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Author’s Note

I wrote this story in first person, from the viewpoint of James Baker. As such, the narrative will match his dialog. Since no one I know speaks in perfect grammatically correct English all the time, James and the surrounding characters will not do so either. I left the grammatical anomalies in the book over the protests of my editors and beta readers because of this. 

I repeat - I DID THIS INTENTIONALLY. 

Do not send me messages complaining about my grammar because it will do nothing more than waste your valuable time. If you find a typo, that’s different. Even the best editors miss a few from time to time.

I also included blank pages following a suggestion from one of my beta readers for the sake of notes, so readers of the physical copies can use this in their studies should they wish to do so.

This is the second edition of the book, so if you’ve read the first edition, you will notice some differences. I did not change events, I made some minor corrections to improve story flow.

The most common questions I got from my beta readers were around pronunciation, so I will include a few of them here:

Alethea is pronounced like A-lee-thee-uh.

Astraea is pronounced like As-tray-uh.

Ossil is pronounced like fossil, without the F.

Themis is pronounced with a hard first syllable- THem-ess.

Tarocchi is pronounced like Taro-key. 

The other questions were around why certain words are capitalized, such as Journey, Visualization, and Reversed. The journey is a specific one the Fool takes. Visualization is a particular type of magick. A Reversed person is someone suffering a specific condition, as opposed to a reversed card. There are others, but the reasoning is the same.

I spell magick with a K to differentiate between doing the type of magick the characters do and stage magic, such as sleight of hand. 

For updates and additional information, please visit my website: www.penleaks.net and you can also find me on Facebook at www.facebook.com/rowan.greene.984. 

Enjoy the book.
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Prologue
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Someone who has never been to Tarocchi would wonder why we all dress like we are out of a novel like Great Expectations. I never wore things like that in my old life, and if I were honest, even that comparison is not correct. We dress as if we come from a Dickens novel if that novel had taken place in the twenty-first century, and social mores and the technology of the day had moved in a different direction. I suppose you could call it Steampunk, which is what happens when Goths realize they can work with brown, as the saying goes.

Even that is not a thing here. No one calls this place Steampunk or knows what the term means unless I explain it to them. I gave up using the word a long time ago as it does not matter. I have been here long enough that it feels natural to wear clothing you would only wear to a convention somewhere. I could not wear clothing from our world anymore without feeling uncomfortable. I used to go around in cheap jeans and a t-shirt, and I still would if I never discovered the tarot. I mean, I never wanted to come here.

Do not get me wrong, it is a marvelous place, but living in some strange kingdom which seemed to be an updated England was not what I had in mind for my life. On the other hand, someone once said that life is what happens to you when you are making other plans, right? Though people here would not recognize John Lennon either.... 

As I said, I never would have ended up here if I had not been messing around with my tarot cards and got sucked into my deck. If you have ever seen that movie with that game, you will know what I mean. Someone got pulled into the game the same way... but I digress. It may have had something to do with... well, that is not important.  The point is, it was not something I chose to do. 

When I first got to Tarocchi, I passed out. I remember thinking when I woke up that the world seemed darker than usual and hazier. I found out later that was because everything ran on steam. 

Everywhere I looked, I remember thinking people were wearing clothing I expected to read about in a Sherlock Holmes novel, with top hats, canes, long flowing skirts, and things like that. Aside from the haze, this place seemed grittier. I know that does not make much sense, but it’s the best I can do... I am getting ahead of myself. It might be easier if I tell you what happened.

I remember it like it was yesterday. 

The day started as a typical Monday. I stopped by my favorite hole-in-the-wall for my usual breakfast sandwich and a plain Americano I fixed up myself with the sweetener and flavored syrup I kept in my backpack. It was a rainy day, but nothing too horrible. I made it to work with a minimum of fuss and had barely clocked in when my friend Amanda Wolfe told me all hands were on deck. We had a priority ticket that had come in about two minutes before because one of our clients could not log into our application.

“Gotta love the wonders of Software as a Service, eh?” 

She chuckled as I got my systems up and running. I looked over the client’s settings and shook my head to myself, “This one isn’t our fault, I can tell you already.” 

“What? Why?” 

I swiveled one of my monitors so she could see it. She scanned the screen for a moment, and comprehension filled her face. 

“Someone reconfigured the VPN on their side. Anything you know about that would give them a reason to do that?” I said, putting a ‘like that’s a surprise,’ tone into my voice.

“Stupidity?” she suggested.

She giggled, and I smiled to myself. Amanda and I had been working together ever since she had started with us about six months ago. I had given serious thought to asking her out for coffee or something like that, to test the waters. 

She and I had a lot in common. We spent hours talking about anything and everything we could think of but work to keep our spirits up. Since there were few people in our section of the office, we spent a considerable amount of time talking about things like magick and the tarot. 

I remember how her face lit up when she realized I was into it. She pulled out her Rider-Waite-Smith deck and fanned the cards out on a purple tarot cloth she put on my desk, and readings became a recurring theme between us. She would say, “This card signifies you, and this card signifies your day,” and I would do something similar.

Her signifier would change with each reading, as you would expect, but no matter how frequently she read for me, my signifier was always the Fool. At first, it freaked me out, but it became a running joke between us. After a while, she would ask, “Well, Fool, what’s on our agenda today?” 

If anyone else heard that, they would have given us a funny look. We had a few people in our office who might even have reported us for the cards, though I doubt it would have done any good. Amanda’s spread today was no different.

“Well, Fool, what’s on our agenda today?” she asked before she even laid out the signifier card. I did not bother to glance at it until she added, “Whoa.”

“What?”

“The Tower, followed by the Nine of Swords reversed.”

“Great. I will face some major disaster I’m going to work myself up into a frenzy over,” I moaned, causing Amanda to giggle again.

“Or deal with someone else who’s got one going on?” she raised a thin blond eyebrow at me and put her cards away. I pulled out my deck and grinned at her.

“I got a new deck you haven’t seen yet. Check this out!”

I fanned out the cards, showing an abundance of gears, clockwork, and an airship, at a glance. Amanda squealed, as I expected. I had known this would get to her. She loved Steampunk, so I wanted to show it to her.

“Do a spread! What do your cards show for us today?”

Her excitement was infectious, making me a bit more bold than usual. I dealt the cards, and the first one to come up was the Three of Cups, so I decided not to pull another.

“The Three of Cups. Upright, this card says we should have coffee this afternoon,” I quipped, causing my heart to pound in my chest. I have never been fond of rejection, but I need not have worried. She was nodding with a slight smile gracing her lips.

“Sounds good to me, except for one thing.” 

“What?” I asked, leaning forward on my desk.

“What would you have said if the card had been reversed?” Without waiting for an answer, she turned and headed to her desk.

“We should go out for coffee anyway, and maybe get spill-proof cups!” I said to her back.

Her laughter filled the room as she sat and unlocked her computer while I called the client and explained the issue with their VPN. The system administrator was furious because he hadn’t authorized any changes to their network settings. One of his underlings had decided to show some initiative. 

I commiserated with him for a bit before letting him disconnect with a promise to monitor things, to make sure his systems would be good to go. Afterward, I settled into my routine of taking and resolving tickets. I tended to tune everything else out when I did this, so I jumped three feet when I heard Amanda gasp and swear out loud. I was about to ask what was wrong when she sighed and said, “Another emergency ticket is about to come in. There goes lunch.”

“Can you handle it, or do you need me to stick around?” I remember asking. 

She shook her head. “I’ve got it, but this might take a while.” I noticed she had a new five-card spread splayed out on her desk. I saw the Fool, the Lovers, the Knight of Cups, Death, and the Wheel of Fortune. I would have to ask her about it later.

“No problem. I’ll grab some coffee and sandwiches or something and bring them back. Want anything specific?” I asked her.

“My usual,” she said, distracted. 

I nodded and set off for the coffee shop across the street. I heard Amanda call out to me in a panic as the elevator door closed, but since I was already on my way, I figured she would fill me in later. If she needed me, she could call my cell phone. Once I got to the coffee shop, I ordered three sandwiches and two large coffees to go. I always got something similar when I ordered from that shop. Having a more substantial lunch made me imagine I was watching my weight because I would eat something smaller for dinner. The person behind the counter said it would be a bit because of an issue with their oven. He had a panicked expression on his face, as though he expected me to bring the wrath of the gods down on him. I have worked in food service before, and I could relate to his anxiety. I assured him it was no problem and found a table as the tension drained from his posture.

While I waited, I decided to look over my tarot cards again, so I set my phone where I could grab it in case Amanda called and turned my attention to the deck. I held the cards in my hands as I considered them, chewing on my lip unconsciously. The Fool was the first card I drew, followed by the Wheel of Fortune. I shook my head in confusion and put the cards away. I was thinking about their meanings when I saw a flash of light behind my eyes; the world went white, and I heard someone scream in the distance. I felt like my mind was being sucked through a straw, and my stomach did not want to come along for the ride. It is a strange sensation to describe. Have you ever ridden a roller coaster one too many times? My body was giving me signals like that, telling me to stop what I was doing if I did not want to lose my breakfast. I moaned and felt grass shift beneath me as I laid on the ground. My eyes were blurred, so I squeezed them shut and waited for a moment.

When my vision cleared, I found myself in the middle of a field, and the coffee shop was gone. I was so surprised I refused to believe it at first. I closed my eyes and opened them again. The field was still there, and I heard a bird of some sort screech overhead. That was when I realized this was no dream.

I will admit, my reaction to all this was not inspired. My mind refused to accept the change in location. I do not blame myself for not taking the transition seriously right away, and I figure anyone else would have reacted the same way. One moment I was sitting in a coffee shop thinking about going on a date with one of my coworkers, and the next, I was somewhere I had never been before. I stood and looked around a bit more, but as far as I could see, I was on a hillside with some city in the distance, and there was no coffee shop anywhere. 

I got lightheaded, as though I had run a marathon without even a sip of water. As much as I tried to remain calm, it terrified me. I yelled in confusion and fear and lost the battle with my breakfast before I passed out. The last thing I remember seeing before I hit the ground was someone who dressed like he was straight out of David Copperfield. My mind refused to make sense of this, and the world went black. 

I have no idea how long I was out, but I woke with a cough because someone was pouring something into my mouth. I should mention I hate alcohol. I always have, ever since an unfortunate incident when I first started drinking. It was the first margarita I had ever had, and the bartender switched the ratio of mix to alcohol. I had a horrible hangover the next day. 

I mention this because someone was pouring wine into my mouth and muttering, “Wake up, chap. Up with you, old boy. There’s a good lad,” as he saw my eyes open. As much as I hate to drink, it helped. Slowly, my vision cleared, and I got my first look at my rescuer. He was tall, bald, and had a villain ‘stache. Well, I guess it was a more Victorian-style mustache, but whatever. He was holding a goblet and wearing an expensive purple cloak and top hat. He reminded me of that comic book villain Sinestro, but with class. Not that I would tell him that.

“Who-who are you? Where am I? What happened to the coffee shop?” I sputtered as the alcohol burned my insides. My rescuer pulled me into a sitting position, making sure I would not hurt myself trying to rise.

“My name is Aldan. Aldan Cogsmith. I don’t know of a coffee shop, I’m afraid. You’ve taken a bit of a tumble, I’d wager. Are you all right then?”

“I’m not sure. Where am I?” 

“You’re outside the Kingdom of Cups, lad. If you’re lost this close to the city, you must be even more addled than I thought. Are you going to be all right? What was your name?”

“James,” I muttered, “James Baker.”

The man nodded his understanding as he helped me to my feet. Once I took a closer look, I could see there was something familiar about him. My hand went to my pocket, where I found my phone was missing, but the tarot deck I had been studying with was still there. I found I was reassured and comforted to have something familiar in this whole insane situation.

“Well, you seem to be in one piece. If you’ve got your wits about you, I’ll be off then,” Aldan said, holding his hand out to shake. I did not take it. 

“How did I get here?”

He frowned. “I wouldn’t know, would I? I recognize you, though. Your Essence anyway.”

“My... Essence?” 

“The Essence of the Fool. It’s been a while since we had someone new in the Office, since Arcana don’t get replaced often. The last time was some time ago, so it must be time for some fresh blood. Best of luck on your Journey then. Be wary of Reversal. Nasty stuff.”

With a swish of his cloak and a parting gesture, he vanished. If I had been thinking straight, I would have asked him to stay. Instead, I stood and stared at the space where he had been for a while. It took some time, but the shock of my situation subsided. My mother always told me panicking never solved anything, so there was no sense in going nuts over a situation before you had all the facts. Sighing, I felt my tarot deck in my pocket again. I had a thought and took the deck out to flip to the Major Arcana. After a moment, I found the card I wanted, Key I, also called The Magician. Looking at it, I was so startled I dropped the card. On its face was the man who had helped me to my feet. My hands trembled as I pulled the Fool card. Aldan said he recognized my Essence, so it seemed a good thing to check. The card was mostly blank, with a faint outline just beginning to form. I frowned in confusion. That was not what the card looked like when I bought the deck, or I would have taken it straight back to the bookstore as defective.

I stood there for a long time, not even trusting myself to think. Eventually, with stiff movements, I straightened and reordered the cards before putting the deck away. I still was not sure where I was, but this was not Seattle. I mean, people dress a bit crazy from time to time, but a cloak and top hat? I figured that was unlikely. I was on autopilot as I took another look around. Things looked kind of gritty, and this place seemed darker if that makes any sense. I took some deep breaths, trying to calm my nerves.

The air smelled cleaner than I expected. It didn’t smell like the Puget Sound, but that’s not what threw me off. The air was fresher as if a lot of the pollutants we take for granted every day were gone. I had was no time to consider the implications of that because a flash of lightning and a massive crack of thunder split the sky near where I was standing. I looked and found the sky much darker than it had been a few minutes ago. I decided the weather was like Seattle, after all. I was still not sure I was not hallucinating, but I had no desire to get stuck in a storm. The coffee shop would have to wait.

I took off at a dead run for the city I had seen in the distance. I have no idea how I did not trip over something and crack my head open. They say God watches over children, drunks, and Fools. It must be even more accurate than I realized.

I did not understand the Journey I was about to undertake, or I would have put a lot more faith in that saying. I slowed my gait as I approached the city walls. No-one stopped me as I entered just ahead of the storm, but more than a few people looked at me in shock. For a moment, I wondered why but realized my clothing made me stand out like a sore thumb. Since there was nothing I could do about it, I brushed off their stares as best I could. Thankfully, most people had the decency to look away once they realized I noticed them looking. 

The inside of the city was warm, at least, and dry. That was one bit of pleasant news, anyway. I took a second to steady myself and looked around at what would become my new home, though I did not know it at the time.
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Chapter Zero
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The city was nothing like what I expected. I mean, I lived in the United States in the twenty-first century, so I knew how cars and trains and buildings were supposed to look. At least, I knew how they were supposed to look back home in Seattle. This place looked odd. The closest I can describe it would be London about a century ago if they had kept the old architecture and modernized things. I saw lots of brick everywhere, and I could hear a train rolling along the tracks somewhere nearby. I would not have been the least bit surprised to pass by an orphanage or a workhouse where a young boy was in trouble for asking for more food. I did notice that while horse-drawn carriages were passing by occasionally, they seemed to be a curiosity to the people around me, instead of something ordinary.

That was pretty much how we would have reacted back home, and I found myself comforted by the familiarity of the peoples’ reactions. Cars seemed to be the order of the day, but I did not smell any gasoline. Since I could not make sense of this, I filed it away to worry about later. At one point, I passed a building that looked like a concert hall called the Eight of Pentacles. An enormous sign proclaimed it to be the best musical destination in Tarocchi and based on the attitudes of people around the building. I imagine it was true.

What caught my eye was the technology I was seeing. I saw people carrying what looked like tablet computers, if tablets had been around in the nineteenth century. Most were dark metal, like polished brass, and I noticed they were using glass CRT screens. It made me long for the liquid crystal displays I was used to at home because I remembered the era of CRT monitors from when I was a kid, and it was not a fond recollection. The migraines I got in those days were horrendous, and I imagine those tablets weighed a ton. I got the feeling I would not enjoy using the local technology if I was here long enough to worry about it. Even as I had that thought, I shook my head. The local machinery was neither here nor there, and I decided not to think about it.

I wandered for about an hour, trying to stay out of the rain as it got worse. I wondered if Amanda was worrying yet, but I was hoping I would figure this out in time to take her out to dinner since lunch was out. After a while, the storm got so rough I had to duck into a building. As it turns out, I found my way to a bookshop.

“Good afternoon, sir. Shout if you need anything. Beware of Reversals,” the shopkeeper called out to me as I stood dripping in her front door. I nodded and looked around. The books were not what I expected and seemed to focus on steam or the tarot. I saw titles like, “How to Advance Your Career with the Suit of Cups,” and “Steam for Everyone.” There were a few books about the technology around here, but I decided to ignore those. One book caught my eye because of what Aldan had said earlier. “Reversals - The Major Arcana and Keeping After Your Card.” I jumped about a foot as my deck seemed to vibrate with a life of its own while I considered that title. Before I could get my hand into my pocket, the cards settled, and the vibration stopped. I could not help but be a bit concerned as I wondered what was going on with them, so I grabbed the deck after a moment and rifled through it.

Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, so I put the cards away and went back to looking around. There were some boxes too. Small treasure chest types, for putting decks in, if you did not want to carry them around. Other than the card boxes and books, the store contained various other magickal knick-knacks. In particular, I found my eyes drawn for a moment to a massive piece of quartz, which dominated a stone display. The quartz piece was more substantial than my head and might have been fun to work with if I had something big enough to carry it. 

I moved on to a section devoted to accessories for tarot decks. Nothing caught my attention at first, but my eyes were snared for a moment by a green velvet cloth. I did not have a cloth to do spreads on, and sometimes it made me a little uncomfortable because I learned never to lay cards on a bare surface out of respect for the tool. I reached out to take the bag, only to put it back when I realized I did not have my wallet. I sighed in annoyance as I drew my hand away. Moments later, my stomach growled at me in annoyance. Did I mention I hate alcohol? I needed to eat something, or my stomach would send me hate mail soon. Not having my wallet to buy tarot accessories was one thing, but not having money for food would be a much larger problem.

I noticed the rain had let up a bit, so I stepped back outside onto the street. I made it two steps before someone slammed into me from the right side. They hit me with so much force I saw stars and was light-headed again. Unable to maintain my footing, I slid sideways and had the questionable fortune of falling down a flight of stairs. I figured I must have pissed someone off in a past life. Whoever had smashed into me grunted in pain and annoyance and yelled for me to watch where I was going. My assailant cried out and started running again as I noticed a group of people hot on his heels.

Someone was yelling, “Stop in the name of the King of Cups,” but the man they were chasing decided to ignore them. It did not do much good though, as I heard an exclamation of anger a few seconds later, followed by scuffling noises. The guy who knocked me down the stairs must have lost in his bid to escape, and judging by the sounds I was hearing, he was receiving an “education” courtesy of the local police force. I listened for a moment and decided I did not envy him, even if he had knocked me flat on my face. 

When my vision cleared, I glanced around the landing I was on and noticed something which glinted silver in a crack between the wall and the floor. I grabbed it, and as it turned out, it was a silver coin of some sort. On the front was a twenty with a picture of a crown. On the back was a goblet like the one Aldan had been carrying. If someone was going to knock me down the stairs, at least the universe had the decency to find me some money out of the deal. I wrestled for a moment with the idea of turning it into someone, but who? Besides, my stomach was getting more insistent, and I figured I needed the money more than they did. I could always make it up to someone else later.

Once I could walk without falling over, I wandered over to a coaching inn called The Laughing Boar, and a small bell rang out as I stepped through the door. I had seen pictures of coaching inns on the web, and this place looked similar. The walls were pasty white, and there was a merry fire crackling in the fireplace on the far side of the room. A boar’s head drew my attention to the wall on one side of the room, and the glass eyes seemed to follow my movements. I noticed tarot cards of various styles adorned the walls. I could see the Rider-Waite-Smith deck, along with several other representations. Among them were some which looked like updated Rider-Waite-Smith cards, which is the first deck many people learn, along with some which seemed to be Egyptian themed, and even a nature-themed deck.

None of the cards looked new, so they had probably been there for a long time. As my eyes wandered over the various cards, I noticed something odd. A sudden chill ran down my spine as I realized the Fool cards all seemed to stare right at me. If I did have the “Essence of the Fool,” whatever that was, I imagine the Fool card would hold some lessons I needed to learn. I gazed at one of the cards as my mind wandered. The Fool card usually signifies innocence, or a free spirit, and new beginnings, while the reversed card means recklessness, stupidity, or foolish risk. I decided new beginnings fit best right now since I had just arrived.

I averted my eyes and could not be bothered to take in any more detail because the scent of food almost overwhelmed me. Of all the foods I could smell, garlic and pork beckoned my nose most. I could also smell beef, lamb, and fish, all of which smelled heavenly. I looked around for someone who worked there, and a serving girl with red hair and brilliant green eyes caught my eye. I called out to her, so she smiled and gestured to a small table. She reminded me a bit of Amanda, with similar striking eyes, but the serving girl had red hair and no glasses. I sat as she approached. 

“What’s your fancy, sir?”

I shrugged and told her, “I’m not sure honestly. I’m looking for something inexpensive, and I’ve only just arrived here. Can you make a recommendation?”

“The fish is fresh today. We can do a fish with greens and a bit of ale for around two bits,” she said, flashing me a slight smile, “or, if fish doesn’t wake your taste buds, we can do lamb for a bit more. I believe the special today is mint-jellied lamb shanks.”

“The fish sounds excellent. I’m not sure I want anything mint jellied right now, and for that matter, I’m not really up for anything alcoholic either. Do you have any tea?” I sounded more hopeful than I intended, but she took it in stride.

“Begging your pardon, sir, but that’s a given. Black tea, hot?” 

When I nodded, she took my silver coin and gave me several other silver coins in exchange, which I stuffed in a pocket. The lady smiled and left me to my own devices. I was not sure what else to do, so I pulled out my deck and laid out a spread. The Fool (which was still mostly blank), The Moon, and the Two of Swords reversed. Looking over the spread, and especially at the Fool, I let out a long sigh. A few minutes later, the serving girl brought me a plate of piping hot food. I did not pay much attention, choosing instead to grab my fork and eat, my focus still on the cards. After a few moments, I glanced up and saw she was still standing there, holding another mug of tea and a pair of cookies with a questioning look on her face. I gestured to the chair beside her.

“You aren’t from around here,” she said, making it a statement instead of a question. I shook my head, and she continued, “I noticed the Fool card, though I’ve never seen it appear blank before. The other cards weren’t happy either. That didn’t seem like an enjoyable reading if you don’t mind my saying so. It looks like you’re on a Journey you’re unsure of, and you’re uncertain you can trust yourself, either. If I might say so, sir, this doesn’t seem like a Journey you’d best be taking. You’re likely to step clean off a cliff. Although, to be honest, it looks like you’ve already seen to that.” 

She pressed a hot cloth to a bruise on the side of my face, which I figured was a souvenir from my trip down the stairs. I flinched and grabbed her wrist before letting go and shaking my head. She handed me one of the cookies, and I chewed to consider my thoughts before responding.

“No, I don’t think so. I didn’t want to start it, honestly. I stumbled into it. I’m James, by the way, and I imagine I look like I fell off a cliff. Someone pushed me down a flight of stairs trying to get away from the police, but they caught him anyway. Last I saw they were giving him an education about how things are.”

“My name is Alethea. How did you get here? By way of the rails? And what do you mean ‘an education’? What did the peelers do?”

“No, I came... on foot, from a way off. And from the sounds I heard, it sounded like the... peelers did you say?... were beating the tar out of him.”

I did not want to explain how I got here since I could not even explain it to myself. Instead, I busied myself with a long drink of my tea. For a moment, I thought I saw a flash of recognition in her eyes, but I might have imagined it. Alethea pursed her lips in anger when I mentioned the beating and muttered something about talking to the guards about this. Her face cleared as she considered me again.

“Well, welcome, anyway. Tell me about yourself?”

“What would you like to know?”

She shrugged and asked, “What’s the area where you live like? What sort of work do you do? Do you have a large family?” she fired questions off one after the other.

I shrugged back at her. “My place is near the water, so it’s green where I live. I work with computers for fun and a living. I’m an only child, but my parents are dead, so it’s just me. I spend a lot of time indoors, but I love to go camping and swimming when I can.”

“I’m not sure what a computer is, but that sounds lonely. I don’t live too far from here, and you’ve seen how this place is. I work here in the inn when I don’t have other things to attend to, I have a twin sister named Felicia, and my parents are both alive. They live toward the north of the city. Something about going into the wild and leaving behind the rigors of everyday life appeals to me. I remember when I was younger, my father and sister and I used to go camping in the countryside near home. Some of my favorite memories are from those days. I love camping!” Her face had brightened, and she smiled wide when I nodded.

“I like it too... it’s peaceful in a way I can’t find in the city, though city life appeals differently. Honestly, my favorite camping trips are the ones with terrible weather. Sunny skies are great and all, but it’s the rough trips you remember. One of my favorite trips was on an island in the middle of a lake I lived near once. I remember the weather went from so hot you almost couldn’t breathe to cold enough to drop hail the size of cherries in about half an hour. Those were great days. It’s good to meet you. Not many people are as fond of the wild as I am, so it’s nice to talk to someone about things like this, you know?”

“Likewise. And I agree about rough weather camping. I once went on a trip where it was hot and dry at first, but during the night it was raining so hard it seemed like water was everywhere. The wind was so bad it nearly tore our tent from the ground. My sister doesn’t remember the trip, but my father and I discuss it from time to time,” Her eyes went somewhere else for a moment, as though she was reliving the memory. A small smile graced her lips, but she came back and addressed me again, saying, “Will you be around long? You said you’re here for the first time today, right?” At my affirmative, she continued, “I can tell because of your accent you’re from somewhere else. Do you have a place to stay? Do you have anyone who can help you find your way around the city? The Kingdom of Cups can be a dangerous place for new visitors, as hard as we try to maintain order.”

I did not know what to tell her, so I shook my head. The man who was beaten by the police was still fresh on my mind, and I was not sure how long I would be here. Finding some place to stay seemed like an excellent idea, even if only for a day or two.

“That would probably be my best course. I don’t know the area well enough to feel comfortable trying to move around on my own.”

“I can show you around if you’d like. My shift is over, and I have nothing pressing to do. Lodging shouldn’t be much of a problem either if you’re all right with my help.” 

I waited a long moment before replying.

“I appreciate the offer, but we just met. How do you know... well....”?

“You won’t try to take advantage of my kindness?” 

A slight smile played on her lips and also reached her eyes. “See the boar’s head on the wall?” I nodded, and she pulled out a dagger I had not even realized she was carrying. She aimed carefully and threw the weapon, making it seem effortless. The blade embedded itself dead center in the boar’s eye.

I let out a long whistle as I heard the glass crunch. “Right then.” I would not cross her. 

“You’ll need someone who can help you for a while. The Essence of the Fool, you know. Be careful of Reversal, by the way.” Before I could say anything, she cleared my dishes and her tea mug and disappeared back into the kitchen.

“Why does everyone keep warning me about Reversals?” I wondered aloud as I pushed back my chair, gathered my cards, and stretched before joining my new companion once she reappeared. Having been the new guy in town when I was younger, I knew how daunting it could be. I had no idea what was to come next, but I figured it would be a lot less frustrating with her around.
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Alethea was as good as her word and got me a place to stay above the Laughing Boar. She told me this was the room she used when the weather was too foul to risk going home, and since it was her room, she had already paid the bill in full for the next few weeks. The lack of rent payments would give me some breathing room, but I still felt a bit guilty, and my gratitude did not stop me from protesting about inconveniencing her. She waved it away and would hear nothing about it. Once I settled in, she showed me around the city and even took me to a clothing shop. No one in Tarocchi dressed the way I was, so I stuck out like a sore thumb. 

I was grateful, but I thought it would have been less of a hassle if the new clothes were a little less uncomfortable. I did not feel I needed the driving goggles, especially. Alethea insisted I look like I belonged here, and I did not want to argue.

I tried to tell her I had no way to pay her back, other than offering her the rest of my change from lunch, but she would not hear of it. She told me I could pay her back later. We even went to a little hole in the wall soup place after about two hours for a snack, then took a rail to a market that was some distance away
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