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      Shanika noticed him at the United Center auditions. Six thousand hopefuls, and somehow her eye caught the creepiest one. He had just a bit of a glow, and the glow was…off. A muddy gray-green-black color surrounding him, not in sparkles, but in sharp ragged lines, almost as if he had exploded and someone magical had frozen the moment of detonation before the energy could expand outward and kill anyone else.

      Then he disappeared into one of the doors leading out of the stadium, and she didn’t see him anymore.

      She didn’t give him anymore thought either—not during those long three days of callbacks, and especially not after that moment of triumph, where the celebrity judges called her “winning” and “original.” Her mother had cried and clung to her, and the TV cameras had leaned in a bit too close.

      Shanika didn’t like the way her face reflected in the lenses and she willed herself not to cry. The American Magic producers had already teased a sob story out of her (not that she had cried while telling it but, she later found out, her mother had retold the same story, and had sobbed so hard that she had ruined her makeup—which meant the producers had crying and the story and Shanika).

      Shanika also knew that the American Magic producers wouldn’t use the second part of her interview unless she made it to Salem Week and flamed out spectacularly. Then that interview would show (prove) what a jerk she really was—at least from an American Magic perspective.

      Because, honestly (and they had asked her to be honest), she didn’t want to be here. Winning American Magic was her mother’s dream, not Shanika’s. Her mother had watched each of the fifteen seasons of the show and had always speculated loudly about whether or not she would have won if she had only been two years younger when the show started up.

      The first auditions for the very first season had come to Chicago (just like they had for Season 15), and her mom had huddled outside, thinking about lying to get in, believing that the producers actually double-checked identification.

      The American Magic producers didn’t hire a private investigative firm to vet identification until Season 2. And Shanika’s mom would tell anyone who listened that if she had had enough guts to lie about her age, she would have won, because the talent wasn’t quite as fierce in that first year as it would get later.

      Finally, while they watched an episode of Season 12, Shanika’s grandmother told her mother to stop denigrating her own talent. Shanika’s grandmother had said to Shanika’s mom, Baby Girl, there’s only one mage I’ve ever seen with more sparkly inviting performance magic than you, and that’s our Shanika.

      And from that moment on, Shanika’s mom turned all that ambition, all those failed dreams, on her third child. Shanika, who didn’t care about magic. Shanika, who never had attention before. Shanika, who (even at age twelve) had been on her way to a career as a concert pianist, not as a performer who prostituted her magic for the sake of the Almighty Dollar.

      Shanika had hoped that her mother would forget the American Magic dream after Season 12. After all, Shanika wouldn’t qualify until Season 15. Unlike her mom, Shanika was too young to be part of a reality TV show even if she had wanted to be part of it.

      Shanika figured the only way to shut her mother up was to audition. And because Shanika was Shanika, she couldn’t mess up the audition just because she was following her mother’s dream instead of her own. Shanika gave it her all during that final audition in front of the three celebrity judges, and they rewarded her with a golden ticket to every contestant’s dream—Salem Week.

      Six thousand in Chicago, 10,000 in San Francisco, 12,000 in Dallas, 4,000 in Las Vegas, and 3,000 in Seattle—all boiled down to 250 scared, sweaty contestants who flew into Boston and boy were their brooms tired as more than one wag said, thinking he was being original.

      Nothing about the 250 stood out from the 250 in each previous year. They were all young and green and insecure and full of themselves. There was the backbiting and the untamed egos, the “types” as her mother called them—the Entitled Teenage Girl, the Tortured Male Artist, the Misunderstood Depressive. They just wore different clothes from season to season.

      Her mother gaped through the entire experience, from the plane ride to the thirty-minute bus ride to the cheering at the Gothic sign proclaiming You Are Now Entering Salem, Massachusetts. The contestants—at least the ones on Shanika’s bus—were both tired and excited, and they all talked about the fame and fortune ahead of them.

      Shanika didn’t care about fame and fortune. If she did, she wouldn’t have aspired to become a concert pianist. A musician could be famous in the genre, but no one went into classical music to become a multimillionaire and have legions of fans. A musician went into classical music because she loved the music itself.

      No one here seemed to love the magic. At least, no one she had talked to. And Shanika was just as bad as the other contestants on that point: She wasn’t here for love of the craft either.

      She was looking at the promised $1,000 for every episode that used her face, $5,000 for every episode she spoke on, and $10,000 for every episode that gave her more than five minutes of airtime. If she made it to the Top 24, she would receive $20,000 per episode, plus 50% of her appearance fees, endorsements, and all the other things that went with being on American Magic.

      If she won, she’d receive half a million dollars outright in addition to the earnings from a standard contract with ImpsWitch Productions. She’d done her research and learned that the contestants who made it to the top five made even more money than the winner, because they weren’t bound by ImpsWitch’s contract terms.

      So yes, if anyone asked, she would say she was doing this for the money. Not because she was greedy, but because she was tired of living in her grandmother’s house, sleeping on the hide-a-bed with her sisters, and trying to remember (even when she was tired) to augment her mother’s protect spell so that no stray bullets would come through the wall.

      Shanika tried not to think about any of that. She really didn’t like how it was all going to play on TV. She knew the producers would cut up her interview to make her sound all whiney, when, in fact, they had to drag information out of her.

      Yes, she lived in gang territory. Yes, it was dangerous to get to school. Yes, she was uncomfortable at home, but she loved her family, and yes, things had been hard since her father had died, but they were all making do, and someday, things would be better, particularly if she made some really good money on American Magic.

      But she’d seen those sob stories: it seemed every contestant from every year had one, and now she would too, and no matter when she went home, people would look at her with pity, and think, Poor thing. She lives such a horrid life—when her life wasn’t really horrid at all.

      (It wasn’t all rose petals and kittens either, but she figured the hard stuff was her business and no one else’s.)

      She was trying to disappear into the background as the bus pulled into the U-shaped parking area in front of the Hotel of the Seven Gables. Her mother was sucking all the air from the bus, telling everyone about the history of American Magic and how the statistics broke down, and how fortunate they all were to be in the top point-seven percent of everyone who had auditioned for Season 15.

      Some people gravitated toward Shanika’s mom, wanting the optimism and the comfort. Others sighed heavily, crossed their arms, and glared out the windows. The camera operator at the front actually had to tell Mom to shut up twice so that he could focus on contestants’ worries and fears, not parental worries and fears.

      Initially Shanika had been excited to have Mom along—it was Mom’s dream after all—but one full day into the experience, and Shanika wanted nothing more than to be here on her own, having an adventure, and seeing a corner of the world she’d never seen before.

      After all, everyone had heard of Salem, Massachusetts, the place where witches stood up and stopped the witch hunts and made The World Safe For Magic. Salem was hallowed ground for the magical, and the producers used that to their advantage. They promoted the city and the city promoted American Magic in return.

      Even Shanika, who really had tried to avoid all things American Magic, had fallen for the every-mage-needs-to-visit-Salem patter.

      She wasn’t impressed so far. She wouldn’t have noticed the bus’s arrival into Salem if one of the producers hadn’t mentioned it, sparking everyone to applaud so that the camera operator could get images of their happy, expectant (terrified) faces. Salem looked just like Boston had to Shanika. The producers kept pointing out all the historical sites, but Shanika wanted to see the Thirteen Colonies Theater more. It had been built specially for American Magic after the series took off.
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