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Bryce Carter owned the room without trying. The Delta Tau frat house pulsed with bass, bodies packed tight under strobing lights, red Solo cups sloshing beer as the Friday night party hit its peak. Bryce leaned against the kitchen counter, lacrosse stick propped beside him like a scepter, his blond buzz cut catching the glow, his six-foot-three frame filling out a black tank that clung to every ripple of muscle. His biceps flexed as he tipped back a beer, blue eyes scanning the crowd, lips curled in a smirk that said he knew he was the main event. At 22, he was the new king of Delta Tau—bigger, louder, meaner than Sawyer Grayson ever was—and he wore it like a crown.

“Yo, Colton, you see that chick by the pong table?” Bryce’s voice boomed over the music, deep and gravelly, cutting through the chatter. He nodded toward a brunette in a tight skirt, her giggle audible as she missed a shot. Colton, his lacrosse teammate and sidekick, leaned in, grinning. “Already got her number, bro. Bet you could close that deal by midnight.” Bryce laughed, a sharp, barking sound, and drained his beer, crushing the cup in one hand. “Bet I could do it faster,” he said, wiping his mouth, the motion flexing his forearm, veins popping under tanned skin.

The talk turned to Sawyer—always did when the beers flowed. “Heard he’s pouring coffee now, wearing an apron like some fuckin’ barista,” Bryce said, voice dripping with scorn. “What a fall, man. Delta Tau’s golden boy to sorority reject.” Colton snorted, tossing a bottle cap at the trash and missing. “Yeah, dude, you saw those pics? Guy’s got tits now. Total freak show.” The room erupted, frat brothers hooting, one yelling, “Sawyer the skirt!” Bryce’s smirk widened—he’d been the one to shove Sawyer out at that party last year, his fist catching the air as Sawyer ran, tears in his eyes. That moment had cemented Bryce’s reign, and he reveled in it, chest puffed, every inch the alpha.

A freshman pledge stumbled over, holding a crumpled flyer. “Yo, Bryce, you see this? Carnival’s back in town. Same one from last year, where Sawyer got all... weird.” Bryce snatched the paper, scanning it—neon text, a cheesy Ferris wheel graphic, Madame Zorina, Seer of Fates in bold. He laughed, loud and harsh. “This shit again? What, that old hag’s back to scam more idiots?” Colton grabbed the flyer, squinting. “Says it’s out by the tracks. We hitting it? Could be a laugh.” Bryce’s eyes glinted, the idea sparking something primal. “Fuck yeah. Let’s go mess with her. Bet I can make her cry faster than Sawyer did.” The crew roared—Colton, a wiry midfielder named Nate, and a couple others—piling into Bryce’s lifted pickup, lacrosse sticks clattering in the bed.

The carnival hadn’t changed. Same rusted trailers, same flickering neon—pink and purple bleeding into the night, the air thick with funnel cake grease and warped calliope music. Bryce strode through the gates, boots crunching gravel, his tank showing off shoulders that could bench 275, his swagger drawing eyes from townies and coeds alike. He flexed, grinning as a girl giggled nearby, and led his pack past the Tilt-a-Whirl, aiming for the tent with the faded sign: Madame Zorina, Seer of Fates. “This is gonna be gold,” he said, shoving the flap open, the scent of incense—sandalwood and something bitter—hitting him like a wall.

Inside, the tent was dim, a single lantern swinging from the ceiling, casting shadows over a red velvet table. Madame Zorina sat behind it, unchanged from the rumors—sharp cheekbones, black hair streaked silver, eyes like polished obsidian. Her silks rustled as she looked up, lips painted crimson, a faint smile playing there. Bryce planted his hands on his hips, filling the space, and smirked. “So you’re the witch who fucked up Sawyer, huh? Gotta say, lady, you’re overhyped. This place looks like a thrift store reject.” His crew snickered, Colton tossing a quarter onto the table, where it spun and fell. “Read his future, grandma. Make it quick.”

Zorina’s smile didn’t waver, but her eyes narrowed, pinning Bryce like a blade. “Sit, boy,” she said, voice low, an accent curling the words—Eastern, maybe, or older, something Bryce couldn’t place. He laughed, crossing his arms, pecs flexing under the tank. “Nah, I’m good standing. Tell me something worth hearing, or I’m out. What’s it gonna be—money, girls, or me owning the lacrosse field?” He leaned in, close enough to smell her—roses and dust, a scent that made his skin prickle for reasons he couldn’t name.

She reached for a deck of tarot cards, shuffling them with a flick of her ringed fingers, the clink of metal soft but deliberate. “You think yourself a king,” she said, her tone almost a purr. “But pride builds a fragile throne.” Bryce snorted, tossing another coin—another quarter, this one bouncing off the table. “Spare me the poetry, hag. Gimme something real, or I’ll burn this tent down for fun.” Colton whooped, Nate muttering, “Do it, man,” and Bryce grinned wider, daring her to flinch.

Zorina didn’t. She laid three cards face-down, her movements slow, deliberate. “Past,” she said, flipping the first—a warrior with a sword. “The Knight of Wands. Bold, brash, a conqueror.” Bryce nodded, smug. “Damn right.” She turned the second—a tower struck by lightning, crumbling. “The Tower. A fall, sudden and total, tearing down what you’ve built.” Bryce rolled his eyes, but the air felt heavier, the incense sharper in his throat. “Yeah, sure. What’s the last one, oh mighty witch?”

She flipped the third card—a woman, veiled, a moon at her feet. “The High Priestess. Secrets, change, a form you cannot fight.” Her eyes locked on his, and Bryce felt a jolt, like static crawling up his spine. “You’ll fall lower than you can imagine, boy. Every inch of your pride will unravel, and you’ll beg for mercy you don’t deserve.” Her fingers twitched, tracing a symbol in the air—quick, sharp, unseen by his crew—and a hum pulsed through the tent, gone in a heartbeat.

Bryce laughed, harsh and loud, slapping the table. “Nice try, psycho. You got Sawyer with that crap, but I’m not him.” He turned, motioning to his boys. “Let’s bounce—this bitch is all talk.” They stumbled out, Colton tripping over a tent peg, Nate still chuckling about “Bryce begging.” The cold night hit Bryce’s face, clearing the incense, and he flexed his shoulders, feeling the familiar bulk of muscle under his tank. “Fucking scam,” he muttered, kicking a rock into the dark as they piled into his truck. But as he revved the engine, that prickle lingered, a faint tingle spreading from his fingertips to his chest, and for a split second, Zorina’s laugh echoed in his head. He cranked the radio, drowning it out, and peeled away, oblivious to the thread now woven into his fate.
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Bryce Carter woke with a jolt, his heart pounding like he’d just sprinted a field drill. The Delta Tau frat house was silent, the Saturday morning hush broken only by the faint snore of Colton in the next room. Bryce lay sprawled across his bed, sheets tangled around his legs, the stale tang of last night’s beer lingering on his breath. His head throbbed—a dull, insistent pulse—but it was the ache in his shoulders that made him grimace, sharp and deep, like he’d overdone it at the gym. He rolled his neck, expecting a pop, but nothing came, just a strange tightness that crawled down his spine. “Fuckin’ carnival,” he muttered, voice rough, but—shit—it hit a weird note, higher than usual, like a kid trying to sound tough. He cleared his throat, hard, and sat up, shaking it off.

The room was a wreck: lacrosse gear strewn across the floor, empty cans piled on his desk, a Delta Tau tank crumpled by the door, its black fabric still stretched from last night’s flexing. Bryce stood, stretching, his six-foot-three frame filling the space, but the motion felt off—his shoulders didn’t pull the way they should, less broad, less solid. He frowned, glancing at the full-length mirror propped against the wall, a habit born of checking his gains. His buzzed blond hair was mussed, blue eyes bleary, but his jawline—always sharp enough to cut glass—looked softer, the stubble sparse, patchy
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