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Sawyer Grayson leaned back in the driver’s seat of his black Jeep Wrangler, one hand lazily draped over the wheel, the other popping the tab on a cold beer. The engine idled with a low growl outside the Delta Tau frat house, its brick facade glowing under the orange dusk of a late February evening. His buddies piled in around him—Tyler in the passenger seat, shotgun privileges earned by sheer volume, and Jake and Max sprawled across the back, already half-lit from the pregame shots they’d downed in the basement. The air smelled of cheap cologne, sweat, and the faint tang of Keystone Light, a Friday night symphony Sawyer knew by heart.

“Yo, Sawyer, you see that chick from Psych today?” Tyler grinned, his buzzed head glinting under the dome light. “She was eye-fucking you the whole lecture.”

Sawyer smirked, taking a swig that dribbled slightly down his chin. He wiped it with the back of his hand, the stubble there rough against his knuckles. “Yeah, man, she’s been on my radar. Probably gonna tap that after the game next week. Gotta keep the streak alive.” His voice carried that easy confidence, the kind that came with being 21, six-foot-two, and built like he’d been carved from a high school coach’s wet dream—broad shoulders, thick arms, and a chest that strained every T-shirt he owned. Baseball kept him sharp, but it was his swagger that made him king of this small college town.
Jake leaned forward, his lanky frame folding awkwardly between the seats. “Speaking of streaks, you assholes hear about that carnival? Rolled in this morning. Bunch of rusted trailers and creepy-ass clowns. We hitting it or what?”
“Fuck yeah,” Sawyer said, revving the engine just to feel the rumble. “Beats sitting around watching Max lose at beer pong again.” He glanced in the rearview, catching Max’s middle finger in response, and laughed—a deep, barking sound that filled the Jeep. The truth was, Sawyer didn’t care where they went as long as he was the one leading the charge. Upper-middle-class roots gave him the cash for this ride and the attitude to match; his dad’s law firm paycheck and his mom’s country club gossip had paved a cushy path he rode without apology.
The carnival sprawled across the edge of town, a half-mile stretch of patchy grass and gravel where the railroad tracks met the woods. By the time they pulled up, night had settled in, thick and cold, the kind that made your breath puff in the headlights. Neon flickered against the dark—pink and green and electric blue—casting jagged shadows over the Tilt-a-Whirl and a Ferris wheel that creaked like it might collapse any second. The air buzzed with tinny calliope music, warped and off-key, mingling with the shouts of hawkers and the greasy scent of funnel cakes. Sawyer killed the engine, stepping out with a stretch that flexed his biceps under his tight gray Henley. He adjusted his backward baseball cap, dark hair curling out beneath it, and surveyed the scene like a general scoping a battlefield.
“Looks like a fuckin’ dump,” he said, loud enough for a passing carnie to glare. “What’s the play, boys?”
Tyler clapped him on the shoulder, already swaying a little. “Ride some shit, win some shit, maybe find some townie girls who don’t know better.” He waggled his eyebrows, and Sawyer grinned, the idea sparking something primal in him. He liked the chase, the way his size and charm could turn heads, the way girls giggled when he flexed or tossed off a line about his batting average. Tonight, though, the crowd was thin—mostly families and a few strung-out locals—so he led the pack deeper in, boots crunching on gravel, his crew trailing like hyenas behind a lion.
They hit the ring toss first, Sawyer’s competitive streak flaring as he sank three out of five, earning a stuffed bear he immediately chucked at Jake. “Hold my trophy, bitch,” he said, laughing as Jake fumbled it into the dirt. The bumper cars came next, Sawyer ramming Tyler’s ride so hard the kid’s head snapped back, both of them cackling like maniacs. By the time they stumbled out, cheeks flushed and adrenaline pumping, the beer was hitting harder, loosening their edges. Max pointed toward a row of tents, their canvas flaps fluttering in the wind. “Fortune teller’s over there. Bet she’s hot under all that gypsy crap.”
Sawyer snorted, draining the last of his can and crushing it against his thigh. “Yeah, right. Probably some old hag with a crystal ball and a sob story. Let’s fuck with her.” The idea lit him up—he loved pushing buttons, seeing how far he could take it before someone snapped. His frat brothers whooped their approval, and they swaggered toward the tent, the sign above it swaying: Madame Zorina, Seer of Fates. The lettering was chipped, the paint peeling, but something about it made Sawyer’s skin prickle, a sensation he shoved down with another crude joke.
Inside, the air was thick with incense, a cloying mix of sandalwood and something bitter that clung to the back of his throat. The tent was small, lit by a single lantern dangling from the peaked roof, its glow dancing over a round table draped in red velvet. Behind it sat Madame Zorina, and Sawyer’s first thought was that Max was dead wrong—she wasn’t hot, but she wasn’t some wrinkled crone either. She looked maybe forty, with sharp cheekbones and eyes like polished obsidian, framed by a cascade of black hair streaked with silver. Her lips were painted a deep crimson, and she wore layers of silk that rustled as she shifted, her fingers adorned with rings that glinted in the low light. She didn’t smile, just watched them file in, her gaze pinning Sawyer like a bug on a board.
“Welcome, gentlemen,” she said, her voice low and smooth, carrying an accent he couldn’t place. “Seeking your futures, are you?”
Sawyer stepped forward, planting his hands on the table and leaning in, close enough to smell her—something floral and old, like dried roses. “Yeah, sure, lady. Tell me how many chicks I’m gonna bang this semester.” His buddies snickered behind him, and he flashed that cocky grin, the one that usually got him out of trouble or into bed.
Zorina’s eyes narrowed, but her lips twitched, a ghost of amusement. “Sit,” she said, gesturing to a rickety chair across from her. “One at a time.”
––––––––
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“Nah, I’m good standing,” Sawyer shot back, crossing his arms to flex his chest. “Just give me the quick version. What’s the big, bad universe got in store for the king of Delta Tau?”

She tilted her head, studying him, and for a split second, he felt exposed—like she could see the insecurity he buried under bravado, the way he flexed harder when his grades slipped or his dad called him “sport” with that disappointed edge. Then she reached for a deck of cards, her movements deliberate, and Sawyer laughed, loud and brassy. “Oh, come on, tarot bullshit? You’re gonna need more than that to impress me, gypsy.”

“Respect the craft,” she said sharply, her tone cutting through his buzz. “Or it will teach you respect.”
Sawyer rolled his eyes, digging a crumpled dollar from his pocket and tossing it onto the table. “There’s your tip, Madame Whatever. Now dazzle me.” His crew hooted, egging him on, and he straightened up, towering over her, daring her to push back.
Zorina’s smile finally broke through, slow and cold, and something in it made Sawyer’s stomach twist—just for a heartbeat—before he drowned it with another laugh. He didn’t know it yet, but he’d just lit the match.
The air in Madame Zorina’s tent hung heavy, the incense curling like smoke from a dying fire, wrapping around Sawyer’s broad frame as he loomed over her table. His gray Henley clung to his chest, the fabric stretched tight over pecs he’d spent years sculpting in the gym—hours of bench presses and protein shakes paying off in a way that made him untouchable, or so he thought. His frat brothers flanked him, Tyler swaying slightly, Jake snickering, and Max egging him on with a slurred, “Give it to her, Saw!” The lantern above swayed, casting jagged shadows that danced across the red velvet tablecloth, but Sawyer’s focus was locked on the woman in front of him, her sharp eyes glinting like she knew something he didn’t.

“Respect the craft,” she’d said, her voice slicing through the haze of his buzz, and Sawyer barked a laugh, loud enough to rattle the tent’s flimsy walls. “Respect? For what? Your spooky little card trick?” He leaned closer, planting his
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