There was nothing else that mattered except bringing Oracle to climax as powerfully as he could. 
Oracle moaned in response as he fingered her clit slowly, building her orgasm until she could no longer contain it as it is released in a primal, feral scream that emanated from the very depths of her core. That pushed his orgasm to hit in wave after wave until they are both spent, collapsed onto each other in bed and tried to catch their breath.
“You surprise me at every turn Oracle. I had no clue that you enjoyed such dark erotic acts. I do believe that we should revisit it at another time, if you are up for it of course.” She grinned at him, their limbs intertwined together, Oracle was blissfully encased in the afterglow of their encounter.
“Mmmm that sounds lovely sir. I do believe we may need to change the sheets now.”
He grinned at her and smoothed the hair away from her face. “I think I should be a good Dom and draw my beautiful little sub a bath and redress your wounds that I have opened up. You stay here until I come back for you.” He kissed her forehead, wrapped her up in a blanket and left her snuggled up in the bed. Drawing her a bath, Drake smiled to himself and looked out to see Oracle on the bed, smiling as well. 
Oracle was washed in the afterglow of her orgasms and had not a care in the world as she felt the stickiness of her blood mixed with their sweat all over her body.
The warm and tingling all over her body had Oracle grinning ear to ear from one of the most erotic and depraved orgasms in her life with him. She began to feel the pain from her wounds as it crept over her body, and it hurt horribly. Attempting to sit up, Oracle winced and doubled over as she sighed in defeat. Drake returned and saw the look of pain on her face. 
“It’s all ready for you Oracle. Careful now.” Unwrapping Oracle from the confines of the blanket, Drake carried her into the bathroom and set her gently into the hot water. It stung her skin as she groaned at the pain, but the warmth of the water enveloped her entire body and she relaxed into the water. 
Drake was careful at cleaning the bloodstains from her body and checked to make sure that Oracle’s wounds weren't opened any longer. When Drake was finished, he picked her up, dried her, redressed her wounds with new bandages and put her in pajamas. Removing the stained sheets, Drake remade the bed before putting Oracle back into it. Drake checked that she was comfortable before taking a shower himself. Drake stood under the hot water as it rained down on him and contemplated the events that had occurred. Oracle hadn’t wanted to talk to him, or Patrick. She had postponed her sessions at The Shutter House and Drake felt it was not a good idea to do so. Patrick had come to the house to check on her, but Oracle didn’t want to talk to him much. She needed time to heal. 
Oracle was right however, she saved herself and didn’t need him to do it. Drake had wanted to take on the hero role as opposed to the villain, but Oracle didn’t need either from him. He was learning more and more about Oracle every day, but it was more superficial and not deeper emotional things. She had pretty much locked it away and tried to get back to her normal routine as if nothing had happened. Drake was uncertain how to deal with it, but Patrick had recommended that he not push her otherwise she was inclined to shut down from his experience working with her. Drake wasn’t fully on board with it but reluctantly agreed to do what was best for Oracle.
Stepping out of the shower, Drake began to dry off and a glint caught his eye. A tiny bauble was under the counter, and he knelt to see what it was. A small skull charm that looked relatively new. Oracle never wore things like that, and Drake thought back to the crystal skull that had appeared in their hotel room in New York. She was spooked by it along with the music box. The one that matched one from Jack that she refused to talk about. Drake walked into her bedroom but didn’t see it anywhere. 
He looked over to Oracle and she was fast asleep. Drake walked quietly to her closet and looked around for a minute until he found the box. It was still in its bag and shoved behind a pair of shoes. Why would Oracle hide it to begin with? Looking around more, Drake was unable to find anything else and he knew there had to be more. Moving a group of hangers, he saw an outline in the wall that was out of place. Leaning in for a closer look, Drake stopped when he heard Oracle stirring in the bed. He quickly moved everything back, turned off the light and got into bed next to Oracle. She didn’t move as he sat and stared at her for a while. Oracle had too many secrets and Drake had a feeling she was going to keep them hidden away just like the music box, even from him. 
Over the following weeks Oracle was to stay on bed rest but she had cases piling up and clients to deal with and she did everything she could to work, even in bed. Oracle was antsy and hated being home all day instead of her office or working on a case somewhere in the city. Drake tried to stick close by, but he had work obligations to deal with which gave Oracle the opportunity to slip out of the house and to the office. 
Oracle was grateful to get out of the house and get things done. Relaxing with nothing to do wasn’t her style. It was difficult to evade the watchful eyes of Drakes security detail, but Oracle was able to give them the slip-on multiple occasions.
Drake stayed busy with endless meetings and Oracle skyped with Samira and her dad daily to assure them she was doing better. Samira was happy to see her even through video chat. Oracle let her go on and on about contacts she was making for her potential sustainable fashion line which pleased their dad.
Drake discovered that Oracle had been sneaking off to the office to work and called her out on it one day she wasn’t expecting him.
“Seriously Oracle? You were put on bed rest and told to take it easy, and this is where I find you?” Drake bellowed from the doorway.
Oracle looked up from her desk and pointed to the phone.
“Shut up for a minute, will you?” She snapped at him and shook her head.
Drake’s mouth dropped open as she grinned and finished taking notes from the client on the phone. “Yes ma’am. I will put it on the top of the pile. You say that your aunt was given custody of your grandfather and she absconded with the entire bulk of the estate even though there was a legal will in place? Yes, has the VA been in contact at all to your knowledge? No? Okay, I will start looking into it this afternoon and see what I can dig up. May I ask, is there any way you can go visit him and not raise her suspicions? Okay good. This is what you need to do. Get her talking. Stupid criminals always like to brag. Use your phone to record everything she says, no matter how small it may be. It’s legal and will be held up in civil court. Take photos as well of anything that stands out. Cars, new additions to the home, anything. I promise Miss Breznik, we will bring her to justice and hopefully get your grandfather away from her. Alright have a good day now.”
Oracle hung up the phone and looked at Drake who had plopped on the sofa and stared at her. “Okay let me guess, your security guys ratted me out? Rude. Drake, I don’t need you to take care of me and being stuck at home all day like a bored housewife isn’t doing it for me. I have a job, bills to pay and things to do. I know you want to take care of me, but I can take care of myself. Remember the conversation we had about being equal partners? Well, this goes with that.” 
Drake opened his mouth, but Oracle put her hand up.
“Nope, don’t want to hear it. I am done for the afternoon so how about I go buy us some po’boys and a couple of daquiris to have for an early dinner? I finished my antibiotics and painkillers, and a frozen drink will definitely do some good. Let’s go.”
Drake threw his hands up in defeat and helped Oracle close the office before they hit the Quarter. No use in arguing with Oracle because it was a lost cause. They walked to one of her favorite dive joints and the staff were happy to see her again. Grabbing a table, Oracle brought the food over and drinks as she smiled at the employees, which piqued Drake’s interest. 
“Let me guess, you did a job for them?” 
Oracle nodded and took a swig of her drink. “Yeah, two years back this big development firm tried to swindle the owners out of their lease and this place has been here since the 20’s under the same family ownership. They hired me and I made those corporate assholes regret ever trying to take my favorite po’boy joint away. Had it declared a historical site and it can’t be taken by anyone ever again. They said I can have free po’boys for life, but I insist on paying them when I eat here. They gotta pay bills too which means you better tip well.” Oracle grinned at Drake as she took a huge bite of her food and washed it down with her purple daiquiri. 
Drake was impressed by her ethics and finished his meal before she did. A few of the staff came over and chatted for a bit with Oracle as Drake sat back and listened to the vibrant conversation between them all. Oracle was able to seamlessly merge with diverse groups of people and Drake found it endearing. She lit up as the conversation got more animated and it was refreshing to see her smile and laugh for the first time since Halloween. 
Once she had finished her meal, the staff brought over takeout for her, and Drake left a sizeable tip that assured everyone who worked there would have their rent paid in full. 
Oracle was nothing if not persuasive and Drake felt a strange sense of pride knowing that it made her happy to see him helping people. The sun was setting as they got back to her car and drove home where a package sat on the steps as Oracle got out of the car and paused at the sight of it.
Rushing through the gate, Oracle quickly reached the box.
“My books have arrived finally.” Oracle snatched the box up before Drake could get to it and unlocked the door. “I am gonna go change and be back down in a minute. Pick a movie to watch. Doesn’t matter what it is.” 
Hurrying up the stairs, Oracle got to her bedroom and shut the door in order to prevent Drake from seeing what potentially was in it. Unfortunately for Oracle, Drake had caught on to her cagey behavior and knew there weren’t books in the package, but something she had no intention of letting him see. 
Oracle set box on her bed and found a pair of scissors in the dresser to open it. She wasn’t intending to tell Drake about it, but she needed information and there was only one person who could access it. She carefully cut through the box and inside was a stack of folders with DO NOT COPY stamped on them in dull red letters. They had been sitting in a locked cold case room for nearly two decades and she was grateful they weren’t destroyed.
There was no time for her to look through them with Drake downstairs and she had to keep them out of sight until she could. Hesitating for a moment, Oracle opened one of the files and her breath caught in her throat. The crime scene photo was enough to sicken even a person with a strong constitution, but Oracle forced herself to look at it.
The body, or what was left of it, strewn across a brown and green lawn, the head of the girl, with her eyes pinned open and her mouth cut into a macabre scream stared back at her. 
It was one of Jack’s victims. The girl who escaped his bondage tried to tell the police what happened, and Jack made her pay the ultimate price. Her mother was the one who found her that day and it broke her. To find one’s child in pieces in front of their small home was too much to bear. Three days after the funeral, she took a bottle of pills and shot herself over the grief of losing her only child. The police never investigated further and closed the case. 
Jack had always been a cruel monster and the proof was not only in the files, but all over Oracle’s body. Oracle knew there were more victims but that’s not what she was after. She needed witnesses. Anyone besides herself could have or would have known about Jack and his murderous activities. He was dead but whomever the stalker was, wanted to make certain that she was reminded of him every single day. 
Drake called up to her as Oracle quickly gathered the files and hid them in the secret wall compartment in the closet. She knew Drake had been in there and found the music box, but he hadn’t discovered the door thankfully. Putting the files safely away, Oracle pulled out the books she had bought a week prior, covering her tracks in case Drake had questions. No sooner had Oracle walked out of her closet, than Drake walked in and looked around to find her changing into a pajama shirt and bottoms. On top of her dresser sat three books and he walked over to them.
“Crime Noir in the Big Easy? I would have never pegged you for a southern gothic kind of reader Oracle. Learning new things about you is quite intriguing.” 
“Where else do you think I learned all my detective skills? Not Interpol or Scotland Yard or FBI, nope, it was all from reading fictional novels full of sexy mysteries.” She grinned at Drake as he chuckled. “Alright, let’s go watch this movie. I have a feeling you are gonna hate it.” 
Settling into the sofa, Drake began the movie and as much as Oracle wanted to be in the moment with him, her mind was on the files in the closet that hopefully would give her insight into the mysterious stalker who knew entirely too much about her past with Jack.
Drake had Oracle in his arms, and she made commentary about the film, but her mind was elsewhere, she wasn’t in her body in a way, and something was gnawing at her. Whatever it was, had something to do with the box on the stoop. He wasn’t going to be able to get into her closet until she was at work on a case. But he was going to find out one way or another. 
The following morning Drake left early, and Oracle was still avoiding calls from Patrick. She was getting ready to walk out the door and opened it to see Patrick standing on the stoop.
Oracle sighed and gave him a look of defeat. 
“Honestly, Patrick I am fine. Drake is keeping a close eye on me I think because he feels guilty about his assistant being a serial killer obsessed with killing me. Overcompensation.” 
He listened to her, but she wasn't being forthcoming as usual. 
“That’s the best you got? Come the fuck on. I know better than that. Take a seat and let’s hash this out.”  Oracle hated when Patrick did that to her.
Oracle shook her head and locked the door. “Office. I have work to do. Let’s go.”
Patrick followed her to the Quarter and up to her office. Taking a seat on the sofa, he waited for her to get situated and waited for her to start the conversation.
“Okay Patrick, you want me to talk? Here goes. I had been working on the Marquis case for eight goddamn years, he shows up here in New Orleans and just so happened to have been working for Drake, the guy I just started seeing who unbeknownst to me, I had met years ago at a Halloween party and made out with. Save your shock for another day.” Patrick didn’t respond right away but something in her tone made him think that was more to the story.
“Why do you think his assistant was obsessed with you? That’s quite a coincidence that he would know who you were Oracle and be working for Drake and the two of you run into each other here in New Orleans. Are you sure you should trust Drake? How can you be certain that they weren’t working together? Stranger things have happened.”
Oracle did her best to keep a straight face, but Patrick was entirely too close the truth and she couldn’t risk him discovering Drake’s true nature or previous activities. She needed something to throw him in a different direction. 
“There is something else but is has nothing to do with Drake. The restless sleep doesn’t have to do with what just happened. Someone has been looking back into the Solomon Beauchamp murders. Mac brought it to my attention that there was a recent investigation into cold cases in the Garden District and of course Solomon’s jumped to the top of the list. You are the only one who knows what happened, what Solomon did to me, and I am a little on edge if whomever is investigating will put two and two together and I will be put under the microscope. If they dig too deep Patrick, I will be exposed, and I could go to prison.”
Patrick shook his head. “You are not responsible for those murders. No matter how much you think you are and yes you have gaps in your memories because of the trauma, you could not be capable of murder, especially in that brutal fashion. You couldn’t commit that kind of violence.”
Oracle looked at him as a flash of a childhood memory appeared in her mind. A girl on the ground under her as Oracle beat her over and over. Patrick said something else, but Oracle didn’t hear him.
“Oracle! Did you hear what I just said?”
The memory was gone instantly as her head snapped up at him.
“Sorry, I zoned out for a second. What did you say?”
He gave her an odd look and shook his head. “What just happened? Did you have another flash of memory?” 
Shaking her head, Oracle replied, “No, just too much going on and have a million things running through my mind. I am trying to find out who is the lead on the Solomon case.”
No sooner had she spoken, Mac texted her and had a name for her. Oracle groaned in frustration as Patrick looked at her quizzically. 
“Fuck. Mac just found out who is in charge of the cold case. Liza Brennon. His captain assigned her personally. Not only does the captain hate me, but she does too. Fucking hell.”
“What exactly happened to get that hate?” Patrick asked.
“I may have gotten her demoted for some shady shit that went down with her and another married officer. The wife got into a huge fight with her in the Quarter and since it was filmed and put on you-tube, Brennon got demoted and the other officer was transferred to another unit. She hates me because it was the wife who hired me to find out if her husband was cheating. Mac isn’t going to compromise his job to help dissuade her off my path. I have to find a way to avoid her, but the city isn’t that big, and she has a huge vendetta against me. Just add it to the pile of bullshit I need to deal with." 
Patrick stood up and walked to her desk. “I know there is a lot going on, but I just need to assure you are taking care of yourself and at least trying to stay out of trouble. It’s a stretch but try. We need to unpack all of this, and I know what you are doing with getting straight back to work. Avoidance. I am concerned that you aren’t being honest with yourself or with me. There is more going on and I will help you with it.” 
Oracle heard what he was saying but she knew better. The bad feeling had been there always in the corner of her gut and back of her mind for a while. “Thanks Patrick.” 
“I will see you next week Oracle. You will be there at the usual time, correct?” She nodded reluctantly and replied “Yeah. Promise.” 
He left her alone and she released a deep breath that she hadn’t realized she had been holding in. Oracle texted Mac about a plan to slow down Brennon’s investigation but there wasn’t much he could do without drawing suspicion.
The figure stood under the shadows of a balcony across from Oracle’s office and watched as her therapist left. 
She was alone. 
However, the private security her paramour had tailing Oracle made things a little more difficult to accomplish with the plan. He was gearing up for the next phase of his plan and more casualties were imminent. Her torture was just beginning, and the streets of New Orleans would be awash in rivers of blood once it was all done, and Oracle Winchester would be the cause of it all.






  
  Chapter II
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Once Patrick had left, Oracle finished a stack of case notes and noticed her email app was pinging every ten seconds. The sound grew tiresome, and Oracle opened them and wished she hadn't. They were all messages from the stalker. She opened the attached files, and they were all photos of her being tortured at the hands of William. It looked like they were taken above her and there were cameras in the ceiling she didn't notice before. Shit. She opened all the mail from him, and they were all of her and William except the last one. It was of Drake and Ian, but it wasn't recent. It looked to be at least nine years old, and she wasn't sure what was going on but they both were glaring at one another, and Drake was holding a small usb drive in his hand. That was strange. 
Oracle had the sense they knew each other but this was confirmation. The more curious thing was why would her stalker send her that? She saved the photos and stored them on an invisible file that a tech friend, who worked outside of the watchful eyes of authority figures showed her how to create. 
Oracle turned off her computer as her phone lit up with a text message. She really hoped it wasn’t the stalker and breathed a sigh of relief to see it was Drake. “You up for going out to dinner tonight? Promise no strenuous physical activities will be involved. Be ready by 7.” 
Oracle smiled and replied, “Absofuckinglutely. I am done at the office for the day and would love to get back to the Quarter for some tasty food.”
Locking up the office, Oracle got in her car when a figure walked down the sidewalk near her car and the sense of deja vu overwhelmed her. Solomon Beauchamp.
Her heart began to pound as she got out of her car and called out after the man.
“Hey!” 
The man kept walking as she rushed over and jerked him around. “Hey lady what the hell are you doing? Are you nuts?”
Oracle shook her head and mumbled. “I am sorry, I thought you were someone else. I apologize.” He was weirded out by her but shrugged it off. Oracle went back to her car and Drake’s security pulled up behind her to assure she was okay. She waved at them as they followed her back home, but the damage was done.
The man turned the corner and looked back to the woman who grabbed him. She looked like she had seen a ghost, and in a city full of the dead, it wasn’t uncommon to run into one, or five. The figure stepped out from the shadowy alley and handed him six folded hundred-dollar bills. 
“You can go now. Your purposed was served.”
The figure walked away and hopped on a motorcycle that went into the same direction the woman went. The man shoved the money in his pocket and walked toward the closest bar to spend the newly acquired cash. Strange people in the city. 
Oracle arrived home and discovered that Drake had yet again filled her closet with more clothes than she knew what to do with and it was packed wall to wall. She had to find something feminine and pretty for their first official night out on the town and it had to be something she could easily get into. Oracle winced as she reached for a dark green sundress that he bought her and looked down at her rib cage. The wounds were almost healed, but some had been much deeper, and the pain still resonated if she moved the wrong way. Her phone buzzed and a smile spread on her face. “It will be an adventure for certain, but I want to be sure you are feeling up for it physically.” 
Oracle shook her head and replied, “Promise I am. I can handle pain better than you think. Sir.” 
He responded quickly to her remarks. “I can see that sugar. I won't push you any further than your wounds will allow. I have no desire to explain to the ER doctor why those wounds won't stay closed.” Oracle burst out with a huge laugh and had to agree on that point. The exhaustion from her day had set in and she needed to rest before the night out. 
“I am going to take a nap and will see you at seven.” Oracle texted back and put her phone on the side table. Oracle laid down and quickly fell into a deep slumber to which nothing could awaken her. Not even the figure who was lying in wait outside her home.
Pulling out a small box, the figure pressed a button which shorted out the security cameras while they were there. No need to make the game any easier. Or deal with Ian or Drake. 
The figure walked in the back door of the house and up the stairs to Oracle's room. The floorboards squeaked lightly but it wasn't enough to awaken her. The figure walked in, and she was curled up on her side and breathing lightly. They walked around her room and saw the little music box that sat on her dresser. The figure looked around more but nothing else was of interest. Just Oracle. The next phase of the plan was going to begin, and she needed to be isolated and sufficiently terrified by the end of it all. The little things were the most important. The figure moved the box to her table and turned the switch for it to play. It didn't awaken her as the figure took one last look at her asleep in the bed and went downstairs to her library and chose three books to leave for clues to ponder over. 
Once the volumes were chosen, the figure quietly left, knowing that Oracle would awaken soon, and the game continued. The figure left, sneaking around the back of the house, her security detail none the wiser and turned the cameras back to working. and walked down the sidewalk, none of the neighbors were wise to the strange happenings within Oracle's home.
Oracle awakened to the sound of her music box playing unusually loud and glanced over to see it right next to her bed. She could swear it was on her dresser, but she must have moved it and it turned on as if she had bumped the table in her sleep. Oracle closed the box and walked downstairs where things in the house seemed to be off. Oracle was groggy and a little out of it, but it felt out of sorts. She saw three books sitting out on her coffee table. Not unusual for her but these were extremely specific ones that she had no recollection of pulling out of her library. 
“That's odd, I didn't leave these here.” Oracle said aloud and looked to see which ones they were. Sherlock Holmes, Jane Eyre, and Mary Shelley's Frankenstein. Strange choices to have out but she didn't give them much thought and took them back into the library and re-shelved them in their proper places. She looked at the clock and it was still two hours before Drake would arrive, which gave her time to get the house cleaned up for a bit and work on back logged cases. 
Two hours later shadows fell around the house as the sun set and Oracle heard a car pull up outside. She got up as the door unlocked and opened before she could reach it. Drake peeked his head around and saw her still in her pajamas and not close to being ready. 
“Well, I am glad I was early I don't think I have ever seen pink cat pajamas on you before.” Drake couldn't suppress the grin and then full-on laugh that escaped his lips. She turned bright red and turned to go upstairs but he grabbed her arm and pulled her into a hug. 
“Not getting away that easy sugar. Those pajamas are quite fetching on you.” He kissed her deeply and she sighed.
“You weren't supposed to arrive yet. Now I must burn them.” His laugh reverberated through the living room as she went upstairs to get dressed for their date.
Drake walked into her small, converted library and was astonished at how many volumes she could get to fit in the small space. Organized by genre and alphabetically within the genre, Oracles organizational technique was something as Drake grinned but that faded when he noticed something odd about one of the books on the shelves. It was pulled out from the row, and he looked at the binding. The Complete Works of Sherlock Holmes. Opening the book, Drake flipped through the pages and stuck to one of the pages was a rose petal and a faded photograph. He turned it over and there was Oracle, a much younger teenage version of herself in a silver dress as she stood next to a boy, more of a young man really in a black tuxedo. Oracle was looking up at him and smiling as he gazed at her and his hand around her waist. Drake flipped the photo over and, on the back, written in faded blue ink were the words “Jack and Oracle Winter Formal 1995.” 
This was him. The one who caused her so much pain and still did even from the beyond.
Drake wasn't sure what any of it meant but he needed to find out and soon. He looked at the photo again and saw what looked like a small bruise on her wrist, but it was covered by a corsage. Jack was looking at her with the same intense lust that Drake had for her. Jack was the epitome of a high school jock and she looked to be the all-American teenage girl in the photo. Drake wondered if she even knew the picture was in there. He turned to the front of the book and written on the inside cover were the words that stayed with him the rest of the evening. “To my beautiful Oracle. We loved with a love that was more than love. Jack” The book was a gift from Jack. The monster who damaged Oracle, hurt her, and tried to kill her. And Oracle had kept it. 
He saw two other books that were pulled out slightly and they were both inscribed to Oracle from Jack.
The copy of Frankenstein was well worn and another photo of the two of them was tucked away in the pages. This one was taken at what looked like a cottage in the forest and she was tucked into his arms as he held her possessively. The inscription read “Beware; for I am fearless, and therefore powerful. Jack” Drake didn't quite understand what would possess her to keep them, but they were books and she loved to read. The Jane Eyre one had a photo that fell out, only this one was much more recent. It was of her and Drake together at the Masquerade. He flipped to the inscription and this one he knew quite well. “My darling Oracle you are my one true muse, my one true love, my one everything. It is by way of pain one arrives at pleasure.” 
He slammed the book closed in anger at the glaring past that stared him in the face. His assistant wouldn't have had time to put that photo there so the question was where did it come from? It was put there for her to find but Oracle must have not seen it yet. She had many secrets that he needed to uncover but she wasn't ready to give them up. He left it in its place and sat down in one of the leather chairs. 
Oracle had acted a bit strange and aloof after New York with the music box, but she played it off and Drake knew there had to be more to it. Oracle didn't mention Jack outside of her session unless Drake pushed her, which raised his suspicions about her past. Ian and her father were overprotective of her, and he was certain they knew more about Jack than they let on. He heard her come down the stairs and quickly exited the library. He kept what he found to himself for the time being until he had confirmation that Jack wasn't alive and a threat. 






  
  Chapter III
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Oracle walked into the living room and heard him behind her.  
“Turn around for me.” 
She turned as he asked, and he was impressed with her wardrobe choice. “You look like a proper young lady. I can't wait to ravage you.” She blushed and looked down at her feet and he knew this game would be one to remember tonight.
“Now to dinner, grab your purse and let us depart.”  Locking up the house, Oracle followed Drake and he led her to the car where Spencer was waiting for them. Oracle slid into the backseat, and they were whisked away from her house. They drove around the city and finally stopped in the Garden District in front of what looked like a converted home into a private restaurant.
They walked inside and it was cozy and intimate as she realized it was a great deal more exclusive than she even knew. She noticed the mayor and four high-ranking city council members having dinner. They were seated at a table out of full view of everyone but still enough to get many admiring glances from the other patrons.
“You garner attention everywhere you go Oracle. Looking as stunning as you do that doesn't surprise me in the least.” She blushed again and as he told the waiter what they would be having, her phone vibrated, and she checked the message that came in. Her body froze and Oracle tried to contain composure with Drake being inches away, but it was her stalker.
“Pretty preening peacock, I shall soon rip your feathers out and cut your throat as your companion watches.” 
Oracle looked around the room, but nobody stood out to her. They must have been watching the house or saw them arrive at the restaurant. Drake saw the immediate change to her demeanor as she put her phone back in her bag. Her phone. That is what he needed to get into. If there was a threat from an unseen entity it wouldn't be out of the realm of possibility that they would use text messaging to get to her. Hell, he did.
“You look beautiful this evening.” Drake tried to get her focus back to the game and he ran his foot up her leg which quickly made her jolt a bit. 
“Thank you, sir. You look quite dashing as well. What shall we discuss this evening? I have a vast knowledge of literary classics and you obviously could broaden my horizons to the inner workings of international business and political deals. Do tell.” 
Oracle took a sip of water, and they spent the next three hours flirting and conversing on an array of subjects. Drake really did know how to impress her. During their evening, Oracle’s thoughts drifted back to the text message, and she needed to find out who it was that watched her from the shadows. The nagging sensation in the back of her mind wouldn’t let go of her, even with Drake by her side. He saw her hands tap lightly on the napkin in her lap and knew something was wrong. 
When dinner was over, Drake got up to pull her chair out for her and escorted her to the door. The mayor walked over to Oracle and took her aside for a moment. 
“Miss Winchester, I wanted to formally thank you for helping catch that brute that terrorized our city. New Orleans is in your debt.” 
Smiling back, Oracle replied, “It was nothing Mayor, I was simply doing my job.” He laughed at her humble response. 
“Well, you will have to do me the honor of joining the council and other members of New Orleans society at the Mardi Gras ball in February, I won't take no for an answer.” Drake smiled at her and said, “We would love to be there Mayor. I am Drake Blackthorne, and it would be an honor to attend. Good evening.”
Oracle stopped Drake before they got out the door. “Give me a moment, I need to have a private word with the mayor.” 
Before he could respond, Oracle walked over to the mayor and took him aside. Drake couldn’t hear what was said but it looked like an intense conversation with Oracle’s back to him. 
“Since you owe me a small favor, I think you would be able to handle this discreetly, right?” The mayor nodded and placed his hand on her shoulder. 
“Consider it done. You get as many favors as you need young lady. You have done more than your fair share for this city. It will be done be end of day tomorrow.”
Oracle smiled and shook his hand. Drake walked over as the mayor went back to his table and took Oracle by the handout the door. 
“What was that about?” 
Oracle shook her head. “Nothing you need to worry about. Just a favor being called in. Trust me, it’s nothing.”
Drake stared at her with an intense gaze that sent chills down her back. He was suspicious and she needed to make her moves carefully with him. 
“Well, you really do have everyone in your pocket, don't you?” 
Winking at Drake, Oracle smirked and replied, “Trust me when I say he knows what he is doing. I have done some work for him before and he owes me a huge debt. That was merely him glad handing and making a bit of a show for the other patrons. Always running for office and I suspect him making open jabs at those who don't want him there.” Drake nodded but there was something in her tone that he didn’t believe as she explained further.
“I can find out anything about anyone here so if the other council members who do not see eye to eye on his level know that I do that sort of thing, they are more than willing to play ball with the mayor. All political games are played. Everyone has secrets Drake, it’s my job to find out what they are. The right people want to assure that I play on their team, not the opposing ones.”
Drake smiled as the car pulled up and they got in.
“How many of those secrets are yours?” 
She looked at him and didn't respond, just smiled enigmatically, and looked out the window. Oracle was good at evasiveness, that much he had figured out. He promised not to push too much with their game for the evening, but he had ways around it. He reached over to her and produced a black blindfold.
“Put this on and do not speak until I instruct you to do so.” 
Oracle felt the light silk graze her hands that was cool to the touch. Oracle nodded as he placed the blindfold over her eyes, and it was total darkness. Drake’s hand ran up her skirt and she shivered at the warm sensation tickling her flesh. 
His hot breath grazed her ear as warm and cold chills emanated through her body at his movement.
“I am going to make you scream more than you ever have in your life.” Drake growled and Oracle’s sharp intake of breath was all he needed to hear that she was going to enjoy it. They drove a little way around the city, and he caressed her hair and cheek, lightly teased her with a brush across her breast and she tried to not move or speak. He saw her nipples as they grew hard at the exceptionally light touch and Drake grinned to himself.
They turned in many directions down old streets, new ones, the freeway, and Oracle couldn't get a bead on where they could be going. Finally, she felt the car slowing down and then it came to a complete stop. Oracle tensed up slightly and heard the car door open as Drake got out and walked around to escort her to their destination.
“Step out and step up. Hold on to my hand and do not let go.” She did as he commanded and heard the cobblestones click underneath her heels. They walked a few steps, and she heard the car drive away and the click of a lock being opened. He led her inside and the moment her other senses kicked in, Oracle smelled freshly cleaned wood floors and leather. 
Where the hell had he taken her? 
Drake left her standing in place as she listened to him deactivate an alarm and walk across a wooden floor. He returned to her, took her hands, and led her across the wood floor and onto plush carpet. The sounds of her footsteps were enveloped by the thick carpet, and everything was quiet in the room.
He left her standing there and as much as she wanted to ask where she was, she knew not to move or speak in case he was watching, which of course he was. Oracle stood tall and waited for him, the lush curves of her body hugged perfectly by her outfit. She knew how to accentuate every single one of them, even if she wasn't trying. Her breasts swelled with each breath taken, and he reveled in just surveying her, watching as she stood still for him.
He walked over to her and gently tickled the back of her ear with his lips and whispered, “How wicked are you going to be this evening? You may speak.” Oracle took a deep breath in, and he encircled her waist with his arm.
“That depends entirely on you, Sir. I can be wicked or proper, but I think you prefer the wicked side of me.” Grinning, Oracle waited for his response as he removed the blindfold from her eyes.
It took a moment to adjust her vision but once it had, she saw a beautiful room rich in dark woods and leather furniture. There were subtle lights in the ceiling and above the massive stone fireplace. “Welcome to my home. It is yours to explore.” Drake released her and she was dumbfounded. He brought her to his home. The room was beautifully decorated but there were no personal items to be seen at first glance. She turned around and was quickly corrected of that assumption. There, on one of the small side tables, were three framed photographs. The two smaller ones were of her and the larger one in the center was of the two of them together at the Halloween Masquerade. She smiled at the sweet gesture and looked closer at the smaller ones of her, and they were much older, one from Romania seven years before and the other from London four years prior. Oracle shook her head and perused the room more. A stack of antique books and such but nothing else of note.
When he returned, he saw her looking at the photographs on the table.
“Those were some of my personal favorites from the years. You were and still are one of a kind. I had many women throw themselves at me over the years but none of them were you. Would you like to wait here as I prepare dessert, or would you like to see my library?” Her face lit up at the prospect of a new library, let alone his to explore. He led her down a small hallway and opened a door behind the stairwell. She was speechless at the beauty of the space. Leather furniture, soft lighting, and wall to wall books from floor to ceiling. He shut the door, and she was left alone.
The room held two overstuffed leather chairs and an antique light fixture in between them. The floors were hardwood, and the shelves were built in and looked original to the house. There was a tray ceiling with a filigree design on the edges and the room exuded warmth and beauty. Oracle looked at all the volumes and was surprised to see many first editions of classic literature. His collection rivaled most
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