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"Death," Granna announced, flipping the tarot card face-up and snapping it down on the table between us.

I'd been dukkering for small-town marks—that is, telling fortunes for the patrons of our traveling carnival show—since I was eight years old, but my grandmother had been spending that summer before my seventeenth birthday teaching me to read the tarot cards. Until then, I'd been strictly a "reading palms and crystal balls" kind of girl. 

My Granna is a Gypsy—a real, live, from-the-old-country Romani. But my mama married a gadjo, a non-Romani outsider, so the rest of us are just good old-fashioned carnies. Not that Granna ever let that stop her from working on me, trying to get me to keep to the old ways.

One hot, still afternoon in mid-August, she was trying to do both—teach me the cards and how to be a good Gypsy. We sat at the table inside the motor home my family used in the carnival caravan. Mama was off running one of the rides during the afternoon lull, and Dad had promised Johnny to take over his hot dog joint for the rest of the day. Usually, Granna and I would be in the fortune-telling tent, but we had just about played out this town's daytime crowd. We were getting ready to pull up stakes on the Northeast entirely, head down south, then maybe out west for a while. I wasn’t sure of the route, though I knew some of the roustabouts had been discussing it recently.

Granna tapped the card with one gnarled forefinger. "Tell me the meanings." 

Usually, I found her deep voice and thick accent soothing. Not today. All I wanted to do was take off and spend an hour or so reading the midway. I was better at it than any other carnie on the lot—I found more dropped change on the carnival grounds than everyone else put together. Lots of paste, too—the cheap prizes the game agents gave out to the locals who "won" the games. 

But all I cared about were the coins.

You can't buy books with paste.

"Kizzie," Granna barked, and my attention snapped back to her at the sound of my name. No way would I get out of this. Better to answer her questions and look for lost change later. 

"Death," I said obediently, studying the image on the card for the meanings it could offer. A figure in full armor rode a white horse, like the knights in the Minor Arcana—but this one had a skull instead of a face. "He rides over everyone before him, peasant and king alike. He's the end and the beginning, destruction and creation. This is not necessarily physical death but indicates the need for change. You must clear away the old to make way for the new. He is transition and transformation."

"And if the card is reversed?" 

"Stagnation and an inability to accept the need for change."

"Yes. Death is not death." Granna nodded once, sharply, and flipped the next card onto the table. "The Hanged Man."

This one I knew—it felt like it could be my own. "A life in suspension."

Granna narrowed her eyes at me, sensing the sarcasm beneath my response. Without comment, she tapped on the image of the beam from which the man in the image was suspended. 

I sighed, then recited her earlier lesson back to her. "There are leaves and vines growing on the branch, and his expression is of peace, not suffering. This is not a card of death or of endings. Nor is it a card of beginnings. It indicates the need to wait in peace."

Pursing her lips and raising her eyebrows, Granna nodded. "You may go. Gather your coins for your books."

Without waiting for further confirmation, I leaped up from my seat, then leaned over and kissed her seamed cheek. "I'll be back before dark."

To anyone else, her grunt of affirmation might have seemed gruff. I knew from the glint in her eyes that she was pleased with me.

"You go find some money and go get that book you've been suffering for," she said, waving me off with one hand.

I nodded, and was out the door within seconds, jogging toward the midway from the back yard—the open field where we all parked our RVs and pitched our tents. I hoped Granna was right and I would find the rest of the coins I needed buy the collection of Jane Austen novels I had seen in the local bookstore when we had first arrived here three days ago. For once, the shop in the small town where we landed had a good selection of both classics and new releases. I kept bugging Mama to get me an e-book reader, but she said we didn't have the money for it. Besides, I was pretty sure you had to have a credit card to be able to order books for those things and to get a credit card, you had to have a permanent address—and none of us wanted that. So I kept reading the midway, looking for extra money for books and checking out the local bookstores in every town where we stopped.

It was amazing to me how I could live like this, moving from place to place for all my (almost) seventeen years, never stopping for more than a few days at a time, and still feel like the Hanged Man—always waiting for my life to start. Somewhere deep down inside, I knew that there had to be more to the world than just this. This entire summer as I learned to read the tarot, the still air of rural upstate New York had seemed full of unrealized potential just waiting to burst free. Nothing in my world had actually changed yet. It was still ruled by the rhythm of the carnival—set up, run the rides, play the games, tell fortunes, read the midway, and break down. Travel to another town, and start the cycle all over again.

But I could tell something was coming—it was just out of reach, not quite in my view, like a storm gathering on the horizon waiting to break into wind and rain thrashing around me. For now, it was just a feeling.

I had no idea how wild the storm was going to be.
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Two hours later, I browsed through the book shop. I'd found several dollars in change on the midway and then hit a bonus—a five-dollar bill, wadded up tightly, hidden in the grass in front of Crazy Jimmy's funnel cake joint.

I now had enough money for both the Jane Austen anthology and another book or two. Dad would complain when I came home with more books, but I knew I could get around him by promising to trade in several more the next time we got to a town with a used book store.

I loved the way bookstores smelled—like paper and ink and quiet. It made me think of how libraries ought to be, though most of the libraries I had been in smelled slightly different. More dust and older books overlaid with the burning ozone scent of the several rows of computers that inevitably greeted a patron on arrival.

No, overall I preferred the fragrance of new books.

Even now, I stood in the new releases section with a hardcover mystery open in my hands, holding the book up to my face and inhaling deeply.

"You know, you could probably get some actual drugs if you need to snort something." The deep, male voice behind me was laced with amusement, but I still jumped and snapped the book shut as I spun around, a heated blush crawling up my neck and flaring into my face.

Hastily, I shoved the novel back into its space on the shelf. "I was just..." My voice trailed off as my mind caught up with my eyes and I took in the guy standing behind me.

He was probably about my age, tall and muscular, with dark blonde hair and bright green eyes. If I had seen him on the midway, I would've taken him for a local football jock—the kind of guy who might show up with a group of friends, all of them already drunk and raucous, determined to show off their own superiority to the carnies at work. The type of townie we would do everything possible to screw over. A mark to con out of all the cash he had on him. The kind of idiot who dropped a five-dollar bill on the midway and never even noticed.

All of that flashed through my mind in an instant, even as I realized that he seemed totally incongruous here in the bookstore. Guys like this weren't generally big readers.

"You like that author?" He asked, nodding toward my re-shelved book. "I enjoyed her first few books, but lately she seems unwilling to deviate from her formula at all." One corner of his mouth tilted up, creasing a dimple into his face. He waited for me to respond, his eyes sparkling with mischief as if he knew exactly what I had been thinking about him.

I glanced at the book I'd been sniffing, trying to think what to say. The silence stretched out a little too long.

"If you haven't read any of her books, you should start with the first one. We have it over here in paperback," he suggested.

Oh, no. He works here.

This time, the heat flaring into my face was as much anger as embarrassment. Any second now, he was going to demand to search me, to check to see if I had stolen one of the books I've been smelling. It was nothing new—the combined stigma of a Gypsy heritage and a carnie lifestyle combined in me to make the perfect scapegoat when someone wanted to catch a shoplifter. I probably looked like I couldn't afford to buy anything.

I glanced guiltily at the hardcover book. Truth was, I couldn’t afford it.

Luckily, I didn't need to. I hadn't read any of that author's books—I had simply picked one up at random to inhale the new-book-ness of it. Maybe if I bought the paperback, he'd leave me alone.

"So you do you actually talk?" the guy asked.

"I haven't read anything by her," I mumbled.

"She speaks." His grin undercut any sarcasm that might have been in his voice. "Here." Reaching past me, he pulled a paperback off a nearby shelf.

The heat of his body wafted the scent of him to me as he was leaning closer, and for the first time in my life, I thought I might be smelling something even better than a new book.

My face flamed hot with embarrassment for the third time in as many minutes.

What am I thinking? This guy's a townie. I can't get involved with him.

For one thing, I didn't have time. In a few days, we'd be packing out of this podunk town and off to new adventures—that's what Manny, the carnival manager, always said, anyway. More likely, we'd be off to another nowheresville to provide a little fun and excitement.

In my head, I could hear Jana, who ran the ticket-counter, asking, "Who says we shouldn't get a little of our own back?" I was never sure if she meant money or sex. Dad said both. Granna always sneered. And Mama just laughed whenever Jana said it.

Still, I knew all three of them would have a full-out conniption if I followed Jana's example, so I simply said, "Thanks. I'll read it."

A second dimple appeared on the townie's face. "She's got something like twenty of them. They've all got a number in the title, so you can keep track that way. They have absolutely no redeeming literary value, either, so they make great travel-reads." He looked at me out of the corner of one eye as he straightened the books to cover the hole he'd made when he took the book out of for me. "You do travel a lot, right? I mean, you're with the carnival that's in town?"

"Yeah. For a few days." I clutched the book tighter in my hand. Usually, this was the part where the accusations started.

The blonde guy just nodded, though. "Wow. That must be so cool, getting to travel all over like that."

I shrugged. "It's okay. It can get kind of old, though." I gestured expansively, taking in the whole bookstore. "Not every town has a place like this. I'd love to work here."

Now it was his turn to shrug. "I like it okay. Let me know if you need any help with anything, okay?" He started to move down the aisle of shelves, then paused and half-turned to speak to me over his shoulder. "Maybe I'll see you there? At the carnival, I mean."

Now I was the one who grinned. "Maybe so."
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I had to rush to drop off my books in the RV and get changed into costume—caftan thing made of scarves that I slipped on over my tank top and jeans—to start the night shift. Granna was having me do my first round of tarot readings tonight. Our carnival fortune-telling was a weird mix of fake and genuine readings. Granna had taught me the patter to use—what to say when a reading of a palm or the cards showed something negative. Carnival patrons didn't leave tips for bad fortunes, so I had learned to pad the negative with the positive, to offer the bad in terms of things to watch out for. 

As the night wore on, I grew more and more comfortable dealing out the tarot cards. Like my grandmother, I used a standard Rider-Waite deck, easily available everywhere. However, I didn't let anyone else use my cards, or even touch them, except in the context of a reading. Townies, who my grandmother insisted on calling "clients," could pick a card when asked or sometimes even shuffle the deck. But only I dealt the cards.

After three hours of fairly steady traffic, the cards felt warm in my hand, and Granna was confident enough in my abilities to head back to the RV for an early night. I was all alone when the bookstore-guy and three of his friends came into the tent.

The other boys were laughing and hooting, but bookstore-guy stood very still and stared at me, the slight smile on his face bringing out faint traces of his dimples.

Big Joe, the head roustabout and our unofficial bouncer, poked his head inside the entrance and made eye contact with me. "You okay, Kizzie?"

My gaze flickered between bookstore-guy and his friends. "I'm okay, Joe. I'll call you if I need you."

Joe nodded. "I'm right next door."

"Thanks."

Bookstore-guy turned to his friends. "You go on. I'm going to get my fortune told."

"Dude," one of his friends said. "I thought we were looking for some chick."

"You are such an idiot, Steve," another friend said, grabbing the first one by the arm and tugging him toward the exit. "Catch you later, Evan?"

Bookstore-guy—whose name was apparently Evan—waved one hand without looking at his friends as they left. I was a little glad to see him blushing for once.

"So," Evan said as he pulled out the chair on the other side of my tiny reading table. "Kizzie, huh? Nice name."

"And you're Evan. Don't let me keep you from going to find your chick." Despite my acerbic words, I couldn't keep from grinning at him.

"Maybe you could just tell me my fortune, save me some trouble."

"You sure that's what you want? Sometimes the cards will give you something you don't want to hear."

"If that's the case, maybe it's something I need to hear." He leaned his elbows on the table, put his chin in his hands and stared at me with those sparkling green eyes.

I began shuffling the cards from one hand to the next. "Maybe so. Then again, it's never a good idea to second-guess the cards. Maybe we should go ahead and lay them out, see what pops up."

"Excellent plan. I can't wait."

I took a breath to try to calm the fluttering in my stomach as I prepared to do a reading for this beautiful, flirtatious boy. "Close your eyes, and concentrate on the question you want answered, or the issue you'd like to see illuminated."

"That's easy." He gave me a significant glance before shutting his eyes and inhaling deeply.

I closed my own eyes as I shuffled, letting the oversized cards run from one hand to another, concentrating on Evan sitting across from me. I imagined a cord running between us, energy connecting us in bright silver strands. In my mind, I pictured power circulating through those strands, in time to our heartbeats and breath, looping from him to me and back again.

When the room practically thrummed with energy, and the cards had grown hot with handling, I opened my eyes to find his green gaze fixed on me.

"Are you right-handed?" I asked.

Evan frowned in confusion. "Yes."

Setting the cards on the table between us, I said, "Cut the deck with your left hand, holding your question or issue in your mind, then re-stack the deck. When you've done that pick it up with your right hand and give it back to me."

He followed directions without asking any questions, though I could tell he wanted to.

Holding his gaze with mine, I fanned the cards out face-down across the table.

"Choose ten," I said. "Place them face-down in a pile to your right."

I half expected him to pick cards haphazardly, to treat this as a joke, a way to get to me. But he didn't. His hand hovered over the cards, moving back and forth as if he were looking for something in particular.

After he had deliberately chosen ten cards from the deck, I swept the remainders into a separate stack and set it aside. "Now pass your cards to me with your right hand."

Evan handed the small set to me, and as I reached out with my left hand to take them, my fingertips brushed against his. The energy I had imagined running between us exploded in a tiny shower of internal sparks that sent shivers running up my arm and down my spine. It was all I could do not to squeak and let go of the cards. But Granna had impressed upon me the importance of never letting go of the cards in the middle of a handoff.

A quick glance at Evan suggested that he probably had felt something very similar. I didn't want to analyze it too much—whether it was a physical reaction to his presence, or something more metaphysical, I simply wanted to enjoy it, despite (or maybe because of) the light flutters of anxiety it sent through me.

I held onto the cards he had given me with my left hand and placed my right hand atop them, then sent a quick prayer up to whatever deity might be listening, asking for protection from evil as I completed the reading.

I guess the gods weren't listening that night.

I began flipping the cards up onto the table, laying them out in a pattern Granna had taught me at the beginning of the summer. Three cards in, those light flutters had grown stronger. By the seventh card, they had become ping balls bouncing around inside me. When I set out the tenth card, they all turn to lead and dropped to the pit of my stomach at the same moment.

I got in good at disguising my expression when I did readings for clients. Evan wasn't fooled for an instant.

"What is it? What does it mean?" He asked, his expression serious.

"Give me a minute," I said. Picking up the leftover cards, I shuffled through them quickly, then began reciting the alphabet in my mind as flipped through them again. I turned the card face-up when I got to E. Then I did the same thing for V, A, and N. 

The lead balls in my stomach rolled around.

Then, although I wasn't entirely certain that he had been thinking of me as I did his reading—despite his flirting, for all I knew he was there hoping to get good news about a sick relative or something—I went through the same process, but this time spelled out my own name.

By the time I hit the final E in Kizzie, I felt ready to vomit.
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Here's the deal: I understand odds. Mom and Dad took turns homeschooling me when I was little. I finished all the work for high school by the time I was 15. And most of my early math lessons came in the form of the games of chance some of the other carnies ran—both in legitimate carnival booths and on the side.

Out of the 78 cards in a tarot deck, there are 22 Major Arcana cards. They're the big deal cards, the ones that show the huge life events, the serious issues.

Granna called them the "the big, secret magic cards."

The chances that any reading could be made up entirely of Major Arcana cards was something like one in... Well, one in an enormous number.

And that's what I was getting now.

None of it was positive, either. My gaze skipped from card to card as I tried to find some way to give him the positive reading Granna always insisted customers wanted.

The petitioner's card, the one that represented Evan himself, wasn't a problem. The Sun card suggested a person of light and warmth, someone who was fun and energetic. And the fact that the petitioner card was crossed by The Wheel of Fortune card wasn't bad in and of itself. But the thing about a tarot reading is that the cards don't only hold their own meaning—they take meaning from all the cards around them, as well. All on its own, the Wheel of Fortune card merely suggested something karmic at play in Evan's fortune. Similarly, the past influence of The Hanged Man didn't say anything worse than Evan's recent past had included a period of introspection, of waiting. But it went downhill from there.

I let my fingers play over the layout of the cards, lightly touching them one at a time as I considered all the connections and possibilities.

The future-influence card was The Devil and suggested some form of temptation—something that Evan should say no to, but wouldn't want to. And although the best possible outcome was The World, indicating completion of a major task (all of it based on The Magician, a card of skill and growing knowledge of the arcane) that Devil influence undercut what might have been a potentially positive reading.

Even worse, the rest of the reading suggested that Evan was holding on to illusions, and surrounding himself with friends who were fools in the worst possible way—not necessarily the usual Fool of the tarot, with his happy-go-lucky step into the unknown, but the kind of friends who were too unworldly to see the danger Evan was about to step into. 

Whatever that might be.

The last two cards of the reading worried me the most, however. The Tower card in the position of the petitioner's hopes and fears suggested that rather than being naïve, Evan had some idea of the dangers he faced—enough to fear disaster, to worry about his world falling apart around him. And that final card, the most likely outcome if something didn't change, terrified me in a way it never had before.

Death doesn't mean death.

No matter how often I repeated it to myself, however, I couldn't shake the hard rock of fear that had settled itself on my chest.

"So, what does it mean?" Evan asked, peering at the cards with interest. 

I frowned, trying to decide how much to tell him.

Granna's voice in my head chastised me, reminding me that dukkering for the townies meant telling them what we wanted them to hear—and that meant telling them what they wanted to hear.

But as I opened my mouth to start my usual patter, to tell him about change and completion and new opportunities awaiting him, the room began to spin around me. The air in this curtained-off back section of our show tent grew so thick and heavy that I couldn't draw breath.

My eyes rolled up into my head until I could see nothing but the inside of my own skull, even as I felt my eyelashes fluttering.

Without intending to, I began to speak, my voice echoing from somewhere inside me in a way that made it sound deeper than it ought to.

"Beware the wheel and the light and the call of the dark. Learn what you must of the magic of night, but live in the day. Leave the past behind, for your waiting is at an end. When the tower crumbles and your death is at hand, know that that the sun cannot survive without the moon, as the moon has no light without the sun, and lovers' days fade under night's bright star."

My voice faded away, and I slumped forward, finally able to close my eyes entirely. Another heartbeat passed before the air thinned again. I drew in a great, ragged breath, and sat up straight. Dragging my eyelids open, I waited for my eyes to focus. A single bead of sweat rolled down the side of my face as I worked to slow my heaving chest. I felt as if I had run a mile.

Across the table from me, Evan stared, his eyes huge.

We sat in silence for a long, tense moment.

When he finally spoke, his voice was perfectly flat. "What does all of that mean?"

"The cards..." My voice trailed off, and my fingers fluttered over the reading layout again. "The Wheel of Fortune, the Sun, Death..."

I stop speaking and shook my head. Naming the cards would mean nothing to this townie—he'd come in here to flirt. I was certain of it.

Instead, something supernatural had occurred. I was equally sure of that.

This wasn't dukkering for the rubes.

Rather than a standard, generic reading, Evan had ended up with the kind of gypsy divination I'd only heard about from Granna.

And somehow, the foretelling had come through me.

A chill crawled down my spine. I hoped that it wasn't prophetic, too.

I feared it was.

Evan didn't stay long after my failed attempt to explain to him a prediction I didn't understand myself.

"I guess I'd better go?" he asked, frowning slightly. I knew he wanted me to say no, to invite him to stay. 

When I didn't, he stood up. "Okay, then. I guess...thanks for the fortune. Or something." 

"Yeah. Sure," I said, still distracted.

"Bye." With a roll of his eyes, he ducked through the curtain that separated my table from the rest of the tent.

I, on the other hand, continued to sit at the table, staring at the cards in front of me. Especially the final ten I set out when I spelled our names. I had no idea what had prompted me to spell out my own name as well as Evan's.

Although I didn't know what the prediction I had spoken meant, I saw the other cards it referenced—The Lovers in Evan's name, The Moon and The Star in mine.

Whatever else it might foretell, this tarot reading and my spoken prophecy connected me in some arcane way to the beautiful townie boy I had only just met.
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I didn't do any more readings that night.

Shaking off the chill that had settled deep into my bones despite the warmth of the evening, I turned off the blinking lights that circled our "Fortune Teller" sign and gathered the cards. Most of the decorations inside our reading tent were locked away at night in a giant trunk in the corner, too big for anyone to drag through the midway without being noticed. But the cards always went back to the RV.

Granna still had some superstitions.

Then again, given what I had experienced that night, I was beginning to think perhaps they weren't superstitions, at all.

Besides, I wanted to get back home before she went to sleep and talk to my grandmother about what all of this might mean.

The townie boy and I couldn't really be connected, could we? I would be leaving in just a few days, and he would stay here—that's the way it always was in my world. 

Carnies go, townies stay.

Even as the thought ran through my mind, the words I hadn't meant to say earlier ran through my mind: the moon has no light without the sun.

Granna.

She would know what to make of it all.

I tucked the cards into their wooden box and closed the lid, then shoved the box into my messenger bag. Looping the strap over my head so that I carried the bag diagonally across my body, I did a quick check of the tent to make sure nothing else remained behind. Then I ducked out and headed toward the back yard.

Usually, if I closed up on my own, I strolled back to the RV, alternating between reading the midway for more loose change and greeting the agents running the games. I was too distracted now to do either, too much in a hurry to offer more than a quick wave to the people I passed. The smell of hot dogs wafting from Corbett's grease joint set my stomach to rumbling, reminding me that I hadn't eaten anything since breakfast.

Away from the confines of the tents—back out in the world that I knew so well and loved so much—the strange loss of control, of my own volition as I spoke my unintended prophecy, seemed less frightening.

Maybe I didn't have to hurry quite so much.

Corbett would give me a hot dog—he might even be willing to trade me a whole meal if I offered to take over his joint for an hour sometime.

I slowed and cut across in front of the Ferris wheel toward Corbett's.

That's when I saw Evan.

He and one of the other boys he'd come in with earlier—the one named Steve—were just settling into one of the Ferris wheel seats. Sandy had strapped them in and was pulling the lever to turn the wheel.

Beware the wheel and the light.

My own voice echoed inside my head, and once again the air around me grew too thick to breathe. Everything seemed to slow down until all around me people moved as if swimming through something viscous, like syrup.

The bright lights of the Ferris wheel shimmered and flashed, their bright cheer suddenly turned ominous in this extended moment.

No, I tried to call out, but my voice hung in my throat, pressed down by the syrup-air that wouldn't be drawn into my lungs.

In agonizing slow motion, the seat holding Evan and his friend climbed toward the top of the Ferris wheel. Like other teenagers did every night, the two townie boys rocked the chair back and forth, setting it swinging wildly, and I watched as the thickening air on the ground held me like a bug trapped in amber—unmoving and terrified. 

Petrified.

In fact, only their seat on the Ferris wheel seem to move freely, swinging out farther and farther until, with a high, metallic screech, a bolt gave way just as they reached the apex of the wheel's turning.

Around me, everything snapped back into normal time, the air thinning again enough for my scream to break free.

Too late.

With a thudding clank, the seat twisted sideways and one side dropped down, swinging toward the ground.
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Until the carnival noise came rushing back in, I didn't realize how little had been getting through—only the sounds of the Ferris wheel breaking down had made their way to me. Now, however, it all hit me at once: children's screams matching the high-pitched screech of metal scraping on metal, the shouts of the barkers and ride jockeys as they called for help to shut down their own rides and rush to the Ferris wheel. 

"Big Eli is down," I heard echoing through the lot. Some of the old-timers passed the word the old-fashioned way, calling out to the agent one ride or booth over, sending it up the midway from the back lot to Manny in the front office, but the younger agents were already calling it in on their walkie-talkies and phones.

We'd all had training for emergencies, and enough of us were second- and third-generation carnies to have had it drilled into us, down to the marrow of our bones, what to do in a situation like this, even though a serious ride malfunction hadn't happened in my lifetime, and maybe not in my parents' lifetimes, either.

I knew what I was supposed to do. Get out of the way, let the more experienced ride operators take care of the trouble. They had been trained in what to do, I hadn't.

I wasn't even the closest person to the ride.

I had no business joining the gathering crowd staring up at the dangling Ferris wheel seat.

But when I heard the metallic shriek of another bolt giving away, I found myself shoving past people before I even knew precisely what I planned to do. As I looked up, I made eye contact with Evan. He glanced down for just a second before turning back to urge Steve, who was closer to the point where the seat attached to the wheel, to climb out of the chair and onto the crossbeams of the wheel.

In that instant that our gazes held, I saw both Evan's sheer terror and his determination to survive this terrifying moment.

And I knew, beyond a doubt, that he wouldn't make it.

He twisted in the seat, moving as quickly as he could without jostling the precarious balance, and began unbuckling the seatbelt that held Steve strapped into the deathtrap. Once the other boy was free, Evan pushed him with one hand while pointing at the crossbars with the other, talking constantly and seriously as he urged his seatmate to climb out.

The crowd at the bottom of the wheel grew larger every second, pushing those of us at the front ever closer to the Ferris wheel, while the ride operators worked to move us back, a collective gasp went up when Evan's friend finally reached up and began pulling himself out of the chair and onto the frame of the Ferris wheel. The noisy, terrified group suddenly went silent, and the groans of the stressed metal echoed around us.

"Move back!" Crazy Jimmy stepped in front of me and turned to face the crowd, his spindly arms held wide as he used his body to push us farther away. I took another step back, fighting down rising nausea at my certainty that this would end badly, even as I sent up prayers that I was wrong.

Steve swung one leg up onto the frame of the Ferris wheel, then used his arms to shimmy along a crossbar, and with a final push of his sneakered foot, dragged himself all the way out of the seat.

The process shoved the dangling chair too hard. Even as Evan reached to grab the metal bar and follow his friend, the final metal bolt gave way with a horrible rending noise, and the seat hurtled toward the ground with Evan still in it.
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For the third time in an hour, the entire world around me changed, slowed as I continued moving at normal speeds. Or maybe the rest of the world kept moving at its normal pace and I sped up. In any case, I was already getting used to the way the air became the consistency of peanut butter, as if the very molecules had grown too glutinous—or perhaps too large—to even pass into my lungs.

Even the Ferris wheel chair became sluggish, its midair flip changing to a slow revolution, as Evan was ejected and slung toward the ground in horrifying slow-motion.

I forced my frozen muscles to move, ducking under Crazy Jimmy's crowd-restraining arm and flinging myself through the molasses air to try to catch Evan —I don't know what I would've done had I gotten under him. He easily outweighed me by thirty pounds, maybe even more.

But I didn't get to him in time.

Instead, I watched helplessly as he landed and bounced, like a doll dashed to the ground by a petulant child.

A broken doll.

A few feet away, the Ferris wheel seat crashed into the earth, metal parts scattering in all directions.

As Evan's body hit the ground and lay still, time resumed its normal speed, and again, my shrill scream cut through the cotton-wadding silence that had enveloped me. Without consciously realizing what I was doing, I launched myself across the distance separating us and landed next to Evan's splayed figure.

I shouldn't touch him.

The thought came too late to stop my fingers from fluttering against his cheek.

It didn't matter. His open eyes stared sightlessly at the overcast, dark sky above.

There aren't even any stars to see.

That odd, passing thought prompted another memory of my prophecy: "lovers' days fade under night's bright star..."

I barked out a mirthless laugh. The Lovers card had been in Evan's name in the reading, the Star in mine, and now his days were more than faded—they were gone entirely.

A hot tear slid down my cheek, leaving a burning trail behind it that was suddenly echoed by scorching sensation against my hip. I jerked upright, shoving at what felt like a fiery ember sinking through my jeans—but turned out to be my messenger bag.

I tugged the strap over my head and dropped the bag to the ground, dropping to my knees and pulling open the flap to figure out what was causing me such horrific pain.

My tarot cards.

A white-hot glow poured out of the box I kept them in, shining through the crack where the top met the bottom. 

Just as I reached into the bag to pull them out, Crazy Jimmy's hand landed on my shoulder. "Come on, Kizzie. There's an ambulance on the way. Nothing else we can do here."

I glanced up and around. Only a few seconds could have passed—as far as I could tell, Jimmy and I were the only ones who had moved. The rest of the crowd stood, mouths agape, hands clasped in useless prayer.

"Not yet, Jimmy," I hissed, almost frantic. "I have an idea."

"It's too late, sugar." His voice was kind, his hand firm as he tugged at my shoulder in an attempt to convince me to stand.

I put every ounce of intensity I had into my stare as I captured his gaze with mine, drawing the glowing wooden box of cards toward the top of the bag and holding it open to show him. "Then I can't hurt anything. You have to let me try. Please?"

Crazy Jimmy's eyes grew wide as he took in the glow. "That's real?"

"Yes." I paused and lowered my voice. "You're not crazy, Jimmy. And I don't think I am, either. Give me until the ambulance gets here. Let me see what I can do."

Nodding, Jimmy let go of my shoulder and took a step back. "I'll hold the rubes back. You work that magic, girl."

"Death is not death," I whispered to myself as I drew in a deep breath and prepared to try to use whatever this strange power might be to save the townie boy I had only just met.

I was going to need something huge to bring him back—some kind of truly big magic.

"This is definitely Major Arcana stuff," I whispered to myself.
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I knelt beside Evan's body and spent a few seconds trying to calm and center myself, despite the pounding thump of my heart. Then I reached into my bag and drew out the box, placed it in my lap, and pushed the lid open on its hinges. The light that had been shining through the cracks spilled out, almost blinding me for a second.

My gaze flickered back and forth between Evan's perfectly still body and my shining cards. Neither was as it should be—both were outside the natural order of things, at least as I understood them.

Balance.

That was what was needed here.

I glanced up at the Ferris wheel. Steve had managed to scoot along the metal bar to another crossbeam near the center and was hanging on for dear life, sobbing wildly as the roustabouts responsible for setting up the wheel bustled around the base of the ride, preparing to rescue him before they began turning the wheel to clear all the other riders.

Jimmy wouldn't be able to keep everyone at bay for more than a couple of minutes, and as soon as Evan's friend was brought down, it would be too late.

I had to work fast, even if I didn't know exactly what it was I was about to do.

However, I knew how to read the cards.

Closing my eyes, I gathered the entire deck in my hands and shuffled, focusing on the heat of them, the energy I could feel pouring from them and into me. I inhaled deeply, breathing in the sheer power emanating from the cards. White-hot energy shot through me, moving from my fingertips up to my arms, pausing in my shoulders for an instant before racing to fill the rest of me. It spilled out of my body, crackling around me in a light blue nimbus that lifted my hair up, leaving it floating a few inches away from my head.

"This is it, Evan," I whispered as I cut the deck, then fanned it out on his prone torso. Moving steadily, I drew out 10 cards, one after the other, trusting this magic.

When I had the cards I needed, I gathered up the remainder of the deck and placed it back in the wooden box.

Those cards no longer glowed, but the ones I had chosen were almost too bright to look at.

One at a time, I turned over the cards and placed them on Evan's body in a straight line from the middle of his forehead down to his groin. I hesitated before placing the last card, blushing at the strangely intimate gesture. Then I shook it off, reminding myself that no carnie had any reason to be embarrassed in front of a townie.

Not even a dead one.

I didn't know what to do after that, so I paused and stared down at the layout I had created. By this point, the cards had ceased to surprise me. I wasn't used to feeling helpless, though, and I didn't like it.

"Read the cards." Granna's voice came from behind me at the same time her supportive hand landed on my shoulder. 

I glanced up at her wrinkled, calm face. "But they're the same cards he drew earlier."

"Read them. Quickly."

I nodded, drawing strength from her certainty.

As I turned back to read the cards, I realized they weren't exactly the same as they had been earlier. This time, they started with Death at the top and ended with the Sun, and there were some other differences in their order, too.

"Death is not death," I said. "Clearing the old to make way for the new. The Devil, temptation. The Wheel of Fortune, karma and change. The Tower, upheaval and change."

The power inside me began building, and the air began to thicken around me, threatening to cut off my voice. 

I forced the words out. "The Fool, new beginnings. The Hanged Man, waiting and introspection. The Moon, anxiety and illusion. The Magician, skills and achievements. The World, completion or travel. The Sun, vitality and life."

"Vitality and life," Granna said after me, her hand squeezing my shoulder tightly. 

"Life," I whispered yet again, as the energy the cards had poured into me began to circulate, whipping through my veins so quickly that my head spun.

I touched my palms together, feeling magic pouring from one hand to the other. I imagined all my strength gathering in my hands, and when they had grown so hot that I could barely stand it, I reached out and placed my palms on Evan's body—one on his forehead, displacing the Death card, and the other on his abdomen, brushing away The Moon card. Then I concentrated on pouring every molecule of magic I had through my hands, and into him.

The world receded as I focused completely on sending life into the body before me, willing it to breathe in time with me.

I was so busy imagining Evan taking a breath that I almost missed it when he actually did.

When he sat up, brushing tarot cards away from his face in irritation, the crowd behind me cheered.

"What just happened?" he asked, staring up at the giant Ferris wheel above us.

"Must've knocked the wind out of you," Crazy Jimmy said, walking up behind me and holding out a hand to help Evan stand.

"Must be," I said.

Evan stared at me through narrowed eyes. "Hm. Yeah, I guess."

"Come on." Jimmy tilted his head toward the wheel. "They've almost got your friend down."

Nodding, Evan started the following, but paused and looked back, his gaze flicking suspiciously between me and Granna. Then he shook his head. "I'll be back tomorrow."

Granna gave him her sweetest smile, along with a dismissive shrug. "Tomorrow we leave."

Evan's lips pursed, and he shook his head, but he didn't argue.

As he walked away, I turned to my grandmother. "What was that?"

"You're a Gypsy," she said, with another of those eloquent shrugs. "You have magic."

Then she turned and headed toward our RV in the back yard, gesturing for me to follow her.
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The next morning, it was as if nothing had changed, when I knew that everything was different. But no one acknowledged it. Instead, we worked through breakdown exactly like we did at the end of every run in every town—except this time the roustabouts were being especially careful in their repairs and take-down of the Ferris wheel.

Also, we'd started packing up even earlier than usual. I wasn't sure what the local authorities had said when they arrived at the scene of the accident the night before, but whatever it was, it had prompted everyone to get a nice, early start.

I can only imagine what it might have been like if Evan had stayed dead.

Not that anybody but me, Granna, Crazy Jimmy, and Evan himself knew about it. Apparently, we had all decided to keep that incident to ourselves, at least so far.

I had just finished stowing our personal belongings in the RV and headed from the backyard up to the midway. I planned to help Granna and a couple of roustabouts pack our show tent into one of the trucks that carried the carnival from one town to another. 

But I was going slowly, reading the midway one last time for loose change. My head was down and I was scanning the ground when a voice from a few feet in front of me said, "Hey, lifesaver."

I skidded to a halt, my head snapping up as I stared in shock at Evan.

"Or I guess I could just call you Kizzie. That's what the guy last night said your name was, right?"

"What are you doing here?" I asked. "We're closed. We're heading out today. Can't you see we're packing up?"

Evan nodded. "Yeah. I'm supposed to find some guy named Big Joe. He's gonna tell me what I need to do."

"What you need to do?"

The corner of his mouth twitched up in a grin. "Apparently I'm running away to join the circus."

"This is not the circus. It's a carnival."

Evan laughed. "It was just a joke, Kizzie. Don't take yourself so seriously."

"So you're not joining up?"

"Oh, that part wasn't a joke. Just the line about the circus."

"You can't. Don't you have family? Or school? Why are you doing this?"

He shrugged. "I live with my uncle. He won't be sorry to see me go. And I can finish school anytime. What do you do for school?"

"I graduated early."

"Well, then." Evan waved a dismissive hand. "I'm done, too."

My stomach tightened, and my hands shook as I remembered some of the cards from the readings I had given him. Complete change, transition, new beginnings.

Temptation.

Was I The Devil card in this situation?

Why don't the cards tell us more?

It didn't matter. This was a terrible idea.

"You can't." I glared at him, practically daring him to contradict me.

Evan's grin deepened a dimple in his cheek. "Why not?"

"That's not how it works. Carnies go, townies stay behind."

The smile faded from his face, and I realized that throughout the conversation, there had been an intensity in his gaze that didn't match up with the happy-go-lucky banter. "If last night taught me anything, it's that the world doesn't always work the way we expect it to."

"But... I..." My voice faded away. I couldn't think of anything to say to that.

"So, will you tell me where to find Big Joe?"

I pointed in the direction of the Ferris wheel. "Last time I saw him, he was overseeing the ride breakdown. You can't miss him. He's the giant redhead who stuck his head into my tent last night to check on me."

"Great. Thanks." Evan started walking away, then turned around and kept moving backward while he continued to talk, pointing both forefingers at me as if he were a gunslinger drawing on me. "And when we get to the next town, wherever that is, you and I are going to have a talk. I want to know how you did what you did. Why I'm alive."

With that, he spun around and strode down the midway as if he owned it.

I watched him go, my mouth hanging open, as I tried—and failed—to come up with a retort.

Finally, I muttered to myself, "I can't tell you what I don't know." Shaking my head, I inhaled deeply and tried to calm down enough to go back to reading the midway.

As I approached our fortunetellers' tent, something fluttering in the grass caught my eye. I bent over to pick it up, and my breath hitched in my throat.

All I could think was that somehow it had blown away as I tried to bring Evan back to life. Either that, or the same magic that had moved through me the night before had placed it here for me to find. I stared at it for a long time, wondering what it was telling me.

It was a tarot card.

The Chariot.

A card that indicated the need to make a choice, to be decisive and assertive.

I didn't know yet what things I would have to choose between, what the black-and-white sphinxes pulling the chariot in two different directions might represent in my life.

All I knew for sure was that everything in my world was about to change.

* * * 
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The End.


LIKE THIS STORY? BE sure to watch for more set in Kizzie Stroud’s carnival world, starting with Moonlight & Malice, coming soon from Evershade Publishing.
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