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Chapter 1

	"That's it," Beverly Cross said. "I think that's the last of them."

	"You sure?" Paige Latimer leaned back on the heels of her canvas sneakers and gestured to the four-floor apartment building at the edge of the downtown core of Toronto. "You don't want to give the place another look over? See if you left anything behind?"

	"Nope." Beverly closed her truck door and leaned against it with her arms crossed in front of her chest. She winced, then let her arms hang limply at her sides. "I don't think I could walk up the front steps again, anyway. Never mind carrying another box."

	"I could do..."

	Paige let her words hang in the air without completing them. She knew her best friend--and now former roommate--would not need to go back to their once shared apartment. Beverly had been planning this move for months. She got the boxes from the hardware store, wrote in black permanent marker on the outside edges, and crossed-checked everything with a list. Her truck had the furniture that was too oddly shaped or too fragile to fit into the moving van her fiancé, Derrick, had rented. He'd left the parking lot an hour ago and was most likely unloading Beverly's things with help from his best friend from work, while Paige and Beverly lingered over the display cases for Beverly's geodes and the couch that had sentimental value to her.

	Paige peeked at the boxes that rested on the passenger seat. Blue tissue paper from the geodes box poked out of one corner. Beverly's penmanship declared amethyst and quartz in all caps.

	Paige sighed. That was it. She knew it, but she still didn't want to let go.

	Beverly seemed to feel the same. She combed a hand through her pin-straight hair and tried to smile past her moving blues and physical pain. "If I have forgotten something, I can always come back. It's not that far."

	"I know."

	"We will still hang out."

	"I know."

	"Paigey?" Beverly said, her voice thin and tenuous. She smiled as she followed up with an inside joke between the two of them. "A Page for Paige? Calling all pages for their page boy haircuts?"

	"Stop."

	Paige shoved her friend playfully. Beverly was a nurse who often paged patients, and when they'd met, Paige had been a store manager who often paged the back room for a confirmation on a price ticket. They met when Beverly needed better nursing shoes, and Paige had done the paging. When they'd gotten together for coffee the next week, it had been in the hospital foyer, where Beverly had been paged to help with victims from a car crash filled with choir boys from a local church. From then on, they'd tried to find as many ways to page--or talk, or text--one another for fun, which soon led to moving in together as Paige shifted from retail to journalism in her own career. Five years later, Paige was no longer paging people but worked at the local news station. Meanwhile, Beverly's job had stayed the same, but her romantic life had taken off.

	Always the bridesmaid...Paige thought, then switched it for her own situation. Always the mover, never the moved. She sighed as she ran a hand through her hair.

	"I should head out," Beverly said. "I know Derrick is going to be texting me soon. I can't get out of unpacking with him, no matter how puny my arms feel right now."

	"I know, I know. Go and see your big strapping man. I...I'm really happy for you."

	Beverly smiled. When she held her arms out for a hug, Paige moved into them easily. The embrace smarted. How could it not, after so many boxes filled with books and literal rocks Beverly called her geode collection? But it was so necessary. She rubbed Paige's back, and Paige did the same to her. It became an easy motion between them, but still no less difficult to pull away from.

	They both wiped a single tear before trying to return to normal.

	"All right." Beverly clapped her hands together. "I am going to get a half dozen pizzas, and that's just for Mike to be well-fed. Can I--do you want to come and get them with me? We could share a slice, like old times."

	"No," Paige said firmly. She stared at her shoes, her scuffed knees, and the broken bottle glass outside the apartment's sidewalk. "I really should get back."

	"A rain check, then?" Beverly insisted. "I will call you next week. We'll get lunch."

	Now lunch. That would be okay. A week would give her time to mourn and probably replace the giant space where that hideous plaid couch had been.

	As Beverly backed up her truck, Paige kept her focus on that couch. It was so much easier than watching her best friend drive away. Paige waved until she couldn't anymore. When she could no longer spot the faded blue of the vehicle against the road, Paige shivered. The late winds of September were making her chilly.

	It would be the first of October on Monday. While she always believed October to be the true start of Fall--since it would also usher in Halloween--she knew the cold winds of Toronto didn't always get the memo. Technically, September twenty-first was when the equinox happened, so it was already fall. In her heart, Paige knew that to just be a date. Now--now was the true start of the season, because Beverly was gone.

	Now, she was alone.

	Paige made herself tea with her remaining tea kettle to shove away the cold and the blues. As she did, her eyes focussed on all the blank spaces in her apartment. Many of the mugs were gone. Beverly didn't need the plates. They'd stayed, but a handful of the good knives were no longer present in the block. Paige didn't know how she'd be able to chop all the broccoli she'd bought the night before in an attempt to be healthy or peel the potatoes. That tool was gone, too, and her shitty one wasn't going to cut it anymore.

	All the missing pieces of the kitchen were nothing compared to the space where the couch had once been. The posters for bad sci-fi television, too, were no longer on the walls. How was she ever going to remember the terrible name of that show starring that guy from that other movie? She would have to look it up, now that the bookshelves were also void of Beverly's in-depth collection of all things speculative fiction.

	Page tried to remember these titles, too, as she trailed her finger along the edge. The candy-coloured spines came to her mind but not a lot else. She was more into nonfiction, like history and the reporting books that took up the other side of the shelf and had been part of her college degree in journalism.

	When the tea kettle made its tell-tale sound, Paige stopped her reminiscing. She poured herself a large mug of green tea and inhaled its scent. She noticed a hint of flowers, realized it was Beverly's old tea, the kind with jasmine in it. She took it as a sign. Beverly was looking out for her. Green tea was better for health, stamina, and other such health claims that only bore weight when Beverly said them. Even when Paige reminded Beverly that they were young and strapping and had no need to worry about their joints, Beverly just tsk-tsked. "You can never be too rich or too healthy," she often replied, tweaking the old quotation to fit her own needs before she added her own folk wisdom. "And our youth is now, but later always matters. So drink up."

	Beverly was so health conscious, a healer through and through. She was the entire reason Paige even had broccoli in her fridge. She was also the reason Paige wasn't sure if she could eat it. There was no knife, but also, no drill sergeant telling her to eat her greens.

	Paige didn't want to think about that anymore. She walked to her bedroom, determined to move her clothing into Beverly's closet. She'd always had so much left over from her days in retail that it all never fit in her own. Looking at her outfits always made her feel better.

	After a long sip of fortifying tea, Paige set the mug down on her dresser. She was halfway through taking out her collection of dresses when she found a beautiful gown at the back. The skirt was long and flowing, touching the carpet floor. The sleeves were long and made from the type of fabric that would cling to her skin the moment she slid into it. The body was silky, smooth, and in midnight blue.

	Was this hers? She touched its soft fabric and tried to recall a shopping endeavour with Beverly at her side, or even with Luke, her ex who had the coveted black Visa card. Nothing rang a bell. She took the dress out of the closet by the hanger and admired it next to her body in the mirror. It was stunning, and in her size. Yet it seemed too far away, like a graduation gown, something that she had to grow into rather than simply wear. If she put it on now, it would be too much like dress-up. She was still regarding it in the mirror when her phone chimed. She anticipated Beverly saying she forgot something. Maybe the dress really was hers.

	Paige sighed as she glimpsed the phone screen. It wasn't Beverly at all, just the reminder she'd set letting her know that rent, as ever, was due on Monday.

	"Shoot."

	Paige tossed the dress onto her bed and combed through her other calendar reminders. The TV news station had already paid her. There was enough in the account to absorb the rent without Beverly this month, but as she checked her remaining balance on her phone's banking app, her heart sank at the thought of future months.

	Not enough. Not by a long shot. She was going to have to start making some hard decisions about where to live now that she was by herself. While she'd considered the idea of another roommate, she also didn't want her heart to be torn in two like it was now. Living with friends was over. Living with strangers was too risky. She had to live on her own, in a much smaller place, one that didn't have memories of Beverly everywhere.

	Paige spent the rest of her evening sipping her tea as she looked at some apartment listings online. Everything was too expensive. Toronto was expensive. She considered moving to one of the commuter cities, but she couldn't get behind two modes of transportation just to get to work. Her job at the TV station suddenly seemed like a millstone around her neck. While at first the bright lights of the cameras and news station logo had seemed like a dream, she hadn't been promoted in two years. She wasn't a reporter, but a fact-checker for other people's stories. She'd truly believed that it would lead her somewhere good, like her degree at college would lead her somewhere good, but at twenty-five, alone, she wasn't exactly looking like a career poster child.

	"Stop."

	Paige stood, feeling like a small child easily distracted by bells and whistles. She didn't need to solve her job problem right now. She merely needed to cheer herself up with clothing and put the memory of Beverly behind her. After she had a night's rest, she could worry about the apartment she couldn't afford and a job that left her bored.

	Paige picked up the gown and put it on without another thought. She marvelled at herself in the mirror. Nice. Her butt and breasts were especially accentuated. She added lipstick and eye shadow next, which made her face pop against the midnight blue colours. She felt like a medieval queen. She walked through her apartment, the carpet beneath her feet feeling like a cobblestone street, the tail end of the dress floating a hair above it. This had to be Beverly's dress. Didn't she go to a renaissance fair? But, when Paige texted the image to her, asking if her liege had left something behind, Beverly sent a quick text back in the negative.

	You look fantastic, but it's not mine. Halloween costume, maybe? We want to have a Halloween party, instead of a house-warming party, so I can't wait to see you in that.

	Still in her get-up, Paige texted back and forth about the details of the party before Beverly's responses lapsed. Paige went back to her organizational task. When she opened the door to the Beverly's closet, she was caught off guard by mid-sized box no higher than her knees. Paige was in utter shock that Beverly had left something like that behind, especially since she'd been so meticulous. There was no writing on the side of that one, though. There were only a handful of things inside. Maybe it was supposed to be left behind? As garbage?

	Paige texted a photo of the box and its open flaps to Beverly with a question mark. Not expecting anything right away, she took another look inside. It had a couple tablecloths, or maybe they were runners, like for an altar. The fabric was rich and velvety, definitely not something for everyday use. There was also a deck of tarot cards and a small book that proclaimed it to be a guided resource to the mysteries of the deck. She'd seen Beverly with several decks of tarot cards before, along with some iridescent oracle ones, but she'd never seen these exact images. From what Paige could recall, this was the more traditional tarot deck, the kind that most psychics on television brandished during their 1-900 calls.

	Rider-Waite, Paige read along the side of the deck and nodded with familiarity. She opened the book and confirmed what she already knew as well.

	The Rider-Waite tarot deck was created in 1909 by artist Patricia Smith and A.E. Waite acting as interpreter to the symbols. These cards are to be used for divinatory purposes, rather than mere fun and games of earlier Italian tarot cards. According to...

	Her attention flicked back to the deck. Desperate for something to remind her of Beverly, Paige shuffled them. She set out one of the tablecloths to give herself a tiny reading. She'd not done anything like that before, but she'd seen Beverly toss down the cards in a cross-like pattern. She was always so tight lipped about her practice, not out of shame, but necessity, so beyond the cross pattern, Paige didn't know what else to do. The colours of the cards were nice, though, and she enjoyed thumbing through the book again to figure it all out.

	She was shocked when she got to the second card, the one pressed over the first, which meant it acted as a barrier to growth. The six of cups depicted a child handing another younger child a golden chalice with a wonderful garden and blue sky in the background. The card, as Paige soon read, often meant that someone was stuck through memories of the past. The nice image became something juvenile to her, like the old jokes and games she'd played with Beverly.

	Paige eyed the other cards, looked them up, and was equally challenged by what she'd been feeling all afternoon, and when she was really honest, all this past year. Your occupation is beyond you, the book said as it interpreted the cards. You must find something new. The last card in her reading was about money, insecurity, and the power of friends to help. The five of pentacles depicted one man on crutches hobbling his way around through a cold snowstorm.

	Paige was spooked. How could all of this be so accurate? She didn't like her job. She was sad because of Beverly. She desperately needed to pay rent.

	The subsequent chimes on her cell when Beverly texted back shocked Paige out of her reflections.

	Hey, Paigey. Those aren't mine. Or at least, I don't really use them. You can keep them. Considering it a parting gift.

	Paige nodded at the text, even though Beverly couldn't see her. She was still baffled by this world she'd stumbled into and now wanted to rush into. She shuffled the cards again just as Beverly sent a follow up text.

	Or, hey, you could start your own business! You in that dress, plus some High Priestess magick, and you'll be set for life.

	Paige knew it was a joke. She wanted to laugh it off and move on, but then again, their jokes had been what brought them together. She turned over the first card in the deck. It was the High Priestess dressed in a blue gown that went past her knees, over her arms, and seemed to grab the moon from the very sky and hold it as if it was its own world.

	If that is not a yes from the universe, I don't know what is.

	Without answering Beverly, she packed up the items she'd just discovered--only now, she put them in her bedroom.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 2

	Mark Zebronski appeared beside Saul Wexler's desk and clapped him on the back. "Congratulations, Saul. You did it."

	"It was nothing." Saul waved a hand to deflect the praise.

	Mark plopped down in the seat in front of Saul's desk with a heavy sigh. His belly rolled over his belt once he'd sat and made Saul wish he'd stopped at the gym this morning. He was only three years older than Mark at forty, but some days he worried that Mark's rapid on-set grey hair, slower metabolism, and workplace ennui would become contagious.

	"So, how's it going?" Mark asked, clearly trying to make small talk, which Saul deflected well enough. Even as Mark tried to ask about Daniela and Aaron, Saul kept tight-lipped. The framed photo of his now rapidly ailing half-Caribbean wife and his stepson was on his desk, but he didn't like to talk about them. Work was for work. Home was for home. It was really that simple. Perhaps the strong dividers he kept up were one of the main reasons why, though he was forty, he was still wearing the same size pants as high school and was about to get a promotion with a bonus.

	Finally Mark did what he intended to do all along, which was gawk at Saul's sales number and disguise his own jealousy at the upcoming celebration in his honour.

	"I don't know how you do it, man," Mark said. "I can't even sell my mother two nickels for a dime. I'm not even cheating her."

	"I don't cheat people," Saul said, his tone firm. His job at the insurance company sometimes bothered him. Selling to people in desperate situations always made him feel icky, and he prided himself on not targeting people who were already desperate to protect what little they had. Rather than selling directly to people, he sold to companies. Institutions. He made his money by convincing one person in a hierarchy that an entire plan for all his staff was worthwhile, and he played on a staff member's good will, rather than his fearmongering.

	It didn't always work to help Saul sleep at night, but it did help him make enough money for his lifestyle--and beyond it, too. The entire reason Mark was here, congratulating him--also not congratulating him--was that his promotion had been announced in the morning email. Saul had already known for the last three weeks. If he hadn't also been taking care of Daniela and Aaron, he might have even felt some pride when he first heard.

	Now, as the party for his promotion and a handful of other promotions in the company was about to be underway, he could hardly produce any enthusiasm. He just wanted to stay on his computer, working on the detail sheet for the next company to sell to, and maybe, if there was enough time, review the hospice care options for Daniela.

	"We should head on over, then," Mark said. "Especially so I can get you drunk and steal your trade secrets."

	"It's eleven in the morning."

	"So? I'm pretty sure that Jordan Belfort--" Mark named a particularly influential yet oh-so corrupt stock market trader the movie Wolf of Wall Street was based on "--didn't care what time it was. Success calls at any hour, and success always deserves a drink."

	"Yeah, well, as long as we aren't bowling with little people, I'm good."

	"Nah, no unfortunate all-night parties or human rights violations from Wolf on Wall Street, I'm afraid. I still wish we had strippers, though." Mark let out a sigh.

	Saul pretended to be equally upset about this lack of celebratory breasts, but he was relieved. He'd emailed his boss and said that was not a good idea, entertainment wise. Even if the bulk of the men in the company were straight, and there were often no women to be offended at these parties, Saul sold insurance for a living. The company sold insurance for a living. So we need to be aware of risk, Saul had written. Strippers are a risk.

	Saul let out a breath now, happy he had been listened to.

	"What you got there?" Mark asked. He'd gotten up from the seat in front of Saul and walked over beside him. Saul's browser was still up for Charity House, a hospice care centre located in Mimico, a close train ride away from his office in downtown Toronto. He leaned forward and turned off the monitor.

	"Nothing," Saul said quickly.

	"Ah, okay," Mark said. He raised his hands in compliance. "You got some secrets. I get it. Some people are really into kinky porn."

	Saul wanted to argue. He wanted to be offended. He wanted to tell everyone in his office to stop thinking with their dicks and for once, just do their jobs. He quieted that voice inside of him. There was a party to attend to, a chance to be, for a little while, just like everyone else. He put a smile on his face and gestured to Mark.

	"Lead the way to the board room. We have some celebrating to do."

	* * * *

	That woman is gorgeous.

	This was the only thought that went through Saul's head and rang in his ears like a chorus. She was beautiful. Stunning. Gorgeous. There weren't enough words. She'd walked into the conference room halfway through the party carrying a dark bag filled with trinkets and stopped Saul in the middle of a conversation. She wore a midnight blue dress that hugged her body in the exact right ways, almost as if it had once been part of the set design for Lord of the Rings. Indeed, she did look just as beautiful as Liv Tyler in that movie, though maybe even more. She wasn't some fae, elf-like creature, even as she took out the tarot cards and crystals to put on the table where she'd set up. She was human. She was real. She nearly dropped the bottled water Saul's supervisor, John, had given her, and she clearly cursed when that happened. She wasn't some ethereal creature who had sprung to life from the pages of a fantasy novel and, therefore, couldn't be touched.

	She was a woman, through and through, and utterly gorgeous. Even if she didn't fit Saul's perfect fantasy of a woman, she would have still been stunning. She was tall, but not as tall as his six feet. She was curvy, with a round face, hips, and butt. Her long dark hair pooled past her shoulders and around her breasts. The midnight blue of the dress brought out her eyes, which were a mix of green and brown. She wore make-up, but it wasn't over the top. To some men, she might even seem plain.

	To Saul, she was just...gorgeous.

	"Who is that?" Saul asked. He and Mark, along with two other men from his section, stood against the back wall. They were out of earshot of the woman and her current table set up.

	"That's your stripper."

	"What?" Saul turned his gaze away from her body. He felt as if he'd been scorched with a magnifying glass in summer. "I thought there were no strippers?"

	"There aren't," Bill said in his flat monotone. "But the guys wanted some kind of entertainment, and so, voila. We have Miss Cleo over there."

	"Is that her name?" There was a slight tan to her skin, maybe enough to make her into a living embodiment of Cleopatra, especially the Elizabeth Taylor version. "Pretty name."

	"No," Mark said with a loud laugh. "I have no idea what her name is, but Miss Cleo was a Jamaican psychic. Definitely not that girl. I think Miss Cleo is dead, anyway."

	"She is dead. We can't call her now," Tyson said, mimicking the voice of the late TV psychic. He nudged Saul's arm. "You should go over and introduce yourself. Get a reading. Who knows? Maybe she will strip if you tip high enough."

	"Stop it," Saul said. "Seriously, I don't want to be that guy, but comments like that gave HR headaches and paperwork."

	"HR isn't here," Mark said.

	He slipped a hand over Saul's back in a gesture that was supposed to be friendly, but mostly felt slimy. Mark made Saul walk forward, and though Bill and Tyson seemed to be a bit more reasonable with their stares and comments, Saul left them behind.

	"We are just trying to have fun today, Saul," Mark told him. "We mean no harm. We know that Daniela is..."

	"She's my wife. I'm faithful to my wife," Saul said. "I don't want to see strippers."

	"I know, I know. I've tried to tell you that the eyes don't count as a sexual organ. Therefore, you are not cheating if you only look, but fine. I can't sell insurance to a dog so of course I can't convince you. That's why you're the best."

	Saul nodded. Even if he still didn't like Mark that much, he liked where they were heading. The woman was still mid-conversation with their supervisor, clearly going over her role at the party and how the readings would be done. Were they going to be the first for a reading? Saul had never seen something like this before outside of a TV movie. His mother had read her astrology every day in the paper and often read it aloud to him as well. They were both Capricorns, but that had been the extent of his education and knowledge in all things occult. Could that really be called an education, though? Or knowledge, especially since this was all hooey, probably, anyway? He didn't have a chance to answer his own question before his supervisor had turned his gaze towards him and Mark.

	"Saul, Mark," John said. He touched his suit jacket, where he wore a pin for their company on his lapel. "I feel like this is some strange biblical reunion. I'm John, and we're only missing the rest of the apostles."

	"And Judas," Mark said.

	"Nah," John said. "Enough with that talk. This is a party, not a betrayal. I want you both to meet..." He turned to the woman. "What was your name again?"

	"Paige, Paige Latimer." She smiled, though it was clearly strained. In the silence that followed her name, she gestured to the card deck in from of her. "Since I'm a page, I am here to help you turn a new page in your life."

	"Aren't those cards?" Mark said. "And not pages?"

	"There are pages in the deck," she said quickly. She curled a hand through her hair, a nervous tick Saul and surely every other salesman in the room saw like a blood wound. "It's a turn of phrase. You know? I'm Paige and let me help you turn a new page? I thought it worked."

	"It does. Don't worry," John said. He placed a hand on her table as if to vouch for her. His large rings caught the sunlight from the window and cascaded it against her crystals. "Are you good to go now? Or do you need a while? I think these boys deserve a reading."

	"Saul first," Mark said. He nudged Saul forward.

	Saul stepped forward under the pressure, but soon paused and looked at Paige. "Are you ready? I can wait if you aren't."

	"Oh. Yes." Paige smiled, this time a little less nervous. She gestured to the seat in front of her. "Please sit."

	Saul did as he was asked. John and Mark lingered behind him. He became acutely aware of his status as a guinea pig. He tried to ignore them and focus only on Paige, which was pretty easy. He tapped his jacket, searching for his wallet. "Do you...need something...? Am I supposed to grace your palm with silver?"

	"Oh, she's already been paid for," John stated. "You all can get as many or as few readings as you wish."

	Saul nodded. He trained his gaze back on Paige's heart-shaped face and the way her hair cascaded over her breasts. He cleared his throat. "Do you need to know anything before you start?"

	"Your name is Saul?"

	He nodded.

	"Then that's all I need." She handed him the deck of cards. "You should shuffle those and meditate on your problem."

	"So, he's doing all the work?" Mark asked. "That doesn't seem fair."

	Saul wanted to tell him to shut it, but Paige explained in an easy voice, "His energy will get on the cards. As long as he thinks about the situation he'd like advice on, the cards will be able to tell."

	"The cards do the reading, and he does the shuffling. What do you do?" Mark asked again.

	"Mark," Saul said.

	"I'm the reader. The cards are a language that is only known to those who have trained. I've trained." Paige gave a nervous smile. She brought a paperback book from her lap and set it down next to some crystals. "I also have help here if I want to cross-check anything."

	Mark let out a low laugh. "You really are just a pretty face?"

	"Mark," Saul said again. "Stop it."

	"It's okay," Paige said. "I will take those words as a compliment and any scepticism as a part of my necessary job. I will tell you, Saul, to focus more. This is about you and only you."

	When Saul met her eyes, something shifted inside of him. His anger melted away. He let the party fade in the
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