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“Step right up folks! Professor Vlkoslag’s Traveling Medicine Show will be opening tonight, bringing wonders and marvels beyond your wildest dreams.” I tip my top hat to a couple of ladies walking down the street here in Las Vegas, New Mexico. A brief gust of wind sends a swirl of dust and brittle leaves across the camp. The scent of damp canvas, oiled leather, and woodsmoke lingers in the air. In the distance, a dog barks, and the faint sound of a hammer striking metal rings from a blacksmith’s forge. The town is waking up from winter’s grip, but it hasn’t quite shaken it off.

Despite the chill of the day, there is the promise of spring in the air as the scent of blossoms, faint but unmistakable, drifts on the breeze from somewhere beyond the town. “We have entertainments to delight and beguile, patent medicines to cure most every ailment and talismans to protect from every danger,” My voice rings out with well-practiced charm, blending with the murmur of the passersby. I glance over at the roustabouts as they work to get everything set up and ready. The rhythmic thud-thud-thud of mallets driving stakes into the ground mixes with the occasional clang of metal as the stage is assembled. The coarse paper of the handbills scratches slightly against my fingers reminding me it’s time for me to get started. The faint but sharp aroma of medicinal herbs, camphor, sassafras, and licorice root, drifts from my wagon as I set out to meet the locals. Time for me to see what we have to work with in this town.

Crunch. The sound catches my attention as I step away from my wagon. I lift my boot and see what looks like a cross between a spider and a scorpion. A wind scorpion, I think. With care I reach down and scoop up the remains. “You will be the star of the show,” I whisper, turning back to my enclosed wagon. I pause for a moment taking in the sight of my traveling home. Like the other wagons used by our troupe my wagon has seen better days. Once a grand, crimson showpiece, it is now faded and chipped from too many miles on dusty roads. The gold lettering still boldly proclaims Professor Vlkoslag’s Traveling Medicine Show though the edges are peeling, and the flourishes could use a fresh coat of paint. The fold-down steps at the back creak when I step on them, but they hold, just like always. She’s a little shabby, a little theatrical—but so am I, and she still gets the job done.

I place the wind scorpion on the table and with deliberate precision draw the chalk lines forming an intricate web to contain the dark magic I will be using. Softly muttering the words of the spell, I take the silver pin from my hat and stab the vein in my wrist, allowing several drops of blood to fall on the arachnid. Neither a true spider nor a true scorpion, wind scorpions are extremely common in arid regions like the American Southwest. But my version will only be seen by those who visit the show tonight and only for a very limited time. 

~ * ~

With the magically revived wind scorpion secure in its display case, I pick up the handbills and head back out. Being on the Santa Fe Trail and with the railroad stopping here, this is a prosperous town. However, it could also be a lawless town. When we arrived, I picked a spot closer to what had been the original settlement and hence the slightly more civilized area, but still accessible to the rougher types who called the other side of the tracks home. 

My first stop is the hotel. The lobby is tidy but well-worn, with polished wooden floors reflecting the afternoon light filtering through lace curtains. A brass bell sits atop the counter, its surface dulled by years of use, while a ledger book lies open, ink-stained and carefully kept. A faint scent of polished wood and old parchment lingers in the air, mixed with a touch of lavender from a vase on the counter.

“May I help you?” a pleasant voice calls from a back room after I tap the bell and its clear, gentle chime fades.

“I was hoping I could leave some of my flyers here.” My handbills, slightly crumpled from the journey, rest on the counter, their bold lettering and swirling illustrations promising wonders and cures. I offer her my best smile as I pull several tickets out of my pocket. “For you,” I say handing her the tickets. “Free admission for you and your family as a way of saying thank you for allowing me to advertise in your beautiful hotel.”

The lady smiles and pushes a stray lock of red hair behind her ear. “Certainly, sir,” she replies, her voice soft as a springtime breeze. She takes the tickets then hands a few of them back. “I only need three,” she says. 

I raise my hand. The sharp tang of herbal tinctures, a ghost of camphor and licorice wafts from my coat. There is a musty odor of sulfur still clinging to the fabric, residue from the magic I worked a short time ago. “My dear lady, you are free to give the extra tickets to your staff or perhaps you may choose to visit more than once.” 

“Thank you, mister…”

“Professor. Professor Vlkoslag.” I tip my hat and bow slightly. “The first show will be tonight. I hope we see you there.”

She laughs lightly as I head out to the street. 

~ * ~

When I get back to the wagons, the sun hangs high, beating down on the camp and casting sharp shadows beneath the canvas and wagons. The air is thick with dust kicked up by the workers as they move back and forth, driving stakes into the hard-packed ground. The rhythmic thud of mallets blends with the creak of wagon wheels and the occasional clatter of wooden crates being unloaded. Despite the coming spring there is still a chill in the air; a reminder winter is not over yet. 

“Well, Professor?” Madame Roma, our fortune teller, calls as she steps out from behind her wagon, pulling her shawl tighter around her shoulders. The faint jingle of her bangles follows the motion as she folds her arms, her sharp gaze watching me with a knowing expression.

I scan the work already being done. The stage is almost finished. “We will set up the tents for both burlesque shows and the magic show,” I say, stepping forward, my boots pressing into the softening earth. “However, I want the menagerie front and center as people come in. I have the star attraction ready for display.

“Also, finish setting up the stage,” I continue, tugging my coat closed against the chill. “We should look like we’ll be offering a play. This town seems a bit bereft of entertainment.” I let the thought settle for a moment before allowing myself a slow smile. “Tents and stage only. Have everything else, other than the menagerie, packed back up and loaded. I suspect we won’t have to worry about holding actual performances tonight. And, if everything goes as expected, we will need to load and leave quickly.”

Madame Roma nods slowly, tapping a ringed finger against her lips as she considers my words. Then, with a rustle of fabric, she turns to set things in motion.

I take a deep breath, the air crisp and tinged with the scent of wood smoke, trampled grass, and the lingering chill of winter reluctantly giving way to spring. If everything plays out the way I expect, we’ll be long gone before this town wakes in the morning. 

“Of course, Professor.” Madame Roma’s dark eyes brighten, and she smiles. “The main performance will be a production worthy of San Fransico or Denver.” She nods then spins around, her long black hair swirling around her like her colorful skirts as she hurries to deliver my instructions to the company. 

I have no doubts everything will be ready in time. 

~ * ~

“Step right up, folks!” I call, my breath barely visible, though the air still carries a crisp edge. A few townsfolk pull their coats a little tighter, while others seem eager to shake off the last grip of winter and welcome the night’s entertainments. Overhead, the sky deepens from pale blue to dusky violet, streaked with the last golden rays of daylight.

Beyond the rope fence, nothing more than a few lengths of fraying cord strung between battered sawhorses, the crowd stirs. Boots shuffle on the cool, firm ground, still holding a hint of frost in the shaded places. The scent of damp wood and old hay drifts from our wagons, mixing with the aroma of oil lanterns being lit one by one, their flames flickering in the breeze.

I pull the rope aside, the coarse fibers rough under my fingers, though the motion is more for show than security.

“In addition to the menagerie we have on display, tonight’s main attraction will be a play! A play that has been performed before the crowned heads of Europe! Kings and Queens have been amazed by the skill of our actors!” I sweep my arm toward the stage, the wooden boards newly cleaned but still wearing the scars of past performances. The wagons, forming a crescent moon around it, cast long shadows across the field, their paint dulled from miles on the road but still bold enough to catch the last slivers of the fading light.

A ripple of interest moves through the crowd. A young boy tugs on his father’s sleeve, eyes wide with curiosity, while a few ladies exchange amused glances. 

“For the gentlemen who prefer the simpler pleasures, we offer exotic dancers from far and distant lands.” I turn toward the smaller canvas tent on the left. The wind stirs its edges, making the entrance flap sway slightly, as though beckoning. From inside, comes the whisper of perfume; spiced, rich, and just enough to tempt. 

“But don’t be dismayed, oh ye of the fairer sex! We also offer a similar show for the ladies.” I gesture toward the opposite tent, its canvas slightly faded, but still bold, standing against the twilight sky. A few women in the crowd exchange glances, some intrigued, others pretending not to be. Just as perfume floated from the first tent; musk comes from the second tent. 

“For the young at heart, Madame Roma will be performing various magics and sleight of hand tricks.” I spot her lingering near her tent, the silver of her bangles catching the last light of day. “Tomorrow, she will be available to read your fortune in her cards.”

A quiet moment stretches between us and the crowd, the air thick with anticipation. I glance over the gathered faces, reading their curiosity, their skepticism, their hunger for something beyond their quiet lives. Some already appear hooked; others only need one last push. I give them a slow, knowing smile and start to gesture them in…

“They’re coming…” Madame Roma’s voice is barely a whisper, yet it weaves through the gathered spectators like a creeping fog.

“They’re coming,” she repeats. This time, the unease is palpable.

Behind her, her assistant moves in slow, measured steps, her eyes glassy, unblinking, as if caught in a trance. The wicker basket she carries creaks softly, its contents shifting inside with a soft metallic sound.

A murmur spreads through the crowd. Low whispers, uncertain and nervous, coil around me like tendrils of smoke. I also hear a few scoffs, a chuckle or two—the skeptics always make themselves known.

“Madame Roma? Are you alright?” I step closer. As I do, a strange, silvery glow shimmers around her like mist catching moonlight. A few gasps ripple through the spectators, and I don
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