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This novel was written for two kinds of readers:
Those who love control and those who love to lose control.


So, go ahead, read every page like a novel straight through if you want;
this was written with you in mind.


However, if you really want the full experience, follow the interactive brick road and honor your choices while reading.


You might just find following the rules is the fastest way to break them…
Either way, this story now belongs to you.


INCLUDED IN THE back of the novel is a Reading Guide to help keep track of your most important decisions. You can easily read without using this guide, but it’s there for you if you need it.


Once your Reading Guide is complete, you can also use it to compile two Character and Tarot Personality Profiles. These determine what kind of reader you are and sort you into your unique tarot corner.
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WANDERERS


















CHAPTER ONE

AMELIA






[image: image]







SODA BUBBLES FIZZLE on my tongue and french fry salt coats my fingertips. Vintage Mariah plays on the stereo and white lines fly by underneath the van. There’s nothing around but steep mountains and open road and my three best friends in the whole world.


The next two weeks stretch ahead of us like a highway, the last two weeks before we all head off in different directions. The best two weeks of our lives, we promised. I can already feel how good it’s going to be now, just two hours in, with junk food in my gut and a sugar rush buzzing in my veins. With my eyes set on the vivid blue sky and the dry green brush, on the puffed white clouds slung above the red hills.


Blue and green, white and red. The colors of the tarot. Or at least the colors of this tarot, our most prized possession. I really shouldn’t be holding it with my fast-food fingers, but I want to keep it close. This tarot deck, well-worn and beloved, was the inspiration for our road trip. It contains multitudes: histories and memories, mysticism and mysteries—the exact kind we hope to solve on this trip.


“Amelia,” Chase says.


I know what he really means: Don’t touch the deck with grubby fingers. I may have inherited the cards from my grandma, but they mean just as much to Chase.


“Is that thing really going to beep for the entire trip?” Logan asks from the driver’s seat.


“That thing has a name,” Cleo answers from the front passenger side. “And Toky is our official trip mascot, so you should learn to love them now.”


Cleo dangles her keychain beside Logan’s face and the rainbow-glitter egg nearly brushes his cheek. She got that Tamagotchi back when we were freshmen, when she cracked it open and configured it to live forever. Cleo never met a rule she didn’t love to bend.


“You’d better give Toky a kiss before they throw a tantrum.”


“Now, now, I thought we agreed tantrums are only allowed in Charvan on Wednesdays,” I say, watching Chase bristle. His parents gifted him this ancient Volkswagen van when he turned sixteen, and he has since meticulously transformed it into our happy place. We both decided to name this mobile headquarters Charvan, after the tarot’s Chariot card. Chase would prefer we keep Charvan curbside forever, but I’m thrilled we finally get to take it out on this long-overdue adventure.


“Remind me why I agreed to come on this trip again?” Logan sighs.


To answer that, Chase leans forward and kisses him on the side of his neck. At first glance, it’d be easy to question how buttoned-up Chase and athleisure Logan go together, but they’ve been the perfect couple for years.


“Oh, right, my brainiac boyfriend has me under his spell,” Logan says.


Chase smiles, settling back into his seat. He then returns to his combination-lock journal, the little leather notebook that’s like his permanent appendage. No one, not even Logan, gets to read inside that locked journal, but I bet Chase is going over his plan for the front end of our trip. Personally, I’d rather see where the road takes us, but that’s why Chase and I work so well as best friends. He plans, I deviate. He thinks, I act. He writes, I talk:


“Okay, I think the next junction is coming up pretty soon. Which means you all know what time it is.”


Cleo groans from the front, but Chase snaps his journal closed.


“It’s tarot time.”


“I can’t believe we’re actually going through with this,” Cleo says, her short black hair swinging as she turns to face us. She sports a pair of sunglasses with green triangular lenses, one of my favorites in her legendary collection.


“This is a perfect idea and you know it,” I answer. “Chase plans our general route, but we let the tarot cards decide the specifics. It’s perfectly balanced.”


I reach my hand over and squeeze Chase’s. He is more like a brother to me than a best friend. Really, he is my NRLP: my nonromantic life partner. Plus, a sometimes-maddening reminder of my complete lack of an actual romantic life partner. The two of us separating for college is still a thought I cannot process, so I focus instead on pulling the tarot cards out of their faded cardboard box. All these years later, they still have that fresh cardstock smell, with just a hint of lavender.





“I researched two occult shops on the way out to Joshua Tree,” Chase begins, flipping through his journal. “They’re on alternate routes, so we need to decide where to stop.”


“No, we need to let the cards decide,” I add. “Which reading configuration do you think we should use?”


Chase furrows his dark brows, his brain thrumming like an engine.


“Obviously we need one of the simpler configurations,” he begins. “I’d say the two-card Yin and Yang, but a classic One Card Pull will probably do.”


“Couldn’t agree more,” I answer, beginning to shuffle the cards.


As usual, I can feel our added homemade cards brushing my palms, their laminated edges slightly thicker than the rest. Grandma’s deck has always been missing four cards, ever since she bought it at a yard sale years ago. This deck is full of gorgeous, seemingly hand-painted images, so when Chase and I were kids we crafted our own far-inferior replacement cards. We’ve been obsessed with the tarot for as long as we can remember, likely because Grandma taught us everything we know about it.


One thing we’ve never learned, however, is where this deck really comes from. We haven’t been able to find any mention of anything like it online. Growing up, Grandma always said she’d take me and Chase on an adventure to find the missing cards once we were older, a kind of mystic road trip where the tarot would be our guide. Grandma might not be able to take that trip with us anymore, but when Chase and I were deciding how to spend the last two weeks before college, our answer was clear.


“Any key differences between the two shops?” I ask.


“The first is called Eastern Light Tarot and the second is Mother Earth Occult and Antiques. That gives us plenty to go off.”


“Perfect. Cut the deck and draw the first card?” I say, holding out the stack toward Chase. “Everyone ready to see where the tarot takes us first?”


“Am I the only one who finds this spooky?” Cleo asks, craning to watch.


“Spooky or not, that junction is coming up in a few miles,” Logan says, glancing at the GPS. “Please let the tarot proceed with some speed.”


Not wasting another moment, Chase pulls the top card from the freshly cut deck. He looks down at it and grins for a few seconds. When he finally lays the card down, I see why. I gasp out loud when I glimpse her green goddess eyes staring up at me.


The Empress.


“Well that couldn’t be clearer,” Chase says. “The Empress stands at a doorway to transformation, beckoning us to take action. But most importantly, The Empress is the Mother Nature figure. So, Mother Earth Occult it is?”


I sigh. Chase always reads the cards like an encyclopedia, analyzing their symbols historically and isolating their meanings from context. It’s not that he’s wrong. It’s more that, deep down, I’ve always felt the tarot is more personal than that.


Not to mention, it’s just like Chase to overlook the fact that The Empress is my personal tarot card expression.





[image: image] “Since The Empress is my card representation,” I say, “I think I should be the one to decide where we go next. She is a Queen in charge, after all.”
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[image: image] “I couldn’t agree more,” I say. “The Empress is Mother Earth. It’s the obvious direction based on the intention we set.”


Click here





“Is this how it’s going to be every time?” Chase whines. “I lay the foundation and you make the decision, like always?”


“That’s not how it always is. The Empress just happens to be my card. And, for your information, I was going to choose Mother Earth Occult anyway.”


I watch as Chase resists the urge to respond, especially since he got his way in the end. Sometimes I feel like he pushes back on purpose, just for the sake of arguing. Then again, I am indeed an Empress at heart. Spontaneous. Commanding. Demanding.


One of the first things Grandma taught us was how to find our expressions in the Major Arcana, adding up the digits in our birthdays and combining the sum. Mine is August 1, 2001, which equals twelve. With a number that low, I then had to choose to keep twelve, The Hanged Man, or add the one and the two to make three, The Empress. For little-girl me, this choice was easy. Chase’s own birthday is October 27, 2001, which brings his final sum to four, making him The Emperor.


It seemed so fitting back then, proof that we were the perfect complementary pair. However, the older we got, the more we realized this really meant we were more like balanced opposites.


“The Major strikes again,” Cleo says. “Not that you two tarot wizards care about third opinions, but I agree with Mother Earth Occult as the outcome.”


“Then it’s unanimous,” Logan adds, “because that one is closer and I really need to pee.”


I can feel Chase bristling once again at Cleo’s comment, but he keeps quiet. Amelia and Chase, The Empress and The Emperor. Major Amelia, named after the bold and chaotic personalities of the tarot’s first half. Minor Chase, named after the precise and numbered second half, structured like a traditional deck of cards.


Grandma always believed what really makes the tarot so universal is the way it draws strength from two opposing halves that make up a whole. Thankfully, Chase and I have always understood that our differences only make us stronger.


At least, most of the time.





Click here





Chase smiles, hearing me agree. Part of me wants to challenge him with an opposing interpretation just to keep things interesting, but we have many more miles—and many more readings—to go.


“The Empress leans into her giving side, resisting the urge to become possessive,” Chase adds. “Pulling your card is a very good sign we are exactly where we’re meant to be.”


“Sounds like round one goes to The Minor,” Cleo says, a devilish smile on her face. Poking at any underlying tension is a never-ending source of amusement for her.


Amelia and Chase. The Major and The Minor.


Grandma gave us these nicknames, way back when. Major Amelia, named after the bold and chaotic personalities in the first half of the tarot. Then there’s Minor Chase, named after the numbered and precise second half of the tarot, structured like a traditional deck of cards.


Grandma believed what really makes the tarot so universal is the way it draws strength from two opposing halves that complement a whole. She also believed it’s what makes the bond between Chase and me so unbreakable. Lucky for Chase, when his instinct is to be the commanding and authoritative Emperor, I embrace the thoughtful and nurturing side of my Empress essence.


Still, that’s only half the story.
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“Okay, it’s four p.m. sharp,” Logan says, pulling my attention. “You know the drill. You all get five minutes of phone time before they go back into the box.”


I try to restrain myself from immediately reaching for my phone like some rabid animal. It was Logan’s idea to keep everyone’s phones in a shoebox during the trip so that we all remain present. The idea of detoxing off the grid for a couple weeks actually sounded lovely at first, but that was before I knew we’d be making a special stop in the hometown of my number one crush of all time.


Chase hands out our phones and, once I get mine in my grip, my thumb scrolls furiously through the stacked notifications. I hold my breath until, finally, I find the exact DM I was hoping for.


I swipe right and Anwar’s chiseled face lights up my screen. Everyone always says he could be a model, the tall-dark-handsome hybrid of Zayn Malik and James Dean. But Anwar is much too serious to ever consider modeling. His nose is always in a philosophy book or underneath the muscle car he restored himself. At least, that’s what social media leads me to believe.


I had the biggest crush on Anwar growing up, but he moved up north before high school. I nearly fainted the first time he DM’d me this year, commenting on one of my stupid stories about watching horror movies. Since then we’ve become kind of like social media pen pals, flirt messaging about our favorite horror classics. At least, I hope we’ve been flirt messaging. The line had been pretty blurry up until a few days ago when Anwar suggested we swing our road trip through his town for an in-person visit.


At first Chase balked at the idea of deviating from his preciously calculated plan. However, when I reminded him that he’s the one in a stable, intimacy-filled relationship and I haven’t even kissed anyone in… well, far too long, he finally agreed to find room for the added stop.


As I read the latest messages from Anwar, my heart begins to pound.




I see your road trip has started. Which means we get to hang soon.


Hope you packed a sweater, it gets colder here at night than you’re used to.


And we have lots of seaside star-gazing to attend to.





I immediately picture Anwar lying on a blanket in the sand beside me, the sound of waves crashing in the background. Just the two of us and the salt spray and the stars. His steady hands pointing out the constellations, his shirt unbuttoned just enough to see the curves of his tan chest. Me staring at his full, round lips when he talks, the lips that would eventually connect with mine.





I snap myself out of this daydream, however, because time is short and I need to write a response.





[image: image] I never get to see enough stars back home. Or the ocean for that matter. 
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It’s not exactly the most romantic thing I can say, but it’s the truth.


I hit send and the familiar nerves begin to collect in my chest. Gripping my phone, I know I should use my precious remaining minutes to check my other notifications, but my eyes remain fixed on the screen, willing Anwar to answer.


Sometimes I wish I could care a little less, that I could turn down the dial on how intensely I feel most things. Everything always seems so heightened in my world, like my emotional valleys can sometimes be bottomless.


Then again, once I see the three flashing dots by Anwar’s photo, I remember that my peaks can also be sky high. Exhaling, I welcome the flush of warmth that replaces my nerves.




Oh, I remember. But trust me, you’re going to love it here. This is my solemn swear.





I smile at the screen, my mind racing to compose a good response.




Well, I plan to write a yelp review on your tour guide experience, so you better bring your A game.







For you? Always.





I fight the urge to melt into a warm puddle right here in this seat. Instead, I write back:




5 Stars, here we come.


Gotta go, but will text when we settle in for the night.
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Screw the blurry line.


I hit send and immediately feel a swell of nerves. Sometimes I really wish I had more of a filter. Then again, what fun would that be? I just hope Anwar doesn’t mind my bouts of bravado.


I look around the car to distract myself, but Chase and Cleo are equally absorbed by their phones, and Logan seems fully focused on the road. With nowhere else to turn, I glance back down at my phone. Mercifully, the three dots appear, indicating that Anwar is already typing.




Body heat on the beach? Way too much sand for that.





My heart promptly sinks into my stomach. I twirl a strand of hair between my fingers, my thoughts pulsing. How could I have ruined the vibe so quickly? Why do I have to be so damn eager all the time? Now Anwar is going to think I’m a total—




But the heater in my car is broken. That’s a much better place to keep each other warm?





I exhale, letting the rush of anxiety melt away. Maybe being forward has its advantages, after all. I smile as I tap out my response.




Look at you, always thinking ahead.


Gotta go. Will text tonight when we settle in for the night.
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“All right, the phone five is over,” Logan announces. “You all should’ve seen yourselves. You looked like a bunch of zombies getting your next brain fix.”


“In that case, was anyone else’s fix as delicious as mine?” I ask, dropping my phone into the shoebox first.


“My mom told me to say hi to everyone,” Cleo answers. “So, not particularly.”


“I think Amelia meant to say ‘salacious,’” Chase replies. “Judging from the dopey look on her face, I think someone got a love note from her brooding vampire boy.”


“I know you mean that as a negative, but I’d let him nibble my neck any day.”


The walls of Charvan immediately echo with a series of grossed-out groans.


“On that unnerving note,” Logan says, “we’ll be arriving at our first destination in ten minutes.”


I laugh and don’t fight the massive smile that spreads across my face.


There’s just so much to look forward to, I don’t even know where to begin.
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It turns out that Mother Earth Occult and Antiques is appropriately labyrinthine, a collection of narrow rooms filled with all kinds of oddities and accursed items. We decided to split up and explore before converging on the tarot reader’s room at the back of the shop, so Cleo and I wander from space to cramped space.


We walk around a pile of dusty books and come face to face with a wall of framed paintings based on the tarot. I see Cleo’s eyes light up. She’s our resident artist, always doodling colorful, one-frame snapshots of events from our days.


“Gran Flo would’ve loved this one, huh?” Cleo says, adjusting the straps of her mini-narwhal backpack, which is always filled with charcoal pencils and flare pens.


The painting is a wheel of the tarot’s most iconic symbols, linking them to their world cultures and religions of origin. My eyes well up because Cleo is right. Grandma should be here to see this herself, but I press my eyes shut before any tears can escape. This trip is supposed to be a celebration and a tribute, a step forward in the journey, not back into the past.


Still, before moving on, I reach into my pocket and run my fingers over the locket I carry with me everywhere. It holds a picture of Grandma when she was in her twenties on one side and a current picture of me on the other, the two of us looking very much like sisters. I trace the grooves of the symbol engraved into its enamel surface: the Hebrew letter Dalet, which represents a door opening to potential. Grandma gave me this locket because Dalet is traditionally associated with The Empress. After all, there are twenty-two characters in the Hebrew alphabet and twenty-two cards in the tarot’s Major Arcana.





Just as this thought settles, I notice a particular symbol on the painting.


“Yep. Especially that symbol for The Fool,” I say.


“Really?” Cleo asks. “Why The Fool?”


“In the tarot, The Fool is the first figure, embarking on a journey to learn an essential lesson,” I begin. “She steps into the unknown blindly, ignoring potential dangers in order to learn from the guides of the Major Arcana. This journey might seem naive or reckless to others, but The Fool knows if she takes the harder path—the one lined with uncertainty and self-reflection—she’ll learn something vital. Grandma always said we should all be lucky to find that brand of foolishness.”


“In that case, Gran Flo was right,” Cleo says, rubbing my shoulder with a soft smile.


I nod and offer a smile in return, because forward we must go, just like The Fool. So I peer around the fronds of a fake purple palm tree beside us, finding a hall that leads to two adjoining rooms.





[image: image] Earlier, I decided to lean into my Queen side, so I lead us left.


Click here
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We head left, pushing through hanging beads into a darkened room.


“What do you think this… Oh, it’s just a storage room.”


I agree with Cleo’s conclusion once I see the walls are lined with shelves of boxes. We turn to leave, until something catches my eye. I turn and see there’s a curtain covering the back wall. At least, I think that’s what it is.


“Can you make out what’s back there?” I ask.


Cleo shakes her head beside me. Now curious, I shuffle through the room in the semidarkness and my hand taps against the dusty curtain. I start to pull it aside, until something brushes against my hand. I can’t see it, but it feels like an enormous spider skitters across the tops of my fingers.


I gasp, pulling away and accidentally moving the curtain along with me. I stagger backward, clutching my hand.


“Are you okay?” Cleo asks, rushing to my side.


“Yeah. I think it was just a spider,” I shudder. “Let’s get out of here.”


“Wait. Amelia…”


Cleo points back up at the wall, at what has now been revealed in the dim light of this room. Hanging there are six framed paintings, all of them recreating images from our tarot deck. From Grandma’s deck.


My eyes widen, seeing the gorgeous renderings. I’ve never seen this tarot artwork anywhere other than our own set of cards. Seeing them expanded in such detail like this is—


I lose the thread of this thought, however, as a hand clamps down on my shoulder.


“You shouldn’t be in here.”
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We head right and enter a large room with a counter and a cash register, which must be the winding shop’s lobby. The register is unoccupied, but my eye is drawn around the room anyway.


Cleo wanders up to a wall full of crystals and glass vials, but my focus is pulled by two bookshelves across the room. One houses a veritable library of volumes on the tarot, while the other is filled with dozens of different variations of tarot card decks.


I step up to the bookshelves and examine the colorful spines and deck sides, searching for anything familiar. I dig out our tarot deck from my bag and glance at it, then back to the shelves a few times, but nothing seems to resemble the unique look.


“Oh my god.”


Hearing this new voice, I spin around to find an old man emerging from a doorway on the other side of the room. He doesn’t look at me, though.


Instead, he stares at the deck in my hand—Grandma’s deck.


“Where in all perils below did you get that?”
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CHAPTER TWO


CHASE
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MY EYES DON’T know where to settle.


After we split from Amelia and Cleo, Logan and I drifted in separate directions. I was drawn into this dimly lit room, which feels like a pocket where unwanted things collect. The shelves are cluttered with antique and occult things as expected, but somehow everything still seems out of place.


I find myself focusing on one shelf that holds a whole horde of items: a crescent moon tea set, a cloth sack full of jade marbles, a speckled white feather. I run my finger along the objects, leaving a faint trail in their dust. I feel unsettled. It’s like, in this room, I can somehow sense the energy each object has trapped inside.


Amelia always insists it’s just my imagination, but I’ve always felt objects are like people. They can carry their history inside, bottled and brewing just underneath the surface. Standing here, I feel like the history of all these objects is somehow fraught. Like they’ve all been trapped here too long, or that they’re…


Haunted?


I take a step back, and that’s when I hear it: a creaking sound from across the room. I snap my head in that direction, but there’s nothing there.


I tell myself to calm down, even though my pulse flutters in my neck. I don’t know if it’s just being around these storied items, but I can’t fight the feeling that someone is watching me.


“Come here.”


I feel the whisper against my cheek as one long arm wraps around my chest from behind. A scream starts to form in my throat, but then another hand clamps down over my mouth. Panic bursts open inside my veins, sending charges of adrenaline throughout my body.


“You’re way too cute to be wandering this store all alone.”


Next, something wet connects with the skin at the base of my neck. Something that feels like lips.


“Logan, I’m going to kill you,” I sputter, spinning around to find the grinning face of my boyfriend.


“But if you kill me, then who are you going to make out with in this creepy place?” Logan says, pulling me against him. I’m pretty tall, but Logan is taller. And more muscular. And, honestly, way hotter than me. I still can’t understand how I was lucky enough to find him, or lucky enough to have him fall for me.


This thought dissolves, however, once Logan kisses me. There are very few things that can pause the eternal forge of thoughts burning in my brain, but feeling Logan’s hands travel up my back is one of them. Even after two years, he leaves me breathless.


I still can’t believe that in two weeks moments like these are going to be in short supply. The idea of Logan and me leaving to go to college on opposite coasts still causes a sting so deep, I try to avoid thinking about it altogether.


“Chase!”


I step away from Logan because that was definitely Amelia’s voice shouting my name from somewhere deeper in the shop. Suddenly all of Logan’s warmth leaves my body. I’m used to Amelia being somewhat dramatic, but I am not used to her sounding distraught.


I spin and begin sprinting toward her voice, barely sideswiping the packed shelves as I go. I rush into some checkout space, filled with tarot decks and astrology charts and quasi-mystic paraphernalia. Finding Amelia there, I stop in my tracks so quickly that Logan nearly crashes into me.


I exhale, seeing that Amelia isn’t hurt or in danger. Still, something isn’t quite right. She looks stunned and Cleo stands at her side, fists clenched.


“Welcome to Mother Earth Occult and Antiques,” the man standing in front of Amelia and Cleo says, turning to face us. “It appears your friends have stumbled into a rather deep well of discovery.”


“And you are?” I ask, walking to join them.





“Why, I’m the owner,” the man says.


Given the name of this shop, I expected a flowing goddess type, but this man is made of ridges, thin as a twig and dressed in black. I can’t quite explain it, but I immediately sense he is a person of absence, not abundance. My guard flies up.


“Chase, he recognized our deck,” Amelia says, her eyes wide. “He says he knows where the cards come from.”


Disbelief ripples through me. We’ve never found anything about Gran Flo’s deck over the years, not even on our deepest research dives. How could we be lucky enough to find answers on our first stop? I then remind myself that anything trading in truth—spirituality, religion, psychics, the tarot, and all the rest—is always riddled with scam artists.


“‘He’ goes by Maggie,” the man says. “And are you four telling me you really don’t know what that deck is?”


“It was my grandma’s,” Amelia blurts out. “She bought it at a yard sale years ago and we never—”


“We’d love to hear what you know about the deck,” I interrupt, stepping beside Amelia. My first rule of tarot engagement? Never give yourself away.


“It really means the world to us. It’s why we came here on this trip,” Amelia adds. She can’t help herself, because her first tarot rule? Open the floodgates.


“Well, I’d certainly like to meet this grandmother of yours, because there’s no way she bought that deck at a yard sale. May I see it up close?”


“Amelia’s grandma passed away earlier this year,” I say, placing my hand over Amelia’s. Thankfully it doubles as a gesture of affection, while also keeping her from giving over the deck. “But why do you say that?”


Maggie passes his cloudy blue eyes over me with a mix of annoyance and respect. He then walks behind the register counter, trying to gain some authority.


“That right there is a genuine Carson Perilli tarot,” Maggie begins, once settled. “He only made a handful of decks in his lifetime, each one unique. And he only gifted them to people he deemed very special.”


“Who was this Perilli person?” I ask, still grasping Amelia’s hand. I feel an electric hum begin to charge my veins, sparking something new. I can only imagine how Amelia must feel. Maybe we somehow are that lucky, at least today?


Then I remind myself what Logan would say, that luck is only the surface awareness of a person meeting their purpose. Either way, Maggie now has my undivided attention.





“Carson Perilli was a respected artist and an even more respected spiritual leader, at least in certain Californian circles,” Maggie explains. “He never reached mainstream popularity, nor was he interested in doing so. But he did amass a rather… occult following.”


“And he made this deck?” I ask. “How do you know?”


“Well, I must admit, I’m a bit of a Perillian myself. All of his decks have been accounted for since his passing. All except his final work, that is.”


Maggie’s eyes flick down to our deck for just a second, but it’s enough for me to clock the pang of collector’s lust he tries to mask.


“If I’m right, then that deck is missing four cards,” Maggie says. “The Prince of Wands. The Princess of Cups. The King of Pentacles. The Queen of Swords.”


“That’s… that’s absolutely right.”


I don’t stop Amelia from answering this time, because even I’m surprised.


“Perilli always withheld the same four cards from every deck he made,” Maggie continues. “He hid each one in a treasured place and peppered unique clues to find these hidden cards in his artwork. The only way to uncover the missing cards is to use the signs in the corresponding deck.”


A sense of awe ripples over me. That’s eccentric, at best, but also maybe… deeply cool?


“So, this dude made personalized tarot scavenger hunts?” Cleo jumps in. “Uh, that’s a little much.”


“Genius always looks like foolishness to the uninitiated,” Maggie says, his chin raised. “But you can imagine the kind of enthusiasm this practice garnered among his followers. All of Perilli’s decks have long been accounted for and the missing cards have been found. Again, all except one last, lost set.”


A pulse of realization snaps across the room. As we begin to understand, the energy suddenly shifts.


“The masterpiece you hold in your hands is quite valuable, to the right eye,” Maggie says. “I’d be happy to buy it from you.”


“It’s not for sale,” Amelia says automatically. “To us, it’s invaluable.”


“Yet you knew nothing of its true value moments ago,” Maggie snaps, his cool exterior cracking a moment. He takes a breath to gather himself. “You’ll always have your memories, my dear. But that deck belongs in a museum for all to enjoy.”


“If all of this is true, then why is there no mention of Perilli or his decks anywhere on the internet?” I ask, hoping to keep Maggie engaged. Something tells me that the further our interests diverge, the less forthcoming he’ll be.





“You young ones and your internet,” Maggie sighs. “We Perillians pride ourselves on earning our knowledge. Hunting down any easy public mentions is as time-honored a tradition as finding the missing cards.”


“Then when you say ‘in a museum,’ you really mean in the private hands of some cultish following?” Logan says, taking the words right out of my mouth.


“Museums exist in many forms,” Maggie answers. “Perilli himself had a favorite saying: Rules are for peasants, but context is for royals. I’ve told you nothing but the truth. I could have tried to swindle you out of the deck, but I didn’t because I can tell those cards mean something to you, in a different way than they do to me. That’s the beauty of the tarot, isn’t it? The way its meanings adapt to the individual. For the honor of preserving that beauty properly, I would pay. I would overpay.”


“But without any mentions online, how could we even know what overpaying us means?” Cleo asks, putting on her sweetest voice.


Maggie sighs again, sensing checkmate.


“We’d never sell it, period,” Amelia repeats, tears welling in her eyes.


Never is a strong word, I think. After all, as Cleo said, we don’t know what kind of money Maggie is talking about here. Besides, if the deck is already valuable in partial form, then it has to be worth much more if completed. And I bet Maggie knows more about finding these missing cards than he is letting on.





[image: image] “I think it’s clear we’re not giving up the deck, certainly not before we’ve had the chance to verify all you’ve said,” I begin, thinking over my next words carefully. “You’re our first tarot shop stop of many. So, what guidance can you offer that others can’t?”
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[image: image] “We understand how special this deck is,” I say. “What if we keep in touch and try to work together for the sake of the deck? We could use the help of an expert.”
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Maggie sizes me up with another glance. I bet he thinks I’m too cerebral and impatient for my own good. That’s fine, because I’m well acquainted with Maggie’s type, as well. One of the first things Gran Flo taught us is that each person has a Major Arcana expression tied to their birthday, like a tarot astrology sign. If I had to guess, Maggie seems like a classic Magician type.


After all, Magicians teach us to be open to the unknown, but also to be wary of deception. They use fiction to lead us to fact, illusion to reflect the real. That makes Magician types full of life and truth, but also captivated by the prettiest lies. I can also spot a Magician type anywhere, because I happen to be very in love with one.


“Sorry, my guy can be a little intense,” Logan says, as if on cue. “We’ll get out of your hair. Thanks for all your help, Maggie.”


Logan grabs my hand and turns to leave, knowing exactly what he’s doing.


“Wait,” Maggie calls out. He closes his eyes as if fighting off a sudden migraine. When he reopens them, his eyes set on us with intensity.


“Any halfway decent reader knows the tarot only provides answers if you’re able to read the cards properly,” he says. “So whatever answers you’re looking for in that deck, you’re going to need these.”


Maggie then reaches into a drawer, pulling out a small homemade booklet and a compass.


“You’ll need these to read the cards properly,” he explains. “One is the final deck guide written by Perilli, the other is a uniquely tuned Perillian compass. If you’re really meant to find the missing cards, you’ll discover how to use both.”


“Wow, fantastic,” I say. “How much for them?”


“Free of charge,” Maggie answers, holding out the items. “Perilli intended they go to the holder of his decks, so please accept this as a gesture of good faith… offered in the hopes it may someday be returned?”


Amelia breaks away from the group and steps forward. She snatches the toolset without hesitation.


“Deal.”
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I might not always be the most decisive, but I am good at reading people, just like the tarot. And my intuition tells me that Maggie is a classic Major Arcana Magician type.


Magicians believe in things they cannot see, like the faithful, but they’re often wary of deception, like skeptics. They tend to be wells of deep complexity behind seemingly simple surfaces. I can also spot a Magician type anywhere, because I happen to be very in love with one.


“Maggie, I have a feeling you can relate to what we’re saying,” Logan says, as if on cue. “We’re all on the same side here, aren’t we?”


Maggie closes his eyes, rubbing them with his forefingers. When he reopens them, his eyes set on us with a restored warmth.


“Any halfway decent reader knows the tarot only provides answers if you’re able to read the cards properly,” Maggie says. “So whatever answers you’re looking for, you’re going to need these.”


Maggie reaches into a drawer and pulls out a small homemade booklet. He also pulls a keychain of large charms: a wand, a sword, a pentacle, and a cup—the four suits of the Minor Arcana.


“You’ve already been given a great gift, possessing that deck. But you’ll need these to use the cards properly,” Maggie explains. “One is the final deck guide written by Perilli. The other is a set of specific Perillian charms. If you’re really meant to find the missing cards, you’ll discover how to use both.”


“Wow, fantastic,” I say. “How much for them?”


“Free of charge, my friend,” Maggie answers, holding out the items. “Like you all said, we’re on the same side. We tarot lovers have to be. Besides, Perilli intended for these to go to the holder of his final deck. I only hope that, whatever you decide to do, you share the particulars of your journey with me?”


Amelia steps forward and snatches the toolset without hesitation.


“You have our word.”
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“I’ve now given you all I can to get you started,” Maggie says. “Perillians believe the cards end up where they’re meant to be, in the worthy hands Perilli himself intended. I suppose we’ll all know whose hands those are soon enough.”


“Right. Okay,” Cleo says, clearly feeling ready to get out of here. “Thanks.”


“My business card is in the booklet, should you need to reach me,” Maggie says. “I do hope to hear from you all again.”


“You will,” I say as cheerfully as I can manage. Like Cleo, I am ready to go. My brain feels crammed full of new information screaming to be unpacked.


“One last thing you must know,” Maggie adds as we make it to the doorway. “I’m a decent man. I wouldn’t dream of taking anything from anyone by force. But fair warning, my fledgling Perillians. The world is not made of the decent alone.”


Back in Charvan, I try to let its familiar comforts soak into me. I’ve done a lot to make this van our safe space: repainting it navy blue and white, refurbishing two rows of bucket seats up front, commissioning a built-in bench and table as a reading room in the back. There’s a plush rug and several crammed bookshelves under the bench, but both are currently blocked by mounds of luggage. I’d be lying if I said this clutter didn’t stress me out a little, but at least the linen curtains remain visible, tied with ropes and lit warmly by the string lights hung inside the roof’s rim.


Charvan is indeed the ideal chariot for our trip, but after what we just learned, even its familiar interior feels foreign. I’m not sure where to begin.


“Is everyone thinking what I’m thinking?” Amelia says first. “That we have to find the missing cards? I mean, what if my grandma had this whole secret tarot life?”


“Let’s not get carried away,” I reply. “Even if Maggie was telling us the truth, Gran Flo could still also be telling the truth about where she bought the deck.”


“Maybe, but how likely is that? This has to be a way to get to know her more,” Amelia says. “Besides, learning more about the deck was the whole point of this trip.”


“I thought the point was us spending time together before college?” Cleo says.


“Of course, and we can still do both,” Amelia replies. “But, come on! This turned out to be so much more interesting than we ever could have hoped! A real-life tarot mystery adventure?”


“Amelia, no offense, but this sounds like a wild goose chase more than anything else,” Cleo says. “We have no idea what we’re really wading into here.”


“What could possibly be dangerous about looking for some missing cards?”





“Uh, the people who think it’s so special. They sound intense. I mean, didn’t that Maggie guy kind of straight-up threaten us before we left?”


“Now who’s being dramatic, Cleo?”


“I never said you were being dramatic, Amelia!”


“Well, I’m sure this comes as a surprise to no one,” Logan interjects, “but I’m always down for an adventure. Besides, how can we argue with the signs here? I think we’re meant to at least try.”


I brace myself for Amelia to engage with Logan on his reasoning. These two disagree about some pretty fundamental stuff when it comes to what’s meant to be. Amelia believes that life is random, but Logan just as firmly believes there are signs pointing us where we need to go.


“Then that makes the vote two to one,” Amelia says, turning directly to me—and leaving me dead in the middle, as usual. “Chase?”


When I don’t respond immediately, Amelia leans toward me. I’ve been listening to this exchange, but I’ve also been thumbing through the booklet Maggie gave us, which has simple quotes corresponding to each card. Naturally, I gravitated first to The Emperor, my own Major Arcana expression. According to this Perilli person, The Emperor represents one key question: When you lead, do you contribute more than you require?


It’s a compelling interpretation, if not a little simplified. Still, it applies. Being the tiebreaker isn’t my favorite, but that’s where I so often find myself. I’m further reminded as Amelia drops the actual Emperor card into my lap. His impassive eyes stare up at me, representing a leader who can inspire courage and determination—or just as easily abuse his power to feed his ego.


Feeling fueled by The Emperor, I already know I’m going to vote for us to look for the first missing card. Still, looking between Logan and Amelia, I know it won’t be enough to simply agree. They want to know who I agree with most.





[image: image] “The only way we really learn is when we see things for ourselves,” I finally say. “I think we owe it to ourselves to embrace this detour, like Amelia said.”
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[image: image] “Whatever reason this deck came into our hands, I think it’s our responsibility to try finding the missing cards,” I finally say. “Maybe it’s something we’re meant to do, like Logan said.”
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I can hear Amelia’s voice in my head, saying that blind chance might have brought us here today, but that human minds are designed to bring order to chaos—the same way tarot cards were designed to do.


“If we have the chance to answer some lifelong questions, we have to choose that path,” I finish.


Amelia smiles, hearing my answer. She may have gotten her way, but it’s probably more important to her that I agreed with her over Logan. Though it’s not like I disagree with either of them outright—it’s more that I’m not fully sure what I believe yet. I love facts and proof, but neither really applies to life’s unanswerables. And if I’m being really honest, I’m not as convinced that one truth can apply to every situation as Logan and Amelia.


Unfortunately, I’m the only person I know who seems to think that way. This probably makes me seem weak, but is it so wrong that I don’t feel compelled to choose a side? I still don’t know exactly who or what I want to be when I grow up… but the older we get, the more being undecided just feels like being left behind.


Looking to Logan, I find him faking a smile. As much as I want to, I can’t please him and Amelia all the time.


“Then it’s settled,” Amelia says, smiling even wider. “Sincerest apologies to Cleo, but you know what this means.”
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I guess after all these years, Logan must be rubbing off on me. Luck, coincidence, déjà vu, serendipity—he believes all these things are just signs that you’re headed where you need to be. I’m not as convinced that destiny rules over human agency, but right now it’s hard to argue. How many stars had to align to bring the four of us here today, on this path?


“We can’t ignore the signs,” I finish. “I think we could all be here for a reason. If that’s true, we need to find out what it could be.”


Amelia smiles hearing my answer, but her eyes betray the gesture. She may have gotten her way, but she hates it when I don’t side with her reasoning, too. It’s not that I disagree—it’s more that I’m not fully sure what I believe yet. I love facts and proof, but neither really applies to life’s unanswerables.


Though if I’m being really honest, I’m also just not as convinced that one truth can apply to every situation as Logan and Amelia. It’s kind of ironic, actually. Logan isn’t into organized religion, but he believes in his own version of God, or “the universe” as he calls it. Meanwhile Amelia is Jewish, but she doesn’t believe a higher power holds any sway over our individual actions. Even Cleo is self-assured in her near-universal skepticism. But then there’s me, the lapsed Catholic, still sorting out what I believe.


I guess this maybe explains why I’m so drawn to tarot cards as their own spiritual system. The tarot asks all these same questions, but it never defaults to one truth for every situation. Instead, the cards constantly shift their meanings depending on the context. Just like me, forever shifting and debating, side-kicking to the bigger beliefs around me.


So even though Amelia doesn’t say it out loud, I can still tell she takes this as some kind of invisible sign that I value Logan more than her. Sadly, this is still one gap I have no idea how to bridge. I just wish there wasn’t so little time left to do so.


“Logan clearly has you brainwashed,” Amelia says, rolling her eyes. “Nevertheless, that’s a majority. Sincerest apologies to Cleo, but you know what this means.”
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Cleo sighs, folding her arms across her chest. Still, I spot a glimmer of curiosity in her eyes. We all feel the pull of this deck, even our most skeptical.


Amelia then rumbles her fingers across the back of her bucket seat, building a drumroll before finishing her announcement.


“Our road trip just turned into an intrepid tarot scavenger hunt! A ‘taroad’ trip, if you will!”


“Oh no,” I say. “We will definitely not be calling it that.”


I smile and make sure to look Amelia’s way. I take in her familiar sight, her mane of frizzy curls and signature pastel clothes. Really, only Amelia can understand what I’m feeling underneath it all—how special this moment is, despite its baggage. I might still be terrified of what life is going to be like at college without my partners in crime, but that worry washes away as we share this private look.


For now, we have this one last perfect adventure to pull off.














CHAPTER THREE

AMELIA
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I KNOW I’LL PROBABLY get sick of it soon, but right now diner comfort food still seems like the best thing on the planet. So tonight I am having banana pancakes with a side of hash browns for dinner and I refuse to feel guilty about it.


Once the waitress finishes stacking our menus, I clear the middle of our table to lay out the purple, moon-patterned reading cloth Chase got me a few birthdays ago. Though right now Chase only has eyes for his journal and his owl-tipped pen, taking furious notes on the Perillian booklet. He’s been at it since we left Maggie’s shop, obsessing over every detail to see if he can decipher any clues that lead to the hidden cards. I’ve always envied Chase’s ability to pour every ounce of himself into an intellectual task, like his brain is a funnel. His dark eyes sharpen as they flicker from line to line and he looks perfectly polished, his brown hair curled left and his button-down pressed straight.


I, on the other hand, probably look like a tornado, wild and wrinkled. Still, I have more important things to focus on. Chase might believe the clues we seek will be embedded in facts and histories, but I think the most important answers are always found by looking within.


“Why are you reading me specifically?” Logan asks. “Shouldn’t we just examine the cards for clues?”


“Detective Chase Rubino over there already has that covered,” I answer, nodding toward a still-focused Chase. “I think we need to try letting the cards guide us a bit.”


“Right, but why focus on me?”


“Because your Major Arcana expression is The Magician, which has the closest connection to the Minor Arcana Wands suit,” I answer. “Since we’re near Joshua Tree and in the middle of the desert, Wands is probably where we start, because they stand for red and fire and east.”


Logan considers this a moment. “And faith meeting action, right?”


“Someone has been spending way too much time around these two,” Cleo says, pulling her phone out of the shoebox nestled beside Logan. “I’m using my next five minutes to do another search on Perilli. The sooner we get some answers, the sooner we can give up this tarot ghost.”


It’s a noble effort on Cleo’s part, but not a single one of our searches on the drive here turned up anything useful. It’s like Carson Perilli never existed, at least according to the internet. A follow-up call to my parents proved equally unhelpful—Mom had never heard Grandma mention anyone by that name.


I shuffle the cards, anticipation crackling in my limbs. How on earth did Grandma come to possess this deck? I suppose it’s possible she really didn’t realize its true origins, but if I know Grandma, she probably had some inclination it was special. My heart aches once again, thinking about how much I wish she were here. I try to choose another thought instead, like how lucky I am to have this chance to learn more about her, even after she’s gone.


Before I start on Logan, I remind myself of the most important thing Grandma ever taught us about reading the tarot. I can almost hear her voice in my head, speaking these foundational words: Tarot cards have nothing to do with predicting the future. The tarot’s true power resides in using ancient symbols, drawn from every corner of history and mythology, to unlock the secrets we keep from ourselves. You see, a chance drawing of cards is meaningful not in what the symbols predict, but in the personal reflections you find in them.


As I prepare myself to read, I try to clear my mind of everything else, ready to become reflective. Then, for good measure, I run my fingers over the engraved surface of the Dalet locket in my pocket.


“Okay, Logan, what intention do you want to set for this reading?”


“That’s easy, my dear Amelia. How do we follow the clues to find the closest missing card?”


“I couldn’t have said it better myself,” I answer, handing Logan the shuffled deck to cut. While waiting, I decide what reading configuration to use, since the placements can change the interpretations of each card dramatically. For this reading, I quickly realize I should use Grandma’s favorite: The Seeing Square.





Logan hands me back the deck and I lay out the top four cards face down on the cloth. We are faced with the same symbol on the card backs: a unique geometric shape that looks like a Hebrew letter Mem connected to an inverted number four. Seeing it now, the shape is unmistakably an altered letter P—which, I now realize, must stand for Perilli. My heart then skips another beat once the cards are dealt, because one of our homemade replacement cards has appeared in fourth position. A chill runs up my spine, seeing a representation of one of the four missing cards turning up in the final placement.


Shaking this off, I reach out to begin.


“The card in first position represents your current situation, the place you begin to achieve your goal,” I explain, flipping over the first card.


My eyes light up as they fall on the Ace of Cups.


“That’s an excellent sign,” I continue. “The Ace stands for one, the number of new beginnings, but also indivisibility. And Cups are the suit of emotions and flow. Definitely an auspicious place to begin, perhaps a sign this goal is worth obtaining.”


I glance over at Chase, but he is still absorbed by the booklet and his journal scribbles. That’s fine, since this next phase of my reading is the part he never likes. He thinks any personal touch dilutes the tarot’s meaning, but I believe it only enhances it.


“Now, Logan, can you tell me what you’re drawn to most in the Ace of Cups?”


Logan considers my question a moment. “Visually speaking? I guess my eye is pulled to the central cup in the card.”


That tracks. Others might be drawn to the heart symbols or the flowing ocean background, but Logan has always been one to cut to the heart of the matter. Knowing I now need to read this Cup symbolism to Logan, I stare down at the card and try to tap into my inner Empress.


“The Cup in this card traditionally stands for a central source of life,” I begin.





[image: image] “In this case, I’d say it represents the fountain of life. A source of abundance, but something equally elusive and difficult to grasp.”
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[image: image] “In this case, I’d say it represents the holy grail. A source of strength, but also of mystery and great danger.”
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“If the fountain of life represents the goal we seek, then achieving it will require intuition and courage,” I conclude.


“Says the nurturing Empress mother,” Logan replies, smiling.


“That brings us to second position,” I carry on. “This card represents potential obstacles that could stand in your way.”


I reach forward and flip the second card to reveal the Queen of Pentacles.


“Oh, wow. In the material Pentacles suit, the Queen represents the duality of a mentor. She can spin her wheel of creativity just as easily as she can spin a web of entrapment. She has great gifts of protection and bounty, but she is also prone to corruptible wealth and luxury.


“So, Logan,” I finish, “which part of the card speaks to you most?”


“If we’re looking for obstacles, I think the message is clear,” he begins. “We shouldn’t be seduced by material wealth. We’d also better be wary of the answers to our questions, because they might trap us just as easily as they might inspire us.”


“Yes,” I respond, even though I hope that idea isn’t remotely true. I want to say our obstacle will be someone who will take advantage of us to obscure the truth, someone who will do us harm in the name of helping. But this is the danger of reading a person whose intention you’re invested in: letting your own feelings inform the reading.


“Very good,” I say, keeping my thoughts to myself. “Let’s move on to third position, the card that represents qualities needed to overcome this obstacle.”


I then flip the third card to reveal the Four of Wands.


“Okay, fascinating,” I begin. “The number four calls for balance and the stability of a square. The way the wands are arranged, it shows that faith in one wand can be easily broken, but a bundle of four is unbreakable.”


“Then the message here is pretty straightforward again,” Logan says. “We’re going to need to use teamwork to overcome obstacles and achieve our goals. Four of Wands, four of us. Those signs couldn’t be clearer.”


Logan looks pleased with himself, but I have to bite my tongue once more. I know he thinks this pull is a fateful sign sent from on high, but I don’t think his interpretation is serendipity. Really, it’s nothing more than his human mind making connections. Of course, this is what the tarot is for—letting the subject realize things about themself and their situation—which is the only reason I let it be.


I’m so preoccupied with silencing myself as I reach for the final card, I forget it’s one of our homemade cards until my fingers actually touch its laminated edges. A spark of anticipation lights up my chest, feeling it there.





“In fourth position, this final card represents achieving your goal. It’s both a sign of what you stand to gain and a ‘be careful what you wish for’ message.”


My fingers twitch with excitement as I turn over the final card, finding our homemade representation of the Prince of Wands.


Silence falls over us. Obviously, this is one of the hidden cards we hope to find, showing up in the outcome position. On some level we all knew this was coming, but still, seeing it actually lying there feels charged. Like the card might burst into flames on the table, coursing with magic and meaning.


I’d say something, but my throat has suddenly gone dry.


“Okay, now that is downright freaky,” Cleo says, putting down her phone. “Anyone else just get the chills?”


“That’s wild,” Logan says, leaning in to examine our homemade card. “Hey, why did you and Chase draw the centaur Prince holding a flaming wand in your version?”


I take a sip of water and try to remember our childhood thought patterns, hoping this will also calm my hammering heart.


“The flaming wand represents the Prince of Wands’ need for protection on an adventure filled with danger, especially since his courage makes him impulsive.”
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