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      Pamela Bowen didn’t often get to explore the cities her carnival stopped in, but she couldn’t pass up the beautiful August day. The weather had finally cooled down after a week of sweltering heat, and it was finally enjoyable to be out and about again.

      Archer & Murtoch’s Amusement & Merriment Show—or the AMAM Show as everyone colloquially called it—had just arrived in Buffalo the night before, and the crew was still working on setting up the tents and getting ready to open that afternoon.

      Without a tent to set up at, Pamela had snuck out after breakfast to explore the city. She had heard about Buffalo’s beautiful park system and wanted to see it for herself. It really was a perfect day, and Delaware Park was full of activity. Children ran around in the open field, canoes filled Hoyt Lake, and all around people were chatting, picnicking, and enjoying themselves.

      It was always nice to get out and see real people doing normal things. As a witch and as a carny, normal was the furthest thing from Pamela’s reality. Still, she dreamed of one day leaving the AMAM Show and making a respectable life for herself. Although lately that dream looked like it would stay just that: a dream.

      As Pamela wandered farther along the lake, she thought of her family. The Depression had split them apart, but luckily they were all able to find work. Pamela could remember the golden age of traveling carnivals when she was growing up. It wasn’t that long ago, really. The Depression had only hit three years ago. She had been seventeen. Since then things seemed to only get worse.

      Nobody partook in the luxury of entertainment anymore. Everyone was just trying to survive. More and more traveling shows were closing up shop, and with only carnival skills, Pamela feared she’d be begging on the street. But lucky for her, the AMAM Show was still one of the most profitable entertainment businesses in the country. Not that there were a lot of shows to be compared to anymore.

      All her life Pamela had been on the road. Her parents had been part of the talent team for a few different carnival shows while she was growing up. For a while, they even had multiple offers from different companies, all dying to steal her parents from AMAM. But they stayed loyal—and it was a good thing they did, too.

      Her father, Jackson, had mostly been an announcer—he had one of the loudest voices Pamela had ever heard. And her mother, Penelope, had been the carnival medium. Pamela remembered the lines of people outside of her tent from the moment the doors opened to the moment they closed for the night.

      The Bowen family had always been witches, dating back to the Salem witch trials. However, when Jackson and Penelope had joined the carnival, they’d relied less on their magic and immersed themselves deeper in the real world—at least the carny version of the real world. Like her mother, Pamela had developed an interest in the divine and was soon alongside her mother learning how to read people’s futures.

      Divination had opened up a whole new side of magic that Pamela had never experienced before. She loved it and wanted to keep the tradition alive—especially since her parents were no longer with the carnival.

      Now with the financial state of the world, Pamela was grateful she’d learned a skill at a young age. Two years ago, when she was eighteen, she’d secured a job with the AMAM Show—replacing her mother—and she had been bringing in lines almost as long as Penelope had. It was a different time now, so she didn’t compare herself to her mother too much, but she still noticed the absence of people from not only her tent, but the whole show as well. People just didn’t have money to spend on entertainment anymore.

      Jackson and Penelope were now in New York City working at a restaurant that was still lucky enough to get a lot of business. Penelope was a waitress, and Jackson was a dishwasher. After forty years in the carnival business, the idea of a steady paycheck with tips had been enough to lure them to the big city.

      From the letters and postcards Pamela received, her father wasn’t taking it well, and like a lot of people, he had slipped into a deep depression himself. He used to be so happy at AMAM, helping people have a good time. It killed Pamela that there was nothing she could do to restore her father’s happiness. She couldn’t even visit him.

      Pamela’s brother, James, was no longer performing, but he’d managed to get a job with the Wilczynski Show as a pitchman, working the streets during the carnival to get people to come. It wasn’t the usual tightrope show he had been doing with Thompson and Thompson ten years earlier, but his wife was happy his job was no longer dangerous.

      The last postcard Pamela had received from James was stamped in Atlanta, and she had been delighted to read that she was going to be an aunt. Even though they were pulled apart from each other due to the circumstances, she was happy to know that they could still celebrate good news together. She wondered, though, how old her first niece or nephew would be before she could meet the child.

      Pamela followed the sidewalk around the lake and up through a group of trees that cast refreshing shadows on the ground. She was so wrapped up in the thought of her future niece or nephew that she didn’t see anyone as she walked up, nearly crashing into the couple.

      “I’m sor—oh!” Pamela shrieked when she saw them. The man clutched his throat, choking. His white dress shirt was wet all down the front, and the veins on his arms were bulging. The woman standing next to him was holding her hand out and smiling. Her bright green hair was tucked up in a bun under her hat, but Pamela could still see it.

      When the woman noticed Pamela, she dropped her hand, and the man collapsed on the ground, spitting out water and coughing.

      “Is everything okay? I can get a medic.” Pamela turned to head back toward the crowd of people by the lake. She remembered seeing an ambulance parked nearby.

      The woman held up her hand and asked, “You’re the woman from Pamela’s Prophecies, aren’t you?”

      Narrowing her eyes, Pamela said, “Yes. Who are you?” It wasn’t uncommon for her to be recognized on the second or third day in a city, but the show hadn’t opened yet and Pamela was out of costume.

      Before the woman could respond, the man stood and said, “The deal’s off!” He took off running down the sidewalk around the lake and lost himself in the crowd.

      The woman crossed her arms and looked Pamela up and down. “You just lost me a client.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. It just looked like—”

      “It looked like he was paying his dues,” the woman cut in. “I’ve been coaching that man for over a year now.”

      “Coaching him how?”

      The woman rolled her eyes. “His investments. Where to put them and when to pull out.”

      “But…how would you know?” Despite her ability to see things in the future, even she couldn’t predict the financial crisis.

      “You ask a lot of questions.” The woman changed her tone and extended her hand. “I never properly introduced myself. I’m Toxanna.”

      The name struck Pamela. It was too unusual. She had to have been magical somehow.

      Reluctantly, she took Toxanna’s hand and shook it. However, when she went to let go, Toxanna squeezed down on her hand and pulled her closer.

      Grabbing a fistful of Pamela’s brown hair, Toxanna spoke in her ear. “Listen: you are going to track down that man and bring him to me, or you’re going to pay his dues for him. Understand?”

      Pamela pulled out of Toxanna’s grip—more easily than she expected—and looked up at the green-haired woman. “Why would I commit a man to his death? Just because you choose to do harm with your magic doesn’t mean I need to be involved with that.”

      Toxanna smiled and Pamela knew that she’d misspoken somewhere.

      “I never mentioned magic, sweetie.”

      They studied each other a moment. Pamela’s jaw dropped, and she cursed herself for sticking her foot in her mouth.

      Toxanna extended her hand and shot a blast of water at Pamela, which knocked her soaking wet to the ground.

      Once Pamela was back on her feet, she opened her palms and shot ice crystals at the evil witch’s feet. Toxanna jumped and the ice struck the paved pathway, leaving a slick surface that caused Toxanna to slip once she came back down.

      “How many people have you killed? How many people who’ve lost their jobs have you taken advantage of?” Pamela asked, standing over her.

      Toxanna picked herself up off the ground. “Oh please. You make it sound worse than it is.”

      “I don’t understand what you get out of it,” Pamela said. She really didn’t. Most witches didn’t collect souls. But then, Toxanna never said she was a witch, so how could Pamela be certain?

      Toxanna held out her arms and displayed her outfit—a beautiful white dress. One that looked like it came from Saks Fifth Avenue. “I make a profit! I’m merely paid what my advice is worth. My contracts explicitly state that if they don’t take my advice, they are still obligated to pay their dues to me.”

      “Contracts?” Pamela asked. She had never heard of the magical making deals with the nonmagical, although she could see how some would see that as an opportunity.

      “You don’t expect me to do business without a contract, do you?”

      Pamela shook her head. “What you’re doing is wrong. This is not the time to be preying on people’s weaknesses.”

      “This is exactly the time to be preying on their weaknesses. Build off what others can’t do!”

      “That’s not fair!”

      Toxanna laughed. “What do I care about fair?”

      Pamela studied her a moment as she thought up a spell. She couldn’t stand to think of all those poor men and women used like this. In her time running the Pamela’s Prophecies tent, she had encountered many men and women who were desperate for any sign that things would turn around for them. Most of the time, Pamela couldn’t help them. Her niche was tarot cards, which were too interpretive to give any solid advice on anything too serious like financials. Besides, she knew that money earned with magic was not the way to go about solving your problems.

      She knew Toxanna wasn’t likely the only one feeding off the grief of the unemployed, but she still couldn’t stand by and let it happen.

      

      
        
        Pointing out your violation,

        feeding off trepidation.

        No one gave you deputation,

        so I’m cutting off your delegation!

      

      

      

      Toxanna narrowed her eyes and looked at Pamela. “What was that supposed to do?”

      “It broke all of your contracts,” Pamela declared proudly. She tried to hide the fear that it didn’t do anything. She couldn’t be certain right now. “You, ma’am, are out of the fraud business.”

      Toxanna forced a smile. “You think you’re pretty clever, huh?”

      Pamela resisted the temptation to cross her arms. She needed to be ready in case Toxanna attacked again. Instead, Toxanna turned to leave.

      “Well, I suppose that clears up my afternoon then. I may have to catch a show later.” She left the shade of the trees and followed the path back toward the lake.

      [image: ]

      Once Pamela was back at AMAM, she rushed to get into costume so she could start working on the line that was already forming outside of her tent. Most of her customers asked about their financial futures. Some pregnant women asked about the sex of their babies while other mothers worried about the future they were raising their children in.

      Back in her mother’s fortune-telling days, people had been more concerned with their love lives and who was going to win the World Series. Fun stuff. Nowadays, Pamela was usually depressed by listening to everyone’s grief. She couldn’t offer them any hope.

      Pamela did her best to calm them and reassure them—after all, they were at the carnival for entertainment—but she couldn’t ignore the pain or desperation in most of their eyes. Her skill for divinity would only go so far.

      Just as she was about to break for dinner, she took another customer. When the woman stepped in, Pamela’s heart nearly stopped. It was Toxanna. She had changed into a casual brown dress, and her striking green hair was hidden beneath a short wig.

      Pamela’s mouth hung open a minute as she tried to form her next words. Finally, she blurted, “What do you want?”

      “Is that how you treat all of your customers? Honey, how do you expect to make a living like that?” Toxanna asked, taking a seat. She crossed her legs and studied her nails. Vibrant green, just like her natural hair.

      Pamela began to shuffle her tarot cards. “You’re here for a reading?” If she could perform a reading, not only would it get Toxanna out faster, but it might give her some insight into her intentions. That was, if she could properly focus her attention on Toxanna’s reading. Her nerves would certainly play a part.

      Setting her hand on her knee, Toxanna met Pamela’s eyes. “No. I’m here to send a warning.”

      “To who?”

      “You. I’ve been talking with some of the crew. Seems like you have a nice family. I heard your parents are in the Big Apple and your brother is down south with his wife.” Showing her white teeth, the evil witch added, “Congratulations on becoming an auntie! Must be exciting for you.”

      Pamela cursed the loose lips of the crew. They were probably drunk and would tell Toxanna anything if she flirted with them—which explained the wig and the outfit change.

      “What’s your point?” Pamela set the deck down on the table.

      “My point is I know you and your weaknesses. Now, reverse your spell and I’ll let your little intrusion from this morning slide by.”

      Pamela lowered her eyes and managed to contain her smile. So the spell did work. Toxanna must’ve gone and checked all her contracts and saw that they were gone. All her clients released.

      With a newfound sense of confidence, Pamela shook her head and tried to act as casual as Toxanna. “No.”

      Smiling, Toxanna said, “I think you should reconsider.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “I’ve got three men outside of your parents’ restaurant who are about to shoot them dead if you don’t reverse the spell.”

      “What do you mean?” Pamela asked, her heart beating a little faster. She wondered if she was underestimating Toxanna. What kind of operation did she run? Did she really have people to do her bidding?

      “Money talks.”

      Pamela wondered how Toxanna knew which restaurant was her parents’. She had never even been there herself. Instead, she asked, “How did you get to New York and back so quickly?”

      “Water specialty, sweetheart. Now, what do you say?”

      Pamela studied her. She didn’t even know if she could reverse the spell. “You’re bluffing.”

      Toxanna shook her head. “I’m really not. Besides, if your parents don’t convince you, I’ll just go down the line. You have a brother, sister-in-law, soon there’ll be a new baby. Someday you’ll get married and have kids. There are ways I can have you pay me back. I see no need for the Bowen line to continue, except to extend your punishment.” She leaned forward on the small wooden table. “Reverse the spell.”

      Pamela considered a moment. Her parents would be able to sense the danger—if there even was any—and would be able to take care of themselves if the gunmen were let loose. Besides, the spell she’d cast earlier was justified. She’d freed a lot of people from unfair conditions, and no spell could recreate the contracts.

      “No.”

      Toxanna shrugged. “Suit yourself.” She stood to exit the tent. “Don’t expect many RSVPs to your next family reunion.”

      “Get out!”
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      The nearest pay phone was just down on Main Street. Moving quickly, Pamela raced along the sidewalk. She had wasted enough time waiting for Toxanna to leave the carnival. The evil witch had taken her time, stopping at a few more tents and waving to a few members of the crew.

      All Pamela wanted was to hear her parents’ voices. She just needed proof that they were alive to instill the confidence into her decision. By not reversing the spell, she had saved any number of people—strangers—from Toxanna’s consequences. But had she just sentenced her parents to death by doing so? She wanted to be sure she hadn’t.

      Luckily the pay phone was free. She dialed the restaurant’s number from memory and waited for someone to answer.

      “The Dorothy Wonderbar Café, how may I help you?”

      “Penelope Bowen, please. Tell her it’s her daughter.”

      “I believe she’s with a cust—”

      “It’s an emergency!”

      There was a long silence. Pamela chewed on her thumbnail as she waited, anticipation building up in her. What if she was too late? No. It wouldn’t be business as usual if three gunmen had just opened fire. The restaurant was probably just busy.

      “Pammy? What is it, dear? They said it was an emergency.”

      Pamela clutched at her chest and stifled a cry. She didn’t want to worry her mother. “Oh, it feels so good to hear your voice, Mama.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, I just—”

      There was a commotion on the other end of the phone, then loud distinguishable bursts—gunshots. Pamela could hear screams. She shouted for her mother, but she didn’t answer. Pamela collapsed to the floor of the booth with the phone pressed tightly against her ear. She couldn’t pull it away. Her eyes flooded with tears as she pictured the massacre happening miles away. She should’ve warned them! That would’ve prepared them! What a stupid mistake!

      “I told you I wasn’t lying,” Toxanna said from the other end. “You did this. Now the rest of your family will pay for the choice you made.”
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      What about community college? Just part time!” Danielle pleaded for what seemed like the hundredth time. She was standing next to her mother in the tiny trailer her family called home.

      “We said no, Danielle. Drop it,” Danielle’s mother said. Hilary was drying a large pot, which she then put in the cupboard underneath the sink.

      “You let Ken go to Africa!” Danielle’s older brother had been traveling the world for a year now.

      “That’s different. He’s studying witchcraft.”

      “So let me study witchcraft! I can go to Oxford or Rome or something!” Anyplace away from the protective bubble of the AMAM Show seemed like Wonderland to Danielle. She didn’t want to fall into the same cycle her family had been in for years.

      “You just said you wanted to go to community college part time.”

      “Well, I mean—”

      The door to the trailer opened, breaking their argument. Danielle’s father, Kenneth, walked in. “Are you two still going on about this? I can hear you from the midway!”

      “Mom says I can’t go to college, but she said it’s okay for Ken to go to Africa.” Danielle crossed her arms.

      “Your brother was offered a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Your path will be different.” He kissed the top of her head as he walked by.

      Ken had been approached by a traveling wizard at one of the carnival’s stops on the West Coast. It must’ve been an old friend of their parents’ because within a week, Ken was boarding a private plane in San Francisco for Egypt.

      When Danielle had asked what he was going to Egypt for, her parents said that he would benefit from learning other supernatural cultures and bringing his findings back to them. Danielle didn’t buy it. How would studying witch cultures help them at the AMAM Show? According to her parents, they had it made there.

      “Besides, I thought you liked your job?” Hilary asked.

      Danielle was the ticket girl, mostly, but occasionally she filled in with concessions as well. It was nice to have a year-round job, but it wasn’t always enjoyable—customers were often rude, and when she worked concessions, she always smelled like the fryers.

      Besides, she was getting tired of the same old life. Her family’s profession prevented them from settling anywhere, which meant that Danielle had no opportunities to explore. She had traveled the country several times already, and yet she hadn’t ever ventured into the city outside of the  carnival grounds.

      “I want to see things—do things—be normal for once!” Danielle shouted. “I don’t want to continue the family tradition of being a carnie!”

      The message was clear: carnies were crazy. She saw the way people looked at her: with either pity or curiosity. The rest of the staff didn’t help. Like Danielle, most of them had been with the show their whole lives. They didn’t notice or seem to care that people stared or laughed at them.

      Danielle was different. She noticed. She envied the other teenagers coming to the carnival with their friends. She didn’t have any friends. None her age, at least. Couldn’t really, with this life. They moved too much.

      Kenneth pointed a finger at her and said, “Hey! This show has provided for this family! We owe a lot to these people. Don’t ever take them for granted.”

      Danielle’s grandmother, Pamela, was still running Pamela’s Prophecies, despite the carnival psychic being in her early seventies. However, the woman was beginning to lose her mind. Danielle overheard some of the crew calling her Psychotic Pammy, but she didn’t think any of them were brave enough to say that in front of her parents. Or Pamela.

      Danielle wanted to defend her, but she was afraid the murmurs were true. Pamela had always been eccentric, but she seemed to be growing more so with age.

      “You have a good thing going here,” Hilary added. “This show will take care of you if you’re committed enough.”

      Out of responses and agitated that her parents wouldn’t budge on the subject, Danielle huffed and stormed out of the trailer. She wandered down to her grandmother’s trailer; the closest to the midway—the lot manager was afraid she wouldn’t be able to walk very far from her trailer to her tent, which was also close.

      “Here, have some tea. I’ll do your reading,” Pamela said once Danielle was inside. She handed her a small mug. Danielle swirled it around before tossing the water in the sink. The same routine she had done since she was a little girl. At least her life had consistency.

      She loved visiting her grandmother, who truly had a passion for the art of divinity. Danielle was pretty good at it herself, but not nearly as skilled as her grandmother, who had been practicing for almost sixty years.

      “What do you see?” Danielle took a seat at the small booth that served as Pamela’s dining room table. In true grandma style, a plate of cookies sat waiting. They were store-bought, but it was a piece of normalcy Danielle latched on to.

      Pamela’s face turned as she studied the leaves. She rotated the mug a few times to try to see different things. Eventually, she set it down and said, “It’s not really a clear reading.” She sat on the opposite side of the booth and took her granddaughter’s hands. “What’s the matter, dear? Homework?”

      Danielle nodded. “Not just homework. I want to get out of here. I want to see the world.”

      Pamela chuckled and waved her hand. “You’ve been touring the country your whole life!”

      “I’ve been secluded in the carnival my whole life, only interacting with the people I work with. The location changes, but I’m still not seeing anything new.”

      Pamela patted her granddaughter’s hands. “It’s safer here, anyway.”

      Danielle rolled her eyes. “You keep saying that an evil witch is out for our family’s blood, but everyone’s fine and—”

      “No!” Pamela nearly shouted. She balled up her fist and leaned it against her mouth a moment before continuing. “She took my parents from me when I was young. She took my brother and his family. Their little baby…” She shook her head. “It’s only a matter of time before she comes for the rest of us.”

      It used to scare Danielle when she talked like this, but now she was thinking that it was another sign that the old lady was losing her mind. So she smiled and said, “No one’s taking us away from you.”

      Pamela remained grave. “I draw cards for your brother every day. I need to make sure he’s still alive and not in any danger. The only consolation I have is that he keeps moving and Toxanna can’t pin him down.”

      Danielle nodded and patted her grandmother’s hand. “I think you should get some rest before work. Why don’t you lie down?”

      Pamela gave a sad smile and said, “I will, dear. Just promise me you’ll be careful. You know I worry.”

      “I promise.”
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      Since Danielle had just turned eighteen and management hadn’t picked up on the fact that the child labor laws no longer applied to her, they still had her scheduled as a minor. She had a lot of extra days off to wander the carnival. She didn’t dare leave the lot, though, because her parents had friends throughout the show keeping tabs on her.

      To be honest, Danielle didn’t even know what town they were in. She knew they were likely somewhere in the Northeast, but she didn’t even know what state. Not that it mattered, by tomorrow the show would be on its way to the next town.

      Still, she was curious. Crowds of people came to the show each day—families. Mothers, fathers, children, grandparents, aunts, uncles, friends. The combinations were always unique. In public, they acted just as Danielle did with her family.

      But she wondered what they were like at home. How did they act when they didn’t have anything planned together? When they weren’t forced to reside in the same small space. Did they talk to each other? Did they work together, just as Danielle and her family worked together, or did they merely have their own lives and just happened to live together?

      She obviously knew the answers to most of the questions, but she wasn’t familiar with just how the dynamic worked. She had never owned a TV, although she did read a lot. But it was still hard to picture just how normal families operated. They were a mystery to her and she wanted just a glimpse of what the world was like outside of the AMAM Show.

      As Danielle wandered down the midway, trying to sneak a peek of what lay outside the grounds, she ran into a crowd and crashed into one boy, knocking him on the ground completely.

      “Sorry! Sorry! I wasn’t paying attention!” Danielle rolled off him and got back on her feet. She looked up and noticed that the rest of his friends hadn’t seen him fall and continued on deeper into the carnival.

      The boy stayed where he was and looked up at the sky. His brown eyes were wide as he took a few deep breaths.

      Danielle scrunched up her face. “Did I crush something?”

      He nodded and she suppressed a smile. She extended her hand to help him up.

      “C’mon, I can take you somewhere to get ice.”

      He took her hand and got to his feet. “No, it’s okay. I just need a minute.” They found a few stacks of hay to sit on in the shade and he said, “I’m Simon, by the way.”

      “Danielle. I—” She was going to tell him that she worked for the carnival but decided against it. “I’m really sorry I hurt you.”

      He smiled. “You certainly made an impression.”

      “I suppose I can make it up to you by showing you where the best acts are,” she offered. “I mean, unless you want to catch up with your friends.”

      He shrugged. “They’re not really my friends. Just a few people I work with. How do you know which acts are the best?”

      “Oh.” She dropped her eyes down to her feet. “I’ve, uh…” she considered coming up with a lie, but decided on the truth instead, “…well, I work here.”

      “Really? That’s cool!”

      Her eyes widened in surprise. “Yeah? You think it’s cool?”

      Simon nodded. “Is it just you, or is your whole family part of it?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Well, not my whole family”—she thought of Ken and his freedom from this life—“but yeah, we’re carnies.”

      He chuckled. “So are your folks some of the acts?”

      “My grandma is the psychic—she’s worked here since she was my age, basically. My mom does a few magic acts—illusions and smoke-and-mirrors stuff, mostly. And my dad is an announcer.”

      “So are all of you into magic then?”

      This took her by surprise. She waited to respond longer than she intended. “What?”

      “Well, the carnival stuff. Is that your thing too? You said your grandma and your mom do it…”

      Relief washed over her face. “Oh! Yeah, a little. My grandma has been teaching me how to read tarot cards and tea leaves and stuff.” She shrugged. “Probably thinks she’s going to die soon and wants me to take over for her. As if.”

      “What do you mean? Isn’t this fun?”

      She nodded. “It can be, yeah. It also kind of sucks. Like right now, I don’t even know where we are. What town is this? What’s it like to have a house? Go to school? Have a garden? My whole life I’ve lived in the same trailer and slept in the crawl space above the driver’s seat.”

      He gaped. “Really?”

      Danielle looked at her hands and stayed silent. Wrong move. She shouldn’t have told him she was a carnie. Now he knew she was a freak.

      Simon reached for her hand. “Come with me.” He stood and pulled on her arm.

      “What? Where are we going?” She wanted to follow him—his reaction was certainly a surprise, and she was too curious to let it go—but her mother’s warnings about wandering off with a stranger rang in her ear.

      “I want to show you around my hometown.”

      She couldn’t contain her smile. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. It’s not that impressive, but it’s a glimpse of the real world, I suppose.”

      She looked around her, scoping out her parents’ spies. This was her chance to do something exciting and get a taste of the life she had always dreamed of.

      Finally, she stood and raced out of the carnival with him.
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      After they left the immediate vicinity of the carnival, Simon took a shortcut down a trail through the woods. He kept a good grip on her hand, and they ran longer than they probably needed to. Nobody was following them like Danielle anticipated.

      “You need to slow down!” She gasped. “I’m not a runner!”

      He stopped and smiled back at her. “Sorry.”

      As she caught her breath, she looked around as they continued down the trail. Her mother’s warnings were intensified now that there weren’t be any witnesses—but she didn’t feel threatened by Simon. Somehow she knew she could trust him. He was different than any other boy she had met at the carnival. A bit adventurous and sweet.

      She shook her head. There was no way she could have a future with anyone outside of the business. Her parents had met through the AMAM, and her grandmother…from what Danielle could tell she’d had a one-night-stand at a carnival stop. Pamela had said before that she never expected to have kids and that she’d never been married. By the way everyone at the show talked about how crazy she was, Danielle guessed she had never dated anyone either.

      Her chances at finding someone were slim, and they were definitely impossible with any townie boy, no matter how nice he was. She knew she was destined to a long life of loneliness.

      “Couldn’t we just take the road?”

      “And have you get caught by the guy parking cars? Come on, Danielle. Think.” He pointed to the side of his head and smiled again.

      “Hey, it’s not like I’ve ever left the grounds before. Not unless we were traveling.”

      “Okay, I’ll give you that. But you’re free now! At least for the next few hours—or however long you want to stay out here.” He looked at the ground, and his cheeks flared red.

      Danielle bit her bottom lip to hide her smile. “So you never answered my question.”

      “Which one was that? You asked a lot of them.”

      “And you didn’t answer any of them.”

      “So spill.”

      “Okay. Where are we?”

      “Evansburg State Park. I live at the end of this trail in Collegeville.”

      Danielle was still confused.

      “Outside Philadelphia.”

      “Do you like it?”

      He shrugged. “It’s okay. Not that exciting, really. That’s why I came to the carnival. I thought it’d be something different for once, you know?”

      She cringed, feeling guilty. “Sorry for ruining your day.”

      “Are you kidding? I don’t have to listen to those guys bitch about everything. Plus, I get to spend the day with a beautiful girl.”

      Now it was Danielle’s turn to look to the ground with embarrassment.

      Everything Simon showed her that day amazed her: his school, his house, the college. They explored his hometown all day and ended up underneath the Main Street Bridge by the Perkiomen Creek. The sun was setting, but Danielle wasn’t ready to go back yet. They were sitting hand-in-hand and watching the water pass by.

      “Sometimes I wish I could just be normal for once, you know?”

      “Being normal isn’t all it’s cracked up to be,” Simon said.

      “You don’t know how good you have it. My life gets old real quick. I mean, I love that my family is eccentric, but sometimes I wish we’d be able to play the normal family part. Like having a family dinner and going to school or work.”

      “You’d be surprised. My life gets a little complicated too sometimes.” Simon picked at the weeds and tossed them toward the water.

      She turned and looked at him. “How would you know? Do you have a few skeletons in your closet you’ve been keeping from me?”

      “Behold.” He held out his free hand and recited:

      

      
        
        Raise the water higher,

        like a mini geyser.

      

      

      

      The water from the creek shot up and hit the underside of the bridge, sending mist everywhere.

      Danielle let go of his hand and backed away.

      “You’re a witch?”

      He motioned to her. “Aren’t you?”

      “I…”

      In her head she replayed the conversations she’d had with him. She couldn’t think of when it had come up, but they had talked a lot.

      “I never said that.”

      “You didn’t have to! Your grandma’s a psychic, your mom is an illusionist, and they’re teaching you the same tricks.” He shrugged. “Kinda obvious. At least to another witch.”

      “It’s called being a carnie!”

      “Why are you mad? I’m not wrong, am I?”

      She sighed and looked at the water. “No,” she mumbled. She hated having her secrets exposed. Worse, she hated that he’d seen right through her and figured them out on his own.

      “So what’s the big deal? Besides, you’re going back with the show tomorrow anyway,” he said. “We’ll never see each other again.” He sounded disappointed. Danielle almost regretted spending the day with him, but it was refreshing. She needed to escape her bubble for once. And Simon was really good company.

      She took his hands and leaned up to kiss him.

      “Today was exactly what I needed, so thank you.” She knew it wouldn’t make up for leaving, but she was sure it helped. Besides, it was out of her hands.

      “You know, I’m a little jealous of you,” he said as they returned their attention to the water.

      “Why?”

      “My life is so boring. Sure, we’re witches, but we don’t ever do anything with it. Occasionally my mom will use magic to clean the house or make dinner but not too often. She thinks it makes us lazy.”

      Danielle shrugged. “So you guys aren’t practicing witches. It’s okay. I mean, I’ve never met them myself, but I’ve heard they’re around.”

      “Not for long. I’ve been reading that if you don’t use your magic often enough, it fades with each passing generation,” Simon said. “I don’t even know if my kids will have magic. Mine is barely there as it is.”

      Danielle smiled. “Don’t believe everything you read. Besides, just because your mother doesn’t use it doesn’t mean you can’t. You just need to practice.”

      He nodded. “Still, I’m ready to start my own life, you know? I’ve been here forever and I’m tired of it.”

      “Preaching to the choir, my friend,” she said.

      [image: ]

      It was late by the time Simon walked Danielle back to the carnival site. The myriad of lights and sounds that brought the park to life were dying down as the crew packed up. Through the trees, the harvest moon hung large in the sky.

      “You don’t have to walk me all the way back,” Danielle said. They had stopped at the end of the trail by the road. She knew that she would get a lecture from her parents about wandering off. She didn’t want to add salt to the wound by showing them she had spent it with a boy.

      “Are you sure? The road looks pretty dark.”

      She smiled at him. The night was perfectly clear. The moon’s glow offered enough light for her to see just fine. “I’ll manage.”

      He let go of her hand and stuffed his in his pockets. “You’re right.”

      “So…I had a lot of fun today. Thanks.”

      He shrugged one shoulder. “No problem. Do you know where you’re headed next?”

      She shook her head. “Not exactly. I think we’re heading south. Toward Baltimore, maybe. I’m not sure.”

      “Oh.”

      Danielle looked down the road. The site of the carnival was quickly being packed up. Members of the crew shouted at one another as they worked. They would be moving within a couple of hours. She needed to get going.

      “I’m—”

      “When—”

      They both started talking at once.

      Simon laughed and looked down at the ground. “I should probably get home.”

      Danielle nodded. “Right. I should get going too.” She rubbed his arm and repeated, “Thanks for today.”

      He nodded.

      She turned to leave, and he grabbed her arm, spinning her around, and placed his lips on hers, running his fingers through her hair.

      “Bye, Danielle.”

      “Bye, Simon.”

      In the next instant, Simon was gone. Running down the beaten trail through the woods.

      Her heart ached. She really liked Simon, and she wished she could spend more time with him, but it was impossible. She just wanted to go to sleep. In the morning, she would be in a different town—possibly a different state—and Simon would be far from her mind.

      At least, she hoped so.

      She wanted to sneak in and get to bed before her parents saw her. That was yet another downfall of living out of a trailer—no possibility to sneak out. Luckily, the row of residential trailers were still barren. Most of the crew was still in the midst of cleaning up.

      She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw the trailer light was off. She could just sneak in and hop into bed without the twenty questions about where she’d been and whom she’d been with.

      When she opened the door, however, her mother wrapped her up in her arms and squeezed her for a moment before releasing her.

      “Take this.” She pressed a leather-bound journal against Danielle’s chest. “Protect it. It’s all of our family’s knowledge on magic.”

      “What’s going on?” Danielle was so confused. She hadn’t even been thinking about magic for most of the day. Now, not even five minutes into being back with her family, she was thrust back into the craziness. All she wanted to do was go to sleep, but her mother’s expression made her curious. Even scared her a little.

      Hilary placed her hands on Danielle’s shoulders and looked in her eyes. The orange light from the harvest moon illuminated her face.

      “Listen to me: your grandmother was right. The evil witch did come. Your dad…” Her eyes welled up and her voice cracked.

      Now Danielle was terrified. “What happened to—”

      “Run. Get somewhere safe. Don’t make any phone calls or use any credit cards. There’s an envelope of money in the journal. Make it last.”

      A clap of thunder came, and soon
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