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	CHAPTER ONE

	 

	Valentina threw the book she’d been reading for the third time in frustration, jumped out of her bed, and started pacing the room angrily. Half a minute later, she stopped, sighed, and went to grab the book off the floor and place it neatly on her desk. This wasn’t like her. Getting worked up, throwing things around, letting anxiety get the best of her… No. She opened the window, straightened her back, and closed her eyes. Breathe in, hold, breathe out. Six times, because she had a thing for the sixes, and she felt grounded. She was a witch, for Goddess’ sake! She knew better than to lose her center like that!

	“It’s going to be fine,” she whispered, eyes still closed. “I’m going to be fine. It’s all in here.” She touched her temple, then moaned as if in pain, snapped her eyes open, and ran to the bathroom. She bent over the toilet, and when nothing came out, she flushed anyway and proceeded to brush her teeth and splash cold water on her face. 

	All right, it was time to admit it. She, Valentina De Rossi, Apprentice of La Congrega di Spade, was stressed, exhausted from barely sleeping five hours a night, and scared of the test she absolutely had to pass the next day. Yes, scared of a test. Valentina, the A+ golden girl who everyone believed was an honest to Goddess genius. But this test was different. She could smash Algebra, English Literature, Anatomy, Botany, Scrying, Tasseography, and even Pendulum Divination, which was oh-so-finicky, but the test that would decide her very fate? The Test?! She could start hyperventilating just thinking about it. She needed a distraction. Any distraction.

	Valentina rearranged the pillows and covers on her bed, closed the window, checked herself in the mirror one last time, then finally headed downstairs. Her black leather flats didn’t make a noise as she gracefully descended the stairs. She was wearing a leaf-patterned dress in the colors of autumn, and a single gold bracelet around her thin wrist. The bracelet had been a gift from her dad for her 18th birthday the month before. She wore her long, black hair as usual, in a thick braid pulled over her right shoulder. She often caught herself thinking how some people – normal people – would probably think that paying so much attention to the way she was dressed and how she carried herself in the house was ridiculous. Who was going to judge her sense of fashion? The maids? Her parents? Her mom wasn’t even around for dinner most days… It didn’t matter who saw her. Valentina wasn’t part of that group of people she secretly half admired and half envied. She wasn’t normal. She was a De Rossi, so she had to act like a De Rossi even when she was sleeping, taking a shower, or using the toilet. She was the youngest of her lineage of witches and Keepers of the Spades, the only hope of her family, the one who would carry their name into the future, and she had to take her role seriously.

	“Where’s Mom?” She sat across from her father, who was absorbed in a book, and motioned for the maid to bring her a cup of tea. The middle-aged woman already knew what the young mistress wanted. Valentina had such simple and predictable needs that, when it came to the house staff, she didn’t even have to say a word. The witches working for the De Rossis could practically read her mind.

	“Out.”

	Valentina rolled her eyes when he didn’t look up from his book. When had her dad become interested in Angel Readings, anyway? That was so not like him.

	“Out where?”

	He sighed and shrugged.

	“I couldn’t tell you, honey. She said something about an art exhibition and then coffee with the girls.”

	“I can’t believe it,” Valentina whispered under her breath.

	“She’ll be home by dinner.”

	“But, Dad… I have the test tomorrow!”

	Finally, Cosimo De Rossi put his book down and looked his daughter in the eyes. His whole demeanor softened. It was impossible not to when Valentina was the spitting image of her mother, Adelle. Well… a kinder, more pleasant image of her, if he were to be honest… 

	“I know, honey, and you will do great. I’m here for you. I took the day off from work so I’d be around the house in case you need anything. We can do a quiz test if you want.”

	That made her heart feel lighter. She smiled. It was amazing how her dad could always make her feel better with just a few well-placed words. Too bad he was busy six days a week and away on business trips a few times a year.

	“I don’t think a quiz test would help, but thanks.”

	“That’s the beauty of it! You can study however you want.”

	Nope. That wasn’t the beauty of anything. Not for Valentina, who loved rules and clear strategies. This is the curriculum, this is the bibliography, and this is exactly how you need to study for the exam. Delicious predictability! Maybe what she was really scared of wasn’t the test itself, but the fact that she’d have to step out of her comfort zone to take it.

	Seeing how she’d zoned out, Cosimo went to sit next to her on the couch. He placed his big, soft hand on top of hers. Even in his fifties, he was a handsome man, albeit a bit chubbier than when he married Valentina’s mother, who was thirteen years younger than him. 

	“If you ask me, I think your mom made sure she was busy today because she’s too nervous to sit still. Don’t tell her I told you.”

	Valentina gave him a reluctant smile. The maid brought her lemongrass tea, and she took the hot cup between her palms. It burned her, so she drew a quick, simple cooling sigil over it with her eyes, then blew it inside the ambery liquid.

	“Dad?”

	“Yes, baby?”

	“Do you think I can really become High Keeper of the Spades one day? Do you think I have it in me?”

	Cosimo hesitated for a split second, which didn’t go unnoticed. 

	“I do.” He grabbed a stray strand of hair that had escaped her braid between his fingers and tucked it gently behind her ear. “I have no doubt that you are the next High Keeper.”

	“Am I? I haven’t even passed the test to become a Keeper in training.” She was distracted, though. She really needed his words of encouragement, but now she couldn’t fully absorb and enjoy them because of that stupid strand of hair. How could she had missed it?! She fought the urge to undo her braid right then and there and do it again. Perfectly, this time.

	“Stop worrying about it! You’ve been preparing for this for years.”

	“That’s not what Mom would say.” She shuffled uncomfortably and took a sip of tea. The rich taste didn’t help to distract her.

	“Mom is not here, is she?”

	“She’ll be here at dinner, and she’ll want to know what I did all day.” She stood up as if the fine leather of the couch had suddenly burned her. “I better get back to studying.” She started walking toward the stairs, then remembered to turn to him and give him a smile and a “thank you”. He waved at her and returned to his book. 

	“Always show your parents how grateful you are for them. Always,” Valentina scolded herself mentally. “Where are your manners? Pull yourself together, Val!” As she walked briskly to her room, because running in the De Rossi house was forbidden, she couldn’t ignore the other voice in her head. How could she, when it practically screamed the exact opposite of every little thing Valentina was doing? “Screw studying! What do you care that your mom’s not here? What are you thanking him for? For doing his job as a dad?! Run! Run run run run runrunrun!” Was it her, or was the voice getting louder and louder every day? 

	She closed the door behind her, placed the cup of tea on her desk, and went to look in the tall mirror across from her bed.

	“You’re not helping,” she said between gritted teeth. “You’re supposed to be my Higher Self. Higher Selves are not mean and… and… out of control.”

	She didn’t wait for an answer. Making it a point to ignore the voice for the next few hours, Valentina sat at her desk and opened the book she’d been reading earlier. 

	“The Hidden Messages of the Suit of Swords”, by Renata H. was one of the best books on the subject written in the past two decades. It was part of a series, of course, but Valentina had no reason to go through the other four books that dealt with the Wands, Cups, Pentacles, and the Major Arcana. Not yet. As an Apprentice of La Congrega di Spade, she first needed to master her own suit if she wanted to protect it one day. For leisure, she could read with an entire deck of Tarot, but being a Keeper of the Suit of Swords was much more than knowing how to read the cards. She needed to understand them deeply and communicate with them at a level that would later allow her to use the cards in her spells and workings. She was a witch by lineage, an Apprentice since the age of 12, and now, if she passed the test tomorrow, she’d be a proper Keeper. In a few years, if all went well and the cards liked her, she could candidate for the role of High Keeper. That was what her family wanted, anyway. And... who was she kidding? She wanted it, too. The current High Keeper of the Spades would turn 80 in December. She was an old, powerful, and highly respected witch, but her health wasn’t what it used to be. It was time for her to train an heir. Or heiress. 

	It wasn’t even news. La Congrega di Spade was formed of five families, two Italian, who were the oldest Keepers, two American, and an Irish family that had moved to the US a long time ago, for the same reason as the De Rossis had: to help separate the cards of the ancient, original Tarot for better protection. The world had access to some of the Mysteries of the Tarot, and thousands of decks had been made after the original cards, but the common knowledge was just enough for the common people – or Ordinaries, as witches called them – to make sense of the magic of the Universe, and it didn’t give the practitioners the real power that the original Tarot gave to its Keepers. That power was dangerous, sometimes even to the witches who were born and trained to yield it. It wasn’t enough to be a gifted witch. Self-control was crucial. Which was great, because Valentina excelled at self-control! Even with the obnoxious voice in her head. Even when she lacked the support of her own Higher Self. But that was her little secret. The last time she’d mentioned it to her parents, she was 9 and easily dismissible as a kid with an overactive imagination. 

	She turned the page, skimmed through the paragraphs, figured she already kind of knew them by heart, then jumped to the next chapter. She did this until she reached the last chapter, which she took the time to read carefully, again, just to make sure she hadn’t missed anything the first two times. She caught herself wondering whether Dante had read the bibliography more than once. 

	Dante Conti. Her rival. Whatever. Only her parents wanted her to see him as a rival. In truth, Valentina wasn’t that childish as to really consider him that. The Conti family and the De Rossi family had been at odds since forever. They couldn’t even remember what had started their rivalry, but it was a sort of tradition. The High Keeper was a Conti, and Adelle De Rossi believed with all her heart – filled with envy, as it was – that it was time for one of her lineage to take over. That meant Valentina had to up her game. It didn’t matter how hard the girl studied, it didn’t matter how good she was in her practice, she always had to up her game.

	As if on cue, a sour taste invaded Val’s mouth, making her grab the edge of the desk and eye the bathroom door. Embarrassed that she was letting her emotions get the best of her again, she dragged in a breath, took a sip of her cold tea, then closed the book. She was done for today. “Yes!” Great. Her Higher Self approved. A slight sting in her left side made her rub her ribs absentmindedly. 

	“I need to get out of here.”

	She finished her tea, grabbed her old, battered tarot deck, and went to the window. Her room was facing the garden, which was nicely separated from her neighbor’s garden by a wall of vines and climbing flowers. There was no one in the garden, and no one could see her from the street, either. She climbed on top of the windowsill, crouching slightly, then let herself slide down to the ground. Focus was everything. After all, her room was at the second floor. The floating spell she’d learned when she was 16 wasn’t the easiest one, but that was beside the point. She wasn’t supposed to know it. That was one of the darkest moments of her life, when Valentina had succumbed to the will of her mean Higher Self and stole her mom’s personal Book of Spells. It was filled with advanced rituals no Apprentice should have set eyes on, and before Val decided to return it, the voice had convinced her to learn the floating spell just for kicks and giggles. Now, every time she used it, she felt guilty, but this was a special occasion. Well, of course the voice always told her it was a special occasion... 

	She sneaked through the back gate and walked to her friend’s house down the street. Two of Piper’s brothers were home, and they welcomed her warmly. 

	“She’s in her room.”

	Val went up the stairs, smiling inwardly at the familiar creak. She missed spending her days at Piper’s house. Her childhood friend belonged to that group... the Ordinaries. Why her parents agreed to let her play with a common girl was still a mystery to Val, but she wasn’t going to complain about it. Piper was her best friend, even though they didn’t go to the same school. They could be friends on one condition: Valentina could never tell her, or any other common person, for that matter, that she was a witch. 

	“Hey! I brought my deck. Want a reading?”

	Piper looked up from the small painting she was working on.

	“Don’t you know how to knock?”

	Val shrugged and closed the door behind her. “You’re just painting.”

	“You couldn’t have known that.”

	“Sixth sense?”

	“Right.”

	“So, do you want a reading?”

	Piper rinsed her brushes and sat down next to Val on the old, creaky bed.

	“Sure, why not? Let’s see... Hmm...” She took some time to think about what she wanted to ask.

	Valentina went through her deck and took out all the Swords. She started shuffling them.

	“We’re going to read with these, okay?”

	“Just the Swords? Why? Seems counter-intuitive.”

	“I feel like trying something new. Just ask something related to the mind, or communication, or something.”

	“Okay. How can I better communicate to Ian that personal space is my personal space and he should stay the hell out of my room?”

	“Aww... he went through your stuff again?”

	Ian was Piper’s oldest brother. When he wasn’t downtown working for his uncle’s car service, he was at home, snooping through his sister’s things when she wasn’t in her room. He was an expert at picking her lock, too. 

	“He’s protecting you,” Val tried.

	“By reading my diary?”

	“I can see why an older brother would want to know if you’re crushing on a boy...”

	Piper crossed her arms over her boyish chest and cocked an eyebrow. Apparently, it didn’t impress her friend. It was beyond her how Val couldn’t see that she’d never been into boys. She would have thought that her short blonde hair and preferred choice of clothes would have given her away by now.

	“Is that your sixth sense talking? Just read the cards.”

	Valentina pulled three cards in three positions she’d silently established in her head, just for herself: King of Swords reversed, Eight of Swords, and Seven of Swords.

	“Interesting.” 

	Piper leaned closer to Val. This wasn’t the first time her best friend was reading her cards. She had no idea how Val had learned, or what had drawn her to tarot in the first place, but they’d been playing with the cards since they were both around 14, and Val had never been wrong. Not even when Piper had gotten angry, screamed in her face that the cards were ridiculous, and stomped out of the room. Sooner or later, whatever Val had warned her about happened. 

	“Well?”

	Valentina pointed at the King of Swords. “The King is reversed, which means that your brother’s current energy isn’t... err... very pleasant. He has a tendency to be overly authoritarian and critical. He’s not using his mental power appropriately. He’s trying to be a proper big brother for you, he feels like he needs to protect you, but he’s going about it the wrong way. It’s easier to try to manipulate you into whatever he thinks is good for you than to actually have a real talk.”

	Piper smirked. “I already know this.”

	Val chuckled. “Sure. You know the tarot taps into your energy. It’s never going to tell you things you don’t already know deep down.” 

	In fact, the cards could do much more than that when used by a witch, but Valentina would never tell Piper. The way she was reading them now was the safest way. The tarot could, indeed, predict the future, but she was forbidden from giving such readings to Ordinaries. 

	“However, Ian’s energy has nothing to do with your situation,” she continued, pointing at the Eight of Swords. “You feel like you’re trapped, but it’s all in your head. The fact that you’re letting his actions affect you is on you.”

	Piper blinked a couple of times. It was happening again. That wasn’t what she wanted to hear. It didn’t make any sense. 

	“That’s some serious BS! He’s going through my things, Val!”

	“Yes, yes, and that sucks. But, mentally, he has no power over you. As I see it,” she motioned toward the three cards laid between them, “your solution is quite simple: just be smarter than him. Don’t let him get to you emotionally, and try to pull a smart move on him. Like... I don’t know. Fake your diary. Clearly, you can’t make him understand that what he’s doing is wrong, so find a clever solution. Something creative. Try and speak his language.”

	“You know what? I don’t like the Swords.” With a swipe of Piper’s hand, the three cards fell to the floor. “Who reads with one suit anyway? If you want to read with less cards, do it with the Major Arcana.”

	Valentina sighed and picked up the cards. “Fine.” She separated the Major Arcana from the Minor Arcana and started shuffling. A card jumped out, and Piper turned it.

	“Huh. The Hanged Man is pretty hot. With those red tights, he might as well be The Hanged Woman.”

	Val rolled her eyes. “He’s not a woman. What do you want to ask the Major Arcana?”

	 


 

	CHAPTER TWO

	 

	Three other Apprentices were taking the test at the same time as Valentina. It was early in the morning. The sun hadn’t even risen yet, and Val’s stomach was starting to protest against the lack of food and water. The Keepers had given her a white robe, so she’d changed into it and regretted it immediately. It was thin and flimsy, and the halls of Il Templi di Spade were colder than the Five of Pentacles. Oh, how she hated that card! And everyone thought the Suit of Swords was depressing... 

	A young Keeper came to check on her and take her to the room where the test was going to take place. As she followed her, Valentina wondered if all this discomfort was on purpose. She was freezing, but on the bright side, her anxiety wasn’t acting up anymore. She felt calm, actually. She smiled to herself as she stepped over the threshold of the test room, then her smile fell, and her heart dropped when she looked up and saw how many people were in the audience. There were four chairs in the middle of the room, and the other three Apprentices were already standing beside them. One of them was Dante Conti. In his white robe, he looked even more handsome and charming. His dark brown hair was neatly combed away from his high forehead, and his green eyes were sparkling with excitement. At least, someone was happy about the test... The wooden benches around the room were occupied by the Apprentices’ families, family friends, and a bunch of Keepers. Valentina would have given years of her life to see Piper up there. Instead, she had to be grateful that her mom had showed up. 

	Adelina De Rossi was a true exotic beauty. She looked ten years younger, and every time she and her daughter went out together, people thought they were sisters. Her raven black hair reached her waist, and her deep blue eyes gave the impression that she could read into one’s soul. Valentina knew better, though. Her mom was as shallow as they came. Her superpower was to put on a mask of arrogance, speak slowly and evenly, and hold someone’s gaze in such a way that she made them believe she knew something wise and ancient, something she couldn’t possibly reveal to anyone. Knowing all this, it blew Val’s mind how she could still let this woman affect her so much. 

	“Apprentices, welcome! Please take your assigned seats.”

	The High Keeper emerged through a hidden door and stepped to the center of the room. Valentina stole a quick glance at the old woman, and shivers ran up her spine. She couldn’t fight it. Every time she saw Virginia Conti, it struck her how she was everything her mother wanted to be. Well, except old, and all wrinkled up, and suffering from arthritis. 

	“You’ve been preparing for this since you were children, and you know what to expect. Relax, trust yourselves, and do your best. I believe in you.” The High Keeper looked at each of the young Apprentices in turn, lingering a second longer on her grandson, Dante. “There’s nothing to be afraid of. I know you will all pass today. Just remember: all you have to do is reach the King.”

	The King. Valentina let her head fall against the headrest and gulped. The King of Swords. Who could he be? As an Apprentice, she’d studied the tarot, and the Suit of Swords especially, intuitively. Yes, she’d read dozens of books, but only those books Apprentices were allowed to read. She hadn’t met the actual original cards yet, and she didn’t know who they were. Yes, who. Not what. She’d heard rumors about how the court cards were historical people, and the pips were common, everyday archetypes. For her own sanity, she’d decided years ago not to obsess over it. She’d know when the time came. All she had to do to prove she was worthy of meeting the suit of her family and coven was to pass the test.

	“Good luck.”

	As the High Keeper said those two words, Valentina noticed how the air around her suddenly smelled different. She felt her whole body relax and let go of any hidden tension, as the Keepers dispersed the smoke from the burning sticks of white sage combined with bay leaves and mugwort. Sage for cleansing, bay leaves for achieving a higher state of consciousness, and mugwort for lucid dreaming. It was the first time she was going through this sort of experience, and she knew it would be intense. She also knew that whatever she was about to see, hear, and feel was going to be one hundred percent real. 

	At first, Valentina felt like she was pushing herself out of her physical body. She rose to the ceiling, looked down at the Keepers and the audience, then twisted her newly-found etheric body and went right through the ceiling. The sun was rising from behind the mountains. The colors were so much more intense than what she could perceive with her physical eyes. She’d had no idea there were so many different shades of green, blue, and yellow. She floated over the temple, feeling completely peaceful for the first time in her life. At least, the floating sensation wasn’t new to her. Thanks to the spell she’d learned from her mom’s book, she could control her flight quite well. She set her mind to float toward the mountains, then pushed her etheric body forward. To no avail. She was falling, now. Falling fast, falling through the temple, through its dark dungeons, through the ground, falling far and then farther, to the center of the earth. She couldn’t stop, couldn’t control the fall. Her heart was beating wildly in her chest, and she realized it wasn’t actually in her chest... in this chest. It was beating in her physical body, and she could feel it. She was in two places at the same time. 

	It was all a blur. When she stopped falling, she looked down at her feet and saw she was floating three inches above what looked like grass. She looked up, blinked a couple of times, but her foggy vision didn’t clear. How was it possible to perceive such bright colors and, at the same time, not be able to distinguish details? She jumped and gasped when something hit her cheek. She wiped it off with her fingers. Whatever it was, it felt wet and gooey, and it coated the tips of her fingers like raw honey taken right off the honeycomb. It was golden, too. Just as Valentina looked up to see where the golden drop had come from, another one hit her square in the forehead. Then another one on her other cheek.

	“What in fresh hell...?”

	She took a floaty step forward only to trip over what looked like a wreath that quickly wrapped around her ankles, making her lose her balance. Arms flailing, she avoided falling backward and, instead, started falling forward. Her right hand found something to grab onto. It was cold, sturdy, and sharp but she couldn’t think about the possibility of hurting herself. This whole experience felt too much like a dream to worry about pain. As she regained her balance, she looked at the object. It was a sword. By all means, she should have seriously cut herself, but there was no blood in sight. The wreath released her ankles, and Valentina felt like what she’d learned about the Ace of Swords was coming back to her.

	“Yods,” she whispered. “The golden drops are yods.”

	She let go of the sharp edge of the sword and floated a few steps away, so she could take in the landscape. It appeared like she was right inside the scene depicted on the Ace of Swords. The crown, however, was nowhere to be seen. 

	“Who are you?”

	The question had come from the sword itself. Val blinked in confusion and squinted her eyes to see better. Her vision was still blurry, though. She thought she saw a shadow lurking behind the sword, but it was gone in an instant.

	“Valentina De Rossi,” she answered.

	After a moment of silence: “And who is she?”

	Val cocked an eyebrow. She? What sort of question was that? She looked around her. She was alone. 

	“I don’t know who you’re talking about...”

	“Who is she?”

	Oh great! It looked like she was already failing the test. The Ace was only the first card, and she didn’t know the answer. To get to the King, she had to pass the tests of each of the thirteen cards before it. 

	“I don’t...”

	“Who is she?”

	Val crossed her arms over her chest and blew out her cheeks. There was no getting around this. She had to answer the question correctly, or the High Keeper would pull her out of the trance, and that would be the end of the De Rossi family. 

	“Think, Valentina. Think.” As a tarot card, the Ace of Swords spoke of breakthroughs, mental clarity, and new intellectual beginnings. That was it. She needed to have a breakthrough. But was that even possible on command? As she was wracking her brain to come up with something at least mildly valid, she felt a familiar sting in her left side. She groaned inwardly and rubbed at her painful ribs, wondering whether she was also doing it up there, in the real world. 

	“He’s talking about me.” 

	That was the last thing she needed now! The voice in her head. 

	“Who am I?” 

	“Shut up. This isn’t about you. You’re me. You’re my Higher Self. We’re one and the same.”

	“Don’t you dare say that out loud. It’s the wrong answer.”

	“What the hell? No, it’s not. Everyone has a Higher Self. You’re mine.”

	“You’re so cute right now, and so wrong. I’m a Higher Self, but I’m not your Higher Self. Think.”

	“That’s nonsense.” 

	Her left side stung harder, and she winced. Why was her birth mark burning so painfully? Birth marks weren’t supposed to burn! And Higher Selves weren’t supposed to lie! “It must be the herbs... Mugwort can play some real tricks on the mind.” 

	“Who is she?”

	Oh, she was running out of time! Her vision was even blurrier than before. Did that mean she was losing contact with the lucid dream? No way! She had to pull herself together. “Breakthrough, breakthrough... Who are you? Stupid voice, you’ve been torturing me since I was born. Who are you? You’ve always been so bloody noisy. If you’re not me, then what’s your name?”

	“Ravenna.”

	Barely a whisper... Valentina thought she’d missed it at first. She willed the voice to repeat it, but it refused. She squeezed her eyes shut and focused. It felt as if she was digging something out of her very brain. Had that piece of information always been there? That name? 

	“Ravenna,” she blurted out. “She’s Ravenna.”

	And she was falling again. She’d passed the first test, right? Yes, that was the only logical explanation. But she couldn’t relax yet. If anything, she was even tenser than before. After all, the Two of Swords was next, and she’d always felt uncomfortable with that card. Yep, Piper was right. The Suit of Swords was downright pessimistic. 

	There was no question this time, just a choice. The woman was dressed in a white robe, very similar to what Valentina was shivering into up there, in the temple. Up there? She couldn’t know that the temple was up and she was down. All this falling had confused her, but what if she wasn’t actually falling through space? Maybe, she was falling through something else. Like in the card, the woman was blindfolded and sitting on a rock stool, holding two long swords across her chest. Behind her, there were two doors, and in front of each door, there was a human-sized Barbie doll. One had raven black hair, like hers and all the members of the De Rossi lineage, and the other one had fiery red hair. Instinctively, Valentina knew what she had to do. She grabbed one of the swords and walked to the black-haired Barbie doll. 

	“I remember you.”

	She laughed out loud. She couldn’t believe she was talking to a doll. It looked exactly like the one her mom had bought her for Christmas when she was six. She’d really, really wanted a blonde Barbie because all the other girls at kindergarten had blonde dolls, but Adelle had to be Adelle, forever obsessed with what the De Rossi name meant to her. So, she’d bought little Val a brunette Barbie. And little Val had hated it.

	“But you were never the real problem.”

	Valentina turned away from the life-sized doll and stomped toward the other one. She felt silly. Was the Two supposed to be this ridiculous? She’d never seen it as a card that signaled making a ridiculous choice out of two ridiculous options. Nonetheless... Val had already figured the test out. It was all about knowing herself. To reach the King, all she had to do was to dive deep into her own memories, her past, her childhood years, her own unspoken questions and misinterpreted dreams, and come out of it victorious. She could do it. She wasn’t afraid to face her own demons. She was Valentina De Rossi, also known as Miss Perfect. How horrible could her demons be?

	When her best friend had told her she’d also gotten a Barbie for Christmas, Val had proposed an exchange. There was no way Piper’s parents could have afforded anything else than a blonde doll, since the other models were rarer and more expensive, and the Chases were pretty much on the poor side of the social spectrum. But when Piper had presented her with the doll, the thing had red hair. “Oh, I dyed her hair. Sorry? You still want it, right?” 

	“Why did I get so angry at Piper for having ruined the doll’s hair?” Valentina asked herself as she was eyeing the red-headed doll, the sword held up high ready to strike. “It was hers. No. I was actually angry at Mom. She knew exactly what I wanted most for Christmas and she still dismissed it. Like she’s dismissed me since I was born.”

	Swiftly, Val turned back to the raven-haired doll and cut off her head without a second thought. The sword fell from her hands, the world started spinning, and her vision went black. 

	“Did I pass?”

	Pain. This wasn’t just a casual sting in her left side. It was pure, blinding pain. Agony like she’d never felt before. She screamed at the top of her lungs, and she could swear she was screaming in the real world, too. She was vaguely aware of her physical body writhing in pain in the wooden chair as the Keepers and the witches in the audience were staring at her and not doing a thing. She was falling, too, and everything was dark, cold, and deadly silent. Her sharp scream could barely penetrate the silence. When she stopped falling, she opened her eyes and looked at her hands. They were soaked in blood. She’d had held them pressed against her broken ribs, and now thick, dark red blood was dripping off of them and soiling the ground. What was she standing on, anyway? She couldn’t focus. Now, it felt like her left side was separating itself from her body.

	With terror in her blue eyes, Valentina could do nothing but witness as a huge chunk of her own flesh floated in the air, right in front of her very eyes. It was raw. It smelled like torn skin and crushed bones, and it seemed to be pulsating. Throbbing like a huge, deformed heart. 

	“This is the Three of Swords,” she managed between tortured breaths. “I can’t do this. I can’t.”

	The Three was one scary card. Sorrow, heartbreak, grief, rejection... She’d never known these feelings herself. Valentina had never been in love, had never even had a crush on a boy, let alone suffer after one. She looked around her desperately. There had to be a way out of there. At this point, she couldn’t care less about passing the test. She just wanted the pain to stop.

	“You have to go through the Four.”

	Val snapped back to the beating heart. She couldn’t believe it had spoken, but then again, the Ace had done the same a bit earlier. A door materialized out of nowhere, and Valentina knew the Four of Swords was right behind it. But no, that wasn’t the escape she needed. The Four was about rest, contemplation, and... sleeping on it. Sitting on the pain. Allowing yourself to feel it so deeply that it consumed you and spit you back out into the world.

	“No. I don’t want it. I don’t want the Four.” She was gasping for breath now. It was too much. She was getting lightheaded. If she didn’t do something quick, she’d lose consciousness. For real. Actually lose consciousness and fall to the ground, not sniff some mugwort and lucid dream. 

	“Look.” That was Ravenna’s voice in her head.

	Valentina turned to her right and saw a second door. It hadn’t been there before, and the Three of Swords hadn’t mentioned it, but it looked like what she needed right now. She didn’t hesitate. Even though she knew it was the wrong door, even though she could feel deep inside that if she took it, she’d fail the test, Valentina ran toward it, pushed the whole weight of her body against it, and was on the other side in a split second. 

	The pain was gone. Her left side was intact, there was no blood on her hands, and she wasn’t falling, either. She had no idea why or how, but she knew: she would never fall again. It was over. Her vision wasn’t blurry anymore, and the colors had gone back to normal. Yet, she was still inside the dream. Or vision, or hallucination, or whatever this stupid test slash experience was. She wasn’t floating because she could feel cold, wet stone under her bare soles. 

	“Where am I?”

	It was dark, but there was a sliver of light coming from somewhere ahead. She followed it, taking one step at a time, marveling at how real it all looked and felt. Even her body felt denser, to the point where she couldn’t tell whether it was her physical one or her etheric one. Was she still in two places at the same time?

	“It’s a cave,” she whispered in awe.

	Indeed, it was a deep, large cave. So large that Valentina couldn’t understand how it was mechanically possible for it to exist without collapsing within itself. And then she saw it. Or, rather, him... Because she knew it was a he the second his electric blue eyes opened and stared into her very being. He might have had the form of a huge dragon, but inside, he was human and godly and beastly, all at once. 

	He lifted his mighty head, and Valentina couldn’t resist the urge to step closer and reach her hand out. The dragon’s head was bigger than her own body, but she wasn’t afraid. He... Who was he? It didn’t matter. He’d been waiting for her for so long, and she’d finally found him. He’d never hurt her. Her tiny palm touched his wet snout, and the beast closed his eyes in contentment. Electricity ran up her arm and spread through her limbs, and she felt like she’d come a long, long way. She felt like she’d fallen in love a thousand times, had her heart broken twice as that, and had lost and found herself over and over until this very moment in time and point in space.

	She didn’t know what came over her when she uttered the words: “My Magician...” Then, as if on cue, the stone floor slid out from under her feet, her world started spinning, and she found herself thrown thousands of miles through thousands of dimensions.

	 


 

	CHAPTER THREE

	 

	As she was spinning out of control, a dozen doors flashed before her eyes. Instinctively, she knew she had to choose one, otherwise she’d spin like this forever. But which one? It wasn’t like she knew what could be behind them, and they all looked the same anyway. Randomly, she pointed toward her right, and the carousel of light and color stood still as the door opened. She stepped through it, mildly aware that the voice, or entity, or whatever Ravenna was, was grinning somewhere at the back of her mind.

	The hall was long and wide. A white wall to her right, and a wall of tall, large windows to her left, revealing the lush beauty of what looked like… Central Park. Valentina’s jaw dropped at the sight. She’d never been to New York, but her father had promised to take her one day, maybe on one of his less stressful business trips. She stepped closer to the window, placed her hands on the cool glass, and allowed herself a long minute to admire the view. This had to be the best lucid dream ever!

	“Mr. Jove will see you now.”

	The polite, feminine voice snapped Val out of her thoughts. She knew the woman wasn’t talking to her, but she was too curious not to follow her voice and see who this Mr. Jove was. The name sounded familiar. She walked down the corridor until she rounded a corner and found herself in a wide, classy waiting room. Behind a small desk by the window, the young secretary was going through some files. She was tall, beautiful, with brown hair and big, blue eyes. Val stopped in front of her and, to her amusement, realized the woman couldn’t even sense her, let alone see her. She laughed, then followed the middle-aged man who was going into Mr. Jove’s office. Stealthily, she slipped through the door right behind him, although she was pretty sure that she could still go through walls if she wanted to. 

	“Mr. Gideon Jove, thank you so much for seeing me. I come with a proposal that I just know you’re going to love.”

	“We shall see, won’t we? Please take a seat. Would you like some… some…”

	Valentina blinked in surprise. The man was looking right at her. Not through her, as she’d have expected, but at her. “Impossible,” she thought. “I’m imagining things.” That was a silly thing to say given than she was currently either hallucinating or having an out-of-body experience thanks to the combination of mugwort and bay leaves. She waved at him, and gasped when her small gesture made his jaw clench as he swallowed hard.

	“…coffee. Would you like some coffee?” He finished his sentence before the guy who was already staring at him weirdly thought he was legit insane.

	“Yes, please. Thank you.”

	Gideon Jove sat down at his massive mahogany desk, called his secretary, then proceeded with the meeting as if nothing was wrong or out of place, as if there wasn’t a young woman with long black hair and deep blue eyes, barefoot and dressed in a white robe in his office. He was doing a poor job of it.

	Not that Valentina was helping…

	She walked around the large office, stopped in front of the painting of a mountain in the clouds perched above a cabinet filled with golf trophies and various diplomas, then carefully approached the desk at which Gideon Jove and the middle-aged man were talking about a possible collaboration. Mr. Jove’s eyes found hers from time to time, but it was clear that he was doing his best to, at least, give his guest the impression that he was paying attention to him. Val propped her elbows on the edge and leaned over to get a better look at the mysterious businessman whose presence she could feel right in the pit of her stomach.

	“Who are you?” she whispered.

	He had raven black hair and brown, almost golden eyes framed by long lashes and thick eyebrows. Straight nose, square jaw, tanned skin. He was tall and bulky, and Val was pretty sure that if she stood beside him, her chin wouldn’t even reach his shoulder. His skin had a nice tan, which made Val think that his place wasn’t in the fancy office of a New York skyscraper, but somewhere on a beach. Somewhere exotic… not Miami Beach or West Palm Beach. Somewhere in… Greece? No, that wasn’t quite right. Still, it was close. 

	A stab in her left side made her stand straight. She winced in pain, which, to her utter shock, gained her a concerned glance from Gideon Jove. She cocked an eyebrow, took a step forward, and her hips went right through the desk. She could feel the wood of the old-fashioned piece of furniture, but not quite. Her mind was aware of it. Her body… well, her body wasn’t actually there, was it?

	“A beach on the Coast of Sicily,” she said, looking him straight in the eyes.

	He held her gaze and pursed his lips. He wanted to say something but couldn’t. The man across from him was summarizing some marketing strategy. 

	Valentina stepped even closer. Half of the file he had open before him disappeared inside her etheric pelvis. She saw him straighten his back and pull his legs apart, so she wouldn’t touch him, and it broke her heart a little. She reached out her hand but stopped a few inches away from his full lips.

	“I don’t know why,” she said softly. “When I look at you, I see the sunset in your eyes… Not just any kind of sunset. A sunset over… the Mediterranean…” 

	She felt a pull at the back of her spine. Like someone had thrown a cord, and it had hooked on her third vertebrae. It was time to leave this space and time. Her vision was getting blurry again. She squinted her eyes to get Jove’s handsome, exotic face back into focus, but it was no use. She was fading away. She touched his lips just before being pulled backwards, and he opened them slightly. His warm breath on her fingertips sparked a memory so old and frail that she wasn’t even sure it was hers.

	“Emperor,” she whispered as her body whooshed through a multitude of doors. 

	She was flying over the Atlantic Ocean. Backwards, and so fast that the crash of the waves and the sound of the whipping wind were merging into one constant, annoying white noise. “I must choose,” she thought. “Where am I going? I haven’t chosen yet.” The experience in the cave had taken her by surprise, but the neat, perfectly organized office in New York had helped clear her mind and calm down her nerves. What was she doing? What was this madness? She had to go back to the test. She was Valentina De Rossi and she couldn’t possibly fail this test. Where was the Four of Swords? There had to be a door around here that led to the next card. She had to reach the King and become a Keeper. “I already chose for you,” Ravenna said. “Oops.” She giggled. “You don’t want me to pass this test,” said Valentina. “If you’re not my Higher Self, then who the hell are you? And where is my Higher Self? Why can’t I… hear my own soul? You’re in my head. Just you, you, you. Where am I?” It was the first time in her life when Val was asking something so crazy. If she were to be honest, she’d wanted to ask these questions a long time ago. Now, she knew whom she was addressing. Well, not really, but she had a name even when the real identity of the voice was still unknown to her. It was progress. At least, now she knew that all those times when she’d let herself tempted into doing less ethical things, she wasn’t listening to her own messed up Higher Self. It had never been her. The mean one, the misguided one, the bitchy one. It had always been Ravenna. Still. Who the hell was Ravenna? “I’m more you than you think,” came the mysterious answer. And there it went again… Valentina doubting herself, her own thoughts and desires, and the whole damn dream she was currently trapped in.

	She saw Portugal and Spain flash before her eyes. The Mediterranean sea, then countries she’d never thought much about before. She saw the Himalayas for the first time, and when she suddenly stopped to a halt over India and sort of floated over a busy city below, Valentina forgot all about the voice in her head. She floated down, down, down, over a river of water so dirty that it looked more like liquid mud than something that was safe to bathe in. Still, there were people on the wet steps leading toward the river, and even more people swimming in the shallow waters near the shore. Their black hair and brown skin shone in the heavy Indian sun. Valentina floated closer, until her bare feet touched the wet pavement. She looked down and wiggled her toes. The clammy dirt didn’t stick to her immaterial form, so she happily went exploring. 

	The streets were so crowded that she could almost believe she was on a different planet, not just a different country. Temples everywhere, gods and goddesses… She headed toward the bridge, not even bothering to avoid the sweaty bodies accidentally brushing against one another all around her. It made her feel more and more tired, though. The more people went through her etheric body, the less energy she had. She moved faster, her vision already getting blurry. She felt like there was something she needed to do here before leaving. Something important. A skinny cow walked through her right side, and she shuddered. She’d read somewhere that in India cows were sacred animals and they roamed freely. They didn’t look very healthy, though. In fact, no one here looked healthy. She figured the dirty waters of the Ganges weren’t helping…

	Before she reached the bridge, she felt compelled to stop in front of the statue of a blue god. With reverence, she took in the black eyes raised toward the sky, the golden tattoos on his neck and forehead, the snake coiled around his throat with its head resting on his chest… Who was this god? Sitting in lotus position, he looked so wise and serene. His luscious black hair fell down his wide shoulders, and his strong body was barely covered by a tiger pelt. 

	“Can you spare some change, my friend?”

	Valentina jumped out of her etheric skin and almost spun out of time and space. As she blinked harder and faster to re-focus, she saw a man crawling toward her. His black hair was dirty and matted to his head, his skin was dark from spending too many days in the sun, and his clothes were dirty, but his dark eyes were smiling with inner joy. He could see her. And he was coming toward her, hand stretched to catch any coins that might fall. 

	“I’m not here,” she said.

	“I haven’t eaten in days, friend.”

	She crouched down. 

	The beggar stopped, moved slowly and deliberately into lotus position, careful not to hurt the blisters on his bare, dirty feet, then looked up at her, hand still stretched.

	Valentina leaned in, suddenly wanting to be as close to this man as possible. To her surprise, he didn’t smell bad at all. She would have expected him to stink, just like all the people around them stank to heaven and back, but… on the contrary. He smelled amazing! A mix of nutmeg, cardamon, saffron, patchouli… a dash of bergamot. He smelled like something she could eat with her hands. She would dip her fingers in it, lift it to her lips, close her eyes, and… 

	“Five rupees?”

	His warm voice snapped her out of it.

	“I’m sorry, I don’t have five rupees…” 

	Hot tears stung her eyes, then she felt them roll down her cheeks. When she touched her face, it was dry. Her etheric body couldn’t produce tears, but she knew that her physical body could. Somewhere in the US, in a cold temple, in a chair that was giving her backaches, Valentina was crying. 

	The beggar’s still empty hand fell on his bony knee.

	“Why are you crying, friend?”

	“How can you… see me?” She shook her head and sniffed lamely. “I’m crying because… I’m not here. I’m far, far away, but I’m not farther away than you are. I’m lost, but not as lost as you. I…” She had no idea what was happening, why she was saying the things she was saying, or how she knew the things that were popping in her head as if out of nowhere. “I know who I am, but you don’t know who you are. You’ve forgotten.”

	He blinked at her, but his serene smile didn’t falter. Serene… That was it. Valentina looked up at the statue of the blue god, and it struck her like lightening. The realization, the knowledge… The rush of adrenaline was so overwhelming that she felt her immaterial body lifting up, up, up from the ground, floating away without her being able to help it. It was on the tip of her tongue. She knew who he was. He’d asked for five rupees. He was the Fifth. The fifth card… what was the fifth card? She couldn’t remember. White doors started flashing before her eyes, and Val did her best to focus. She couldn’t think of the fifth card when she had such a huge decision to make. Which one was the door that led back to the test? 

	When she found herself standing in front of a cabin in the woods, she knew she had gone through the wrong door again. She sighed and went around the cabin to peek through the dimly lit window. The night was dark and heavy, and the trees were bending wildly under the fury of a storm.

	The light came from a gas lamp. The inside of the cabin was poor and austere, with a wooden table in the middle of an earthen floor, a small bed in a corner, and an old stove across from it. Valentina could see a man crouched down in front of the stove, feeding it wood and trying to start a fire. When the first flames came to life, she got a better look at the man. He had a noble profile, with a straight nose, full lips, and a rather sharp chin. His long, dark hair was tied loosely at the back, and strands had escaped to frame his young-looking face. He stood up, and Val decided the guy was downright hot. His tall, lean frame seemed out of place in the small cabin, with its low ceiling and scarce furniture. 

	“He’s such a hermit,” she whispered.

	Valentina knew he couldn’t have possibly heard her, and her heart jumped in her physical chest back in the temple when he suddenly turned to her and caught her gaze. She couldn’t look away. She felt like she was doing something wrong, something forbidden and indecent by spying on a stranger through the window of his own home, but she simply couldn’t look away from his deep, silver eyes. While his handsome features screamed early twenties, his eyes told a different story. Seemingly random flashes exploded like fireworks inside Val’s mind, making her feel dizzy and slightly sick to her stomach. This man had seen worlds be born, fall to the ground, and rise back up from their own ashes. He’d seen death, fear, despair, and hope being found and lost, then found again. He’d seen god, man, beast fall. And he’d fallen himself so many times, until falling became his way of walking the Earth. What Valentina saw in his eyes shook her to the core. His silver irises held all the night terrors of the human world, last wishes whispered on deathbeds soaked in sweat and fear, the rage of all the gods and goddesses rejected and forgotten, the agony of wars fought and lost… She could feel his pain. He was so alone. She bit the inside of her cheek and placed her palms on the cold window. She wanted to hug him, wanted to cradle his head on her breast, thread her fingers through his dark hair, and whisper that she was there now. She was there, and it would all be okay. 

	Except… she wasn’t there at all. When she felt the familiar pull at the back of her spine, she closed her eyes and surrendered. There was no point in fighting it, just as there was no point in trying to get back on track with the test. She’d never become a Keeper of the Spades. It was clear to her now. She’d thought this was her journey, but someone else was in the driver’s seat. 

	 


 

	CHAPTER FOUR

	 

	“Pick a card, love. Any card.”

	Valentina dragged in a breath, and the chilly autumn air stung her lungs. She was freezing. She could barely feel her feet, and when she looked down to check if they were still there and she was still whole in her etheric body, she saw she was standing in a pool of rain water. 

	“Come on, love. Pick a card already!”

	“Wha-what?”

	She rubbed her eyes, blinked fast, and the world slowly came into focus. Where was she this time? The streets and buildings were damp after a heavy rain, cars were whooshing by, and the sidewalk was gradually becoming more crowded as people started reemerging from the shops and restaurants they’d taken refuge in. She turned to where the voice was coming from, and she was met with a pair of sparkling green eyes and an amused grin on a strikingly young and handsome face. By now, she knew the drill. There was no point in asking him how he was able to see her. He was the one she was there to meet, and she wondered just how soon she’d be pulled through another white door. Also, when would this end?!

	“Who are you?”

	“Pick a card, and maybe I’ll tell you my name. I’ll give you my phone number, too.”

	He shoved a deck of playing cards in her face. He was holding them in a wide fan, facing away from him.

	Valentina could barely think through the fog in her brain. All this traveling from one place to another was taking a toll on her. She felt like it was getting more and more difficult to be present and react quickly. Her etheric body was losing its energy, and the dream itself was becoming thinner and shallower. She felt like she could wake up at any moment, and that was the last thing she wanted. Maybe, there was still a chance for her to reach the King. He was behind one of the doors, right? Even though she had no idea how much time had passed since she’d left her physical body, she felt like she was running out of it. It was frustrating, but all she could do was play along. She looked at the cards.

	“Err… Seven of Hearts?”

	The young man rolled his eyes.

	“Don’t tell me the card, silly. Just pick one in your head, memorize it, then shush about it. Guessing it is my job. That’s the trick. Get it?”

	“Oooh… you’re an illusionist!”

	He smirked and wiggled his brows.

	“Look at you catching up.” He pointed at his own temple. “All this jumping through time and space has messed with your pretty head, am I right?”

	Val’s jaw dropped. Well, it didn’t actually drop, but her lips did part slightly. The illusionist laughed, grabbed the tip of her chin between two fingers, and closed her mouth. His unexpected touch rattled her even more. First, his hand hadn’t gone through her face and come out on the other side, like she’d expected. Then, she remembered she’d been able to touch the dragon, and feel Gideon Jove’s breath on her fingers. It was all connected. All these men, whoever they were, were connected in some mysterious way she alone had to figure out. 

	“And your card is…” The illusionist shuffled the cards and played with them for effect, then pulled the King of Spades out. “Well? On a scale from one to ten, how impressed are you?”

	“Very.”

	He shook his head.

	“You have no respect for rules.”

	Valentina couldn’t care less about his aimless banter. She could already feel herself being pulled toward the next stop on this crazy adventure she didn’t understand. 

	“Your name…”

	It might have been her mental exhaustion, her vision getting all blurry again, or the defeat she felt at the thought that she’d never pass the test, but she couldn’t bring herself to play the guessing game anymore. She didn’t know who this guy was. He had a mischievous air about him. He seemed cool and innocent, but his eyes betrayed him, too.

	“You can call me Loki,” he said. He snapped his fingers, and a pen appear out of thin air. He reached out and ran the tips of his fingers down her arm, lingered at her wrist, then went back up and stopped at her elbow.

	Valentina sucked in a breath. The floaty sensation in the pit of her stomach subsided. She felt like his touch tethered her to the ground. She gasped when he pulled her closer to him, stumbled, and found herself pressed against his side, looking up into those mesmerizing emerald orbs of his. His skin smelled like freshly cut grass. Where he touched her, her body became denser. She could feel the little hairs on her arms rise in response to his closeness, and she hoped the audience in the temple wouldn’t notice what was going on with her physical body, or blame it on something else. The idea of being so aroused in public made her cheeks flare up with embarrassment. 

	Loki chuckled and proceeded to write a string of numbers on the underside of her arm. 

	She wanted to look at what he was writing, but she couldn’t bring herself to. All she could do was stare at his enchanting profile, grinning like an idiot. Was this guy, this street magician, truly the God of Mischief? The longer she stared at him, the more sense it made. 

	“There. Call me, okay? I’ll be waiting.”

	He released her arm, winked at her, then turned away like he’d suddenly lost interested. 

	A little hurt, Valentina looked around and saw that a few people were gathering around him, pulled in by the promise of a trick or two. He was asking a cute, petite blonde to pick a card. Still shaken by the oddly intimate moment they’d shared, she glanced at the number on her arm, but it was too late. The next thing she knew, she was floating somewhere in an open space, outside, with a scorching sun looking down on her. She felt something go right through her ribcage, so fast and strong that she doubled back and fought to regain her breath. The thing came out on the other side of her etheric body, and then she heard a surprised grunt and a thud. People were running and yelling at each other, radio stations were buzzing, and someone screamed “Call 911!” 

	Val turned around and saw a forty-year-old-something man lying on the ground, his eyes wide open toward the sky. The bullet had hit him right between the eyes. Perfect head shot. She realized that bullet had gone through her first. She hugged herself, feeling a mix of fear and discomfort rise within her, completely replacing the euphoria of having been so close to the street illusionist.

	“It’s too late,” someone said. “He’s dead.”

	Valentina pulled herself together enough to investigate her surroundings and see that she was in what looked like a small airport in the middle of a desert. There was a private jet a few feet away, but the man who was supposed to board it had never made it. The bodyguards roaming around his now dead form hadn’t helped at all. She turned toward the only direction where the bullet could have come from and willed herself to float there. In the blink of an eye, she was on top of a roof, watching the hitman packing up his gear. He had long, blond hair that he wore tied up in a messy man bun, and features so harmonious and angelic that Val couldn’t believe someone who looked like him could be capable of such an act.

	“Why did you do it?”

	He looked up at her, and Valentina froze in place. She was paralyzed. His pupils were black like a demon’s, granted Val had never seen a demon in her life. This could as well be her first time. Oh joy!

	“It’s my job. I’m Death, after all.” 

	He stood up and threw his bag over his shoulder. He was dressed in black leather from head to toe, and despite being so terrified of him, Valentina still thought he was the hottest demon she’d ever seen. He walked toward her, and if she could, she would have run for her life, but she was still stuck in place, floating two inches above the concrete roof.

	“I’m not a demon,” he growled. “And you’re out of here.” 

	He pushed her roughly, and as she found herself being flung over the edge, all she could think of was the pain she felt where he’d hit her in the chest. She fell through an open door and sighed when she was engulfed by a flurry of soft pillows and cashmere sheets. 

	Valentina lay there for a moment. She would have stayed like that forever, not even caring where she was, if that meant she could get some peace. No more stress, no more emotions running haywire, no more pressure to do this, be that, reach the King, become a Keeper, hide her powers from her best friend… 

	“Are you here for work or pleasure, beautiful?”

	The man’s voice was smooth, warm, and so enticing, but not enticing enough to make her sit up and look at him.

	“I don’t know why I’m here.”

	She felt him move around her, his clothes shuffling as he rounded the luxurious bed, so he could see her from all angles.

	“Do you want to find out?”

	“Oh, if it were so easy…”

	“It is. I have just the thing you need.”

	From the corner of her eye, Val saw his hand move toward her lips. He was holding a crystal pipe, and she could already smell the herbs stuffed inside it. She jumped so hard that she went halfway through the ceiling. She only had a second to take in the view and figure out she must have been somewhere in an Arabian country. She pulled herself back into the room and regretted it instantly. Back in the temple, her face and chest went bright red from the rush of adrenaline and shame.

	The room was not actually a room. It was more like a huge hall with a low ceiling, a few doors here and there, leading to Goddess knew where, and a marble floor covered in mattresses, pillows, duvets, expensive sheets, and randomly discarded clothes. Naked women were walking around, dancing languidly, smoking, or lying with men or other women of all colors and ages. Even though she’d never seen anything like it before, Valentina knew she’d just landed in a brothel.

	“Come down, beautiful. Why so shy?”

	She identified the man who’d tried to give her the crystal pipe earlier. 

	“Oooooh. Yeah, I get it now.”

	He was tall and well-built, with long brown hair that was falling down his strong back, and intense green eyes. His sinful body was barely covered by a silk thing that she wasn’t even sure was an actual piece of garment, which successfully failed to hide a growing erection. A pair of rich stag horns adorned his head, and Valentina could bet her De Rossi inheritance that they weren’t just a fake headdress.

	“You’re the Devil.”

	He grinned, lit the pipe, and took a long drag.

	“Come down, little bird. I’d hate for you to leave with the same preconceptions you came in. Let me ease your mind.”

	She shook her head vigorously. She had no fear of the Devil card when it showed up in a reading, upright or reversed, but the current situation made her reconsider all that. 

	“I’m good here, thank you.”

	She scanned her surroundings for a way out. She was sure she could choose the right door now, if given the chance. Her head was as clear as the sky on a summer day.  

	“That’s alright, little dove. I can come to you.”

	“No!”

	She pushed herself up through the roof so forcefully that her head started spinning. When she regained her balance and the brain fog she’d kind of gotten used to by now dissipated, she found herself sitting in an uncomfortable wooden chair, in the middle of an auditorium, among hundreds of other people, all watching a young speaker on stage, as if entranced.

	“Damn it!”

	 


 

	CHAPTER FIVE

	 

	“No one and absolutely nothing has more power over your own life than you have. You are all-powerful, all-knowing, you are sovereign. Just stop, take a deep breath, and think for a moment. Truly do your best to wrap your mind around a simple everyday fact: you can say ‘yes’, and you can say ‘no’. Do you perceive this as I perceive it? I’ll say it again: you can say ‘yes’, and you can say ‘no’. You choose. You’re always, always the one who makes the choice. You are here because of the choices you’ve made. And I’m not only talking about the big choices in life, I’m talking about the small, seemingly insignificant choices you make every day, every hour, every minute. Through the years, those choices have amassed, have given birth to new choices, and then to more choices, until they’ve snowballed into what you can see right now, in this very moment, around you and within you. You’re all here today because you want to better yourselves, because you want to create a wealthier life for yourselves, a healthier lifestyle, and a happier you. You’re hoping that I have just what you need. I’ve done it for myself, so it means that I can do it for others easily. But here’s the thing: the only difference between me and you is in the choices. That’s it. There’s no secret strategy. At the foundation of the work we’re all doing here is the simple realization, understanding, and acceptance that we are the results of our own choices. You’re not victims, you’re not powerless, and you’re not conditioned by anyone and anything.”

	 Valentina released the deep breath she’d dragged in when she realized she’d stopped feeding her lungs air the moment the man on stage had said “take a deep breath” and forgotten to instruct his audience to also release it. What sort of mind sorcery was this? She was listening to him like her own sanity hung from his every word, and she couldn’t miss even one, or she’d be lost, doomed to a life of pitiful mediocrity. She was a witch, for Goddess’ sake! Her life was anything but mediocre! Then, why did she feel like this guy, this handsome stranger who was filling the whole stage with his presence, had the cure for all those empty spaces inside her heart? He said he had no secret strategy. Oh, he had secrets! Val could see it in his sky-blue eyes. He had secrets, and answers, and questions Valentina had never asked in her life, and answers to those, too. She needed to go to him. She needed to see him up close, speak to him, and listen to his booming, enthusiastic voice until the end of her days on this Earth.

	“Let’s take a break, so we can all think about the power of choice. Coffee, tea, and refreshments await you in the lobby, and I promise you will have more clarity with a cuppa in your hand.”

	He winked, made a small gesture with his hand, and the spell was broken. Not completely broken, but loosened up enough for the people in the audience to snap out of the trance and head toward the lobby. 

	Valentina shook her head in confusion. 

	“What just happen?” she whispered to herself. She rubbed her right temple, and when she looked up, there was no one else left in the auditorium. “I’ll be damned… Not even Mom can cast such a powerful enchantment spell.”

	This was her chance. She floated through the chairs, up the stage, then through the wall to reach the backstage. The young speaker was there, surrounded by a bunch of people who seemed to act like his personal team. Just as she’d thought, no one could see her. However, to Val’s surprise, not even the speaker gave her any attention. What did that mean? When his team left him alone and he sat in a chair to sip his coffee and scroll his phone, Valentina floated closer and planted her feet right beside his chair.

	“I feel like I know you,” she said. “I’ve seen you before.”

	He didn’t reply and didn’t look up. Val didn’t know what to make of it. He wasn’t human, that was for sure. From up close, he was even more gorgeous. His blond, curly hair adorned his pretty face like a golden halo, reminding Valentina of various paintings of Cupid. His tanned skin was free of any blemish, looking so perfect that it didn’t even seem to have normal, human pores. 

	“The things you say when you’re on stage… do you mean them?”

	Silence. He kept scrolling through his Instagram feed like she wasn’t there, talking his ear off.

	Valentina took a step back and crossed her arms over her chest. 

	“I know you can hear me. And see me. You’re like the others, okay? I’ve seen enough of your kind today to recognize you from a mile away.”

	“And what do you think my kind is?” he said in a low, soft voice that contrasted greatly with the tone he’d used on stage. He still didn’t look up at her.

	Val opened her mouth to say something, then closed it. She hadn’t yet decided what the men she’d met were. The one who’d said he was Death itself looked like a demon but had made quite a point to clarify he wasn’t a demon. Could she say the Devil was a demon? She was so confused… Loki was a god, right? But then, the dragon? They all had something in common, but what was it? It had to be more than the fact that they weren’t human. Wait. The beggar on the streets of Rishikesh was human. He was more human than her best friend was. 

	“I… I don’t know,” she finally admitted. 

	The blond god smiled and scrolled some more. Val decided she was going to consider him a god until he stated otherwise. He was too divinely handsome to be anything than of godly origin.

	“Why won’t you look at me?”

	She felt like she’d have to leave this time and space soon, and she wanted to at least get a good look at his face before she floated away. She still had the strong impression that she’d seen him before, in real life. Yes, in that life where she was a young, promising woman who’d just turned 18 and was getting ready to join the family business. That was… if being a full-time witch, tarot reader, and Keeper of the Spades qualified as family business. 

	“You don’t want me to do that,” he said distractedly.

	Val cocked an eyebrow. Now, she was even more intrigued. For a public speaker and life coach, this guy was strangely uninvolved. The slight pull at the back of her spine made her groan in frustration. It was happening again. She looked around her, but there was no door in sight. How was she supposed to be the sovereign of her own life when she wasn’t actually given a choice? “Stop complaining. I got you.” That was Ravenna. After having been completely silent for the longest time, Valentina jumped slightly at the sound of her voice inside her head. “You’re not me,” she replied angrily. 

	She was slipping away, and the blond god was still ignoring her. She might not have had a choice when it came to the next place she was traveling to, but she did have a choice here and now. Just as she was being pulled backwards, she gathered her willpower and etheric strength and pushed herself through the table at which he was sitting, dropped halfway through the floor, and looked up at that beautiful face half covered by his wild, blond curls. That got his attention. However, what happened when he caught her gaze was something Valentina had never expected. The brightness of his blue eyes, and the sheer beauty of his face blinded her. It was as if she was looking at the Sun, so close to its fiery surface that she literally felt her whole body had caught on fire. Back in the temple, her physical body started shaking madly, as if she was having a seizure, and she felt strong hands on her shoulders, arms, and legs, pinning her to the chair. 

	Val covered her etheric eyes with her arm and pulled herself as far away from him as possible. She knew she was going through yet another door, but she didn’t care anymore. All she wanted was to put as much distance between herself and the Sun as she could. He was the Sun, he had to be. No other tarot card shone so bright.

	Her new surroundings seemed of a more normal and peaceful variety, but she still waited a few moments to compose herself. She opened her eyes only when her seizure had subsided and her breathing had calmed down. She was on the floor, sitting awkwardly in a pile of soda cans, oily cartons, and half eaten takeaway food. 

	“You’re blocking the TV.”

	“What?”

	“You’re blocking the TV. Move.”

	The man on the four-seat corner sofa was eating popcorn and straining his neck to see past her head. He had short black hair, brown eyes that turned golden when the light fell just right, and he certainly didn’t look like the couch potato that he was. His strong, athletic body made Valentina’s breath hitch even when he was dressed in a pair of old pajama pants and a faded blue T-shirt that had seen better days. Then, he burped loudly, and it all went out the window. Nope. She was definitely not attracted to this guy. Whoever he was, he was not her type.

	“Sorry about that.” He grabbed a bottle of beer, popped the cap with his fingers like it was nothing, and drank half of it. “Would you move, though?”

	Val rolled her eyes and floated away from the TV. He was watching a silly sitcom that she didn’t recognize, and he seemed very into it.

	“Sit down like a normal person,” he said. “Have a donut.”

	She cocked an eyebrow and looked at him like he was the eighth wonder of the world. Which… he could have been if not for all the random burping and ball scratching.

	“Are you doing this intentionally? Trying to be as disgusting as possible?”

	He peeled his brown eyes off of the TV to throw her the most disinterested look he could muster.

	“What’s it to you? You don’t like it, go. I’m not the one who landed in a complete stranger’s living room and ruined a perfectly peaceful afternoon.”

	Valentina wanted to say so many things, but she held back. This was not the time to lecture anyone about common decency, or how it was a sign of self-respect to clean after oneself. She wouldn’t be here long, so she had to find out as much as possible. Lucky her, this guy was significantly more talkative than the last ones. 

	“Who are you?” She went straight for the most burning question.

	“Who are you?”

	All right, maybe this wasn’t going to be that easy.

	“If I tell you, will you help me figure out what’s happening to me?”

	“Sure.” He stuffed more popcorn into his mouth. His eyes were once again glued to the TV.

	Okay, scratch that. It was going to be easy.

	“My name is Valentina De Rossi. I’m a witch.” No, she wasn’t going to say a peep about the Suit of Spades, nor about the coven or the test. That was the whole point of La Congrega di Spade – secrecy. “I was supposed to travel to… err… a certain place to do something, but I lost control of the journey and I ended up in a bunch of places, and I’m pretty sure in a bunch of times, too. I know you’re not human because I’ve met others like you, and they could all see me.”

	“Oh, you got that wrong, pumpkin. I’m human alright. As human as they come.” He took another swig of beer. 

	“Then how can you see me? Are you just human, or more than human?” She ran her hands through her hair and sighed in exasperation. He said he would help her, but he was only making her more confused. “Who are you? I told you my name, tell me yours.”

	“Osiris.”

	Valentina was speechless. That was the second god name she was getting today. And if Loki had been somewhat believable, this guy wasn’t.

	“Okay. So, I’m just wasting my time.”

	The man sighed, set the popcorn aside, and paused the sitcom. He sat up and looked her right in the eyes.

	Val straightened her back and swallowed hard. No, he was still not her type. But, oh dear, that perfect body! And those deep, warm eyes that were suddenly fixed on her like she was the most important thing in the room! With the movie paused, the beer half finished, and the popcorn out of sight, she might as well have been.

	“Do you really want answers, Valentina De Rossi?”

	“Yes! Yes, I want answers! Please.”

	She was so desperate that she almost didn’t care this guy was probably a huge scam. 

	“I haven’t done this in a while, but I will do it for you because I haven’t had any visitors in at least a year.”

	“Wha-what? You never get out of the house?”

	“Why would I?”

	“To… meet people?”

	“People are boring.”

	“But you said you’re human!”

	“Being human is great. Humans? Not so much.”

	“I don’t… Nevermind. Continue.”

	He smiled, but to Val it was more like a twitch of his lips. Then, he closed his eyes and started breathing in and out deeply and evenly. Valentina had no idea what he was doing. Breath work was something she was more than familiar with, but she usually did it before meditating, or before casting a protective circle in preparation for a spell. She was pretty sure the guy who called himself Osiris wasn’t casting a circle right now. 

	“I… take that back…” she whispered as she watched the man’s skin turn from slightly olive to green. Deep green. “Holy cow!” 

	It was very fitting, since his pajama pants and stained T-shirt were changing into a white and gold wrap-around skirt and a heavy, bejeweled collar necklace that covered half of his chest, and Valentina knew for a fact that was what pharaohs were wearing in Ancient Egypt. A tall crown was now resting on his head, and he had even grown a rather sexy beard. 

	“Oh my Goddess, you are Osiris.” 

	When he opened his eyes, she saw that they were legit golden now. No more human disguise to hide them. His irises were like nothing she’d ever seen. Endless pools of molten gold that could see through the souls of gods and humans, thought time and space, and all the dimensions in between. Valentina had never been in the presence of a god before. Or, maybe she had? Maybe, she’d just been in the presence of eight in one single day, and Osiris was the ninth. Definitely, though, this was the first time she was staring in the divine orbs of a god, and being one hundred percent aware that it was happening.

	“You want to become a Keeper of the Spades, and you lost your way.”

	His deep, powerful voice made its way through her very flesh, every syllable vibrating inside her bones. He was speaking out loud and moving his lips in a more than normal fashion, but she felt like he was doing more than that. He was speaking with his whole being. The message traveled not only from lips to ears, but also from mind to mind, soul to soul, and energy body to energy body. 

	“How do you know that?” she managed weakly. 

	“I am the Ruler of the Dead and the King of the Living,” he said. “I am the Lord of Silence. I am He Who Continues to Be Perfect and He Who is Permanently Benign and Youthful. I am Judgement. I know all and see all, Valentina De Rossi.”

	Valentina shuddered and wrapped her arms around herself. She felt her physical body do the same in the temple. 

	“Then you must know why I’m here. Because I don’t. Please, tell me.”

	He cocked his head to the right and thought for a moment. It was fascinating to watch him. It was as if he was going through eons of information to come up with the answer to her question. It was even more mind-blowing that while he was doing it, they were both still sitting on a tattered couch, in the middle of a room that was overflowing with beer bottles, soda cans, takeaway food, popcorn, and chips. 

	“I do,” he finally said. “But I’m afraid I can’t tell you.”

	Just like that, his eyes turned normal, his clothes morphed into the same pajamas and a slightly cleaner T-shirt, his long beard vanished, and his skin went back to white.

	Valentina threw her hands in the air.

	“Are you serious right now?! You can see everything. And I mean everything! And you can’t tell me something that’s affecting me directly?”

	He grabbed his bowl of popcorn and filled it back up with a snap of his fingers. Loki might have had some tricks up his sleeve, but what Osiris could do seemed next level.

	“I must consider the consequences.”

	“What consequences?”

	“It doesn’t matter. I’ve considered them and decided they’re not worth it.” He unpaused his sitcom and shoved a handful of popcorn in his mouth.

	“What? No. No, no, no. You have to give me something. Please! I’m failing the test here, okay? I want to be a Keeper, I really do. I want to be a High Keeper one day. I’m not supposed to tell you any of this, but you already know, apparently. So, whatever. What is happening? Why was I pulled out of the test? Who pulled me out? Who… who is controlling this whole madness?”

	He sighed, but this time it was obvious that he was annoyed. He refused to take his eyes off the screen.

	“You know, for a witch, you’re ridiculously human.”

	“I am human! Witches are people!”

	He laughed. “I love that. You girls should have used it as a slogan when they were burning you alive.”

	“What the…? You’re a jerk!”

	He shrugged and opened another bottle of beer.

	“I can’t believe it. Osiris is a jerk. And a couch potato, and a lazy ass, lame excuse of a social parasite who wouldn’t even take out the garbage.”

	He rolled his eyes, raised his hand above his head, and snapped his fingers again. The trash on the couch, table, and floor disappeared in an instant. 

	Valentina’s jaw dropped. No, this time her lips didn’t just part. They snapped open and stayed that way until her mouth filled with saliva and she had to swallow. In fact, her physical mouth filled with saliva. Her etheric body was just mimicking the reflex. She’d have to have a talk with the Keepers, back in the real world. It was unacceptable that the out-of-body experience they induced didn’t come with sleep paralysis.

	“I’m sorry,” she whispered. She was talking to a god, after all. She wasn’t the type of witch who worked with gods and goddesses, but even she knew that insulting them wasn’t the way to their heart. “I… I didn’t mean to…”

	“Look, I just want to watch my show in peace. Thank you for your visit, now it’s time for you to leave.”

	“Ugh. Please…”

	What was strange was that she didn’t feel like she was going to float away soon. Was it the fact that he was giving her so much attention? Was he the one who was keeping her tethered in his reality?

	“All I can tell you is that you shouldn’t trust her,” he finally offered reluctantly.

	“Trust who?”

	“She’s not you, but she is you enough to fool you.”

	“That’s… not helping.”

	“You’re not a bad witch, De Rossi. I would tell you more, honestly. Cross my heart, pumpkin. But I don’t want to get involved. The sooner you’re out of here, the better. Then I can forget I ever met you. Although, I can’t forget. I knew you before you landed on my floor.”

	“That makes no sense.”

	He smirked, and she knew she was the one who was making no sense. All-knowing and all-seeing meant that he knew and saw everything, regardless of time or space. He probably knew what she’d look like when she’d be 80, and how many children and grandchildren she’d have. Actually, one didn’t have to be a god to know that when it came to Valentina De Rossi. The number was zero.

	“You want to reach the King.”

	“I do, but… it’s too late. I failed the test. I lost my way after the Three of Swords, and there’s no chance in hell that I can go back and go through each stage before my time is up.”

	He turned to her. “I can make sure you pass the test if you promise me something.”

	She perked up. “Yes! Anything.”

	“When the time comes, don’t look for me. As I said, I want to stay out of this. There will come a day when you will need an Osiris.”

	“An Osiris? Aren’t you… just one? The one.”

	“Gods and goddesses don’t come in one package. We don’t come in… wholes. We come in aspects.”

	Val had studied her fair share of mythology, but this was the first time she was hearing such a crazy theory.

	“When the day that I cannot tell you about comes, promise me you will go looking for another aspect of Osiris. Not me. Forget all about me. You have plenty to choose from.”

	“Okay. Okay, I promise.”

	What else could she have said? He was the Ruler of the Dead and the King of the Living. He could teleport her right to the King of Swords and help her pass the test. Was it cheating? She didn’t care. After being spun, whooshed, and swept through time, space, and Goddess knew how many dimensions and planes of existence, she needed a win. Valentina De Rossi needed a real, solid win. 

	Osiris held her gaze for a long minute, then nodded. He smiled, reached out, and tapped the tip of her nose.

	“No, you don’t…”

	“Boop.”

	Yes, he did.

	 


 

	CHAPTER SIX

	 

	There was no spinning, floating, or whooshing this time. Just a flash of light, and Valentina found herself standing in the middle of a throne room. The walls were covered in colorful banners, the columns that held the tall ceiling were decorated with gold and semiprecious stones, and the floor was made of what looked and felt like Italian marble. She and the man sitting on the throne were the only ones in the room. She looked up at him, and her breath hitched when he met her gaze and held it.

	The King of Swords was a tall, bulky man with brown hair, green eyes, and skin so dark that it betrayed his passion for being outside, among his men, leading them into whatever battle he deemed was worth fighting. He was dressed in full armor, which contrasted a bit with the richness and luxury of the throne room, even if the thorax was embellished with a leaf design enhanced by precious stones. His two-hand sword was resting in its sheath, on his knees. As he studied Valentina for a few long minutes, he didn’t move a muscle. His back was straight, his chin was up and proud, and his shoulders were held in barely hidden tension. If Val paid close attention, she could notice that his whole body was as tense as a bow waiting to release the arrow. And she was paying attention. His question or test would fall upon her any second now, and she needed to be ready. She’d screwed up so far, Osiris had given her a second chance – although she wasn’t sure it was his to give – and she had to get this one right. This was the last shot she had at becoming a Keeper of the Spades and make her mom and dad proud.

	“Do you know who I am?”

	His harsh, booming voice startled her.

	“You’re the King of Swords.”

	He shook his head. He seemed dissatisfied with her answer. Valentina gulped.

	“You met my Page, my Knight, and my Queen.”

	“Err...”

	“Now, you should know who they are, so you should know who I am.” When she didn’t answer, he continued. “Valentina De Rossi, do you know what the purpose of this test is?”

	“To conclude the apprenticeship and become...”

	“No. The real purpose is to rediscover yourself and unveil the powers and abilities you never knew you had through journeying the ten pip cards and four figure cards of the Suit you belong to. The Spades are like virtues, and they’re within you. How many Spades did you uncover?”

	She gulped again. His intense presence and authority made her feel worse and worse by the minute. He knew. He knew she’d failed each and every test she was supposed to pass up to this point, and he knew that she was trying to cheat. She couldn’t explain herself. Even if she told him the truth, how would that make her look? Like a lousy witch who couldn’t even keep her own Higher Self in check? Like a weak little girl who’d let herself hijacked by whatever entity was Ravenna, and who’d lied to herself all this time that Ravenna was her, just slightly meaner and out of control? No. That would make her look way worse. Not to mention the fact that it would make her sound like she was whining and looking for excuses. She’d better keep her mouth shut and accept whatever was to come. How bad could it be?

	“Bad,” the voice in her head chuckled. “Your parents will disown you.”

	“Not helping...”

	“You uncovered three,” the King eventually answered in her place. “Breakthrough, indecision, and grief.”

	To her own dread, Valentina couldn’t keep silent. Not when something didn’t make sense to her.

	“How can indecision and grief be... virtues? Aren’t virtues supposed to be positive?”

	“And indecision and grief are negative? I can think of dozens of situations when they would both help and not impede.”

	Val nodded thoughtfully. Okay, whatever. He was the King of Swords, the lord of sharp thinking, mental clarity, and impeccable decision making. It was stupid to think he’d ever make no sense.

	“But that’s beside the point,” he went on. “A witch, and especially a Witch of Spades, should know there is no positive and negative, right and wrong, good and evil. There is no duality.”

	“I... I do know. I’m sorry.”

	He didn’t seem impressed with her apology.

	“You discovered three virtues, Valentina De Rossi, then something happened. After the Three of Swords, I lost you. Somehow, you found a way out of the test, but not out of its environment. As the King, I can demand you tell me where you journeyed to all this time, but I won’t. As a King, I can fail you and ensure that you will never join the ranks of my Keepers. But I won’t.”

	Val’s blue eyes went wide with surprise. Her heart started beating faster, and her hands started sweating. She opened her mouth, then closed it. She was afraid to say anything, to ask why he was helping her...

	“You know why,” he said in a lower, kinder voice. “When you landed here, you didn’t come through the door of the Queen of Swords, as you should have had you taken the right path through the cards. You came through the Door of the Gods. And no one that comes through the Door of the Gods can be turned away. Not by anyone, and not by me. So, Valentina De Rossi, you have passed the test. Return now to the temple and claim your place as a Keeper among the Keepers of the Spades.”

	He raised his right hand, palm facing her as if he was getting ready to push her, then stopped.

	“One more thing. You decide whether you want to share your virtues with the others or not, but the High Keeper will ask you who the court cards are to double-check your result.”

	Val’s shoulders fell. “Oh, I’m doomed.”

	“A god sent you here, and even though I don’t know who he is, I cannot enrage him. My Page is Ada of Caria, my Knight is Hephaestion, and my Queen is Roxana of Bactria. I am Alexander the Great. Go on your way, and try to disappoint me less next time.”

	Before he pushed her through another pesky white door, Val managed to say:

	“King of Swords, I know what virtue you uncovered. Kindness.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	Valentina opened her eyes. For a long while, she simply stared at the tall, gray ceiling of the temple, unable to move or say a word. She had a splitting headache, her long, black hair was sticking to her arms, shoulders, chest, and face, and she was drenched in sweat. She felt like she’d just come out of a decade-long war, and she wasn’t even sure whether she had lost or won, or whether she was alive, or she’d died and turned into a ghost. She knew everyone in the grand hall – parents, relatives, Keepers, the other Apprentices who’d taken the test – was staring at her. She wasn’t ready to face them. She wasn’t ready to face anyone, not even herself.

	“Valentina.”

	The High Keeper stepped closer to her, but even when she leaned over her chair to catch her gaze, Val didn’t move or react. She couldn’t exactly say why, but she felt so embarrassed. Was it because she had cheated? Maybe, it was because the King himself knew and had given her the green light despite her terrible failure to even follow some simple rules, let alone go through the cards nice and in order, as she’d been taught and instructed since she was little.

	“My dear, you passed with the highest score in the history of La Congrega di Spade,” the High Keeper said. “I can understand why you might need a moment.”

	What?! The highest score in the whole damn history of her coven?! How was that even possible? No, it had to be a mistake. That, or Osiris had really come through for her. If this was really happening, then she had to make damn sure she respected his wish when the day came.

	“I…” Her throat was parched. “I’m good, High Keeper. I need a glass of water, that’s all.”

	At the simple gesture of the old woman, one of the younger Keepers helped Valentina sit up, while another held a glass of cold spring water to her lips. Val grabbed the glass with both hands and emptied it in quick, long gulps. She still felt like her head would explode, and her stomach started rumbling loudly, but at least she now had the courage to look the witches around her in the eyes.

	Dante was standing a few feet away from her chair, and he looked as fresh as the minute he’d stepped into the test room. Valentina blinked in utter confusion. She couldn’t believe her eyes! The other two Apprentices looked just as clean and crisp, and she was the only one who looked like she’d just fought an army of banshees and barely come out of it in one piece. Yep. She’d traveled to all the wrong places alright.

	Adelina and Cosimo De Rossi had stood up to get a better look at their daughter but hadn’t dared to move from their places in the small audience. They were waiting to see what would happen next. Val could see a hint of concern in her mom’s eyes, which suddenly made her feel much better. She wanted to make both her parents proud, but her mom had always been the one person in the world who she’d truly wanted to impress. Her dad gave her an encouraging smile, and Val felt like she was ready to stand up and get it over with. The hardest part was over. What came next couldn’t take more than another half hour.

	Once the four Apprentices who’d made it to the King of Swords and passed the test were ready, the High Keeper motioned for everyone to take their places behind them and follow her. The small procession made its way down a narrow corridor, the High Keeper first, then the Apprentices followed by the other Keepers and, finally, their families. Il Templi di Spade was a strangely-built edifice. From the outside, it looked like a cross between a church and an art museum, but on the inside, it was more like a maze. Long, narrow, and perpetually cold corridors, heavy wooden doors that led to chambers small and large… Some of the doors were unlocked, but most of them were locked, and only a handful of Keepers were allowed to hold the keys. Since she was a child, every time she came to the temple, Valentina had been fascinated with how cold, dark, and mysterious it was. Gothic novels were her favorite way to unwind after a long study session, and the temple ticked all the boxes on her list of what made something gothic AF. She felt like every locked door held a mystery, a secret only the worthiest of the initiates were allowed access to, and she’d promised herself a long time ago that one day she’d open all the doors in Il Templi di Spade. And the most incredible, mysterious, and desired one was the door leading to the altar. That was where they were going now, but even though she’d be allowed to enter the altar as an Apprentice who was taking the sacred role of a Keeper, Val knew that didn’t mean she would later be allowed to visit it as she pleased. Only the High Keeper and a few trusted Keepers she’d handpicked herself could serve at the altar every day.

	Seeing the tall, wooden door of her childhood dreams wide open before her intimidated Valentina. She stopped in her tracks, reluctant as to whether she really was deserving of stepping over the threshold. The High Keeper had entered the room and was already standing before the altar, but Val couldn’t bring herself to follow in her steps.

	“You’re supposed to go in. You’re blocking the way.”

	Dante’s voice brought her back to reality and pushed her to make the first step even though she didn’t feel ready. He was too close to her, and the last thing she needed was the torture of worrying about him smelling the dried sweat on her skin, hair, and robe. She was in dire need of a long, hot bath.

	“This is it. We’re going in. So exciting!”

	“I don’t need your shenanigans right now,” she replied to Ravenna’s voice in her head. She mentally shooed her away and tried to imagine a wall between herself and the voice. She was finally about to become an honest to Goddess Keeper. There was no way she’d let Ravenna ruin what she’d worked for so hard, and especially not now, when she had a very strong feeling that she’d been the one who’d made her lose her way inside the test and stray so badly that she’d almost failed.

	“Gather round, my darlings.”

	Sometimes, Val couldn’t understand how her mom could hate Virginia Conti. She couldn’t understand how anyone could dislike her! She was a sweet old lady who always had a smile and a nice word for everyone. Her big, brown eyes were filled with so much grace, kindness, and patience. She wasn’t just Dante’s grandmother, she was like a universal grandmother who was more than happy to adopt anyone who needed her soft energy in their life.

	Then again, Valentina had been wrong before. She’d lived the first eighteen years of her life believing that the voice in her head was her own Higher Self. Now, not only had she found out that the thing had a name and it was very different from hers, but also that it was its own separate entity. Where was her Higher Self, then? Her left side started burning and throbbing unexpectedly, and Val grunted in pain and did her best to stand upright. She breathed in and out, blinked back the tears that were threatening to spill over her cheeks, and waited for it to pass. It always passed. At least, she could count on that. On the bright side, the pain managed to distract her from Ravenna and how wrong she’d been to trust her all these years. Not that she’d always trusted her, but she’d had her less than stellar moments when she’d let herself be tempted.

	“Meet the Ones that you have sworn to protect.” The High Keeper stepped aside and motioned toward the wall behind the altar. “The Suit of Swords.”

	The four Apprentices-newly-turned-Keepers raised their eyes toward the fourteen cards hung in perfect order on the wall, like invaluable works of art in an exclusive gallery. They were large enough that the colors, details, and sacred symbols painted on them were perfectly visible from where the young Keepers were standing. But what was even more mesmerizing than the beauty of their art, was the fact that they were alive. The objects and figures were moving, breathing, and communicating with each other through whispered words, giggles, gestures, and what looked like secret signs.

	“Okay, wow! I did not expect the Suit of Swords to be such a chatty bunch,” Valentina thought.

	As the young Keepers stared at the cards in awe, Virginia Conti studied their faces with increased attention and care, as if she was looking for something specific.

	Valentina held her breath when she felt the High Keeper’s energy push against hers. Her intuition told her this was what the King of Swords had meant when he’d said the old woman would double-check the accuracy of her test results. For a second there, Valentina considered resisting. She wondered whether the other three could feel the energetic invasion, too. She stole a glance at Dante, but he seemed absorbed by the Five of Swords. She was alone in this, and she had to make a decision fast. Would the High Keeper be able to see what she’d been through? Could she withhold that information while reassuring her that she knew the real identities of the court cards?

	“I can help.”

	Damn it! She thought she’d blocked Ravenna. 

	“How?”

	“You’ll have to trust me.”

	Valentina rolled her eyes. She didn’t have time to play games, and the High Keeper’s energy was pushing against her mental barriers harder and harder by the second. Why had no one told her about this part of the process? Sure, as an Apprentice who wanted to become a fully-fledged member of La Congrega di Spade, she was supposed to prove she was coming with an open mind and a pure heart. When the safety of the Trionfi was at stake, secrets like Valentina’s were not allowed. And if she wanted to be considered for the position of High Keeper later, she certainly couldn’t keep any secrets from Virginia Conti.

	“Okay, fine. If you can do something about it, do it now.”

	She’d barely completed her thought when she felt Ravenna’s presence grow stronger inside her own consciousness. It was as if she was spreading her wings for the first time, taking as much space as she needed, molding herself against every corner of her host’s mind. Valentina squeezed her hands into fists, tightened her jaw, and dragged in a pained breath when the birthmark on the left side of her ribs resumed burning and throbbing. Was there a connection between the entity inside her head and her birthmark? It was the first time the thought crossed her mind. She’d have to sit with it later, maybe even…

	Valentina’s eyes were suddenly covered by a dark, thick fog, and she blinked it away. Once. Twice. The unexpected occurrence distracted her, and the next thing she knew, the High Keeper was in her head. She relaxed and let her dig out the information that she needed. What had she been thinking about before her vision went blurry? She furrowed her brows in an attempt to remember. She’d been thinking… no, worrying about… something. But, for the life of her, she couldn’t remember. There was something she knew and couldn’t forget because it was her ticket to the rank of Keeper of the Spades. Oh, right! The Page of Swords was Ada of Caria, the Knight of Swords was Hephaestion, the Queen of Swords was Roxana of Bactria, and the King was Alexander the Great. She looked up at the cards and caught the gaze of Alexander. It was odd, but he was looking straight at her. She smiled at him, and he nodded imperceptibly. Fascinating! She’d have to study the life of Alexander the Great. Now that she knew who the court cards were, history could help her understand the tarot even better.

	“Congratulations, Valentina.” The High Keeper raised her right hand, palm up, and a small box materialized out of nowhere. “This is yours now. Use it wisely.”

	Val took the package and unwrapped it on the spot. It was a new deck of cards, and on top of it was the Lovers card. It was different from the Lovers she was used to, and her heart filled with joy when she understood that she was finally getting her coven’s Lovers card. The Lovers was very special. Every coven that protected the tarot had one, and it was different for each. La Congrega di Spade had Tristan and Iseult. They were both so beautiful! Iseult was tall and slender, with blonde hair that reached her waist and eyes so blue that they rivaled the sky pictured above her. Tristan had slightly darker skin, raven black hair, and dark blue eyes. She was dressed in a light, purple gown, and he was dressed in plain cotton trousers and a richly embroidered shirt. He was a brave, proud knight who’d fought and won all his battles, and now was enjoying eternity in the arms of his one true love. Valentina couldn’t wait to be alone, so she could study her new cards, now that they were perfect copies of the original cards above the altar. This particular deck was something out of this world! She’d been dreaming of it since she was a kid. While the Major Arcana, – with the exception of the Lovers, – the Suit of Pentacles, the Suit of Cups, and the Suit of Wands looked exactly like what she had had before, the Suit of Swords was different. They weren’t moving and whispering like the original cards, but there was something about them, still. It was as if they embodied part of the authentic energy of the original cards.

	Virginia Conti moved to the next Apprentice. Valentina followed her with her gaze and, once again, wondered: “How could anyone ever dislike the High Keeper? I hope to be just like her one day.” And, this time, she didn’t doubt her thoughts. Why had she resisted her earlier? She had no secrets! She would never hide anything from the High Keeper herself. Anyway, she had nothing to hide. Her life wasn’t that special or exciting, so it was easy, really. Valentina De Rossi was a wide-open book. 

	“We’re good?”

	Val smiled at the voice in her head. Today was perfect. She’d passed the test with the highest score, become a Keeper of the Spades, got her new deck, and made her parents proud. She felt so lucky that she’d had her Higher Self with her all the time to guide her and reassure her.

	“Why wouldn’t we be?”

	The voice hesitated for a second, then asked: “How are you feeling?”

	Valentina shrugged. “Perfect.” She started shuffling the cards absentmindedly. The Judgement card jumped out of the deck and landed on the floor. Val picked it up, looked at it for a second, then put it back in.
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	THE HANGED MAIDEN – CHAPTER ONE

	 

	“What was that?”

	Startled, Valentina dropped her tarot deck, and the cards scattered on the marble floor. Her friend, Dante, helped her pick them up.

	“I don’t know. It sounded like it came from the altar room. I’ll go check.”

	She slipped the cards into the leather box that hung from her belt and went after him.

	“Wait! I’ll come with you.”

	They stopped in their tracks when a scream penetrated the unusual silence that had settled after the initial sound of broken glass. They exchanged a glance, and Valentina could see fear dancing in Dante’s green eyes. Her hands started shaking, and she curled them into fists at her sides. This was bad. Dante Conti was never afraid. For three years, he had been her biggest competition, a worthy rival, and one of her dearest friends. He was a stronger and more experienced witch than her, and if he was terrified, then what chance did she have to face whatever was currently thrashing the altar room, and get away in one piece?

	“Stay here, Val. I got this.”

	“N-no...”

	With a swift flick of his wrist, Dante threw the door open and disappeared down the narrow corridor. Valentina saw he was already working on a sphere of blue, sparkling energy between his hands. The High Keeper was in the altar room, wasn’t she? A bunch of other Keepers should be there, too, and they were all powerful witches. So, why did the sounds of energy blasts and broken things, the screams, thuds, and crashes made it seem like the battle was already lost?

	“What’s wrong with you? Don’t just stand there. You’re a Keeper of the Spades. Act!”

	The voice in her head was right. Yes, she was scared, but if there was anything Valentina could trust with her own life was the voice of her Higher Self pushing her forward. She grabbed the sides of her long, heavy robe, pulled the thing up so she could actually use her legs, and ran down the corridor and into the altar room. The sight of fallen Keepers and flames bursting everywhere made her heart freeze in her chest. She blinked and tried to get a hold of herself. If she wanted to help, she needed to understand what was happening.

	The High Keeper was lying motionless on the ground, in front of the altar. Above her, Dante was fighting something that looked like... dark smoke. Whatever it was, the thing didn’t have a physical body, and it could easily dodge Dante’s spells, chants, and energy spheres. Between flames and broken furniture, the other Keepers were battling a small army of smoke entities, and they were losing. Witches were falling one by one, and the smoke beings were advancing toward the altar.

	“The cards!” Dante yelled. “You have to save the cards!”

	He was getting tired. Valentina knew he couldn’t hold the smoke thing off for much longer. She closed her eyes for a second, centered herself, and let the energy run through her body and gather in her palms. When she opened her eyes, a big sphere of green energy was crackling between her hands. She threw it at the enemy, then drew a quick blocking sigil in the air and pushed it with a gesture inside the dark smoke, giving Dante a moment to breathe. As he fell to one knee and took the High Keeper’s limp body into his arms, Valentina drew more sigils, one after the other, as fast as she could.

	“Your grandma... is she okay?” she asked.

	Dante shook his head. When Val stole a quick glance at him, she saw that he was crying. His despair only lasted for a moment, though. Virginia Conti had been much more than the High Keeper of the Spades and the head of the coven. She’d been Dante’s grandmother and Valentina’s role model. And now she was dead. With rage in his eyes and power flowing through his veins, Dante rose to his feet and took on the smoke entity one last time. He would tear it apart, or he’d give his own life trying.

	“The cards, Val! Save them before it’s too late.”

	Valentina took a few steps back. Even she was blinded by Dante’s angry retaliation. She tripped over a heavy tome that had fallen off the altar, regained her balance, and pulled her cards out of the leather pouch. She turned toward the wall behind the altar and took in the Suit of Swords in all its glory. The cards were distressed, the characters arguing and yelling at each other. The King of Swords was pacing back and forth, like a lion trapped in a cage. The Queen was holding her hands in prayer, although Valentina couldn’t even begin to imagine to whom she could be praying. True to his nature, the Knight of Swords was yelling commands, words of encouragement, along with curses at the Keepers still standing and fighting. They couldn’t do more than that. Without the High Keeper, the Suit of Swords was mostly useless, and Valentina didn’t yet have enough practice and experience to use the cards in a fight. Her mom and dad did, though. Where were they? She turned to look around but couldn’t see them anywhere. Maybe they had been late, as usual. Maybe they had decided not to stop by the temple today. Val could only hope.

	“You know what you have to do.”

	Valentina looked up at the Lovers card and caught Iseult’s blue eyes. While her Tristan was swinging his sword to no avail, frustrated that he was being left out of a real battle, the beautiful, blonde Iseult was waving at her relentlessly and pointing at the deck in her hands.

	“Remember your training, Keeper of the Spades.”

	Valentina could feel sweat gathering at her temples. Yes, training. She’d been training for three years now, but no one had thought that La Congrega di Spade would ever be under attack. In theory, she knew what she had to do. Practice was the problem. With trembling hands, she started shuffling the cards and whispering the chant. She knew it by heard – every word, every inflection, every emphasis. As she chanted the last verses, she drew three sigils on top of the deck, then pointed it at the cards on the wall, starting with the Ace of Swords. One by one, the pictures on the tall, wide cards swirled and turned to glowing dust that was absorbed by Valentina’s deck. She moved from one card to the next until she reached the Lovers, or better said, the copy of the Lovers, and the fifteen canvases were completely blank, as if the artist had intended to paint them but had given up and hung them just the way they were, as white and empty as his dreams.

	Valentina went through her deck quickly, checking to make sure the Suit of Swords and the Lovers were now living inside their respective cards. “Looks good,” the voice in her head said. “Good job, Keeper.” Val ignored it and slipped the deck back into its protective pouch, then covered her belt with the robe of her coven. She was wearing normal clothes underneath, – tight blue jeans, a sunflower-print shirt, and leather boots, – which the High Keeper and her parents would have thoroughly disapproved of. She turned back to the battle with the intention to help Dante, and found herself staring into the sneering face of the smoke monster. Or, one of the faces... It looked like the thing had two, although they were hardly distinguishable through the thick, dark fog surrounding them. For a split second, Valentina could swear she saw the vague shape of a lion’s head staring down at her, but it was just a flash and then it was gone. Her heart raced, green energy poured down her arms and pooled into her palms, her witch instinct took over, and she threw two spheres of green light at the thing, which gave her enough time to draw a couple of sigils in the air and push them into the entity’s body. The bind and block sigils wouldn’t last long, though, so she did what any Keeper of the Spades who had the original, magical cards she was supposed to protect on her would have done: she ran. She ran down dark and narrow corridors, dodged smoke beings that were coming at her, threw doors open and banged them shut behind her, then started floating when she couldn’t run anymore.

	“Told you that you should’ve taken up running.”

	“Shut up,” Valentina yelled out loud at the voice in her head. Why her Higher Self was so smug and sarcastic in moments of crisis, she’d never understand.

	Floating three inches above the ground was faster, but not easier. When her focus faltered, she resumed running. Luckily, the back exit was just ahead. A few more long strides, and she was pushing her whole weight against the heavy wooden door, shielding her eyes from the intense June sun setting behind the mountains, and trying to get her bearings. She ran through the field of sunflower behind the temple until she reached the main street, then she walked briskly West, toward the first bus stop. She didn’t have a better idea. The temple of La Congrega di Spade was not far from the small town she, her parents, and all the members of the coven lived in. Leavenworth had been the best place to hide the Suit of Swords, along with the whole coven of witches entrusted to protect it. Not anymore. She looked behind her, but no one, or rather nothing, had followed her. She saw the bus coming, and she started running again, afraid that she might miss it. And then what? No, she couldn’t think like that. She was already clutching the steel bar, hauling herself through the folding doors, and looking for an empty seat, like any normal person would do.

	“Err... it’s a costume,” she said to a middle-aged lady who was staring at her blue robe. “I’m an actress... in a stage play...” She smiled and thanked all the goddesses of all the pantheons she knew when the woman looked away.

	The bus drove toward town, and Valentina forced herself to relax against the backrest and breathe evenly. Her stomach was doing somersaults, her blood was still boiling with green energy, and if she didn’t calm down, she knew she’d throw up the carrot soup and chicken salad she’d had for lunch. It was almost dinner time, and her body should have digested the food hours ago, but her digestion had taken a hit when the preparations for the Trionfi Ceremony had started three weeks before. This time, it was supposed to take place at La Congrega di Spade, and the other five covens scattered around the world were supposed to gather here, in the small town of Leavenworth, Washington, but... guess what! The coven hosting the ceremony had just been attacked by dark entities made of smoke! Three days before the party! Coincidence? Valentina started hyperventilating. First order of business: get somewhere safe. Second order of business: figure out what the hell had happened back there.

	She got off near her house. The street was fairly quiet, but the few people getting home from work or walking their dogs shot her strange looks. Stupid robe. She cursed under her breath, took it off, rolled it up as best as she could, and dumped it in the first garbage bin she found. Her mom wouldn’t like it, but walking in a witch robe in plain daylight wasn’t a good idea, either. She got off the main street and took the more obscure alleys between the buildings to reach the back gate of her parents’ garden. But when she got there, she stopped in her tracks, frozen in place at the sight of black smoke wandering around the house, behind the wide-open windows and glass doors. She shook her head, forced herself to take a step back, and then another, tried not to think of her parents. They were fine. Wherever they were, at home or at the temple, they had to be fine. Adelina De Rossi was one hell of a witch, and Cosimo De Rossi could cast spells and draw sigils at lightning speed. She shouldn’t worry about them. She wouldn’t. She had the Suit of Swords and the copy of the Lovers, and her job was to take the cards as far away from there as possible. She had to keep them safe. She had no idea what those smoke things were, she’d never seen anything like them before, but it didn’t matter. They were after the Suit of Swords, and she was a Keeper. Probably, the last Keeper standing, but she didn’t want to go there. Dante was alive, too. He had to be. He was better than her, after all. No matter how much her parents wanted her to become High Keeper one day, Valentina had always known there was no way she could beat Dante Conti. And if a De Rossi couldn’t beat Dante Conti, then no smoke monster could.

	Finding her courage again, Valentina turned around and ran down the street to her best friend’s house. Piper was what in Valentina’s world was called an Ordinary – someone who wasn’t born a witch and didn’t have magical powers. But Val never called Piper that, and hated it every time her mom did, although she never spoke up to defend her friend. After all, the last thing she needed was for her mom to become super bitchy, as she sometimes did, and forbid Valentina from hanging out with Piper and her three brothers. Since they were six, Pipes had been her bestie. Even though they went to different schools and then high schools, they stayed friends, and now, when she was running from something she couldn’t understand, Val saw Piper as her only salvation. The only problem was... Piper had no idea her friend was a witch.

	Valentina burst through the back door, shouted a quick “hey” in Ian Chase’s general direction, and ran up the stairs to Piper’s room. Ian was Piper’s oldest brother, and the only one who hadn’t gone to college. Well, Piper hadn’t gone, either, and hell would freeze over before she heard the end of it. Constantly reminding Ian and their parents that Valentina of the proud and wealthy De Rossi family had decided to skip the college experience, too, didn’t help much. Little did she know that Val didn’t need to go to college. Her college was the temple, where she’d been a Keeper since she’d turned eighteen.

	“Why do you never knock? Why?!” Piper slammed her book shut and threw it under the bed.

	Valentina was too confused, scared, and exhausted to wonder why her friend wouldn’t want her to see what she was reading.

	“I’m sorry, I’m sorry... I didn’t know where else to go.”

	Piper sat up in bed and furrowed her brows.

	“What happened to you? You look like shit.”

	Valentina jumped on the bed and hugged Piper for dear life.

	“And you’re shaking like a leaf,” Piper added.

	Val started sobbing. She couldn’t believe how good it felt to hold onto someone and finally allow herself to cry. Piper stopped asking questions and just held her for a long while, not saying a word about her tear-soaked T-shirt. She felt so real and safe to Val. Energy was nice, being able to float always came in handy, but actually feeling a solid human body that seemed to absorb the chills and shakes coursing through her better than any spell could... That was a true thing of magic!

	“You’re okay, you’re okay...” Piper smoothed down Valentina’s long, raven black hair. There was nothing she appreciated more than having her best friend and first crush in her arms, but she knew Val didn’t feel the same, so it only made things worse. She needed to calm her down soon, so she could put some distance between them.

	“Oh my Goddess!” Val jumped like she’d been burned and started pacing the floor in a frenzy. “Oh my Goddess, we’re not safe! I’m putting you in danger. What was I thinking?!”

	Piper’s first reaction was to laugh. She’d known Val since forever, but it was still hard not to laugh at her weird goddess thing. Who in their right mind said that?

	“What... what are you doing?”

	Was it possible that her friend had gone bonkers? Piper’s huge, brown eyes grew wide as she watched Valentina stop in front of every wall of her room, make weird gestures with her hands in the air, and mutter indiscernible words under her breath. When had Val gotten into Reiki? No, that couldn’t be Reiki... Piper had looked up some of the basic Reiki symbols online for an obscure high school project ages ago, and what Val was doing seemed much more complex. She watched her in complete awe as she moved from the walls to the corners, then to the closed door and the windows. When she was done and sat back down on the bed, Piper could feel the air in her room had changed. But she couldn’t say how. She just felt more at peace. Like nothing could ever go wrong in the world.

	“I hope this will keep them away,” Val whispered. She’d never felt so tired in her life.

	“Keep who away?”

	“Th-them...” She motioned randomly toward the windows, then her eyes dropped, and she collapsed on the pillows.

	“Valentina?” Piper shook her lightly, then poked her in the ribs. “You’re kidding me... Who falls asleep like that? Did you drink without me? Are you hungover?” She poked her in the ribs again. Nothing. “Well, okay then. It’s a sleepover party.” 

	She took off Val’s boots, dragged her to the middle of the bed, and started covering her with the duvet when she noticed the leather box attached to her belt. She shook her head, smiled, and unhooked the pouch. 

	“You never go anywhere without your tarot deck, do you?” 

	She placed the box on the nightstand and went downstairs to make herself a sandwich.
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