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My high-heeled boots clicked against the brick sidewalk in an uneven rhythm caused by the missing heel-cap on my left boot.  I glanced down at the snakeskin toe of the offending boot and decided I loved those boots in a way that allowed me to ignore their irritating sound, at least for another day or so.

Most people could just buy new boots, but unless someone slipped a fifty across the table, a new pair just wasn't in my future.  Crime paid a lot better than my part-time job as a psychic advisor, but since I had recently reformed myself, I'd have to settle for finding a cobbler who could put a heel cap on it.  

I stuffed the last bits of my fried clam sandwich into my mouth and wiped my slightly greasy fingers with a wad of napkins.  I adjusted the thrifted designer bag on my shoulder and checked for my keys in the front pocket.  If I could stop myself from checking for my keys, I'd probably save about three hours of time per week.  I sighed, knowing I was totally hopeless and that tomorrow, I'd be walking down the street with the same slightly-off click-clunk, checking for my keys and cursing excessive spending, and my unfortunate lack of it.

I passed the same poster offering reward money for a handsome man with dark hair and faded blue or green eyes every day on my way to work.  The disappointment that the poster was still there settled low in my stomach.  As I did each time, I gave an affectionate nod to the man to acknowledge his ever-fading presence.  I also spared a thought for whatever family member or friend had hung the poster and still held out hope he’d walk through the door.  

I was in for another day of reading cards for the tourists in Salem, before heading back to the one-room apartment I currently called home.  I would never have believed this would become my life.  I guess the nuns at Catholic School had a good idea when they took my eighth-grade class on a field trip to the Diocesan University.  Should have listened to the nuns, Caly, and put a little effort into your education. 

Nah.  Studying more wasn’t likely to have saved me any more than those nuns did.  I was helping my brother earn a living by the time I was fifteen, and he didn’t exactly bag groceries for minimum wage.  Jazz knew the value of money, and he understood that crime paid better than most gigs available to high school dropouts.  

The truth was that reading the cards was the only legitimate thing I'd ever been good at.  Salem was just the place I happened to be when the fear of running out of money overcame me, and I had decided to settle down and officially start over.  

I turned my one talent into a steady job as a psychic.  The kicker was that the public perception that we were all charlatans wasn’t accurate at all.  Some people thought of me as a fraud, but I was totally legit for once.  

There wasn't any great mystery about why I was in my current situation.  It boiled down to a fatal combination of a lack of planning and few marketable skills.  I gave myself a full two seconds of castigation before turning my attention to the other matter that was continually circling my mind. 

I scanned the faces in the crowd as always, looking for wheat-colored curls and topaz colored eyes that matched my own.  There were moments when I believed that if I looked up at just the right moment, I'd see my big brother strolling toward me with a grin on his face and a glib explanation about where he'd been for so many years.  

At other times, nagging questions zoomed around my brain like a school of tiny ocean fish darting in one direction then the other, like an endless, swirling mass of unsolved mysteries.  Jazz had been missing for a long time, but the hope of finding him still stuck with me. 

I pushed the thoughts away and tucked a stray blonde curl behind my ear as I pulled open the door to Foretold Psychic Parlor, where I currently worked as a Psychic Reader and Consultant. 

Semi-Psychic People Reader may be a more appropriate title for what I did.  Intuition's like that.  Some days, the cards are right on, picking up all of the nuances of a client's situation and providing uncanny insight and wisdom courtesy of my psychic ability.  Other days, the cards give me a confused jumble of nothing, and I have to fall back on my skills reading the client’s small “tells” so I don't get fired. 

It's harder to get someone to fork over seventy-five bucks if it seems like you're just making random guesses based on their reactions to your words, though.  Nobody wants to believe that they give unconscious signals of their troubles, hopes, and desires.  The belief that unseen forces in the universe and a worn deck of Tarot cards can predict the future and thereby solve the more significant problems in life is what keeps my bread buttered. 

My reputation grows on the days when the cards are working, and my intuition is clicking.  Those are the readings that people tell their friends about.  Since I like my thirty-five-dollar cut of the bill, I keep my mouth shut when the cards are cold and fall back on my other skills.  Hey, even the sign above the door warns customers that the readings are for entertainment purposes only.  Buyer beware and all that. 

Belinda, the owner of the shop, doesn't appreciate my cavalier attitude about the readings.  She screens the readers at Foretold carefully and holds us to high standards.  Only those with true ability get hired - the phonies get weeded out through a strenuous interview process.  After that, client satisfaction provides a constant assessment of a reader's performance.  Too many vague readings, and a psychic has to look for a new job.  It was somewhat ironic that I wound up in a shop with ethics, and downright amazing that I was one of the top earners.

Don't misunderstand me; I really can read the cards.  I've been doing it for years, and I've been scarily accurate many times.  The accuracy doesn't stop me from throwing in the occasional "beware of a tall man who limps" just for giggles, though.  So far, Belinda hasn't seemed overly annoyed with that.  A little drama is good for the show.  

Belinda was stationed behind the counter as I hustled through the door.  I made a show of pointing to my silver and faux-snakeskin watch as evidence that (for once) I was on time.  I liked the watch, even if it didn’t usually improve my punctuality.  It was just funky enough to go well with the pale blue peasant shirt and black pencil skirt I had chosen to wear with my worn-out high-heeled boots.  The gypsy psychic look worked very well with my face and body, if the appreciative nods from the men who leered at me from over their shoulders were any indication.

"Calypso, you have three readings scheduled so far.  Your first client is waiting in your booth,"  Belinda said in her lilting voice.  Even with her mass of dark curls and heavy eye makeup, Belinda played the role of good witch better than anyone else in the Pedestrian Mall.  Even I would have bought some money candles or love spells from the woman if I didn't know better. 

"Thanks.  You know where to find me,"  I called over my shoulder, hustling to my little corner of the shop.  

The "consultation rooms" consisted of old diner booths recently reupholstered in a celestial patterned tapestry.  The booths were cozy, with softly glowing wall sconces that cast enough light for the consultant to read the cards, the client's palm, astrology chart, or even gaze intently into a fake crystal ball, depending on the divination method of the reader. 

As long as you could tune out the conversations of the tourists handling the merchandise on the shelves outside my little private cave, you felt like you were completely secluded.  That was all part of the illusion, and I have always enjoyed a good illusion.

I pulled back the curtain just a little and slid behind the small table that was draped in dark blue velvet to cover the chipped laminate tabletop.  I noticed that the other reader who shared my booth had turned off the fake crystal ball that usually cast an eerie blue glow inside the dim alcove.

She claimed it gave her weird visions, but I liked the light.  It added to the experience.  I'd have to remember to flip the switch back on when my client left; doing it while she sat nervously in front of me would have shown her that most of what her quickly darting eyes saw was for entertainment purposes only unless it was an intuitive day for me. 

I held my hand out to shake hers and let the clinking of my many bracelets provide a nice accompaniment to the introduction.  I noticed the woman's eyes dart to the silver pentacles and other symbols on the charm bracelet before traveling up to the crystal beads and bangles that tinkled noisily and sparkled in the dim light.  I only wore the bracelets because they added to my mystique.  I didn’t feel any particular affinity for the charms.  Customers always noticed the pentacles first, so I'd bought the largest ones I could find at a price point I could tolerate. 

"I'm Calypso.  May I have your first name, please?"  I preferred Caly, but clients remembered Calypso. 

"Barbara,"  She replied, taking my hand in hers.  Her fingers were chubby and cold, despite the warmth of the enclosure.  I thought I saw a flicker of motion over her left shoulder, but in the dim light of the booth, it was hard to see much of anything.  I smiled reassuringly at her.  I saw unusual flashes of darkness and motion from time to time, and they didn’t rattle me.  Much. 

I slipped my worn deck of Tarot cards out of my shoulder bag and unboxed them under the table. 

Clients don't appreciate seeing the box the cards come in unless it's an ornate wooden thing carved with magical symbols.  Belinda would provide such an elaborate container at a reasonable price for those psychic consultants who didn't have their own cards, but I always worked with my tried-and-true deck.  The deck isn't exactly impressive, but it is tuned to my energy and clarified my intuition.  I've had them for years, and they show appropriate (and credible) wear and tear.

My long fingers slid over the cards, and I felt them warm to my touch.  I closed my eyes briefly, breathed deeply of the incense and candles displayed in the shop, and felt a small smile pull at the corners of my mouth.  

My eyes were closed for maybe a count of two, but when I opened them and looked at the woman across from me, her eyes had lost some of the nervousness.  I pushed my shoulders down and began shuffling the cards, sliding small stacks of cards between others.  The whisper of the cards slipping and mixing was soothing, and the sound began to take on a rhythmic quality like a percussionist brushing a wire broom over a symbol.  I kept the cut at seven repetitions.  It was a habit of mine.

"Is there any information you are specifically looking for?"  I asked as I continued to warm the cards.  They didn't feel ready yet, so I continued to shuffle them another seven times. 

"I’m not sure where to start,"  Barbara cast a nervous glance at the heavy curtain.  

I nodded and glanced at the cards as if not very interested in more details.  Rule number one of the con is also the first rule of psychic consultation:  Never look like you're fishing for information.  When suspicion goes up, the illusion dies on the vine.  

I watched the cards slide and intermingle effortlessly between my long fingers with pink manicured nails while I contemplated Barbara's vague statement.  Why do people go to a psychic when they are contemplating changes?  A divorce attorney, a real estate agent, or an accountant would be much better choices.  I smiled a little at Barbara as if I were indeed the logical choice of consultant in a time of great upheaval.  If she believed I could give her some advice, she'd get what she expected with a healthy dose of reality thrown in to ease my conscience.  I had a lot of karma to fix as a reformed con-artist, and outright fakery wouldn't help my mission in that quarter. 

I glanced up and caught the faint glimmer of movement again directly behind Barbara. The hair on the back of my neck stood up, and I shivered.  I pushed my knuckle into the spot between my eyebrows for a brief moment, hoping to stave off the migraine I knew would follow.  

The flickering darkness over Barbara's shoulder meant I was in for a doozy of a headache.  It was what happened when a random spirit tried to contact me.  Since I wasn't that type of psychic, they eventually gave up and moved on to someone who could communicate with them.  I just needed to ignore the flickering until the spirit got frustrated and left.  I turned my attention back to Barbara.  

"Let's see what the cards indicate.  Please select one card from the deck..."  I fanned the cards out on the table, so she could pick any one of them.  Her fingers hovered over them, and she looked like her very life depended on which card she selected.  It didn't matter at all...selecting a card was just a way for me to take a read on her energy and her mental state.

Just pick one already!  I thought.  Most people don't run to a psychic when they're in serious trouble, so I doubted Barbara's problem could be that big. 

Barbara closed her eyes and plucked a card from just left of the center of the deck.  She sat there staring at the back of the card, her shaky hand poised above the table.  I straightened the rest of the deck and moved it to the side, noticing Barbara remained frozen with her eyes glued to the back of the card. 

Jeez, Louise!  You would think her life depended on which card she chose!  I suppressed a sigh and reached for it.  

"Oh.  Temperance,"  I said, feeling a knot of hesitation slide into my gut.  Okay, so maybe I was wrong about the size of her problem. "It seems as if you have some decisions to make, Barbara.  Let's see what lies ahead for you." 

I spoke more about the cards in general terms to kill time, inviting Barbara to keep a question in her mind.  After a few short shuffles, she presented the deck to me.  I received it with a comforting smile, noticing the faint hum of energy from the cards.  Barbara was in luck. 

I gathered my thoughts and watched as Barbara's fingers worked nervously at twisting her wedding ring.  Her brown eyes fell to the thin ring, and her shoulders slumped just a bit.  A deep crease appeared between her overly groomed eyebrows. 

I smoothed the velvet covering on the table and closed my eyes for a moment.  I hated it when the client had a real dilemma.  I was always more comfortable when I had young women with big dreams, so I could predict world travel, true love, successful careers, and houses in the suburbs with beautiful children.  There was no pressure with those kinds of readings.

I enjoyed giving happy readings with nothing at stake; fortunes without commitment or consequence.  I'd have to do the best I could for Barbara without leading her away from her own choices, but I felt pity for her desperation and enormous pressure to steer her in the right direction. 

I began to lay out the cards in a ten-card spread, face down on the velvet.  Barbara watched me intently, and I made it a point to exhale loudly.  As I expected, her mind took the hint, and she exhaled as well. 

The first card I flipped over was Temperance.

"How'd you do that?"  Barbara asked, sounding nervous.  It was an old card trick, really, and I'd used it many times in my most recent occupation as Psychic.  The problem was that I hadn't done it that day.  Some days, the cards had a mind of their own. 

"I didn't do it,"  I said patiently,  "Whatever decision you are wrestling with must be consuming you.  The first card represents you, the questioner.  The card is just confirming that you came here seeking information, and you need to consider all the angles before you make a decision."  I smiled reassuringly and saw Barbara relax just a little. 

I glanced at my watch to pace the reading.  Barbara had shelled out the money for an hour-long reading, and I had a schedule to stick to.  For forty minutes, I flipped cards and interpreted the meaning for my very nervous client.  

I watched her for small tells: a nervous twitch of her left thumb indicated discomfort; she craned her neck to the right when I hit on something that seemed to confirm what she'd already told herself a million times.  Every few minutes, her eyes flicked to the thin band of gold on her finger, and a look of sadness crossed her face.

As a consultant, I was a mirror for the client, pointing out what they already knew and letting the cards add a few bits of information for them to consider.  By the time I flipped the last card, I knew without a doubt that Barbara was considering leaving her no-good, drunken husband, but wasn't sure if she could financially afford to do it yet. 

She could financially afford to blow seventy-five bucks on a psychic, so I doubted she had the money-savvy to float her own place without the useless bum.  During the reading, I'd managed to allude to seeking expert advice.  I'd indicated a man who knew much about the riches of life, and seeking his counsel.  I'd prattled on about stability and the disintegration of wealth.  I did everything I could besides slip her the yellow pages with the names of a few good divorce lawyers circled in black marker.

It was up to Barbara to interpret the clues, but I'd done my best to guide her toward a more rational course of action than psychics and wishful thinking.  The cards backed me up, suggesting the same route as logic would.  It was a successful reading, and judging by the relieved look on my client's face, I knew I had confirmed what her own heart and head told her.  

I smiled faintly as I watched the flickering shadows behind her.  I wasn't sure if the spirit had followed Barbara or was just out fishing for a medium.  I turned my attention back to my client, so I didn't give the spirit false hope.  The sooner it realized I couldn't help, the better it would be for both of us. 

After shaking my hand with warmth and displaying a new glint of determination in her eyes, Barbara pulled back the curtain and exited my booth, looking somewhat relieved but more rational than she had before the reading.  I sighed and reached under the table to click the switch that turned on the crystal ball.  

The ball didn't light, and I leaned down to jiggle the cord.  I was so busy tracing the cord to the plug that I barely noticed the slight shake of the table as my next client slid into the booth.  I found the plug and jammed it back into the socket, seeing immediately that the familiar blue glow added greatly to the dim booth’s illumination. 

I straightened and looked across the table at the man who faced me with a lazy grin on his handsome face.  My heart stopped beating, and time seemed to stop as well.  I blinked, and the darkness behind him seemed to snap with faint pulses of red.  There was nothing good about that situation at all. 
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"It's been a long time, Calypso."  He drawled, reaching over and pulling my scattered deck of cards toward him. 

"Not nearly long enough,"  I replied, thankful that the knee-jerk comment provided cover for my instant and paralyzing panic.  Quickly, my wits returned, and I glared for a moment with narrowed eyes at the man who had found me despite my long-distance move.  Sandro Belmare was still as handsome as ever with the same cocky grin I'd wanted to slap off his face dozens of times - and had once or twice. 

I stared at him in silence, trying to arrange my face into a bored expression.  That's not an easy thing to do when you're waiting to be dragged out of a psychic parlor by your hair or strangled in a tiny booth hidden behind heavy curtains.  I wondered if anyone would break the sanctity of the velvet curtains if I screamed loud enough.  Probably not.  Sandro would make sure I didn’t make a sound.

"Oh, so then you do remember me?"  He asked, his voice sliding over my skin like a thousand tiny feathers.

I took in the sprinkling of silver in his dark hair and the black polo shirt.  Sandro was the type of guy to mow his lawn in a polo shirt, khakis, and designer loafers because anything less would be uncivilized.  

I raised an eyebrow and tilted my head to the side as if trying to place him.  "Hmm...you're the jerk I had a brief, meaningless fling with, right?  I think I remember you.  Small man, big ego."  I held my index finger and thumb about an inch apart and smiled as Sandro's eyes narrowed.

"I think you have that backward, Caly.  It might be some sort of verbal dyslexia. It's probably a common condition around here.  You should get that checked out."  Sandro said, leaning back and giving me a slow smile.  

Damn, he was gorgeous.  Suddenly, I didn't entirely trust my voice enough to continue.  I shrugged and waited for him to continue. 

Sandro was not an easy man to forget, despite my best efforts. I felt a stabbing pain in my shoulder and realized the flashing darkness was now in my peripheral vision instead of over Sandro's shoulder.  The spirit had moved to my side of the table, and I rolled my shoulder to try and stop the searing pain that lingered there from my sudden stress.  It seemed to linger next to me, almost as if hoping I would provide protection.  I pondered the possible reasons for even spirits to be afraid of Sandro.  

Sandro's voice regained my attention.  "You're not even going to ask me what I'm doing in Salem?  That's not like you at all, Caly.  You were so curious the last time we saw each other.  My most eager student, as I remember it."  He smiled in that lazy way that made my heart stutter in my chest. 

I focused on the act of breathing, realizing too late that I hadn't been doing it nearly enough since my unexpected visitor arrived.  I pulled in a deep breath that sounded ragged in the small confines of my booth and glared at him with my most menacing expression.  The breathing made me confident I could indeed speak, and I wasn't going to go down without a fight.

"Did you come to give me the money you stole from me?"  I asked. 

Sandro looked offended that I would be crass enough to bring up the m-word. 

I shrugged and drummed my fingers on the table while we stared at each other. 

"Try again,"  He said, leaning forward. 

"You were feeling nostalgic and wanted to catch up and talk about the good old days?  If you're here to beg forgiveness, don't waste your time."  I was relieved that my voice didn't shake at all.  I leaned back in the booth and mirrored his posture.  I was trying to look relaxed and confident as I continued speaking in a tone that conveyed more annoyance than fear.  "Either way, you might as well take yourself right back out that door unless you have my money because I have no interest in any of the lies that come so easily for you." 

Sandro dropped his eyes to the table, and I saw the corners of his lips lift slightly at the dig.  He shuffled the cards with his long, thin fingers and seemed lost in thought for a moment.  If I didn't know him better, I'd have thought he looked contrite or maybe even worried.  He neatly stacked the cards in his palm and placed them on the table between us. 

Sandro's eyes always reminded me of a cat, light green in the center with a darker rim of golden brown around the outside.  He ran a hand through his wavy, dark brown hair, making the silver strands sparkle in the dim lighting.  His face settled back into that lazy grin that Sandro usually wore so well, to the detriment of many an innocent girl.  Lucky for me that I had been well past the innocent stage when I met him.

"The good old days.  Interesting that you would choose those words,"  he replied, leaving his hand on the table where I could see it; the large obsidian ring he wore glinted in the dim light.  If you looked closely, you could just make out the pentacle etched in the stone.  I shook my head and smirked, remembering how Sandro had acquired the ring. 

"You're as honest and transparent as ever, aren't you?"  I said in a tone that I hoped was insulting enough.

I uncrossed my arms and reached my hand out for my cards.  Sandro pushed the deck a little closer, and his pinkie grazed the inside of my wrist in a very deliberate way.  My pulse leaped just a little, but not enough for him to notice.  I gave him a lazy shake of my head as if reprimanding him, and wiped my wrist on the sleeve of my shirt. 

Sandro's mouth curved into a sensuous grin, and he tapped his fingers on the table.  "You look good, Caly." 

"You look...older,"  I retorted, watching to see if the words pierced his vanity.  He raised his brows, knowing it wasn't true and flattered by the fact that I'd bothered to remember how much such a statement would irritate him.  I hate it when an insult backfires. 

I picked up the cards.  They were hot to the touch, either because of Sandro's contact with them or because they tuned into my survival instinct.  I shuffled them and spread them out on the table before me, letting my hand hover above them for a moment.  My fingers twitched, and I slid a card from the deck, holding it face down for a moment to be sure that the tingle-causing card was between my fingers.  The sensation traveled upward, causing the tiny hairs on my arms to stand up. 

Feigning boredom, I held the card up so I could see it.  The Ace of Pentacles.  I almost laughed out loud because financial ruin was precisely the position I was currently in. The card just confirmed the obvious instead of giving me what I wanted:  a measure of the danger I faced across the table.  

"If you're waiting for me to ask, Sandro, you just shelled out seventy-five bucks to be disappointed." 

"Oh, you don't need to ask, Caly.  You know perfectly well what I'm looking for.  When you left, a certain book went missing.  Maybe you picked it up by mistake when you packed your things?"  He spread his perfectly manicured fingers on the table and leaned back, looking utterly relaxed.

"A book?  You came all the way out here for a book?  When did you learn how to read?" 

He looked at me and tapped his fingers on the table.  When I was sure he wouldn't speak, I put my elbows on the table and leaned forward to continue taunting him.  "Maybe you can tell me what it looks like, and I'll check around my place for it.  I don't remember taking one, but it might have gotten mixed in."  I smiled tightly and picked up another card.  I flicked my eyes to the knight of wands and sighed.  Well, that was more like the answer I was looking for from the cards.  I'd be moving on again soon, provided Sandro didn't kill me first. 

"Take a good look around for it, Calypso.  That book was very important to me, and I would do whatever I needed to get it back.  Then again, you should know that better than anyone, right?" 

"You'd do whatever you needed to, huh?  Maybe if you were to fork over the money you owed me, that book would turn up.  The universe works in strange ways, Sandro.  Bad karma can be a real bitch."  I flipped another card and pretended to yawn.  

My ears popped with the yawn, and pain shot out of my inner ear and traveled down my jaw.  It felt like someone had jabbed me with an ice-pick, and I winced.  My ear seemed to stop working for a moment before a faint buzzing sound took over.  I pressed my index finger against the front cartilage of my ear and grimaced.  My eye closed with the pain, and when I opened it again, I caught movement to my right.  It seemed like a swarm of insects had invaded my booth for a second, but the moment I turned my head, they disappeared.  Damned spirits. 

Sandro's face had taken on a curious look, and the skin around his eyes tightened just a tiny bit.  He wasn't pleased with my defiance, and I felt the corners of my mouth curve upwards.  My voice was smooth and calm when I spoke again.  "So far, I'm not inspired to look very hard for your little book.  You must have forgotten that threats don't usually work with me." 

"I'm not threatening you, darling,"  Sandro said, letting a slow grin spread across his handsome face.  "You see, that book didn't belong to me.  I borrowed it from a friend, and up until now, I haven't told him that you might have accidentally picked it up when you moved out.  I don't think Alex Devlin would be happy to learn that the book was stolen in a jealous rage." 

I stopped breathing again and dropped my eyes to the cards to hide the look of sudden panic that I'm sure flickered there.  Oh, crap. I thought as my mind began to race.  That stupid little book belonged to Alex Devlin?  I would have been much, much happier if the book had been Sandro's - he was more than dangerous enough, thank you very much.  

Taking the book had been an impulsive attempt to make Sandro sorry he'd cut me out of a deal - a little twist of the knife.  I would have lifted something else if I'd known the book belonged to Alex.  Then my brain caught up with the rest of what Sandro said, and my head snapped up with indignation.

"Jealous rage?  My, but you do have quite the opinion of yourself.  It was about money, so don't flatter yourself.  Besides, I wonder how Alex would feel about the small detail that you were so careless with his book that someone managed to take it.  Maybe I should call him.  He always did like me, Sandro." 

My fingers itched, and I pulled another card from the stack.  Six of Cups.  I glanced at it and checked my emotions.  I should outgrow my past and look to my future.  That was just fine with me - I didn't want to jog Alex Devlin's memory about me.

At that moment, all I wanted to do was get home, grab a mega painkiller, a few things that I could take with me, and start a whole new future.  I'd get out of Salem on the first bus and lose myself so thoroughly that Sandro and his band of thieves would never find me again. 

That thought caused a flicker of confusion in my mind.  How did Sandro find me in the first place?  He should be prowling the desert outside Sedona, not sitting in a psychic parlor on the other side of the country.  Then again, losing a book that belonged to Alex would be motivation enough for Sandro to travel away from his desert oasis.  I'd been away from Sandro for years, though.  It wouldn't have taken him more than two days to find me when I’d first left.  Something else must have brought him east. 

I contemplated that in silence for a minute while I waited for Sandro to speak.  The buzzing continued in my ear, but it sounded more like a radio station without a clear signal.  

"Have you had any leads on your brother?"  He asked in a tone that sounded like genuine curiosity.

I was surprised he'd asked about my brother, and when I raised my eyes to him, I thought I saw a look of empathy in his eyes.  I chewed the inside of my cheek while I considered his real reason for asking.  I decided it could just be good old-fashioned politeness, so I answered with a small shake of my head.

"I'm sorry, Caly.  I always hoped you'd find out what happened to him."  Sandro said.  He reached into his pocket and slid something across the table toward me.  "You can contact me when you find the book.  I'll be in town for a while.  If I were you, I'd resist the urge to call Alex.  He's recently lost whatever sense of humor he had."  Sandro slid out of the booth and closed the curtains behind him.  

I picked up the business card he'd left and looked at the number.  I recognized the number from Sedona.  That gave me a little hope that Sandro hadn't moved east.  If he'd just get himself back to Arizona, then maybe I could stay in Salem.  I liked my reformed life.  

As I stared at the card, the curtain twitched, and Sandro poked his head in again.  "Oh, and I didn't pay to see you.  I just took the opportunity to steal a few minutes of your time while nobody was looking."  He brushed a blonde curl off my shoulder, letting his fingers slide along the skin of my neck.  He chuckled softly when I brushed off his hand.  "I'll wait for your call." 

Sandro left me in the eerie blue glow of the crystal ball with my thoughts racing.  I had to stay to finish my shift because leaving early would be precisely what Sandro expected.  My fingers dangled over my tarot cards again, and my pinkie twitched, leading my hand toward the end of the stack.  I snatched up the card, but before I could flip it over, it slipped from my fingers and landed sideways on the blue velvet. 

"Damn it."  I breathed, looking down at the sideways card and trying to determine if the image on it was upside down. 

The ten of swords lay atop the fanned-out deck.  It was either a really good card or one of the ones I most dreaded, and I couldn't tell which interpretation I should use when it was sideways. 

"Excuse me.  May I come in?"  The man asked nervously through the gap in the curtain.  The buzzing in my ear intensified, and the ice-pick sensation moved from my ear to my temple.  I pressed my palm to the side of my face and used my other hand to pluck Sandro's business card from the table.  I stuffed it into my bag and swept the fallen Tarot card into the rest of the deck.  I tried to smile at my next client in a friendly way, but I think my smile probably looked more like a pained grimace. 

I cleared my throat and tried to get a grip on myself.  The poor guy waiting at the curtain had paid good money for my services, and I couldn't give him a decent reading unless I refocused my attention on him.  

Besides, I'd have to see at least one more client before I could ask Belinda for the rest of the day off, and leaving probably wasn’t my best option.  If I cut and ran, Sandro would know he spooked me, and I didn't want to give him the satisfaction.  I decided to finish out the day rather than bolt.  Only Sandro could completely screw up my perfectly nice life in less than five minutes. 

I gestured for the man to enter. 

"I'm Calypso,"  I said, trying to focus on my client rather than the racing thoughts about Sandro and the searing pain in my head.  "May I have your first name, please?"  I held out my hand.

"Calypso?  Is that really your name?"  He slid gracefully into the booth.

"My mother was a nightclub singer."  I offered with a one-shouldered shrug and a slow smile.  It was an answer I'd given at least a thousand times.  

"I'm Dan, " he replied as he took my hand and gave it a professional shake. “My superpower is asking stupid and faintly insulting questions." 

He smiled sheepishly, and I blinked away a surprising flutter in my chest.  Dan had one of those faces that went from handsome to boyishly charming when he smiled.  Instantly, I knew Dan's stupid questions often got him giggling responses from women with flushed cheeks.  That smile was as lethal to a woman's resolve as Sandro's lazy seduction. 

I blinked, and a thousand little lights cascaded behind Dan's shoulder. For a brief moment, I thought I glimpsed the vague shape of another man behind my client, but when I looked again, the mirage was gone.  I really hated persistent spirits because they messed with my perception, and I was already under enough pressure.  

Dan folded his hands in front of him and leaned slightly forward on his elbows.  "I don't know how this psychic thing works, but a friend of mine recommended you."  He said, with a note of what could have been embarrassment. 

It was enough of an opening for me to get rid of the pestering spirit while explaining things to Dan.  "I'm not a medium - I can't communicate with spirits.  I read cards and try to help you clarify your current situation.  I'll interpret the meanings of the cards for you, and hopefully, you'll find the information useful.  Keep a question in your mind, and you don't have to tell me what it is."  I fanned the deck in front of him and looked into his eyes for a second longer than usual.  "Please choose a card." 

Dan's strong hand hovered over the deck, and he chose a card that was mostly buried under another one.  He did it with such a decisive motion that I was certain that one particular card and no other appealed to him.  He flipped it over and looked at it before he showed it to me.

I reached over and took the card from his fingers, mesmerized for a moment by its design. My voice was quiet, but my mind raced with the odd coincidence of the card. I laid it in the proper position in front of Dan. I knew that card represented Dan's current dilemma, and I would build the rest of the reading around that card.  

"The Two of Wands.  This card signifies partnerships.  Whatever your question is, it has to do with a partnership of some sort: a business partnership, marriage, or maybe a family matter.  This card represents you, the questioner in your current situation."  I handed Dan the remainder of the deck, noting the impressed look on his face.  Dan thought I was off to a good start.  At least one of us thought so.  

"Please shuffle the deck for me and hand it back when you feel you're done." 

My words were automatic, and I was grateful that I'd have a few moments to think about my situation while Dan shuffled.  I watched him as he slid the cards back and forth to mix the deck.  He seemed to pause for a moment, but soon resumed his shuffling motion.  Without realizing it, Dan was sensing the energy in the cards, and his mind would drive the motion until his sixth sense knew that the cards were in the right order.  Most people looked hesitant or nervous when shuffling the deck.  Very few people handled a deck of tarot cards with the familiarity and decisive motions that Dan used.  He finished mixing and held the stack toward me.

"Let's look at what factors are crossing your life right now. These could be people or events impacting the partnership that is at the core of your concern."  I fell into the rhythm of the reading, trying to keep my mind focused on my client rather than myself. 

Dan leaned forward as I turned the first card.  My voice was low to avoid being overheard by anyone outside my booth.  "This card usually signifies a woman.  Cups represent the feminine energy and intuition.  This card symbolizes an adjustment in your present situation, perhaps one that involves an intuitive woman who needs to let go of her past."  I heard the words coming out of my mouth, but my mind caught their meaning a second before Dan spoke. 

"So, the friend who recommended you was right."  He said with a skeptical shake of his head.  "The troubling partnership and then the intuitive woman."

"You're assuming the intuitive woman is me.  It could just as easily be someone else."  I replied.

"I didn't say it was you. I thought about it, but I didn't say it."  Dan said with a faint smile.

I felt a shiver pass through me.  The current of energy between my client and me was palpable in the small booth.  I could sense Dan's emotions, and I could nearly anticipate his words.  I'd had a similar experience once before while doing a reading, but that had been years ago.  I shook off the feeling and focused back on the cards.  My voice was still low, but a little more caution had crept into my tone.  

"Let's look at the factors that are crowning you,"  I said as I flipped the card over and placed it above the other two.  I leaned forward, and my brows knit together in concentration.

"That's ironic.  Crown as in a king?"  Dan asked, heavy skepticism in his voice.

The darkness pulsed behind him, and I felt suddenly angry at Dan.  I stuffed down the irrational feeling and turned back to the reading.  The anger felt foreign to me, like it wasn’t my emotion.  That was an unwelcome twist to the situation.

"It's not a crown in that sense.  Crowning means factors that will influence your decisions in the matter on which you seek advice.  These are the things that make you who you are, the factors that determine your actions."  

I laid the remaining cards out in the usual ten-card spread and tapped a fingernail on the crowning card.  "This card represents an inheritance.  There's a dispute over it, or there are heavy losses associated with it.  It's a risk of some sort.  This is the overarching factor in your life right now.  It's the culmination of your past and the path to your future."  I said, feeling the electricity in the booth ratchet up another notch.  I could feel the ebb and flow of the currents between Dan and me.  The exchange opened up my intuition in a powerful way. 

The cards read as if they were also tuned in to my situation, and I picked up the remainder of the deck, letting the worn but still slightly glossy cards slide through my fingers.  I felt one card spark against my skin, and I flipped it over, glancing at the design quickly.  The two of Pentacles also signified partnerships, but there was hope that the bad situation I found myself in might not be as dire as I had imagined.  I knew instantly that Dan's future path and my own were parallel in that moment.

It was rare when I gave a reading that so clearly indicated my current situation and that of my client. If I read the cards right (and that was what I was known for), they indicated that whatever conflict Dan was experiencing was somehow tied to my situation or would be if things continued along the same path. 
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