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      “Ohio is the worst.”

      Nelson “Nellie” Adler leaned back in his chair and glared at the raging bonfire as the other workers at Mystic Caravan Circus buzzed about.

      He had a large stick in his hand and looked as if he was ready to smack somebody over the head with it. Because he usually carried an ax, that was a mild relief.

      “Ohio is the worst,” I agreed, stretching out my long legs and giving the crowd of milling bodies a cursory look. I didn’t see my best friend Poet Parker. That was unusual. There was nothing she loved more than a good bonfire. Of course, since hooking up with her love volcano Kade Denton, who just happened to be the boss’s son and a growing mage, she’d been more interested in him than me.

      I’m not bitter or anything. I’m just putting it out there. I, Luke Bishop, am not jealous of a guy with no stage presence. That’s simply not my style. There’s nothing to be jealous about.

      “Where is Poet?” Nixie, one of the pixie twins who shared magic booth duties, moved closer to me as she asked the question, her eyes scanning the darkness. Pixies aren’t normal on this plane. She and her sister Naida — also a Mystic Caravan employee — crossed over years ago (decades really) and settled with our magical circus before I was even out of high school. Of course, I didn’t finish high school. I had big dreams and they didn’t revolve around education.

      As a wolf shifter — yes, you heard that right, I turn into a wolf at will and it doesn’t matter if the moon is full — I wanted to get away from the pack rules my father so rigidly demanded I follow. I’m not a rule follower. I wanted to make my own way and I love being the center of attention. Plus, well, I knew at a young age that I was different. Being gay in the wolf world doesn’t exactly earn you accolades. If you can’t procreate and add to the furry ranks you’re considered a dead loss. I didn’t want to hang around and listen to the snide remarks that I was certain would follow my eventual outing.

      That meant getting away ... and even though I often wondered what my parents were doing (my father essentially shunned me when he found out I preferred men to women), I made a clean break when I joined the circus. Numerous other paranormal creatures — we’re talking lamia, shifters, mages, cross-dressing dwarves from other realms and pixies, just to name a few — were part of our entourage, so I always felt as if I belonged. That feeling only increased when Poet joined the group two years later. She got caught picking the boss’s pocket, but Max Anderson was a man who believed in second chances. Instead of turning her over to the police, he offered her a job. Ten years later, Poet is the second in command and basically runs the whole show.

      That doesn’t mean I’m not annoyed she isn’t around for me to play with. I’m not needy or anything — I’m not! — I simply prefer spending time with my friend when our schedules allow. That’s basically set-up days with the circus. We’d just arrived in Ohio during the afternoon rush hour, which meant we had several days to organize before guests started visiting. I was looking forward to the downtime after leaving Michigan, where we had two stressful stops in a row, but if I didn’t have a friend to play with I wouldn’t be happy.

      “I don’t know where she is.” I tried to keep the irritation from my voice. “She’s probably in her trailer with Captain Killjoy.”

      Nixie had been alive for more than a century, but looked eternally young. Pixies have long lifespans. She furrowed her brow as she looked toward the trailer in question, making herself look years older. “Who is Captain Killjoy? Did we get another new worker and nobody told me? I hate that.”

      I frowned. I loved her, but Nixie was often slow. I liked to blame it on coming from a different plane, but I wasn’t always certain that was true. “I’m talking about Kade.”

      “Oh.” She pursed her lips. “When did he change his name?”

      I couldn’t deal with this. Not tonight when I wanted to relax. “It’s an ongoing process,” I said blandly, doing my best to ignore the way Nellie grinned like a loon behind her back. He was dressed in one of his more laid-back gowns — no chiffon on moving days because it tends to rip during unpacking — and the beer in his hand told me he planned to make it a late night. I was fine with that. I liked a late night around the bonfire as much as the next person.

      “I like Kade better than Captain Killjoy, but I guess I don’t get a vote in it.” Nixie waved before taking off in the direction of her sister. There was no body of water near this campsite — which was enough to drive Naida batty because she needed to swim if she wanted to maintain her sanity — but they’d discovered a retention pond a few hours ago and they planned to head there for a late-night swim. I heard them talking during dinner preparations.

      “Do you ever wonder how she’s survived as long as she has?” Nellie asked as he sipped his beer and watched the exuberant pixie disappear into the night. “I’m serious. She’s the type who doesn’t remember to look both ways before crossing the road. The fact that she hasn’t been hit by a semi is miraculous.”

      I snickered as I reached over to the cooler he’d placed between us and grabbed a beer from the slushy ice. The mood of the group was surprisingly buoyant considering the heaviness of the last few weeks. It was possible — I didn’t know how likely, but certainly possible— that everyone was simply feeling the joy of leaving Detroit behind us. It felt like something more, though I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      “I’m just glad we’re away from the reapers and witches for a bit,” Dolph Smirnov, our resident strongman, said as he lowered his bulk into the open chair on the other side of me. He’d obviously been listening to our conversation but somehow I’d missed him ... which was impressive because he was six and a half feet tall and built like a brick wall.

      “I liked the witches.” Nellie took on a dreamy expression. “I could’ve done without the reapers.” He scowled at the memory. “Those reapers were mouthy.”

      “The witches were mouthy, too,” I reminded him.

      “Yeah, but they were fun mouthy.”

      “If you say so.”

      We lapsed into silence, our eyes busy as we watched our co-workers cavort. To the far right, Raven Marko, our lamia, flirted with her boyfriend Percival. He was a clown — and, no, that’s not a euphemism, because he really does dress up like a clown and perform — and apparently he enjoys wearing leather chaps when playing private games with Raven. I hadn’t seen that up close and personal, but Poet had and she was still traumatized by the sight.

      Behind us, I heard Nixie and Naida chattering away. They were making plans for the retention pond. There was talk of swimming nude. A few of the shifters to the left were listening hard to the discussion, but the pixie twins were either purposely ignoring them or too caught up in their own conversation to notice.

      To the back side of the fairgrounds where we settled — somewhere outside Akron, the most boring place in the Midwest — I heard the clowns and midway workers having another party. We tended to separate at night because most of the performers found the midway workers oily and almost everybody hated the clowns. The only clown we spent any time with was Percival, and that was only because Raven forced him on us.

      I cast my eyes toward Poet’s trailer. It was the newest model on the lot. Max, our leader and Kade’s estranged father, bought the trailer for them because he was trying to suck up to his son. It seemed to have worked, because Kade and Max were closer than ever — although that was partly because Kade had recently found out he was magical in origin and needed someone to show him the ropes — and the trailer was a big hit with my best friend and her time-sucking boyfriend.

      “Why are you glaring at that trailer?” Nixie asked, leaning closer to me. “Is there something hiding behind it?”

      “How would I know?” My agitation came out to play. “I can’t see through metal. No one but Superman can.”

      Nellie snorted. “Maybe Kade will be able to see through metal when all of his powers shake out. He’s growing stronger with each passing day. Before we know it, he’ll be the strongest one here.”

      That was not what I wanted to hear. “He’s not stronger than me.”

      Nellie cast me a sidelong look. “In what world is that true? He’s way stronger than you. You’re a shifter. All you can do is shift ... and scratch people to death. You don’t even play fetch when you’re in your wolf form. I know. I’ve tried tossing a ball for you to chase. You won’t bring it back.”

      “That’s because I’m not a dog.”

      “You’re kind of like a dog.”

      “I’m nothing like a dog!”

      “Geez. Don’t get your panties in a bunch.” His eyes flashed with annoyance. “It was just a general observation. There’s no need to get worked up.”

      I should’ve apologized for my outburst, but that’s not my way. “I’m going to take a walk.” I pushed myself out of the lawn chair and carried my beer with me as I struck out toward the fairground line. The magical security system, called a dreamcatcher by those who’d devised it – was already up. Nixie, Naida, Raven and Poet were responsible for it every time we moved so it was perfectly safe to wander around the countryside. Besides, we were in Akron. The only thing that could kill us here was boredom. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      “Take your time,” Nellie called out. “Maybe you can walk off the PMS while you’re out there.”

      I growled deep in my throat but kept going. I didn’t stop until I was on the other side of trailer row. We purposely set up our trailers so they were end-to-end and formed a U shape surrounding three of the four sides of the circus. This was purposeful because the magical dreamcatcher served as a safety feature and a lure for evil creatures. They were drawn in by the dreamcatcher to cross the boundaries and then we dispatched them while the human public in the area remained none the wiser.

      At least that was the plan. Occasionally the plan turned to crap, but we dealt with that when it happened.

      Once I was on the other side of the trailers I made a big show of scuffing my foot against the ground for a full three minutes before heading toward Poet’s trailer. She wouldn’t be happy if she knew I was lurking outside, but that didn’t stop me from stomping directly to her window and peering in.

      I expected to find the room overstuffed with romance ... not that I’m a peeper or anything, just for the record. I simply assumed that’s why Kade and Poet disappeared when they did. Instead, the light was on and they were both reclining on the bed ... reading.

      “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me.” I viciously swore under my breath. The window was open, so Poet and Kade could hear me, and they turned in my direction.

      “What are you doing?” Poet asked, confused. She glanced down at her outfit — she probably was trying to remember if she was even dressed — and seemed relieved to find she was wearing knit shorts and a tank top.

      “What are you doing?” I challenged, moving closer to the window.

      She held up her e-reader. “I found a really good book on Norse mythology and a magic chick who fights evil. It’s by Linsey Hall. I really like it.”

      I rolled my eyes. “That sounds fascinating. It doesn’t explain why you’re not at the bonfire.”

      Her face was blank. “Was I supposed to be at the bonfire?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I get bored without you.” I recognized my tone was whiny and tried to push past it. “You’re supposed to be my best friend. If you’re not at the bonfire, that means I have to listen to Raven and Percival talk about gross clown stuff. You know I hate that.”

      Amusement lit Poet’s face as she pressed the power button on her e-reader and then moved closer to the window. For his part, Kade remained on the bed flipping through what looked to be a security magazine. Even his reading material was boring, for crying out loud. He needed to start reading erotica to up his street cred. You can’t be a sex symbol and not read erotica. I should know. I’m Mystic Caravan’s leading sex symbol. No, truly. It’s a real title.

      “Why are you outside our window?” Poet looked more amused than annoyed. “Are you hoping to see some action? We’re not playing that game until a little later.”

      “Don’t tell him that,” Kade barked. “He doesn’t need to know our private business.”

      I glared at his profile. “I don’t think that’s exactly private business. You can’t publicly grope one another and then claim you have private business.”

      Kade slowly lowered the magazine and glared at me. “When have I ever publicly groped her?”

      “Um ... by the grill right before dinner. You had your hand on her butt.”

      Instead of being offended, he snickered. “Oh. I didn’t realize you saw that. I’ll be better next time.”

      “It’s already too late.” I flicked my eyes back to Poet. “I think you should dump him and go back to spending all your time with me. I’ve given it a lot of thought and it’s what I want. In fact, I think it’s best for both of us.”

      She grinned as she hunkered down so we were eye to eye. “Are you feeling left out?” Her long black hair gleamed thanks to the overhead bedroom light. “I’m sorry if I haven’t been spending enough time with you. I promise to carve out a big chunk of it tomorrow. How does that sound?”

      It sounded like she was placating me, which was exactly what I wanted. “Okay. But I expect you to follow through. I think I might be having a mid-life crisis and I need to talk it through.”

      “You can’t be having a mid-life crisis. You’re not even thirty.”

      “Fine. I’m having a third-life crisis.” I tilted my head to the side, considering. “Is that a thing? I think it should be. I’m totally trademarking that term.”

      “We’ll talk about that tomorrow. For now, you should go. Kade will beat you up if you keep peeping through the window.”

      “I definitely will,” Kade agreed, his attention back on the magazine. “I’ll enjoy it, too.”

      “Oh, whatever. I’ll see you tomorrow, Poet.”

      “I’m looking forward to some bonding time,” she called out.

      That made two of us.

      

      I FELL INTO A RESTLESS SLEEP. I should’ve slumbered like the dead — not the literal dead, which is a distinction I feel I have to make because we deal with the undead and living dead regularly — but I tossed and turned.

      Still, I slept. I recognized that even as I was under. My dreams were convoluted, though. I heard whispering — and it was loud enough I wanted to wake, but my subconscious wouldn’t allow me to escape — and when I looked through the misty dreamscape I couldn’t find a source for the sound.

      My internal warning system alerted, telling me that something was wrong, and still I drifted. The whispering wouldn’t allow me to rest, but it was difficult to make out the words.

      Finally, and only when I slipped deeper into slumber, did I make out what was being said.

      Come to me.

      Listen to me.

      I’m here.

      Talk to me.

      I have something to tell you.

      I have something to show you.

      Don’t pull away.

      I am what you’ve been looking for.

      I was never one to believe in prophetic dreams — at least for me. Poet had prophetic dreams a time or two. I heard Max and her talking once and he said he had prophetic dreams when he was younger but learned to tune them out. In fact, prophetic dreams were one of the aspects they kept waiting for Kade to exhibit. He’d yet to manifest them, so there was every chance he wouldn’t be affected by the phenomenon.

      I was a shifter. Prophetic dreams weren’t part of the package. That meant my dreams should’ve been a hodgepodge of the day’s events ... like a normal person’s. The whispering was seductive. It was sensual. It was also not my thing. I was only into whispering when the voice was a baritone and accompanied by rippling muscles and impeccable fashion sense.

      This was something else.

      This was something different, potentially even dangerous.

      Still, I couldn’t wake. I tried, but it was a wasted effort. I finally gave up and continued floating. All I could do was wait ... and listen.
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      I woke late and felt sluggish. I spent a good twenty minutes lying on my back and staring at the ceiling. Mornings were never a favorite part of my day, but being with the circus meant we had to be up with the sun.

      That wasn’t the case today.

      “Get up!” Poet let herself into my bedroom and hopped on the bed. She seemed happy, glowing even. Her skin was iridescent.

      “Ugh.” I pulled the pillow from beneath my head and pressed it to my face to block the light ... and her chirping. “You got some last night, didn’t you? I shouldn’t be surprised. You get some every night now and I hate you for it.”

      Instead of feeding into my bad mood, she pinched my flank. “Get up. I thought we were spending time together today.”

      “You just want me to help with breakfast,” I grumbled.

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Nixie and Naida were out late at the retention pond. I was going to bed when they were leaving. They were both tipsy ... which means they were out there for a very long time. You hate cooking alone, so you’re in here trying to recruit me.”

      “I need to develop a better poker face.”

      I lifted the pillow and found her watching me with curious eyes. “What?”

      “You don’t look very good,” she said after a beat. “In fact, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you were sick.” She pressed her hand to my forehead. “You don’t feel warm, but you look pale.”

      “I didn’t sleep well.”

      “Did you drink too much?” Her tone was accusatory. “You’re always crabby when you have a hangover. If you’d stop two drinks before your mind tells you to shut it down you would be so much better off.”

      “Thank you so much, Mom.” I pressed my eyes shut and rubbed my forehead. “I don’t have a hangover. I only had a few beers. I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine.”

      “Thank you so much for that.”

      She poked me again. “What’s wrong with you? Seriously, I’m starting to worry.”

      “You’re not worried. You just want me to keep you company while you’re cooking. What happened to your macho man? Why can’t he keep you company?”

      “He’s performing a security check of the perimeter.”

      “It’s Akron. There’s nothing to worry about in Akron. This is one of our dead stops. Every year we stop at the same place. Every year absolutely nothing happens.”

      “I know that and you know that. Kade is head of security. He’s never been to this location with us before and he likes to be prepared.”

      “He definitely reminds me of a Boy Scout ... and not in a good way.” I continued massaging my forehead. “What’s on the agenda for today?”

      “The usual. We have set-up to do and then we need to go to the grocery store. I thought you and I could do that together because you’re feeling left out.”

      “I am not feeling left out. I’m an adult. I don’t feel left out. That’s a high school thing.”

      She folded her arms over her chest and stared at me.

      “What?” I felt exposed and tried to tug the covers over my head. “Just stop looking at me. I don’t like it.”

      “You love it when you’re the center of attention.” She shifted so she was straddling me. If the position involved anyone else, it might almost be sexual in nature. But she was my best friend, so it was merely an inconvenience.

      “Knock it off.” I tried to buck her off. “You’re bugging me.”

      “You’re bugging me.” She was deceptively strong, even when she wasn’t using her magic. She easily held me down as I tried to dislodge her. “What’s wrong with you? I’m seriously worried. You never stay in bed this late. You’re too afraid you might miss something.”

      “That is a steaming load of crap.” Even as I said the words, I silently admitted defeat and let her pin me. “I didn’t sleep well. I kept having really weird dreams.”

      “Like that time you thought you were Princess Diana’s BFF and you were on a red carpet with her and had a sequined tuxedo with a snag and were afraid people would notice?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “No, Miss Smarty-pants. Not like that. It was more ... I heard someone in my head. A voice kept whispering to me.”

      She made a face. “Was it something sexual?”

      “No. It was a woman … er, or maybe a man with a high voice. It was really hard to tell.”

      “Really?”

      “She did sound kind of sexual.” And that right there was the crux of my morning malaise. “You don’t think I’m turning straight, do you? That would totally depress me.”

      She barked out a laugh, her eyes lighting. “I very much doubt it. Straight people have dreams about people of the same sex all the time. It doesn’t necessarily mean anything. Although, I did read a dream interpretation book a few months back and I seem to remember that if you have a sex dream about someone of the same sex and you’re straight, it means you’re proud and secure in your sexuality. I bet that is probably the same for a gay person who dreams about heterosexual sex.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Do you think that’s true?”

      “I don’t see why not. Don’t worry about it, though. I guarantee you’re gay.”

      “How can you guarantee that?”

      “You’ve seen me naked several times and never reacted.”

      She was so serious I couldn’t stop myself from laughing. “You’re thinking a heckuva lot about yourself these days, aren’t you? He may drive me crazy, but Kade has been good for your self-esteem.”

      “I’ve always had good self-esteem.”

      “When it comes to magic, work and handling random people, that’s certainly true. When it comes to love, not so much. Still ... It’s nice to see you happy.”

      “I am happy,” she agreed, her expression content. “You should be happy, too.” She pressed her hands to my chest. “The best way to do that is to get up. Don’t let a weird sex dream mess you up for the entire day.”

      “That’s just it. I don’t believe the dream was sexual. It was as if the voice wanted it to be sexual but couldn’t quite make it happen. The voice also switched between male and female ... it was weird. I never saw who was speaking. There were no explicit pictures in my head. It wasn’t about sex.”

      “Then what do you think it was about?”

      “I have no idea. I tried to wake myself up. I knew it was a dream. I couldn’t do it no matter how hard I tried. I don’t know how to explain it.”

      “That is definitely weird.” She tilted her head to the side and tapped her chin. “Maybe we can find a bookstore while we’re in town and discover something specific to analyze dreams. It might be worth a shot.”

      “I’ll keep it in mind.” I tried to dislodge her again, but she was ready for the move. “Will you stop molesting me? I don’t roll that way.”

      Instead of reacting as I expected, Poet shifted her eyes to the door. I heard a noise there at the exact moment she sensed a presence, and when I jerked my eyes that way I found Kade watching us with unreadable eyes.

      “Oh, well, it’s nice to know you guys have eschewed knocking as a general consideration together. I would hate for only one of you to be rude.”

      “Most guys would be upset to find their girlfriend in bed with another guy,” Kade drawled. “I’m not surprised in the least.”

      “We’re not doing anything,” I argued. “Besides, she’s the one on top of me ... and she refuses to get off.”

      “She’s a stubborn little thing,” Kade agreed. He flashed a tight smile that didn’t make it all the way to his eyes. “I’m not here for fun and games. Poet, I need you to come with me. We have a situation.”

      The tone of his voice caused me to stop grappling with my best friend and focus on him. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s one of the clowns,” Kade replied. “She’s dead. One of the other clowns found her when she didn’t join them for breakfast. I can’t find any marks on her body. I want you to check her out for signs of a paranormal attack before I do anything else ... like call the police.”

      Poet wordlessly climbed off me as I pushed my hair back in place. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll take a look. Do you know which clown?”

      “Calamity. At least that’s the name they gave me.”

      “Calamity?” I looked to Poet for help. “Is that the one with purple hair and a weird tattoo?”

      “I didn’t see a tattoo,” Kade supplied.

      “I should hope not,” Poet said. “It’s on her butt.”

      Kade made a face. “Do I even want to know?”

      “Probably not, but we need to take a look all the same,” she said. She was all business when she stood. “Let’s go.”

      “I’ll be a few minutes behind you,” I offered. “Don’t do anything exciting without me.”

      “I would never consider it.”

      

      BY THE TIME I MADE IT to clown row a crowd was milling near their communal cooking area and the door to the trailer was open. I didn’t wait for an invitation, instead taking the steps two at a time and launching myself into the sparse environment.

      “What do you have?” I pulled up short when I saw the body on the bed. Calamity was naked from the waist down and her nightgown was bunched up beneath her neck. I recognized her right away — the purple hair was a dead giveaway even though the tattoo was obscured thanks to her position. “Oh, geez.”

      “She’s definitely dead,” Poet said as she kneeled next to the woman’s head and stared at her profile. “I can’t find a wound. I mean ... there are no fang marks. Her neck doesn’t look to be broken. I don’t see any bruises forming.”

      Kade wore a pair of rubber gloves as he pressed his hands to her skin. “I would estimate that she’s been dead about five hours ... but I’m not an expert.”

      “It obviously happened during the night,” Poet agreed, pursing her lips. “Does anyone else smell cake?”

      “Cake?” Kade’s forehead wrinkled. “I most certainly do not smell cake. I smell urine. I think she relieved herself during the event ... whatever that event was.”

      I hadn’t initially noticed the urine — though how that was possible was beyond me because there was a noticeable stain on the sheets — but now it was all I could focus on. “Geez. That is really gross.”

      “It’s normal,” Poet argued. She didn’t appear bothered by the dead body. “But I definitely smell cake.” She looked to me for confirmation. “What about you?”

      “I have no idea.” I opted for honesty. “All I can smell now is urine because he pointed it out. You know how I am about that stuff.”

      “I do,” she agreed, perfunctorily nodding her head. “When you first heard golden showers were a real thing and not a joke you showered eight times a day for a week straight until something else grossed you out. I believe it was when you heard some women actually defecate when giving birth.”

      “Ugh!” I was officially horrified. “And I thought the dreams I had last night were weird. Now I won’t be able to sleep for a week. Thanks a lot, Poet.”

      Instead of responding with sarcasm, she pinned me with a sharp look. “Wait a second ... .”

      “I don’t want this conversation to continue for a second longer,” Kade argued. “Seriously. I’ll be the one having nightmares. I hate it when you two feed off each other like this.”

      Poet ignored him. “Your dream.”

      “What about it?” I asked, legitimately curious. “I guarantee there were no golden showers in my dream.”

      “No, but you heard a whispering voice and it kept you up all night. You couldn’t wake up.” She slowly moved her eyes to Calamity. I was certain I’d heard her real name at some point over the years but I was drawing a blank trying to remember it now. “I keep smelling cake.”

      “There’s no cake in here,” Kade argued. “Even if there was, could you really eat given ... this?” He gestured toward the body. “I feel like throwing up.”

      “I don’t want to eat cake.” She snapped out the words and shook her head. “It’s a pattern. Luke didn’t want to get up this morning because he didn’t sleep well. He had a dream that was vaguely sexual in nature ... and he couldn’t wake up. It paralyzed him.”

      I understood what she was getting at before she even said the word. “An incubus,” I muttered, rolling my neck. “Oh, geez. I was kind of hoping those things were extinct.”

      Kade wrinkled his nose. “What’s an incubus?”

      I kept forgetting that he was relatively new to the game. He fit in with us easily, almost seamlessly — and don’t think I wasn’t bitter about that — but he still didn’t understand some of the bigger enemies that plagued our world.

      “An incubus is a male demon,” Poet explained. “It looks human, acts human, but it’s so much more.”

      “How does it kill?” Kade’s gaze was back on Calamity. “I don’t see any marks on her body.”

      “That’s because an incubus kills in a very specific way.” Poet looked to me for help. “Um ... how can I explain this delicately?”

      “Screw that,” I interjected. “We don’t have time for you to be delicate. I’ll handle this.” I pinned Kade with a look. “An incubus is always a male demon — a succubus is a female, but that’s not what we’re dealing with here, so we can put off the explanation of the snake-like tongue for later. It kills its victims by having sex.”

      Kade’s mouth dropped open. “Get out!”

      “I wish he was exaggerating, but it’s true,” Poet said dryly. “An incubus is always attractive, to the point he looks like a male model ... or actor ... or one of those really hot construction guys who is always sweaty and sexy no matter how many hours he’s been working.”

      Kade rolled his eyes. “I guess we know which fantasy you’ll want to act out next.”

      She ignored the statement. “An incubus lures a woman with a song only she can hear. It sounds like whispering on the wind, except to music.” She held my gaze. “During sex, the incubus essentially drains his partner of her life essence. When he’s done – had his fill, so to speak – she’s dead and he’s bolstered by the essence he stole.”

      Kade rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m not sure I understand. How does he steal the essence? There’s not a mark on her body as far as I can tell.”

      “He steals it from inside,” Poet replied, shifting from one foot to the other, uncomfortable.

      “Inside?”

      Kade was either being purposely daft or simply couldn’t see the obvious answer. I clearly had to slam the information home.

      “Through her vagina,” I offered, pointing. “That’s why she’s naked from the waist down. Incubi have magic penises. I know I always say I do — and you probably think you do — but in this case, it’s true.”

      “Oh, man!” Horrified, Kade slapped his hand to his face and covered his eyes. “I’m definitely going to have nightmares.”

      “That explains why Luke couldn’t wake up last night,” Poet volunteered. “He heard the incubus’s song. I don’t think that’s supposed to happen because he’s not a woman — I’ve never heard of a gay incubus — but he was still entranced in the demon’s thrall.”

      “So ... wait.” Kade held up his hands to silence us. “You’re saying this demon can enthrall women — and possibly Luke — because it’s a sexual beast that can cast a spell. Why didn’t you fall under its thrall?”

      Poet shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. My understanding is that an incubus only approaches single females. They don’t go after married individuals or those who regularly share a bed with someone. It could be that’s just convenience so they don’t get caught, but I don’t know for sure. Regardless, one of the ways the incubus lures in females is by emitting a favorite scent — like cake — and singing the song. Once the incubus starts singing in whispers, the victim can’t do much of anything except take it. Essentially, by that point, it’s too late.”

      “Holy ... !” Kade pressed his lips together and shook his head. “I don’t even know what to say to this. Basically you’re saying that we’re looking for a hot male demon that kills with his penis. That’s the important part, right?”

      She nodded. “I hate to say it, but we can’t call the police on this. There’s nothing they can do to stop an incubus and we can’t explain it. We’ll have to handle this one on our own ... including getting rid of the body.”

      “Oh, well, great.” Kade pinched the bridge of his nose and looked to the ceiling. “And you guys thought Akron was going to be boring.”

      “It’s still going to be boring,” I offered. “It’s sad for Calamity because ... well, she’s dead. It’s not so bad for us, though. We know what we’re up against now. We just have to find the incubus. Once we do, they’re easy to take out.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Kade brightened considerably. “How do you do that?”

      “Beheading and then a good body burn. You know, normal fun.”

      “I think we need to have a discussion about what is and isn’t fun,” he challenged.

      “If you say so.” I turned to Poet. “We need to handle the body first and then question the other clowns and midway workers. If we’re lucky, we can get a description of the guy we’re looking for.”

      “That’s only if they saw him,” Poet countered. “Odds are they didn’t. I’m more interested in why the dreamcatcher didn’t alert. Incubi are demons. They shouldn’t be able to cross the dreamcatcher lines without us knowing.”

      “So ... how did it happen?”

      “I don’t know. We need to find out.”

      That was an understatement and I didn’t agree simply because I was a potential victim. The dreamcatcher was supposed to be infallible. If it was failing now, there had to be a reason and we needed to figure out exactly what it was.
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      We left Dolph and Nellie to handle Calamity’s body. Mark Lane, the oily midway head honcho, was waiting for us outside the trailer when we exited, and he made a beeline straight for Poet.

      “What are you going to do about this?”

      Kade extended a hand to make sure Mark didn’t invade Poet’s personal space and openly glared. “We’re working on it.”

      Mark glanced down at Kade’s hand, which had landed on his chest, and offered up an exaggerated look. “Do you want to stop touching me?”

      Kade correctly read the hostility in the man’s voice and didn’t back down. “Not particularly. I’m making sure you don’t touch Poet.”

      “I have no intention of touching her,” Mark sneered.

      “Then you have nothing to worry about.” Kade flashed an irritating smile — one I’d wanted to smack off his face on more than one occasion — and kept himself between Mark and Poet while she rolled her eyes and focused on me.

      “I think we should search the woods,” she announced. “I mean ... the odds of the incubus still being around are slim, but we have to check.”

      I nodded. “That sounds like a good idea. I’ll go with you.”

      “I’m going, too,” Kade announced, causing me to scowl.

      “I don’t really think that’s necessary,” I countered. “I mean ... you obviously have your hands full here.” I inclined my head toward Mark. “You should worry about him. He wanted to put his hands on your girlfriend, after all.”

      “Thanks a lot, Luke,” Mark drawled, tossing me a serving of his world-famous stink eye. “We’re going to talk about this later.”

      Mark didn’t scare me, so I merely grinned and shrugged. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      “You guys aren’t going in the woods looking for this thing without me,” Kade argued, refusing to back down. “From what you explained, you’re both susceptible to it.”

      “And what thing are we talking about?” Mark asked.

      “It’s nothing you need to concern yourself with,” Poet replied, her eyes conflicted as they roamed Mark’s face. “But it’s very important that you not leave any female workers alone — or potentially homosexual males — until I tell you otherwise.”

      “That’s very specific.” Mark turned to me. “Do you want to tell me what she’s talking about?”

      “Not particularly.” As annoyed as I was by Kade inviting himself along on our trek into the woods, I couldn’t join forces with Mark ... even if it meant winning a potential argument. I loved winning as much as the next person — maybe twice as much — but Mark couldn’t be trusted. I’d learned that the hard way more than once over the years. “Just watch your people until we get a handle on what’s going on.”

      Mark made a disgusting snuffling as he sucked snot down his throat. “I think we’re going to need to have a meeting later about the pecking order of this outfit, Poet. I’m going to request a sit-down with Max, and I think you and your little friends won’t be so smug by the end of the day.”

      “Don’t bet on it,” Kade shot back. “I’m head of security. I outrank you and I’m well within my purview to tell you what to do. Poet is second in command and it goes without saying that she’s your boss.”

      “And I’m the one who brings in the most money,” Mark reminded us.

      “No one cares when lives are on the line,” Poet argued. “Just do as I say. If Max wants to talk about the pecking order, I’m more than willing. For now, the three of us have to make a trip into the woods. So ... you’ll have to excuse us.”

      She kept a dark look on her face as she directed us toward the trees. She waited until we were at the edge of the fairgrounds to speak again. “I’m not sure you shouldn’t stick close to make sure he follows our orders, Kade. Luke and I will be fine in the woods.”

      “Absolutely not.” Kade was firm as he folded his well-muscled arms across his chest and jutted out his chin. “You just told me that an incubus is designed to lure women. Luke had a weird thing happen to him overnight and couldn’t wake from a dream. I’m pretty sure that means he can be lured, too. I’m not leaving you guys to hunt this thing without me. It’s not going to happen.”

      I leaned closer to Poet. “I think he’s worried you’re going to have sex with the incubus and it’s going to be so good you’re literally going to die.” I used a stage whisper so my voice carried and managed not to cringe when Kade glared at me.

      “You are an absolute delight,” he drawled. “Has anyone ever told you that?”

      “You tell me that almost daily,” I shot back. “I find it ... charming.”

      “And I find both of you ridiculous,” Poet barked. “We have a real situation. Once we identify the incubus, it’s easy enough to dispatch. We outnumber it and we have plenty of people who can’t be touched by its song. Unfortunately, the hardest part is identifying it. That’s why I want to search the woods.”

      “I’m not opposed to the idea,” Kade argued. “But I won’t leave you guys to do it alone. You’re both susceptible. You need me.”

      I wanted to argue, but it seemed useless. “He’s right, Poet,” I said after a beat. “The more I think about what happened last night, the more I think that I’m just as susceptible as you. We should bring him with us ... even though he’s absolutely zero fun.”

      Kade pinned me with a nasty look. “I’ll have you know that I’m tons of fun.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I am.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Poet, will you tell him I’m fun?”

      Instead of immediately answering, she let out a long-suffering sigh. “Sometimes I feel as if I’m babysitting but not getting paid enough,” she groused. “Why can’t you just get along?”

      “Because that would throw our entire dynamic off,” Kade replied, unruffled. “We’ve built the foundation of our relationship on bickering. We can’t change that now. It’s too late.”

      I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. “He’s not wrong.”

      “Fine.” Poet held up her hands. “Let’s just get this over with. The faster we find the incubus, the faster we can put this behind us.”

      

      THE TRIP TO THE WOODS WAS boring. Actually, that was putting it mildly. The trip to the woods was akin to watching the Kardashians argue about which one of them is thinner when they should be arguing about which is a bigger waste of space.

      “Here’s something,” I noted, my nostrils flaring when I picked up a distinct smell and hunkered down to study a faint trail. “I’m smelling cake. I’m pretty sure it’s red velvet with that really yummy buttercream frosting.” My mouth watered at the thought. “We should pick up some cake when we’re grocery shopping this afternoon.”

      “I think that can be arranged.” Poet dropped down next to me and stared at the footprint. “It’s pretty light, but I think you’re right. That’s definitely the sole of a boot.”

      “What kind of boot?” Kade leaned over us. It was shady in the woods so he didn’t block out the sun, but his presence still agitated me. He was like the third wheel on a disastrous date and he constantly made me want to mush his face into the dirt so he would stop talking.

      “I’m not a fashion consultant,” Poet replied. “It just looks like a boot to me.”

      “They’re the Faded Glory line from Harley-Davidson,” I announced, swiping at the side of my nose to brush away a bug. I wasn’t a big fan of the outdoors — something that was supposed to be unheard of for shifters — and I’d long since gotten over my failures as a wolf. “Size twelve, to be exact.”

      Kade made a face. “There’s no way you can possibly know what brand of boots we’re talking about.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Poet argued, pressing herself close to the ground. “I think he’s right. I can clearly see the Harley-Davidson logo here.”

      “Oh, now you’re just messing with me.” Kade joined us closer to the ground, frowning when he looked at the spot Poet indicated. “That could be anything.”

      “It’s the Harley-Davidson logo.” I was sure of it because I thought about buying a pair of the boots myself a few months back. I don’t have a motorcycle, but I was convinced I would look fabulous if I dressed the part. “They’re nice boots. I’ve had my eye on them for months.”

      Poet wrinkled her nose. “You can’t dress like a biker. People will laugh at you.”

      “I’m not going to dress like a biker,” I retorted. “I just want the boots. Trust me. Leather chaps are ruined for me thanks to Percival, and nobody can carry off a leather jacket now thanks to The Fonz.”

      I risked a glance at Kade and found him silently laughing. “It’s the truth,” I pressed.

      He held up his hands. “I believe you. Let’s see if we can follow these tracks. A hot guy who smells like cake dressed up like a biker shouldn’t be hard to find.”

      For once, we agreed on something. “Maybe this will be over right away and we can go back to spending quality time together without your buddy Kade the Monotonous threatening to follow us everywhere for the next few days, Poet,” I suggested.

      Kade growled as Poet patted my arm. “You’re on my last nerve,” he muttered.

      

      WE FOLLOWED THE FOOTPRINTS a full mile. Just when we thought we would have to give up and go back for help – or a vehicle – the trees thinned and gave way to a parking lot filled with motorcycles.

      “What is this?” Kade asked, pulling up short.

      I moved to his side and frowned. “It’s a bar.” I pointed toward the sign on top of the square cinder-block bunker of a building. “Big Billy’s Biker Bonanza. I guess Billy is a fan of alliteration, huh?”

      Poet stepped between us, her usual position. She liked to make sure that she was in the way should we decide to start throwing punches. It hadn’t happened yet, but there was still plenty of time. “And here we thought finding those boots would be easy,” she lamented. “I’m guessing most of the people at a biker bar wear motorcycle boots.”

      She had a point, still ... . “That doesn’t mean they’re all be wearing Faded Glory Harley-Davidson boots.” I was trying to look on the bright side, which was my way. “I still think we’ve got a shot at finding our culprit.”

      “I don’t know that I want to go in there,” Kade admitted. “There are a good thirty bikes parked in front. It’s not even ten yet. We’re vastly outnumbered.”

      “Yes, but Poet can read minds,” I pointed out. “She should be able to cut the suspect pool relatively quickly once we’re inside. Besides, you’re big and burly. You have muscles coming out of your ears. They’ll probably think you’re one of them.”

      “I very much doubt it.” Kade was firm. “Bikers recognize their own. We won’t fit in.”

      “No, but we won’t look like easy marks either,” Poet supplied. “You and Luke look tough. Er, well, kind of.” Her eyes moved to my paisley shirt. “You really should’ve worn a different outfit.”

      The look I shot her was withering. “I’ll have you know that this shirt is sold out on both coasts. It’s in high demand.”

      “Not in Akron, it’s not. You stick out. There’s nothing we can do about that now. If someone asks ... we’ll just say you’re a dandy. That should be enough to placate them.”

      Usually I was fine with someone using that word to describe me. This time it sounded like an insult. “I’ll have them eating out of my hands in five minutes. Just you wait.”

      I strode through the front door, exuding more self-confidence than I felt. The bar buzzed with activity when I entered, and every set of eyes in the building turned to me as the room fell silent ... other than the insipid hair band music thrumming from the jukebox.

      “Are you lost?” the man behind the counter drawled. He looked to be in his fifties and boasted a huge beer belly that hung between his suspenders, and a kerchief tied over his head. At one time he probably had brown hair, but his beard and eyebrows were almost completely gray now. “I don’t think this is the sort of establishment you’re looking for.”

      Kade and Poet moved in behind me, bolstering me further.

      “We’re here to ask a few questions,” Kade announced.

      I heard snickers from the ranks at my right but managed to keep from glaring.

      “Are you cops?” the man behind the bar asked. “You don’t look it if you are.”

      “We’re not cops.” Kade flashed a smile that didn’t make it to his eyes. “We’re with Mystic Caravan Circus. We’re camping on the other side of the woods to the east.”

      “And why should we care about that?” The man behind the bar was clearly in charge. He might’ve been working, serving the others, but he was obviously the one they looked to when it came time to supply answers.

      “Are you Billy?” I asked.

      The man smirked. “I am. I’ve owned this place for close to twenty years. That doesn’t explain why we should care about the circus.”

      “Someone crossed onto the fairgrounds last night,” Kade replied. “It appears this individual was looking through a few windows, peeping at the women we have with us. We just want to talk to him.”

      I had to give him credit; that was an interesting lie to make up on the fly.

      “And how do you know it was someone from here?” Billy demanded.

      “We found footprints in the woods. We followed them here. We don’t want to cause trouble.” As if to prove it, Kade held up his hands in deference. “We just want to make sure that our women are safe. You understand.”

      Billy rubbed his bearded chin as he regarded the security chief with unreadable eyes. “Nobody was touched?”

      “No,” Kade lied. “Nobody was touched.”

      “Then nobody was harmed.”

      “That’s not exactly true.” Kade refused to back down, which was impressive given how badly we were outnumbered. Interestingly enough, Poet’s magic would even the odds if it became necessary. Kade had magic, too, but he was still working to control it. This show would completely fall on Poet’s diminutive shoulders should the worst happen. “I’m head of security with the circus. I’m not going to sit back and allow our women to feel vulnerable.”

      “Well, I don’t believe we have peepers here,” Billy countered. “You don’t know that the tracks you found in the woods were made by anyone here.”

      “Maybe,” I agreed. “Whoever it was wore Faded Glory Harley-Davidson boots. I think, given the clientele at your fine establishment, the odds of whoever it was going someplace else are slim.” I let my gaze bounce between faces — let it linger over a handsome man with chiseled cheekbones and fascinating green eyes — and then focused on Billy. “We’re not asking you to kowtow to us or making frivolous demands.”

      “We are warning you,” Poet added, taking control of the conversation. It was only a matter of time — I realized that — but her tone was demanding and I wasn’t sure it was the right way to go. “Don’t cross our boundaries again. You won’t like it if you do.”

      Instead of reacting with fear, or even grudging respect, the bikers laughed.

      “You’re awfully feisty,” Billy teased. “Did you get peeped? I can see why someone would want to get a closer look at you. I bet you look real pretty without all those clothes.”

      “Hey!” Kade’s eyes filled with fire.

      “Calm down, Sparky.” Billy shot him a warning look. “I was just commenting on your girlfriend’s rather obvious attributes.”

      “Don’t.” I shook my head and pinned Kade with a quelling look when he took an ominous step toward the bartender. The temperature of the room dropped noticeably when Kade threatened violence. “This is not the time.”

      “It’s definitely not,” Poet agreed. She took a moment and studied several faces in turn. I knew what she was doing — invading minds — but she didn’t look triumphant when she finally turned back to Billy. I had a feeling she didn’t find what she was looking for during her brief scan. “You don’t want to bother us again,” she warned. “We’ll be waiting for you if you do.”

      “I didn’t bother you the first time around,” Billy snapped. “Why would you think one of us would care enough to walk a mile through the woods to peep at your women? I mean ... you’re circus folk. That doesn’t exactly fill me with the urge to stare at you naked.”

      “Just stay away.” Poet refused to be drawn into a fight. “I’m serious. We will protect our own ... and you won’t like how it goes down if you push us.”

      “Well, I guess you could say the same for us.” Billy rested his elbows on the counter. “You won’t like what happens if you keep visiting my bar and throwing around threats.”

      Poet snorted. She was cocky when she wanted to be, and she was clearly in the mood to fight. “I guess we’ve drawn our lines in the sand. Now it’s time to see which of us can hold up our end of the bargain, huh?”

      “I’m definitely looking forward to the outcome,” Billy agreed. “Until then, get out of here. I don’t have use for empty threats.”

      “Push me and you’ll find those threats aren’t empty,” Poet warned. She turned on her heel and strode to the door, an air of confidence streaming behind her. “I’ll see you soon.”

      “Count on it,” Billy called to her back.

      I risked a glance at Kade and found him shaking his head. “You wish she’d kept her mouth shut, don’t you?”

      He nodded. “You have no idea.”
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      “Anything?” Kade prodded when we were back in the trees. He wisely waited until we were away from the bar to ask the obvious question.

      “Most of them can shutter,” Poet replied, hands on hips as she stared at the bar. “I don’t know that all of them are human.”

      “That doesn’t mean one of them is the incubus,” he pointed out.

      “I know that.” She shot him a look. “I’m not an idiot. But it makes sense for the incubus to hide among them. Frankly, I’m surprised all incubi don’t try something similar.”

      Kade’s expression reflected puzzlement. “Why do you say that?”

      “Because those are alpha males who go through life pretending to be the boss,” Poet replied. “There were women in there. I’m sure you saw them. Each and every one of them remained quiet and deferential to the men they were with while they puffed out their chests and acted like morons.”

      I’d noticed that, too. “Do you think they’re being mistreated?” The notion made me uneasy. “Maybe we should call the police.”

      “And tell them what?” Kade challenged. “We didn’t witness any of those women being mistreated. If the cops go in there, the women will deny anything bad is happening and we’ll look like jerks. If we need to work with the police in this area going forward, it will be a slog. Is that what you want?”

      “No.” I rubbed my forehead. “The whole set-up made me uncomfortable, though. The place reeked of testosterone.”

      “That’s another reason it would be easy for the incubus to hide in there,” Poet said. “A specific type of woman is drawn to men on bikes. Those who want adventure ... and those who like to be dominated. You rarely see a dominant woman in biker ranks, and if you do she’s not dating one of the men but has somehow become seen as their equal. That’s not an easy feat.”

      “You seem to know a lot about bikers,” Kade said dryly.

      “I spent some time around them when I was on the streets in Detroit as a kid,” Poet admitted. “Bikers are ... interesting. Some groups aren’t so bad. In fact, they’re awesome. I figured out right away that not all clubs are created equal. This club has a few glaring issues.”

      “So, what do you suggest we do?” I asked. “I could go back inside by myself and feel them out. They seemed fine with me. You were the two they didn’t like.”

      “Oh, get serious.” Kade made a face. “The only reason they didn’t attack you is because they didn’t see you as a threat.”

      The comment rankled. “Oh, I’m a threat.”

      “Of course you are.” Poet patted my arm. “You’re a big, bad wolf. They simply don’t realize it. Although ... I wouldn’t be surprised if they had a few shifters in there. Like I said, they were unusually good at shuttering. I picked up a few stray thoughts, but most of them were from the women ... and they legitimately don’t know anything.”

      “So, what’s our next move?” Kade was serious. “Should we go back to the fairgrounds and close ranks?”

      “No.” Poet shook her head. “We’re going to the store to stock up on groceries because that’s what we usually do. By the time we get back, Dolph and Nellie should have taken care of the body. Those guys won’t come back in the middle of the day. If they move on us, it will be at night.”

      “She’s right.” I knew that in my heart. “If they really are in the mood to mess with us, they’ll wait for the cover of darkness.”

      “And they’ll be in for a rude awakening,” Poet added. “They have no idea who they’re messing with. All they saw when we strolled through the door was a guy with a lot of machismo, a guy in a paisley shirt and a mouthy woman. We have much more in our arsenal than that.”

      “I would rather not get in a fight with the local bikers if we can help it,” Kade complained. “That would be hard to explain to the police if we start dropping bodies.”

      “I very much doubt it will come to that.” Poet patted his arm. “We’ll need to stick to our routine. We can’t let them think they got to us.”

      

      AKRON ISN’T OVERLY LARGE ... or picturesque. It didn’t have much in the way of touristy draws or particularly pretty vistas. It was simply a normal city. Oddly enough, given the current circumstances, that was good for us. It was easier for us to hide in normal cities.

      “What do we want for dinner tonight?” I asked when we hit the grocery store. We had returned to the fairgrounds long enough to tell the others what was going on and to take Kade’s truck so we could mount a supply run. Raven and Max promised to hold down the fort — and serve as protection — while we were gone. Despite that, I remained antsy after our visit to the bar.

      “Let’s go simple and do burgers, corn and potato salad,” Poet suggested. Kade was ahead of us in the bread aisle, choosing buns, which gave us a moment to ourselves. “How do you feel?”

      I recognized what she was really asking. “I’m okay, Poet.” I meant it. “You don’t have to get worked up.”

      “I’m not worked up. I just ... okay, maybe I’m a little worked up.” Her smile was sheepish. “You got lucky last night, Luke. The incubus clearly could’ve gone into your trailer and then we would be dealing with a much darker scenario.”

      “Basically you’re saying you’re not that upset because Calamity was a clown and not part of our group.”

      “No, I’m saying that I would’ve been crushed if it were you,” she corrected. “You need to be careful. In fact, while we’re here, maybe we should get some additional security for your trailer. That way alarms will go off if your windows or doors are opened once you retire for the night.”

      As much as I loved her, the concern she was showing grated. “Are you going to increase your security?”

      “Oh, I can guarantee Kade will increase security.” Her expression momentarily darkened. “Even though I’m not at risk like the other women, he won’t be able to stop himself.”

      “How do you figure you’re not at risk?”

      “Because I don’t sleep alone.” Her answer was matter-of-fact. “An incubus would be stupid to go after me. Kade is always right beside me when I sleep. He’ll wake up if someone tries to enter our bedroom. Even if the incubus managed to enthrall me, Kade would kill him — or at least sound the alarm — before he ever got close enough to touch me.”

      She sounded sure of herself, but that didn’t stop me from being agitated. “I don’t know that I was enthralled.” I thought hard about the dream. “In fact, maybe what happened last night in my head had nothing to do with what was happening across the fairgrounds.”

      She shot me a pitying look. “Luke ... .”

      “No, I’m serious.” I refused to play the victim. I hated that. “I can take care of myself. Besides, the incubus is unlikely to go after me. You said yourself that they’re most often straight. I wouldn’t be high on the seduction list.”

      “You wouldn’t,” she agreed, clearly choosing her words carefully. “The thing is, there aren’t many options for him if he comes sniffing around a second time. Raven sleeps with Percival. The pixie twins are immune because of what they are. I’m with Kade.

      “I’ve made sure to warn Mark about keeping his women covered and I’m sure Max will reiterate the point,” she continued. “Mark might not want to listen to me, but he will listen to the big boss. The clowns will double up to protect their women. You’re the one who will be exposed.”

      I wanted to argue with her assumption, but she was right ... and it galled me to the point I had no choice but to continue arguing. “Then the incubus will just move on to another location to hunt. He won’t change his sexual preference just to feed.”

      “That would be nice — not that I want random people to die, mind you — but I don’t see it happening. We’re isolated and on the edge of town. We also didn’t report Calamity’s death. The incubus won’t be able to stop himself from at least checking out our group again.”

      I caught on to her line of thinking relatively quickly. “Ah. You want to set a trap.”

      “I do.” Poet didn’t bother denying it. “Once we get back to camp, I’m going to get Raven, Nixie and Naida together. We’ll strengthen the dreamcatcher with an incubus in mind. I want to be sure we nab him if he dares return.”

      “So ... why are you getting so excitable about me if you plan to kill him tonight?”

      “Because you’re still my best friend and I would be traumatized for life if something happened to you.”

      Her concern was touching ... and it gave me a few ideas as we caught up with Kade. “Would you be so traumatized you’d never be able to have sex with Colonel Sourpuss ever again?” I asked, enjoying the way Kade jerked his head in my direction. “I think that would be a fitting tribute to the part I’ve played in your life. You should become celibate in honor of me if I go before you.”

      Poet chuckled as she accepted the hamburger buns Kade shoved in her direction. “I will give it serious thought.”

      “No, you won’t.” Kade was firm.

      “She’s going to have to honor me with a big sacrifice if I die,” I pressed. “I think it’s a grand idea.”

      “And I think I’m going to punch you.” Kade’s voice was low and full of warning. “There will be no celibate mourning. Besides, nothing is going to happen to you.”

      “That’s what I told her. She still insists that I’m a target.”

      “I think you’re a target.” Kade turned serious. “We’re going to get a few things from the hardware department for your trailer. I know I would feel better if we covered all our bases.”

      The fact that he was serious caused me to still. “I know you’re new to the paranormal game, but there’s no reason to get all worked up. I mean ... an incubus is only dangerous if you’re alone and on its sexual radar. This incubus clearly likes women. I’m fine.”

      “We’re going to make sure of that.” Kade slung his arm over Poet’s shoulders. “It’s not just because she would be devastated to lose you either,” he added. “I would miss you, too.”

      “You would?”

      He nodded. “You entertain Poet while I’m working and that makes you worth your weight in gold. I like not having to worry about her because you’re always around.”

      “Oh, I think that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.” I meant it. “Give me a hug.” I moved toward him with my arms outstretched.

      “I’m good.” Kade quickly evaded me. “No, seriously. We’re not hugging people.”

      “You don’t know that if you don’t give it a chance.” I was enjoying myself. “Come on. Give me a kiss, too.”

      “Don’t push it.”

      

      AS USUAL, OUR SHOPPING TRIP lasted a full hour. We’d filled two carts and were double-checking to make sure we hadn’t forgotten items from anybody’s list.

      “I think that’s everything,” Poet said, her eyes busy as she scanned the overflowing carts. “There were a lot of staples to get today. I guess that saves us down the road.”

      “We forgot Raven’s Worcestershire sauce,” I said after a beat. “She’ll melt down if we don’t get it.”

      “I don’t even see why she eats that,” Kade complained. “It tastes horrible. Back when she was trying to coax me into being her love bunny because I was fighting with Poet she made me special burgers with that sauce and they tasted terrible.”

      Poet made a face. “Love bunny?”

      I chuckled. “Oh, I love it when you bring up the dark days of your relationship, Kade. It makes me feel intellectually superior.”

      “Poet, you know I didn’t mean it in a bad way,” Kade complained. “I just ... I blame you.” His eyes were full of fire when they locked with mine. “I would’ve kept my mouth shut if you didn’t mention the Worcestershire sauce.”

      “Yes, it’s on me,” I drawled, shaking my head. “You guys head toward the checkout and I’ll get the sauce. It shouldn’t take long.”

      “Fine.” Kade forced a smile for Poet’s benefit as she pouted. “I much prefer being your love bunny. That should be obvious by now.”

      “I’m done talking to you.”

      I was still chuckling to myself when I found the aisle with the sauce and started searching for Raven’s favorite brand. I found the telltale bottle right away thanks to the brown wrapper and was already turning to head back when I caught a hint of movement out of the corner of my eye. There, at the end of the aisle, was one of the bikers from the bar. I recognized him thanks to his strong cheekbones and ridiculous eyes.

      For a long moment, we stared at one another. He didn’t make a move to run — or close the distance between us — and I remained rooted to my spot with a pounding heart. He didn’t wave or acknowledge me with one of those manly chin bobs. He just stared ... and I returned the stare.

      “Did you find the sauce?” Poet appeared behind me, causing me to jolt.

      “What?”

      “The sauce.” Her eyes fell on the bottle in my hand. “What’s taking you so long? We should get going.”

      “I just ... .” I broke off and licked my lips, my eyes shifting to the end of the aisle. The green-eyed man was gone. I wasn’t surprised, but I was unnerved. “One of the biker guys was here.”

      “What? Where?” Poet was instantly alert as she glanced around.

      “You look like a chicken having a seizure when you do that,” I complained. “He was down there.” I pointed toward the end of the aisle.

      “Did he say anything?”

      “No. He just watched me.”

      “Are you sure he was at the bar?” Poet remained unconvinced. “Maybe he just looked like the sort of guy who would go to that bar.”

      “No, he was definitely there. He was one of the faces that stood out to me.”

      “Why?”

      “He had these green eyes and cheekbones.”

      Poet made a face. “Oh, you thought he was hot. You should’ve just said that.”

      “I didn’t think he was hot. He wasn’t un-hot. He was more ... okay, he was hot.” She knew me too well to argue. “There was something about him that spoke to me at the bar. I don’t know how to explain it. I looked at him a few times. It was ... weird.”

      “It sounds like flirting.”

      “That’s not how I flirt.”

      “How do you usually flirt?” She looked more amused than curious. “No, seriously. I want to know. How do you flirt?”

      “Forget what I said.” I was too annoyed to maintain the conversation. “Come on. We should get out of here.”

      “No, I’m not done hearing about your flirting technique,” Poet prodded, adding a little wiggle to her steps as she moved beside me. “Do you drop a handkerchief on the floor and bend over to pick it up? Or do you do that eyelash thing? You know, the one where you lower them and talk to the man of your dreams in a demure fashion. Is that how you plan to talk to him?”

      “You’re a laugh a second. I can’t tell you how much I enjoy these precious moments we spend together.”

      Instead of continuing her teasing, Poet sobered. “I’m sorry.” She held up her hands in mock surrender. “I don’t mean to give you grief. I’m sorry if you felt a ... thing. Now is not the time to engage it, though. You might’ve felt something because he’s the incubus.”

      Honestly, that possibility hadn’t even crossed my mind. “Oh, well ... .”

      “Maybe he’s following you because he recognized that you were vulnerable last night,” Poet continued. “You need to be really careful. That’s why I’m glad that Kade got the sensors for your windows and doors.”

      “I’m not happy about that,” I countered, returning to an earlier conversation as my eyes remained in search of the green-eyed man. “That will severely limit my dating options over the long haul. I can’t have sensors going off every time a window opens. That’s distracting.”

      “How is that distracting? Just make sure you turn the sensors off when you’re opening the window. But you can’t open the windows at night until we catch this incubus.”

      “Oh, you know how much I hate sleeping with closed windows,” I complained. “It gets stuffy.”

      “Would you rather sleep in a stuffy room or die?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll have to give it some serious thought.”

      “If you’re not careful, I’ll make you come and sleep in our trailer,” Poet warned. “It will be cramped, but I’ll make it work no matter how much you cry.”

      “Oh, well, Kade will love that.” I pictured his face when Poet told him the news. “We should definitely do that.”

      “Don’t push it. I would like a few days of peace between you and Kade if I can wrangle it. This has been a long few weeks.”

      “I’m sure something can be arranged. In fact ... why don’t you sleep in my trailer with me and leave him to sleep alone for a few nights? That way we’ll cover each other and he’ll be fine because he’s straight.”

      “I don’t think I want to do that,” she hedged. “He might get lonely.”

      “What about me?” I continued looking for the man, but he appeared to be gone. “Don’t you care if I’m lonely?”

      “We’ll work on it. I’m sure we can figure out something that makes everybody happy.”

      I had less faith in that than she did, but I was willing to watch her give it a try.
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      The drive back to the fairgrounds should’ve been easy. Instead, I kept craning my neck because I was almost certain we were being followed. Poet, who sat in the front next to Kade, called me on my actions as we were pulling into the parking lot next to trailer row.

      “What is your deal?”

      I gestured toward the dark sedan that was right behind us. It slowed a bit and then seemed to increase its pace and take off when our eyes turned in its direction. If I had to guess, the driver realized we were staring.

      “What about it?” Poet asked blankly.

      “It was with us from the store to here.”

      “So?”

      “So ... I think it might’ve been following us.” I realized how ridiculous I sounded, but that didn’t stop me from continuing. “We made seven turns. I kept count. The car made the same seven turns with us.”

      Instead of ridiculing me, Poet focused on the vehicle’s tail lights. It was almost to the end of the street. “Did you see who was driving?”

      “No. The windows are tinted.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” she said after a beat. “It’s possible it was a coincidence.”

      “What if it’s not?”

      “I don’t know. I guess we’ll find out once we set our trap. The only reason I tend to lean toward the coincidence idea is because we’re fairly certain our incubus is hanging with a bunch of bikers. I doubt he would be driving anything other than a motorcycle under those circumstances.”

      She had a point, which I hated, but that didn’t stop me from fantasizing about the absolute worst possible scenarios. “I don’t know many killers who would use a motorcycle. They aren’t stealthy vehicles. They’re loud by design.”

      “That’s true.” Poet craned her neck and stared at the now-empty road. “Do you think it was the guy you saw in the store? The one with the chiseled cheekbones and dreamy green eyes?”

      I shot her a withering look. “I didn’t say he had dreamy eyes.”

      “I’m pretty sure you did.”

      “I did not!”

      Her grin was impish. “Maybe that’s just the word I picked up from your head. You were thinking the same thing over and over.”

      “I’m going to wrestle you down and sit on your head if you don’t stop that,” I warned.

      “At least we won’t have a dull afternoon.”

      

      LIFE IN THE CIRCUS IS never easy. I’ve heard countless stories from people over the years and there’s a common theme to all of them. People tell me how they wanted to run away and join the circus as teenagers (or even adults tired of responsibility) and enjoy a carefree life on the road.

      That’s the exact opposite of how I live. I have fun, don’t get me wrong, but I have multiple cares.

      My care this afternoon was the main tent. I split duties with the ringmaster and take at least one show a day when we’re operating to give him a break. I love being in front of the crowd, serving as the center of attention. I also shift into a wolf for specific performances.

      We have no real animals at Mystic Caravan Circus. We pretend we do. We transport cages from location to location, but the cages are empty. The animals are all shifters and we change into our animal forms before each performance. We’re careful to keep the “animal” tents warded so nobody can accidentally wander inside and discover our secret, but we’ve come close to being exposed a time or two.

      Today, I left Seth — our tiger shifter — to handle the animal tents while I focused on the erection of the main tent. I liked to make sure it was perfect, the chairs lined up, before I left the everyday workers to handle ventilation and decorations. They understood their jobs and were quick about them.

      That’s another thing that’s valued in the circus business. Speed. Every week we move to one spot, set up our operation, perform several shows, and then pack up and leave again. Most weeks we have only about ten to fifteen hours of travel between locations (sometimes less) so we don’t spend long hours on the road. The set-up, however, can be exhausting. That’s why we take several days to make sure it’s done correctly. We’re definitely working on set-up days, but it’s a different sort of work.

      “What are you doing?” Nixie, her hair a wispy shade of pink today, stepped next to me and stared at the main tent as the workers toiled to raise it.

      “Debating the meaning of life,” I drawled.

      “Oh, yeah? What did you come up with?”

      “Peanut M&Ms are the only thing worth living for.”

      She snickered. “I beg to differ. I live for licorice.”

      That sounded about right. Nixie was the sweeter of the pixie twins. Her twin sister, Naida, had a temper that couldn’t be controlled. In fact, when she was in a mood — which happened at least once a week — she was known to set off weather sirens because she could conjure a tornado from thin air.

      “Do you need something?” I asked. As much as I found the pixie twins amusing, they often grated on me. Their ways were odd — like a Kardashian being nominated for an Oscar odd — and I preferred dealing with them in small doses.

      “Poet wants you on the east side of the fairgrounds. We’re about to tighten the dreamcatcher. If it works, it should draw the incubus to us right away. If it’s in this area, it will come hunting within a few minutes.

      “We don’t have any reason to believe it’s in the area just yet, but we want to be on the safe side and make sure no women are alone when that happens,” she continued. “Dolph will be with Naida, Nellie with me. Percival is with Raven. Poet wants you with her and Kade.”

      I was fairly certain there was an insult buried in there somewhere. “So you’re saying Poet wants me to join her so Kade can babysit me.”

      Nixie’s smile never wavered. “Exactly.”

      I was grouchy by the time I joined Poet and Kade near the woods. They were both focused on the dreamcatcher lines, which glowed as Poet used her magic to illuminate the intricate web of crossing lines.

      “There you are.” She shot me a pointed look. “I was about to come looking for you.”

      “Last time I checked I was a grown man,” I reminded her. “Is there a reason you’re infantilizing me?”

      She smiled indulgently. “Because I love my little Luke.” She grabbed my cheek and gave it a good jiggle, forcing me to take a step away from her and glare.

      “Knock that off.” I turned to Kade, who was watching the woods with overt suspicion. “How can you put up with her when she acts like this?”

      “She’s all sugared up from the chocolate I bought at the store,” he replied, blasé. “I enjoy it when she’s hopped up like this. It’s usually a benefit. My timing on this round wasn’t great.”

      I realized what he was saying and made a face “You’re pretty gross. You know that, right?”

      He shrugged. “I am a work in progress.” He shifted his stare to Poet. “We’re ready. Start your thing.”

      She nodded and raised her hands in the air, two faint sparks zipping off her fingertips. Only those magically inclined or of paranormal origin would be able to see the sparks. On the four sides of the fairgrounds, answering sparks hit the air. Then, at the same time, Poet started chanting.

      The words were in Latin, so I didn’t immediately recognize them. For some reason, almost all of their joint spells were in Latin. I didn’t know if that made them more powerful, but it seemed to be a regular occurrence these days.

      “Tell me if you sense something,” Kade instructed, positioning himself between Poet and me. Obviously he wanted to be ready if he needed to stop either of us from racing into another man’s arms. “If you smell anything, like cake, tell me that, too. Also, if you hear anything with your wolf ears I should probably be made aware of that.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Aren’t you feeling ‘alpha’ this afternoon?” I used air quotes because I knew it would annoy him. The area was quiet, even the birds weren’t stirring, and only once did I think I saw a hint of movement. I stared at that spot for a long time but ultimately came up empty. “I don’t think it’s out there.”

      “I don’t know if that’s good or bad,” Kade admitted as he watched Poet press her eyes shut. She was lost in the spell now, everything else forgotten. When the magic overtook her, it was almost breathtaking to watch. I was accustomed to the sight, but Kade still got entranced.

      Of course, he led with his hormones. He found the image of Poet throwing her magic around enticing. I just found it itchy. What? I’m a shifter. When I sense magic in my vicinity it’s almost as if someone tossed starch in my boxer shorts. It’s an uncomfortable experience all around.

      “Anything?” Kade asked when Poet finally lowered her hands and focused on him.

      She shook her head. “If the incubus is out there, he’s not close enough to call to us yet. That’s not necessarily a bad thing. Incubi hunt at night.”

      “That makes sense because they’re sexual predators.” He rubbed his hand up and down Poet’s back. “I don’t know about you guys, but I could use something to eat.”

      “It’s kind of late for lunch,” Poet pointed out.

      “Then let’s have an early dinner,” he suggested. “Then we can go to bed early and ... read.” He shot me what I’m sure he thought was a guileless look.

      All I could do was roll my eyes. “Whatever. I’m up for dinner, too. Once darkness falls we’ll all have to be on alert — which means no hanky-panky ... for anybody — so we should load up on carbohydrates so we have the strength to patrol the fairgrounds the entire night.”

      “That’s a good idea.” Poet squeezed Kade’s hand before turning to me. “We bought burgers and potato salad. How does that sound?”

      “You know me. I’ll eat anything. I’m not picky.”

      Kade let loose a derisive snort. “Right. You’re not picky.”

      I balked. “I’m not. I’m easygoing.”

      “Yes, that’s the word that always pops into my head when thinking about you.”

      “Hey, I’m a freaking un-picky prince. I’m the most easygoing guy at this circus.” I looked to Poet for confirmation. “Tell him I’m easygoing.”

      She smiled. “Hamburgers and potato salad it is.”

      

      EVEN THOUGH WE STARTED dinner early, it turned into a late affair. We grouped around the bonfire after our meal and, before I knew what was happening, everyone was sharing their favorite incubus stories.

      “I swear the one I met in New Orleans was blind,” Nellie volunteered ominously. “He could hear really well and was attracted to the rustling of my dress. He was confused when he tried to mount me, though.”

      Poet’s mouth dropped open and I saw the horror washing over her. “Who says ‘mount?’”

      Nellie shrugged. “I do. That was back in the days before I started shaving my back. I think he thought I was a wolf hybrid or something because he kept making odd noises.

      “I just waited for him to crawl all the way up me and then I showed him my ax,” he continued. “He didn’t even react to it. That’s how I knew he was blind, but I should’ve asked him before I cut off his head, though.”

      “Well ... that is a lovely story,” I offered, leaning back in my lawn chair and stretching my long legs out in front of me. “I can’t understand why that story isn’t included in some delightful children’s book. The illustrations would be works of art.”

      Kade snickered as I sipped a beer. Poet tried to put her foot down and demand no one drink while we waited for the dreamcatcher to alert, but Nellie and Dolph were having none of it. They argued that if it looked as if we were waiting to spring a trap the incubus would likely never approach. That didn’t make much sense to me because the magical quartet strengthened the dreamcatcher to specifically appeal to an incubus. In theory, the incubus shouldn’t be able to fight the attraction if he drew near enough. Beer or no beer, the creature was coming if the dreamcatcher ensnared him.

      That said, I like beer and was on the side of those who were fighting for foamy goodness. That meant Poet lost out. I pretended to sympathize with her ... while drinking beer and shooting Nellie a covert thumbs-up for his efforts.

      It was well after dark when the dreamcatcher alerted. We’d been having such a good time, relaxing and telling tall tales while steadfastly forgetting the imminent threat, I almost didn’t grasp what I heard. I was so surprised by the noise buzzing in the back of my head that I didn’t immediately put together what we were listening to ... and then I was on my feet.

      “Where?” I asked, narrowing my eyes as I stared into the darkness.

      “I’m not sure,” Poet muttered, looking around. “I ... .”

      “That way.” Raven pointed in the opposite direction I was expecting. She gestured away from the woods and toward an uneven field to the west.

      Kade was already on his feet. “Are you sure?”

      Raven bobbed her silver head. “Yes.”

      “We’ll go as a group,” Kade instructed. “Don’t let any of the women go off on their own. Someone needs to watch Luke, too.”

      I was offended by the comment. “I don’t need anyone to watch me.”

      Kade ignored the statement. “Let’s go.”

      It was a tense walk through the fairgrounds. We stuck together out of habit. Dolph and Nellie enjoyed hunting more than most, so they positioned themselves at the outside of the group. Kade did the same. The rest of us were focused on the noises produced by the night sky ... and the feelings deep in our guts when trouble was afoot.

      Oddly enough, I didn’t sense another being invading our territory as we approached the property line. I sensed ... something else.

      “I don’t know that we should leave the dreamcatcher,” I said, extending a hand in front of Poet before she could step over the protective barrier. “I think we should stay here.”

      She immediately started shaking her head. “No. There’s something out there.”

      She was making my point for me. “Then we should stay here.”

      “No.” She was firm as she wrapped her fingers around my wrist and pushed it away from her. “We have to see.”

      I looked toward Kade. If anyone would back me up, it should be him. He was belligerent when it came to Poet’s safety. He was focused on the field.

      “I think there’s something out there,” he noted.

      That’s all it took. Everyone stepped over the line together and kept walking. Some of our members were armed with actual weapons, like Nellie and Dolph, who carried an ax and knives, respectively. I was a shifter, so I was most powerful in animal form, which I would transform into if it became necessary. The rest of my friends were magical and didn’t need weapons other than their mouths or brains. Not for the first time, I envied them.

      “I don’t see anything,” Percival announced after a few minutes of silence. “I think we should head back.” He was neither armed nor magical. As far as I could tell, his only redeemable quality was the fact that he was sexually adventurous ... something Raven liked to brag about to anyone who would listen. Other than that, the dude was a first-class douche. He even talked in a fake British accent. We knew it was fake because he once let it slip during a tense situation.

      “I see something.” I wrinkled my nose and pulled away from the crowd, focusing on a mound of earth to my left. It looked to be freshly churned, but that’s not what caught my attention. No, what caught my attention was a familiar smell. “Holy ... !”

      “What is it?” Kade was immediately at my side. “Are you feeling an uncontrollable urge to disappear into the night and run into some random guy’s arms?”

      I made a face. “No, and you’ve been spending too much time with Poet.”

      “There’s no such thing as spending too much time together,” Kade shot back. “What do you see?”

      “It’s not what I see. It’s what I smell.”

      “Okay. What do you smell? Is it cake?”

      “No. It’s ... decomposing flesh.”

      Whatever he was expecting, that wasn’t it. Kade wrinkled his nose and glanced around. Finally, his eyes landed on the mound of dirt. “Are you saying there’s a body buried in there?”

      “There’s more than one body,” Poet said quietly as she joined us. “Look.” She threw her arm into the air and sent up a series of sparkles. It was enough to illuminate the area, and that’s when I realized there had to be at least twenty mounds of dirt spread across the field.

      “What the ... ?” I almost tripped over my own feet as I took in the scene. “That can’t be right.”

      “How did no one see this until now?” Kade asked, dumbfounded. “I just ... are all of these mounds bodies?”

      Poet nodded. “Yeah, and I don’t think they were all killed recently. This has been going on for some time.”

      “How long?”

      “I don’t know, but we need to start figuring it out. This is a graveyard.”

      And that was enough to suck the fun out of everyone for the rest of the night.
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      Graveyard was the appropriate word.

      It was also the only word that spiraled through my head as I slowly paced the field.

      “Here’s another one,” Nellie called out from the far side of the clearing.

      I moved toward him, frowning when I realized he was right. “That’s twenty-two.” I looked at Poet. “What are we going to do?”

      She looked as lost as I felt. “I don’t know. Can you get a feel for how long they’ve been here?”

      “It can’t have been long,” Raven answered for me, hands on hips. “We would’ve noticed a cemetery on our boundaries if the bodies were here a year ago.”

      She had a point, but still ... . I shook my head. “I don’t know,” I said. “I would have to say the freshest one has been here only a few days. The oldest ... more likely a good nine months or so. My nose isn’t exactly as educated as a medical examiner’s.”

      “It’s our best guess.”

      “Yeah, well ... .” I was in the middle of debating what we should do when Kade stepped forward.

      “We need to call the police,” he announced.

      Instead of everyone jumping up and down and agreeing that his idea was brilliant, a multitude of dubious eyes rolled in his direction.

      “We have to call them.” He was firm. “They’re better equipped to investigate this. I mean ... it’s a serial killer.”

      I had a few snarky things I wanted to say. Thankfully Poet stepped forward and took hold of the conversation before that became necessary.

      “We can’t call the police.” She looked to be struggling with her tone. “They’re not equipped to deal with this.”

      “Um ... last time I checked it was their job to deal with things exactly like this,” Kade argued. “This is too big for us to handle alone.”

      “I hate to break it to you, Sparky, but this is exactly the sort of thing we handle on our own,” Nellie countered. “The police can’t handle an incubus. They don’t even know creatures like that exist.”

      “Yeah, but ... .” Kade turned to Poet for help.

      “We can’t call the police.” She was gentle this time when she said the words. “That will create more problems than it will solve.”

      “I disagree.”

      Poet licked her lips and glanced at me, as if expecting me to swoop in and offer help. I was fresh out of ideas on that front. All I had was anger.

      “Dude, you don’t seem to grasp the obvious,” I announced, straightening. “An incubus is a demon. It’s supernatural in origin. Bullets don’t kill it. Even if the cops managed to track it down they would be woefully out of their depth fighting it. Most cops don’t take a ‘behead first, question later’ approach. Do you have any idea how many of them would fall during a fight? I don’t know either. I just know it wouldn’t be a number you’d be happy with.”

      “We can’t leave these girls out here.” Kade was adamant. “They have families looking for them, loved ones who are probably holding onto hope that they’re out there somewhere waiting for a rescue.”

      “I’m sure some of them do,” Poet agreed. “We’ll make sure they get home.”

      “We will?” Kade was understandably dubious. “If we can’t call the police, how will we see to it that happens?”

      “We’ll track the incubus,” she replied without hesitation. “We’ll take it out. We won’t leave until that’s accomplished. I promise you that. After — like, months from now — we’ll place an anonymous call, one that can’t be tracked no matter what, and tell the police where to look for the bodies.”

      “They’ll start a search for a human serial killer at that point,” Raven volunteered. “The community will panic and the girls will be sent to their families for burial. The cops will waste their time chasing their tails looking for a killer who doesn’t exist. It’s the safest route.”

      “Uh-huh.” Kade folded his arms across his chest. “And what happens if the police pick up an innocent man and convict him of the crime? Before you deny that’s a possibility, let me remind you that we were watching that documentary on Netflix a few weeks ago and that’s exactly what happened to that one guy ... who then spent twenty years in prison.”

      “The reason that story made the news is because it was so rare,” Poet argued. “I get your point. If the cops arrest someone, then I’ll have to come back and give them a little push to make them see the light of day.” She wiggled her fingers for emphasis so he would know what sort of “push” she meant.

      He still wasn’t placated. “I don’t like this, Poet.” He looked around the clearing, frustration evident. “This creature you guys seem to be treating like a joke even though it killed one of our own has been taking out innocent women for a long time. We can’t just sit back and let it happen again.”

      “We have no intention of letting it happen again,” she argued. “We’re going to take the incubus out. We don’t think what happened to Calamity is funny or acceptable. It’s just ... you can’t always control the world when you’re dealing with monsters.”

      I thought her argument was practical. Kade? Not so much.

      “Well, you guys do whatever you want.” He turned on his heel and stalked toward the fairgrounds. “It’s pretty clear I have no say in the matter. I mean ... I’m only the head of security.”

      “Kade.” Poet sounded helpless as she called to his back.

      I put my hand on her shoulder to quiet her. “I’ll talk to him,” I offered, an idea forming in my head. “In fact, I’ll take him out of here for a bit. We’ll head back to that bar and see if we can get a better feel for the guys who hang out there. It will do us both some good.”

      Poet didn’t look convinced. “You shouldn’t go there because you’re susceptible to this thing. He shouldn’t go there because he’s obviously spoiling for a fight.”

      “That’s why we’ll go together. It will be good for both of us.”

      She was incredulous. “How do you figure that?”

      “Trust me. I know what I’m talking about.”

      

      KADE WAS EVEN LESS OPEN TO the idea than Poet when I finally caught up with him outside his trailer.

      “You want me to go to the bar with you?” The way he said the words told me exactly how he felt.

      “Um, yeah. It will be fun.”

      “I’ve seen that bar. It doesn’t look fun.”

      “The bar won’t be fun. Spying on the bikers will be fun.”

      “And what will stop them from picking a fight with us?”

      “Perhaps nothing. You want to punch someone, though, so I figure it will be an added bonus if we get in a fight.”

      Kade opened his mouth to argue and then snapped it shut. “You know what? I’m game.”

      We didn’t say goodbye to Poet. She was walking toward us when we departed in the other direction. I offered her a friendly wave, but Kade, big pouter that he is, focused on the pathway that led through the trees.

      It was dark when we hit the woods, but my sight was keen thanks to my shifter abilities. If Kade was bothered by not being able to see where he was walking, he didn’t show it. Instead, he wordlessly followed me through the gloom. He didn’t speak until we were safely away from the fairgrounds, at which point he apparently felt safe enough to vent.

      “Can you believe she thinks it’s okay not to call the police?”

      I’d never heard him complain about Poet. Okay, that wasn’t entirely true. I did once. That was right after he found out she’d been lying to him about Max being his father. She was caught between her boss and a hard place — Max was essentially her father figure, too, after all, and she had no intention of falling in love with Kade. It happened anyway, and the truth came out and he pouted for several weeks.

      They got past it, and ever since they’d been sickeningly sweet with one another. It was almost too much to take.

      “I happen to agree with her on this one,” I offered, scuffing my shoes against the hard-packed earth as I steadily moved forward. “We can dole out more punishment to the incubus than the police can.”

      “Not everything is about punishment.”

      “No? What should we focus on besides punishment?” I was honestly curious.

      “How about closure for those families? How about recognition that those women are more than discarded garbage?”

      Wow! He was completely worked up. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen him this annoyed. “Is that how you think Poet looks at them?” I slowed my pace. “Honestly? If you think she’s that callous why are you even with her?”

      The question clearly caught him off guard. “I ... didn’t mean it like that.”

      “How did you mean it?”

      “I just meant ... I don’t like ignoring the fact that those women have been abandoned in that field.” He looked miserable. “When I was in Afghanistan there was a similar field. There were fifty bodies in that field. Most of them belonged to young girls who were accused of being sexually active. The thing is, over there, women are stoned for things like that, even if they were raped. The men who carried out the crimes were given a free pass.”

      “That is horrible.” I meant it. “That’s not what we’re dealing with here, though. I’m sorry you had to go through that. I would be infuriated, too. This really is a different situation.”

      “I know that.” He dragged a restless hand over his short-cropped hair. “I don’t mean to be snippy with her. I don’t think she’s a bad person. I could never think that. I just ... can’t stand this. I want to make someone pay for what was done to these women.”

      “What do you think we’re doing?” I was matter-of-fact as I started walking again. “We need to find the creature that did this. It very well could be at this bar. You also need to take a breather so you don’t pick a fight with Poet you’ll end up regretting.”

      “That would probably be for the best,” he agreed. “You don’t think she’ll be mad I went out with you, do you?”

      That was a tricky question. “No,” I replied decisively. “She wants us to be closer. What better way to bond than spending a few hours at a biker bar where an incubus might be hiding?”

      “Good point.”

      “I’m full of them.”

      

      THE CLIENTELE AT BIG BILLY’S BIKER BONANZA didn’t look happy to see us. I recognized a few faces — although, sadly, none of them belonged to the man with the green eyes and chiseled cheekbones. I would never admit that in front of Poet or her morose boyfriend — and I plastered a bright smile on my face as I slid into an open booth with Kade.

      Billy was behind the bar, his expression hard to read. Finally, he gave the waitress standing a few feet away a curt nod and she scurried over to our table to take our drink orders.

      “I’m Patty,” she announced with a ridiculously perky voice. “What can I get for you?”

      “I’ll take whatever you have on tap,” Kade said amiably.

      “Of course.” She turned to me and waited.

      “I’ll have Sex on the Beach.”

      Patty pressed her lips together and shifted from one foot to the other. “Excuse me, but ... what?”

      “Did he say something to you, Patty?” one of the men at the bar called out. He either had very good hearing or was a shifter just like me. He almost looked as if he was salivating to get into a fight. That was fine with me. I happened to love a good fight ... as long as I had proper backup. I wasn’t sure if Kade, who was still learning to control his magic, fit that bill.

      “He said he wants Sex on the Beach.” She sounded scandalized. “We don’t even have a beach.”

      “It’s a drink,” I offered, my gaze connecting with Billy’s demented stare. “Seriously, it’s just a drink. It has peach schnapps, pineapple juice, orange juice, vodka and lemon juice.”

      Billy blinked several times and screwed up his face. “I would say that sounds like a chick drink, but all the chicks here drink straight from the tap.”

      I could see where this conversation was going. “I’ll have whatever is on tap, too. How does that sound?”

      “As if it’s going to be a thrilling evening,” Billy replied. I couldn’t see it from my vantage point, but I could hear the eye roll in his voice. He clearly wasn’t happy with our presence. He also didn’t want to cause a scene. That was ... interesting.

      “Will that be all?” Patty asked.

      “For now,” Kade replied, handing her a twenty. “Keep the change.”

      It was a generous tip, especially since pints were five bucks apiece. I didn’t point that out as the happy waitress disappeared toward the bar.

      “This isn’t too bad.” I leaned back in my seat and glanced around. “It’s got a homey vibe going for it.”

      “Yes, that’s exactly what I was thinking,” Kade said dryly. “I feel as if I’m home.”

      I shot him a quelling look. “You’re getting sourer with each passing minute. You need to knock it off. Nobody likes a big, fat whiner. That’s totally how you’re acting.”

      “I happen to think I’m right.”

      “Of course you do. You can’t help yourself from being self-righteous. You’re still getting used to everything. As you spend more time with us, learn more about our ways, you’ll get over yourself.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to get over myself. Have you ever considered that?”

      “Not really. Now ... stop being a baby.”

      

      BY THE TIME WE started our third beers Kade had loosened up nicely. He wasn’t the only one. Apparently, once he realized we weren’t leaving, Billy decided to join us during a break, and he never left. He was fascinated with hearing about the circus.

      “Do you really travel all over the country?” He pounded half a beer and let loose a loud belch. “Have you seen every state?”

      “Not every state,” I replied, trying to refrain from making a face when I caught an overpowering whiff of Billy’s body order. He smelled like Axe body spray, sweat and day-old farts all mixed together. “We don’t travel to Alaska or Hawaii because that would take far too much time, and there are a few other states that don’t like visits from the circus.”

      “Which states are those?” Kade asked dryly as he signaled for another beer. He wasn’t drunk yet, but I figured he would be well on his way in another thirty minutes. I was starting to like him, especially when he let his mouth get away from him ... which was happening more frequently.

      “We’ve never been to Alabama, Rhode Island, Vermont ... um, a couple more of those little ones that are all bunched together up in the east. We haven’t been to one of the Dakotas either. I think it’s the north one ... although it could be the south one.”

      Kade chuckled. “The Dakotas don’t like circus folk?”

      “Nope. They think we’re weird.”

      “Oh, don’t let that get to you.” Billy, suddenly gregarious, gave me a firm smack on the back as he motioned to Patty to indicate he wanted another drink. “People think we’re weird all the time. I used to hate it, shrink when people stared. Now I like it. I use it as a shield.”

      “A shield to keep people away?” Honestly, I was starting to like Billy, too. He wasn’t such a bad guy. He was unfairly judged regularly and I felt bad for him.

      “That’s exactly why.” Billy extended a finger and waved it in my face. “I like you.”

      I smiled at him. “I like you, too.”

      “I didn’t think I would when you and your friends came in here all full of yourselves this morning, but I’m starting to really like you now. I’m guessing the woman was the one who made you unlikeable.”

      “That’s the story of my life,” I lamented. “Women are the devil.”

      “Don’t say that.” Kade made a smacking sound with his lips as he accepted his beer. “That woman you’re talking about is my girlfriend. She’s not so bad.”

      “Not so bad, huh?” Billy snorted. “That’s a ringing endorsement if ever I heard one.”

      “She’s not bad,” Kade repeated. “She’s a good girl. She’s my good girl. She’s ... really pretty. She’s not all that sweet when she’s around other people, but she is when we’re alone.”

      “I bet she’s a honey in the bedroom, too, right?” Billy pressed.

      Kade might’ve been bordering on tipsy but he knew better than to answer that question. “She’s a good girl and I love her.”

      “She is a good girl,” I agreed, watching as Billy sucked the froth from his mug. “She’s my best friend. I knew she was a good girl before him.”

      “Too bad you’re light in the loafers, huh?” Billy gave me a sidelong look. “You could’ve had her first if you swung that way.”

      “I guess.” I’d never really thought about it. Now that Billy was feeling no pain, though, I decided to take advantage of the situation. “So ... I don’t suppose you have any loners who hang out here?”

      “Loners?” Billy drew his eyebrows together. “Sure. We have lots of loners.”

      “Do any of them have a particularly interesting effect on women?”

      “Do you mean making them vomit or lose their panties?”

      “Um ... the panties thing.”

      “Not that I can think of offhand, but a name might come to me. Give me a minute.”

      “Take as much time as you need.” That’s exactly what I wanted. “I’ll be right here waiting when the name comes to you.”
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      I drank more than was wise. Kade had even more. Still, I was convinced it was a good idea until it came time to walk home.

      The mile, which should’ve taken us fifteen minutes to walk, seemed to take twice as long.

      Poet was waiting when we crossed the dreamcatcher. She wasn’t alone. Nellie and Dolph stood with her, shoulder to shoulder, although they looked much more amused than she did when I tripped and Kade had to grab my arm to keep me upright.

      “Hello, Poet,” I sang out, doing my best to cover for my clumsiness. “How are you this fine day?”

      She shot me a dirty look. “Do you think that’s funny?”

      I straightened and tugged on my shirt to smooth the wrinkles. “I’ve been told that I’m very funny. I could be a comedian if I wanted. No joke. I’ve often thought about leaving the circus and going on the humor tour ... the funny tour ... I mean the laugh nonstop tour. Hmm. What do you call it?”

      “Who cares?” Poet’s eyes flashed with annoyance. “You’ll be on the hangover tour tomorrow.”

      “I think you mean the comedy tour,” Nellie offered helpfully. He seemed to be more amused than annoyed, which was only one of the reasons I liked him so much.

      I snapped my fingers. “That’s exactly what I meant.” I bobbed my head and grinned. “We made friends with Billy at the bar. He loves us now ... but he thinks you’re bossy and doesn’t want you visiting again.”

      “Well, he’s in luck,” Poet snapped. “I don’t want to visit him.” Her frustration was palpable as she planted her hands on her hips. “I think you guys need some Advil, water and sleep. You’re both going to be miserable tomorrow no matter what we do. Maybe I can talk Nixie into making up a few doses of her world-famous hangover cure. We might need it.”

      “I don’t need a hangover cure.” I puffed out my chest. “I never get hangovers. I’ll be fine.”

      The look Poet shot me was withering. “You’re the world’s biggest baby when you get hangovers. I can’t believe you have the audacity to deny it.”

      “And I can’t believe you’re saying that I get hangovers. I don’t. Sometimes I have headaches, but those are because I’m a sensitive individual. The fact that they follow nights of drinking is just a coincidence.”

      “Oh, whatever.” Poet shook her head and slid her eyes to Kade. He’d been completely silent since we tripped out of the woods, but his eyes never left her face. “What’s up with you?”

      He merely sighed. “I love you.”

      Instead of melting, she rolled her eyes. “Great. I almost wish you would turn into a jerk when you’re drunk so I can stay angry with you. This ‘I love you’ Kade is somehow worse.”

      “I really do love you,” he said, ignoring her diatribe. “I’m sorry I got crabby earlier. I didn’t mean it. I just ... it makes me sick to my stomach to think of all those girls out there.” He gestured vaguely ... and in the wrong direction. “I feel as I should head out there and dig them up. That’s what they deserve.”

      “Don’t you dare!” Poet extended a warning finger. “We’ll make sure those girls make it home. I promise you that. We need to capture the incubus first. Once that happens, the rest will fall into place. You have to have some patience.”

      “Okay.” Kade’s lips curved as he regarded her. “Have I mentioned that I love you?”

      Poet’s expression softened, but only marginally. “Yes. And I love you, too. Now ... go into the trailer, wash your face, brush your teeth, take some Advil and drink some water. I’ll be in before you know it.”

      “Okay.” Kade was like an amiable puppy as he followed her instructions and started toward the trailer. “I’m going to knock your socks off when you’re ready. I’ve been thinking about it all night.”

      “I’m sure you will.” Poet waited until he was halfway to the trailer to speak again. “He’ll pass out within five minutes and then be miserable tomorrow. I’ll see if I can get Nixie to whip up those potions before going to bed.”

      “That’s nice.” I was feeling no pain as I folded my arms over my chest. “He’s kind of a gooey mess over you. All he did was say how much he loved you the entire night. That makes him zero fun as a wingman at the bar.”

      “He shouldn’t be your wingman anyway.” Poet grabbed my arm. “Come on. I’ll put you to bed.”

      “I can put myself to bed.”

      “Well, I’m going to do it. I won’t feel comfortable unless I check all your windows and doors. You’re vulnerable to the incubus tonight more than ever thanks to your drinking.”

      “I am totally fine.” As if to prove it, I tried to walk a straight line ... and ended up staggering to the right. That was not the message I wanted to send. “Really. You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “I’m your friend,” she said, making eye contact with Nellie as she gave me a small shove. “Friends worry about other friends.”

      “Uh-huh.” I craned my neck so I could watch Nellie move in the direction of the trees. “What are you doing? Where are you sending Nellie?”

      “What makes you think I’m sending him anywhere?”

      “Because you did that weird eye thing.” I tried to mimic her movements, but had a tough time of it. “Seriously, I’m not an idiot.”

      “Of course you’re not an idiot.” She said it in her most soothing tone, but I heard the condescension weaving throughout her words. “No one would ever think that.”

      “Oh, you’re bugging me.” I jerked my arm from her and tackled the steps leading to my front door on my own. “We got Billy drunk and he told us some important stuff.”

      “Oh, yeah? What kind of stuff?”

      “Girls have been going missing for months. Young girls. Dark-haired girls ... and blonde girls ... and redheads, too. They’ve all been disappearing and people are starting to freak out.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me,” Poet mused as she helped me unlock my door and ushered me inside. “What about the cops? Are they investigating?”

      “Billy said yes.” I dropped my keys on the small table next to my recliner and kicked off my shoes. “He says the cops are idiots and they’ve been looking at the people who frequent his bar. That’s why he was so suspicious when we showed up. He assumed we were undercover.”

      “I think we would be the worst undercover cops ever if that were the case.” Poet shoved me into my bedroom and watched as I struggled to maintain my footing ... and failed. I landed hard on the bed and almost bounced off the corner before catching myself. “You shouldn’t have gotten so drunk, Luke.” Her eyes were accusatory. “Something bad could’ve happened.”

      “As you can see, I’m perfectly fine.” I stared at the ceiling for a moment and frowned when it started moving. Or, to be more precise, when the bed started spinning. “I think I might be sick.”

      “Don’t even think about it.”

      I ignored her tone and lurched to my feet, using my hip to bump her out of the way as I ran to the bathroom. “I’m definitely going to be sick.”

      “Oh, Luke.”

      I read the disappointment in her voice, but there was nothing I could do about it. I had more pressing issues.

      I wasn’t sure how long I was in the bathroom throwing up. It felt like an eternity. I was convinced Poet had given up and gone to her trailer during the time I was secluded in the tiny room. I realized I was wrong when I returned to the bedroom and found she’d turned down the covers and was busy checking the window.

      “You’re still here?” I felt as if I’d been spun through the washing machine a few times as I fell on the bed. “I think you might be right about the hangover tomorrow. It’s going to suck.”

      “It’s definitely going to suck,” Poet agreed as she helped me into bed and tugged the covers up. “I texted Nixie for the remedy. She’ll hopefully have something for you to take at breakfast. You need to get some sleep.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I accepted the Advil she pressed into my hand and sighed as she cracked open a bottle of water. “The people in this town are aware something bad is happening. They don’t have a clue what it is.”

      “What about the other shifters? I sensed some in the bar when we were there the first time.”

      “There are definitely shifters on the premises, but I don’t think they’re wolves. No self-respecting wolf would end up in Akron.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Amusement flitted through her eyes as she brushed my hair from my face. “What kinds of shifters are we talking about?”

      “Probably ferrets.”

      “There are shifter ferrets?”

      “Yes. They’re the laughingstock of our kind. They’re even worse than the shifter koalas and pandas ... but those are regional shifters, so we only see them when we’re on vacation.”

      “I guess I didn’t realize the variety of shifters out there.” She knelt next to me and tugged the covers so they were tight. “I cast a spell to offer you double protection tonight. I would like to use you as bait, but I can’t risk it when you’re in this condition. You can sleep as hard as you want. Nothing will get in here. I promise.”

      “Okay.” I was too tired to worry about that. “I saw the hot guy again. He came in once we were already drunk. I thought he might come over and talk to me, ask me out or something. He kept staring.”

      “No such luck?”

      “No.”

      “Well, you might’ve lucked out. He could be the incubus.”

      “I guess. But I don’t think so.” My eyelids were too heavy to keep open. “Do you know what I wish?”

      “No. What?”

      “I wish I had someone who moped about me like Kade mopes about you. I know I say I don’t, but there are times ... .” I left it hanging.

      “I know.” Poet sounded sad. “It’ll be okay. I won’t let anything happen to you, Luke.”

      “Of course you won’t. You’re Poet.”

      She might’ve sighed or said something else. I was already asleep by the time the last word escaped.

      I tried not to think about the next morning. The hangover would be profound. Still, it felt worth it. We learned a lot and had a good time. How bad could it possibly be?

      

      I FOUND OUT NINE HOURS later. The drums banging in my head — and the dead frog rotting in my throat — enjoyed explaining why that was the dumbest question ever as I downed more Advil and three bottles of water. The shower I took made me feel almost human, but the nausea roiling my stomach wouldn’t allow me to forget the horrible mistake I’d made.

      The feeling only quadrupled in potency when I exited my trailer and headed toward the cooking area. There, under the awning, sat Poet. She was at a picnic table ... and she wasn’t alone. She had a guest with her. He had green eyes, ridiculous cheekbones, and he was dressed in regular jeans and a T-shirt instead of his biker ensemble from the night before.

      I was unbelievably confused. “What the ... ?”

      “This is Detective Cole Ryan,” Poet explained as she gave me the side eye. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m fine,” I lied. “You’re a detective?” I directed the question toward the man drinking coffee with my best friend.

      “I am,” he confirmed with a single nod.

      “Well, how great for you.” I moved toward the grill and frowned when I realized it was empty. “Where’s breakfast?”

      “Breakfast was served two hours ago,” Poet replied. “It was fabulous, if I do say so myself. You and Kade slept through it thanks to your late night.”

      “Oh, well, awesome.” Her voice reminded me of the high-pitched wail of a spoiled child. “I guess I’m going without, huh?”

      She stared at me for a long beat. “Actually, I kept two plates warm in my trailer oven for you and your drinking buddy. I can get one if you like. I wasn’t sure you’d be feeling up to food.”

      That sounded like a challenge. “I feel absolutely fine.”

      “Right.” Poet’s eye roll was pronounced as she stood. “I’ll be right back, Detective Ryan. I’m sure you have things you want to discuss with Luke.”

      “As a matter of fact, I do,” he confirmed, his eyes speculative as they turned to me. “I don’t know if you remember, but I was at the bar last night.”

      “I remember.” That was true. I remembered seeing him. I had no idea if I’d said anything inappropriate, but I definitely remembered him. “You showed up late.”

      “I was following a lead.” Cole’s expression was grave. “I’m not going to lie. I was surprised when I discovered you and your friend had returned to the bar. Did you really think that was a good idea?”

      Part of me wanted to smack him around. “Why does it matter to you? We weren’t doing anything.”

      “No, but ... that crowd isn’t exactly known for being warm and welcoming. You did a good job ingratiating yourself. Still, you can’t trust Billy.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. I figured that out myself.” I waved off his warning. “I’m capable of taking care of myself. This isn’t my first rodeo.”

      “You were in a bar where you were vastly outnumbered,” Cole argued. “If Billy ordered those men to go after you they would’ve done so without hesitation.”

      “He didn’t. I’m clearly fine.”

      “Yeah, well ... .” He trailed off when Poet exited her trailer, a covered plate in hand. “She’s very smart. She’s also sweet for taking care of you. I can tell she’s not happy about what went down last night, yet she’s done nothing but stand up for you and the other guy.”

      “The other guy happens to be recovering in the bed they share,” I pointed out. “She was probably standing up for him more than me.”

      “You’re wrong.”

      I pursed my lips as Poet returned with the food. She slid it in front of me at the same time she dropped a small pink vial on the table next to the food. “Drink that,” she ordered.

      I knew what it was and didn’t put up a fight. Cole, on the other hand, was intrigued.

      “What is that?” He leaned forward and stared as I twisted the cap and downed the potion in one gulp.

      “That is a hangover remedy from one of our workers,” Poet replied. “She’s an herbalist and into holistic medicine. She creates an amazing hangover cure.”

      “It is amazing,” I agreed, removing the foil from my breakfast plate and smiling at the heaping mound of hash browns, scrambled eggs, sausage and toast. “You went all out.”

      “Yes, well, I knew two boys who would be in need of sustenance.” She cast a look over her shoulder back to the trailer and frowned. “Kade is just getting up. He’s being a big baby.”

      “Oh, well, I’m sure your tender ministrations will fix him right up,” I teased. I was already feeling better, which allowed my mind to clear as I focused on Cole. “Why are you undercover with the biker group?”

      He nodded without hesitation. “We have girls going missing in this area. This is not my normal beat. I’m on loan from the Columbus department because Akron needed a face that wasn’t recognizable.”

      “I see.” And, because I did, that made my next question an uneasy one. “What do you think is happening to the missing girls?”

      I knew exactly what was happening to them. They were dead in the field on the other side of the fairgrounds. I was curious what he would say, though.

      “There are only two options.” He was grim. “They’re either dead and the club has figured out a way to hide the bodies or they’re being trafficked. I’m leaning toward that option.”

      Poet made a face as she slid onto the bench next to me. “You think the women are being sold into slavery?”

      “I think it’s as good of an explanation as any.”

      Poet didn’t look at me, but I could tell what she was thinking. The cops were way off. They weren’t even remotely close to catching the thing doing this. That was probably for the best. Still, it was disheartening.

      “Do you think the culprit is in the bike club?” I asked, hoping to direct the conversation to safer waters. “Is that why you’re with them?”

      “It is. I was surprised when you guys came in yesterday. I thought you were going to start throwing around accusations. Especially this one.” He jerked his thumb in Poet’s direction. “I was relieved when you seemed to take the temperature of the room and left. I was worried when you returned last night. I decided to out myself because I don’t want to see any members of your group go missing. The fact that you’re transitory would make you an enticing target.”

      Poet licked her lips and looked to me as I shoved food in my mouth. I figured it was best to let her respond. I’d opened my big mouth enough for one twelve-hour period … and I can rarely say that.

      “Thank you for the warning,” she said finally. “But you don’t have to worry about us. We’ve been taking care of ourselves for a very long time. We know exactly what we’re doing.”

      “Keep it that way.” Cole was firm. “If you go back to that bar I can’t protect you. You’ll be on your own.”

      “We’ll keep that in mind.” Poet’s smile was benign. “Thank you for the warning. We greatly appreciate it.”

      “Don’t mention it.”
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      Poet kept up an uneasy bout of conversation with Cole until I finished my breakfast. The man didn’t seem any more comfortable with the discussion than Poet, so he was eager to be on his way. He met my gaze several times while I shoveled food into my mouth, but he didn’t say anything that strayed from the case and bordered on the personal. What could he say? I sensed there was more going on, an attraction of sorts, but it was a losing battle for both of us because I would be gone in a few days and he was mired in an undercover assignment that had him far from home.

      “Well?” I waited to ask Poet’s opinion until Cole was in his car and driving away from the parking lot.

      “Well, the cops have no idea what they’re dealing with,” she replied as she rubbed the back of her neck. “I mean ... absolutely no idea. It’s distressing how little they know.”

      “I was thinking the same thing. Obviously they think the killer is at the bar, though. That means the women have to be disappearing from there. I don’t suppose there’s a way for us to confirm that.”

      “Cole confirmed it to me before you joined us,” she countered, grabbing the coffee carafe from the middle of the table and pouring two mugs. “He said that each girl who has gone missing visited the bar in the week before her death.”

      “Why? That doesn’t seem the type of place good girls go to.”

      She shot me a dark look, causing me to hold my hands up in capitulation.

      “You know what I mean,” I said hurriedly. “I wasn’t casting aspersions on them or saying they deserved it. I was simply making an observation.”

      “I get that. The thing is, it makes sense when you really think about it. An incubus would draw more attention if it went after what you term ‘good girls.’ That would create a panic. By seeking out women who frequent rough bars and who entertain themselves by going out multiple times a week — which was another thing all these girls had in common, according to Detective Ryan — the incubus is cleverly covering its tracks,” she continued. “People won’t panic as much because there’s always that judgmental crew who will say, ‘It wouldn’t have happened if she’d stayed home.’ That’s how it has gotten away with this for so long.”

      “That doesn’t mean it will get away with it forever,” I pointed out. “It’ll get caught if it stays here.”

      “Oh, it won’t stay here.” Poet sounded certain of herself. “There’s a reason these bodies are piling up so fast. This thing is an outsider. It appeared here nine months ago or so, ingratiated itself with the club, and immediately started killing. My guess is it’ll only be here another three months before it gets too hot and it has to leave. Then it’ll pick another town, probably another club where it’s easy to hide, and start killing all over again.”

      What she said made sense. “I would think incubi have to be migratory to survive. It’s not like it was a hundred years ago. It’s much easier to catch them now than it was before.”

      “Exactly.” She bobbed her dark head. “The technology age has made it more dangerous for paranormal creatures just as much as human murderers. This incubus has adapted while a lot of its brethren have been killed. There are a lot fewer incubi than there used to be.”

      “So ... what do we do?” I was somber as I finished off my breakfast. “How exactly do we catch this thing?”

      “I don’t know.” Poet’s eyes traveled to the door of her trailer as it opened. Kade, much paler than normal, slowly made his way down the steps. “Did you drink that potion I left for you?”

      He nodded. “It’s supposed to make me better, right?”

      “I already feel ten times better,” I called out. “It shouldn’t take long to work.”

      “Good.” He stopped next to Poet and dropped a kiss on her forehead. “I’m sorry for last night.” It was obvious he meant it. His face was lined with contrition. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I don’t know what got into me.”

      Poet’s expression reflected amusement. “Well, I think the hangover was punishment enough.” She rubbed his arm as he sat next to her. “Did you eat the breakfast I left you?”

      “Not yet. I need my stomach to settle before I can even attempt it.” He looked at me. “I guess Luke doesn’t have that problem.”

      “I’m already feeling better,” I announced, wiping the corners of my mouth. “I’m more interested in what we’re going to do to lure the incubus here. You must have a few ideas, Poet.”

      “I thought maybe he would follow you last night,” she admitted, rueful. “Nellie and Dolph patrolled the dreamcatcher boundary for hours. If the incubus was out there, it didn’t approach. We strengthened the spell to officially appeal to his kind, so I’m thinking it didn’t make an attempt.”

      “Will it come after us tonight?” Kade asked.

      She held her hands out and shrugged. “I think it’ll make another move before we leave town. Hunting from our ranks will buy it time with the cops.”

      “Especially because we didn’t report the first death,” I noted, my mind buzzing with possibilities. “Perhaps it can’t figure out our end game. I mean, it must be wondering why we didn’t report the death. Maybe it’s as leery of us as we are of it.”

      “Can incubi sense when other paranormal creatures are around?” Kade asked.

      That was a very good question. Unfortunately, I didn’t know the answer. “Can they?” I focused on Poet. “That would make sense, right? They’re demons.”

      “I don’t know if they can pick up on other paranormals,” Poet replied. “It would make sense, but I have no proof. I believe the incubus will return. I don’t know that we can wait for that to happen. We definitely need to take this thing out before we leave.”

      “And we only have a few nights left here,” I noted. “We’re working on a limited timetable.”

      Poet agreed. “I think the smartest thing to do is use me as bait. I just need to figure out how to do it.”

      Kade balked. “Why do you have to be bait? Why can’t it be someone else?”

      “I’m second in command.” Her answer was simple. “It’s my job. I can’t ask others to take on a task I’m unwilling to do myself. That’s not how I operate. Besides, I have you as backup.” She grinned as she poked his side. “You’ll be close to help me, which means I’m the perfect person for this job.”

      “Um ... what about me?” I tried to keep from being offended, but it didn’t work very well.

      “You’ll be right by my side, too.” Poet gave me an absent pat that didn’t make me feel better. “The question is, how do we advertise me as bait?”

      “I don’t know that you need to do any more advertising,” I said. “You were a topic of conversation at the bar last night. People were talking about how bitchy you were. You’ve already made an impression.”

      “He’s right.” Kade was grim. “People were asking questions about you. I did my best to stand up for you, but I couldn’t keep up with all the comments. I don’t think those guys appreciate a bossy woman.”

      “We appreciate you, though,” I teased as I squeezed her hand and she glowered. “I think you’re probably already a target.”

      “So ... then we wait,” Poet decided. “If no one makes a move tonight we’ll have to adjust our plan. For now, we’ll hang tough.”

      

      THE CIRCUS WAS READY FOR action by the time we finished another afternoon of work. All of the tents were secured, wares on display, game booths lined up and performances scheduled. We were ready for guests – and a killer.

      I was hopeful one would come before the other.

      “There has to be a way to force this incubus out into the open,” I complained to Nellie as we double-checked the back door to the House of Mirrors. That was Raven’s domain and she was more than capable of taking care of herself. The problem was that she was so full of braggadocio that she often made herself an unwitting target because our enemies were keen to shut her up.

      “I agree that it would be better to take it out tonight,” Nellie said. “Do you have any suggestions on how to draw it to us?”

      “Well ... .” I tugged on the door. “This is locked tight. Raven said it’s already warded. I don’t think an incubus can get in through here, which is a good thing.”

      “That wasn’t really an answer,” Nellie said dryly.

      “I’m thinking.” I pinned him with a frustrated look. “I don’t know the answer. I only know I’m not happy with Poet being a target.”

      “That’s probably especially true because you’re a target as well,” Nellie mused. “You wouldn’t feel as bad if you could protect her yourself.”

      I didn’t like what he was insinuating. “I can protect her.”

      “Really? I thought you were entranced into a dream the night the incubus took out Calamity. If it managed that the first time, what’s to stop it from doing it a second time?”

      “We don’t know that I was entranced.” Even as I said the words I wasn’t sure they were true. “It could’ve just been a really weird dream.”

      “That happened to occur at the same time a woman was being killed? That seems a little convenient.”

      “Yeah, well ... .” I wanted to give him a good shake. I was fairly certain that he was stronger than me despite his stature, so I refrained from doing that. “We need to do something to keep Poet from being targeted.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like making me the target.”

      Nellie, whose blue dress showed off his well-muscled arms (and hairy back), adopted a provocative stance. “And how do you intend to do that?”

      I could think of only one way. “We have to go back to the bar.”

      “I thought you were warned against doing that.”

      “By a cop who doesn’t understand the paranormal,” I replied. “He seemed worried that I wouldn’t be able to take care of myself around a bunch of wereferrets and a token werebear. He thinks simple numbers mean something.”

      “There’s a werebear?” Nellie perked up, intrigued. “I’ve always wanted to see a werebear.”

      “They’re nothing to get excited about.” I meant it. “Wolves are much hotter.”

      “Says you.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “I guess I’ll have to take your word for it.” Nellie’s eye roll was pronounced. “Are you saying you want to go back to that bar, put yourself on display and entice the incubus to go after you?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      “What makes you think that will work?”

      That was a good question. I had an equally good answer. “Because I’m taking you with me.” My smile widened as I thought through the plan. “Think about it. An incubus will assume that a guy in a dress will fall under its thrall. It will believe we’re easy pickings.”

      “I don’t roll that way,” Nellie reminded me for what felt like the hundredth time. “But I get what you’re saying. The incubus will look right over me even though I’m the one who will stand as the bigger threat in the end.”

      “I don’t know that I agree,” I hedged. “I’m a big threat, too. I can fight.”

      “Not if you’re caught in the incubus’s thrall.”

      “I won’t get caught in its thrall. How many times do I have to tell you that?”

      “Until I believe it.” Nellie broke out in a sly grin. “This is a great idea. When do we go?”

      “After dinner. I don’t think we should tell anyone. Poet won’t like it if I try to shield her.”

      “She definitely won’t like it,” Nellie agreed. “I think we should have some form of backup.”

      “Who do you suggest?”

      “Seth and Dolph. They’ll be immune to the incubus and they can hide in the woods. Once we know we’ve got it on the hook we need to draw it away from the bar. We can’t kill it in front of an audience.”

      It was a sound plan. “Okay. How long are they willing to hide in the woods? That doesn’t sound like something either of them will want to do.”

      “They will when we explain we’re trying to keep Poet from using herself as bait,” Nellie argued. “They’re both fond of her. Heck, I’m fond of her. If I was taller, younger and waxed my chest, I might make a play for her since that’s clearly the sort of dude she goes for. I mean ... how often do you think Kade waxes his chest?”

      “Once a week,” I answered without hesitation. “What? It looks much better than shaving. You need to get over your crush on Poet. She’s completely in love with her security stud. I don’t see that changing.”

      “And you’re still handling it well,” Nellie teased. “No one would ever guess that you’re jealous.”

      “I am not jealous.” The charge grated. “I want Poet to be happy. She’s happy with him.”

      “She is,” Nellie agreed. “You’re still jealous. It’s not that you want to be with her — although I wouldn’t rule out the notion of you trying to go that way because you love her more than anything — but you don’t like the idea of him stealing time with her.”

      “That is preposterous!” Mostly. Although, to be fair, I’d weathered my fair share of jealousy when it came to Kade. I wasn’t proud of it.

      “We’ll make sure that Poet remains safe,” Nellie promised. “Seth and Dolph will want to help. With me leading this operation, we should be able to track down the incubus in no time. I’ll leave my ax in the woods with Dolph and Seth, and when we lead the incubus into the trees it should be easy pickings. I bet this is over with by ten ... and then we can have a real drink and relax.”

      I liked the sound of that. “Then it’s a plan.”

      “It’s definitely a plan. But I need to decide what I’m wearing. Do you have any suggestions? What’s the lighting like?”

      “I think what you have on is fine.”

      “Oh, don’t be daft,” he sneered. “This is an afternoon tea dress. I need to wear something fancier to fool an incubus. I’m leaning toward something backless.”

      That was a terrifying thought. “I’ll leave that decision to you.”

      “I need to try stuff on. I’ll see you at dinner.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      

      “WHERE ARE YOU GOING?”

      Dolph, Seth, Nellie and I tried to sneak away without Poet knowing when the women grouped together to clean up after dinner. She came out of nowhere and ruthlessly started questioning us when we were trying to sneak through the tents.

      “We’re going to patrol the fairgrounds until eight,” Nellie answered smoothly. He was a much better liar than me, especially when dealing with Poet. “There’s no way the incubus will risk coming that early. In fact, I’d be surprised if it bothered coming before midnight. But we’ll be ready.”

      “Definitely,” Dolph echoed. “After we patrol the perimeter, we’ll take up positions not far from the dreamcatcher line. I bet we catch this thing before it even gets close to you.”

      Poet was the suspicious sort and her expression reflected doubt as she glanced between faces. “Okay. I don’t want you guys outing yourself to the incubus before it gets close to my trailer, though. We need to make absolutely sure that it can’t get away when we spring the trap.”

      “We’re not rookies.” Nellie made a face. “We have everything under control. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “That would be a nice change of pace.” She was blasé as she shook her head. “I agree that the incubus won’t show itself until later. Just be ready for when it happens.”

      “We’re on it,” I promised. “We’ll keep you safe.”

      “I have no doubt.”
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      It was only a matter of time until Poet figured out we weren’t walking the perimeter. I had no idea how long it would take her to figure out the rest of it, but I didn’t expect a warm welcome when we returned. While she would welcome the death of the incubus, she wouldn’t be happy that we went around her … even though her safety was the reason.

      Nellie opted for a pink dress that hit him mid-calf. The choice confused me, so much so that I had to ask the obvious question as we traversed the woods.

      “Why that dress?”

      “It shows off my muscles and isn’t so long I’ll trip over it if I have to run,” he replied simply.

      That made sense. Kind of. “You could’ve worn jeans.”

      “Wouldn’t that have screwed your plan to make the incubus think I drive on the gay side of the road?”

      “Actually, yeah. It’s just … I don’t know that the bikers will be welcoming of a guy in a dress.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” He sounded sure of himself as he lightly skipped ahead of me. “I have a way with people. They’ll love me.”

      I hoped that was true.

      

      WE LEFT DOLPH AND SETH AT the edge of the woods. They understood their part of the plan. They were to wait for us to return or cut off anyone who tried to get past them on the path through the woods. We all assumed that would be the incubus, but several tests would have to be performed before we could behead the creature without guilt. We tried really hard not to whack first and ask questions later. We were polite like that.

      I was nervous when Nellie and I emerged from the cover of the trees. I was drunk when I’d left the bar the night before and some of my interactions were hazy. I remembered getting along well with Billy, but I couldn’t exactly recall how we’d left things. Ah, well, at least I could blame the booze. That’s what I told myself, anyway.

      The bar was packed. There were only a few open tables. Billy was behind the bar and he did a huge double-take when he saw who was darkening his doorstep … again. For a brief moment I thought he would react negatively, and perhaps kick me out because I’d said something stupid the night before. Instead, he roared with laughter and offered up an awkward salute.

      “I can’t believe you’re standing upright after how much you drank last night,” he called out.

      I exchanged a quick look with Nellie and then cleared my throat. “I was just thinking the same thing about you,” I said as we meandered inside. “I bounce back pretty quickly.”

      “So I see.” Billy inclined his head toward Nellie. “You have another partner in crime tonight.”

      “I do. This is Nellie.”

      Nellie didn’t look nervous in the least. He cocked a challenging eyebrow and basically dared someone to question his presence … or mock his outfit. When no one uttered one mean word, he merely smiled at Billy and returned the earlier salute. “I hear this is the most fun place in the area. But this is Akron, so I’m not expecting much.”

      Billy wasn’t offended. In fact, his smile only widened. “That’s just about right. Sit down. I’ll bring you over a few brews in a second.”

      “That’s why we’re here,” I said, doing my best not to make a face at the mention of beer. That was the last thing I wanted and yet I couldn’t very well turn it down. The only reason to visit a bar was because drinking was on the menu. If I didn’t drink, there was no reason for the visit.

      “So, that’s the guy, huh?” Nellie didn’t look impressed when he slid into the booth across from me and took a moment to scan the bar. “This place is a dump.”

      I shot him a warning look. “You might want to watch what you say,” I suggested, keeping my voice low. “Don’t forget, we’re outnumbered.”

      “Please.” Nellie made a dismissive hand gesture. “I could take this entire bar with one arm tied behind my back.”

      I’d seen him fight. He was good. He was also enthusiastic when it came to swinging his ax. He was not, however, Superman. “Whatever.” I kept my smile in place as Billy approached. “Just don’t say anything rude.”

      “I’m never rude.”

      We both knew that was a lie. “You’re always rude,” I countered. “Just … let me do the talking. I excel when it comes to stuff like this.”

      Nellie snorted. “If that’s what you need to tell yourself.”

      Billy was in a gregarious mood when he approached. He took the open seat next to me without invitation and immediately started talking as if we were long lost brothers instead of nervous acquaintances.

      “I wasn’t sure you would make it home last night,” he admitted. “I thought about sending someone after you, but I was pretty drunk myself and forgot.”

      “It’s not the end of the world. We made it.”

      “Were you in trouble with the little missus?”

      “Who’s the little missus?” Nellie asked, confused. He seemed to be enjoying his beer. If I’d been with anyone else I would’ve admonished him about drinking too much given our mission. Nellie could hold his liquor, though. I’d never seen him so drunk he didn’t know what he was doing. I had a feeling it was due to his dwarf genes – dwarves were legendary heavy drinkers, after all – but I’d never taken the time to talk to him about it.

      “Poet,” I replied. “He thinks Poet is bossy.”

      “She’s definitely bossy,” Nellie agreed. “That probably has something to do with her being the boss.”

      “That’s what I heard yesterday.” Billy appeared to be at ease as he leaned back in his seat and extended his legs. “I don’t understand how a woman that grumpy managed to rise up the ranks of the circus at such a young age. Is she sleeping with the boss?”

      The question rankled. One look at Nellie told me he was equally bothered. “Maybe we shouldn’t talk about Poet,” I suggested. Now was not the time to lose my cool.

      “Oh, I definitely think we should talk about her,” Nellie countered. “Nothing is as fun as bashing your boss at the bar, right?”

      “She’s still my best friend.”

      “And she’s honestly a pretty good boss,” Nellie agreed. “But she is bossy. I hear she came over here and was rude to these guys. I bet that didn’t go over well because all the men here see themselves as alphas.”

      My cheeks burned as Nellie whipped out his psychology shtick. He’d read a book at some point – it was three years ago or so if I remembered correctly – about the human brain. Ever since then he fancied himself the group therapist. It was disconcerting, to say the least.

      “Alphas, huh?” Billy’s expression was hard to read as he focused fully on Nellie. It was as if he was seeing the man for the first time. “And what do you do for the circus?”

      “I would think that’s rather obvious,” Nellie replied. “I’m the bearded lady.”

      Billy was silent for a long beat. Then, to my surprise, he barked out a raucous laugh. “That is … awesome. How did you get that gig?”

      Nellie shrugged, unbothered by the look of awe Billy graced him with. “I’m a dude with a beard and I like wearing dresses. It wasn’t hard to see where I fit with this particular group.”

      “Wow!” Billy’s eyes were lit with excitement when he turned to me. “What do you do?”

      “Oh, well, I’m kind of a swingman,” I replied, ignoring the way Nellie snorted at the unintended double entendre. “I’m the backup ringmaster, which I do a few times a week, and I help with the animals.” In truth, I was one of the performing animals. There was no way I could adequately explain that, though. While there were shifters in the bar, I was almost positive Billy was not one of them. He might not know anything about the paranormal world, and explaining it now would be risky.

      “He also helps Poet with her tent,” Nellie added. “She’s our fortune teller.”

      “Oh, yeah? Does she read tarot cards or something?”

      “She’s psychic,” Nellie answered. “She doesn’t need cards. She reads minds.”

      I had no idea where he was going with the statement, but I nodded when Billy looked to me for confirmation. “She’s an amazing woman,” I agreed. “Her act is so good I almost believe it’s the real deal.”

      “I always pictured myself on the trapeze,” Billy admitted. Thankfully my mouth was hidden behind my beer mug when he said it because otherwise he would’ve been offended by my expression. “I like the outfits.”

      “The outfits are fantastic,” Nellie agreed. “I wanted to moonlight on the trapeze, too, but it turns out dwarves don’t have the best balance.”

      “I think you’re supposed to use the term ‘little people,’” Billy said sagely. “We don’t want to be rude. My place is welcoming to everyone.”

      It took everything I had to hide my surprise. “That’s a progressive attitude.”

      “Not really. My brother is gay and my sister is married to a Muslim. I don’t like prejudice of any kind and I don’t put up with it in my establishment.”

      The friendly vibes I’d been faking for Billy only moments before turned into the real thing. “Well, that’s great. I’m glad you feel that way.”

      “Me, too.” Nellie downed half his beer. “Now, tell me about the people hanging around here. Are any of them good with the ladies?”

      Billy made a strange face. “Your friend asked me the same thing last night.”

      That’s when the forgotten part of our conversation came roaring back. “That’s right.” I sat up straighter in the booth. “You said that one of the bikers – a guy who wasn’t hanging around last night – killed it with the ladies.”

      “I did,” he confirmed. “I also asked why you were so interested. I’d still like an answer to that question.”

      “Oh, well … .”

      “We’re looking for a guy for one of our friends,” Nellie lied smoothly. “Her name is Nixie. She’s got pink hair right now – kind of like my dress – and she has terrible luck with men. We want her to have a good time while she’s here, but it has to be with someone who won’t get clingy. We’re not in town long.”

      “I don’t think you need to worry about that.” Billy beamed. “Still, if you want to set her up there are plenty of options. Like Cole over here.” He gestured toward the undercover police officer who was sipping a beer and trying to disappear into the wallpaper. “The women fall all over him, but he doesn’t pay them much attention.”

      I had a feeling I knew why. Cole was much more interested in me, or at least people like me, though he tried to pretend otherwise. He was undercover, after all. He couldn’t get distracted by romantic entanglements … even if I was the most handsome man who had ever crossed his path. No, seriously, I’m just that good looking.

      “Did you say something, Billy?” Cole asked as he recovered. He looked flustered, and the look he shot me promised mayhem if I blew his cover.

      “The guys here were just talking about finding a male friend for one of their co-workers,” Billy explained. He was either oblivious to Cole’s discomfort or purposely ignoring it. I honestly couldn’t decide which. “You won’t date any of my regulars, but they say she’s just looking for a fling. I figured you might be up for that.”

      “I don’t think so.” Cole shook his head. “I don’t think that dating a circus performer is in my wheelhouse.”

      “And why is that?” I asked pointedly. “Is there something wrong with circus performers?”

      “I’m sure circus performers are perfectly fine. They’re just not … the sort of people I usually date.”

      “I think dating a circus performer sounds amazing,” Billy countered. “I bet they’re really flexible.”

      I frowned. “You realize not all circus performers are trapeze artists, right?”

      “Of course. Don’t be ridiculous. Your friend Poet is a fortune teller. You’ve already told me that. She looks flexible, too.”

      I felt as if I should be offended on Poet’s behalf. “She’s already taken.”

      “Yeah, by the guy who was with you last night. I notice he’s not back. Did Little Miss Bossy put her foot down and forbid him from going out again?”

      “Something like that,” I muttered, throwing a dagger of a glare in Cole’s direction. He seemed to be legitimately flummoxed as the conversation continued, and I felt Nellie’s eyes bouncing between him and me as he put two and two together. “He wasn’t feeling well all day. I think he wanted to stick close to home.”

      “You mean he had to stay close to the boss so she could yell at him,” Billy corrected. “Don’t worry about it. I get it. She’s your friend and you don’t want to speak badly about her. I’m sure she has fine qualities – like flexibility – but I couldn’t put up with that mouth. I’m used to a more demure woman.”

      I watched as one of the regulars – a woman I’d seen here three times now – put a shot glass between her breasts and bounce until she got the right trajectory to fling the liquid toward her mouth. “Yes. Totally demure,” I drawled.

      Billy obviously missed the sarcasm because he was looking at Cole again. “So … you’re out with the circus chick?”

      “I appreciate the offer but I have to say no,” Cole replied.

      “I guess that leaves Stefan,” Billy said, snapping his fingers toward a dark-haired man standing in the corner and talking to a pretty blonde. He hadn’t as much as looked in our direction since we’d arrived, which made him the only one in the room who wasn’t curious about the visiting circus folk. “Hey, Stefan, I have a job for you.”

      For his part, Stefan looked bored when he finally tore his gaze from the blonde and focused on the burly bartender. “Oh, yeah?”

      “Yeah.” Billy nodded. “One of their friends at the circus needs her lines blown out and I figure you’re the guy for the job.”

      For the first time, Stefan shifted his eyes to me. There was recognition there, but I couldn’t be certain I’d seen him before. There was nothing familiar about him, and yet I felt a zing in the back of my brain all the same. “You’re with the circus?”

      “I am,” I confirmed. “Have we met? Last night, perhaps?”

      “I don’t think so. I don’t spend much time at circuses.”

      “He was here last night,” Billy said. “But you were out on one of your dates I bet.” He turned to me. “Stefan has a different date every night. Sometimes he picks them up here. Sometimes he picks them at the supermarket. He’s notorious for never dating the same woman twice.”

      “That’s fascinating.” It was disgusting was what it was, but I figured that I was expected to “ooh” and “aah” like everyone else hanging on Billy’s every word.

      “He’s got something about him,” Billy continued. “One woman he brought in here last week – she was a really pretty brunette and I thought he should’ve kept her for a little longer – she came in and told me he smelled like fresh-baked cake. She was dead serious.”

      I froze as I pinned Stefan with a look. “Is that so?” Every nerve in my body was tingling. “What kind of cake?”

      Billy made a face. “Does it matter?”

      “I guess not.” I nudged Billy with my hip. “I don’t suppose you could let me out?”

      “Where are you going? You just got here.”

      “I need to use the restroom.” I didn’t miss the fact that Stefan was edging toward the door. He clearly understood that I’d pegged him for what he was. “I won’t be but a minute.”

      “You must have a bladder like a woman,” Billy complained. “You barely drank anything.” He slowly moved to stand. It was too late. Stefan bolted toward the door.

      “Wait!” I tried to push past Billy but he was too big.

      “Hold your horses,” Billy complained. “I’m moving.”

      Nellie had no barriers between him and our suspect, and was halfway across the bar before I could get clear of the booth.

      “I’m on him,” Nellie called out. “He won’t get away from me.”

      And just like that, the chase was on.
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      Nellie may have short legs, but he was fast when he thought he could behead something. There was a reason he picked an ax as his weapon of choice ... he enjoyed wielding it.

      Billy was obviously bewildered. He followed me as far as the door before giving up. That didn’t stop him from yelling after me. “You forgot to pay your bill!”

      “I’ll be back,” I promised without looking over my shoulder.

      I stopped in the parking lot long enough to scan between the vehicles — if I were running from a crazy dwarf in a dress I would do my best to disappear rather than make a spectacle of myself — but the sound of Nellie bellowing from the woods told me it was best that I head in that direction.

      “What’s going on?” Cole slunk out of the darkness and moved to my side. “What just happened?”

      That was an intriguing question. I didn’t have an answer for him. “Nothing. Go back inside.”

      He made a dubious sound deep in his throat. “Um ... I’m pretty sure you’re chasing Stefan.”

      That was a ridiculous statement given what went down. Still, I had no choice but to lie. “Of course we’re not chasing Stefan. Nellie simply likes to play games.”

      “That includes yelling weird things and chasing random men?”

      “He’s ... an odd duck. I can’t explain the games he likes to play. Even I don’t understand them.”

      Cole planted his hands on his hips. “Seriously? Is that really all you have to say?”

      I wasn’t sure what else I could say. “Go back inside,” I insisted, refusing to back down. “This is none of your concern. You’ll blow ... everything ... if you’re not careful.” I didn’t want to point out he was an undercover officer in case someone was loitering outside of the lighted area and overheard. That would ruin his operation. “Leave this to me.”

      He didn’t immediately respond, instead running his tongue over his teeth as he watched me head toward the woods. It only made sense for Stefan to run in that direction if he thought he could escape. He’d obviously been using the path between the bar and the clearing for nefarious means the last year. He probably thought he knew it better than us.

      Ultimately, that was most likely true. We were stronger than him, though, and we definitely had him outnumbered.

      Even though I felt a certain pull when I spent time with Cole, I pushed him out of my mind. It was never going to work, and he certainly wasn’t in the best position to find out about our group’s extracurricular activities. The odds of it going well were slim.

      I hit the woods at a dead run, pulling up short when I realized Seth, Dolph and Nellie were nowhere in sight. I wasn’t sure where they’d disappeared to but it couldn’t be far. The sound of raised voices told me they’d taken the fight about five hundred feet into the woods, and that’s where I headed, allowing only a single sad thought to invade my mind when it came to Cole before focusing on the obvious problem.

      Stefan, his nostrils flaring, stood in the center of the small group when I joined it. He seemed to be caught off guard, fear causing his expression to turn from a sneer to a grimace when I joined the fray.

      “I should’ve paid more attention,” he lamented when he saw me. “I knew you were going to be trouble that first night.”

      Right up until that moment I wasn’t sure if the dream haunting me the last several days was real. Now it was apparent ... the incubus had power over me. That put me in a sticky situation.

      “You were in my head,” I muttered.

      “I was.” Stefan looked smug. “I was in your head, and I should’ve ended you that night. I only sensed you on the periphery. I wasn’t even sure why I sensed you. I guess I know now.”

      “You should stay back,” Seth warned, holding up a hand. “He can’t order you to hurt us ... er, well, I don’t think he can.” His expression reflected confusion when he turned toward Nellie. “He can’t, right?”

      “He can’t.” Nellie was firm as he gripped the ax he’d obviously retrieved when giving chase. “He can cause Luke to go weak in the knees and moony, but he can’t order him around. He doesn’t have the power.”

      Stefan made a disgusted face. “Oh, I can make him do things. I’m an exquisite lover. He’ll fall all over himself to do my bidding.”

      The way he stated the words made me sick to my stomach. “Trust me. You’re not my type. If you made me go moony, it would be because you’re a demon, not some great lover.”

      “Besides, you’re wearing pleather.” Nellie let loose a dismissive hand wave as he gestured toward Stefan’s vest. “There’s no way Luke would ever fall for a guy wearing pleather.”

      “That is very true.” I smiled as I folded my arms over my chest. I wanted to be the one to take him out, but that seemed risky given the situation. “How many women have you killed?” It wasn’t necessary to ask the question, but I couldn’t stop myself.

      “Why does it matter?” Stefan challenged. “I don’t even know why you care. You’re obviously ... enhanced.” He leaned toward Seth and sniffed. “Shifter.” His lip curled. “I hate shifters.”

      “We have plenty back at the circus,” Dolph said. “Perhaps we should all go back there together.”

      “No.” I instantly started shaking my head. “I don’t want him close to the women. I think it’s better to end him out here.”

      Something dark and dangerous flashed in Stefan’s eyes. “Oh, you think you can take me, do you?”

      Nellie’s smile gleamed under the limited moonlight filtering through the tops of the trees. “We know we can. You’re hardly the first incubus we’ve crossed paths with.”

      “You throw that word around as if you know what it means. I’m willing to bet you don’t know what it means.”

      “And I’ll take that bet.” Nellie was the type who enjoyed playing with his enemies before taking their heads. He was clearly having fun with Stefan. “We’ve taken out quite a few of your brethren over the years. There used to be more of you.”

      “That’s because they’re stupid,” Seth supplied. “They don’t know how to cover their tracks.”

      “I don’t have that problem,” Stefan said. “I was fine until you idiots came along.”

      “There are twenty-two girls in that field,” I argued. “Someone was going to stumble across them eventually.”

      “Usually I’m long gone before that happens. I was somewhat nervous when I heard the circus was coming to town. I figured you would have no reason to stumble upon the field, though. Even if you did ... .” He made a tsking sound with his tongue. “It’s just my luck a paranormal circus had to come through. I didn’t even know that was a thing.”

      “I want to know how you managed to cross the dreamcatcher that first night without it alerting,” Dolph said. “That shouldn’t have been possible.”

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      “The magical web over the fairgrounds,” Nellie volunteered. “It’s supposed to draw evil beings to us but alert when they cross the threshold. It didn’t alert with you that first night.”

      “Ah ... I saw that. It had weak points. I just pushed them out and created a hole.” Stefan looked proud of himself. “It wasn’t difficult.”

      “No?” I cocked my head to the side. “I guess we need to be more careful when erecting the dreamcatcher.”

      “It’s because it’s Akron,” Nellie argued. “Nothing ever happens in Akron. A demon would have to be crazy to set up shop in Akron.”

      “Or smart,” Stefan countered. “I made it a long time hunting here without discovery. I was three months away from moving on again. You have made it so I’ll have to hurry that timeline.”

      I almost pitied him. His bravado was off the charts ... and completely misplaced. “Do you really think we’re going to let you leave here?”

      “Why not? What’s it to you?”

      “You killed one of our clowns,” I replied. “Now, in general, we think all the clowns are weird. We don’t understand why anyone would want to dress up in floppy shoes or polyester wigs. That doesn’t mean we want them dead.

      “Calamity was one of the few clowns I could tolerate,” I continued. “She didn’t deserve what you did to her. She was minding her own business when you came along and ravaged her.”

      “She died with a smile on her face. I can promise you that.” Stefan puffed out his chest, proud. “All of them die with smiles on their faces. Even that little Romani you have running around would’ve died with a smile on her face if you’d just stepped back and let me do my thing.”

      My blood boiled. Poet was the only Romani in our group. “You never would’ve gotten close to her,” I hissed, malice practically dripping from my tongue. “We wouldn’t have allowed it.”

      “We definitely wouldn’t,” Nellie agreed. “I think it’s probably best we end this now. You’re only digging yourself in deeper.”

      “I’m not afraid of you,” Stefan growled. “In fact ... .” He didn’t finish what he was about to say, instead jerking his head in the direction of the pathway that led to the circus. There, standing in one of her ankle-length skirts, was Poet. She looked absolutely furious, which seemed to please Stefan. “Hello, cutie. I was just thinking about you.”

      “Keep her away,” Dolph ordered when Poet took a menacing step in Stefan’s direction.

      Kade swooped in behind Poet and grabbed her around the waist. “Don’t throw yourself at him, baby. I’ll never get over it if you do.”

      Stefan chortled as Nellie raised his ax. “She can’t help herself. I’m everything she’s ever wanted.”

      “That’s not true,” Poet argued, her eyes flashing. “Stop it, Kade. I have no intention of throwing myself at him. I wasn’t even minimally enticed when he was throwing out his dream net. Luke is the one in danger.”

      Her eyes were accusatory when they landed on me. “Speaking of that, do you want to tell me what you guys are doing in the woods? Why did you draw him out here?”

      “Because I wasn’t comfortable using you as bait,” I replied simply. “You’re my best friend. We wanted to end this before you were ever in danger. The plan was working until you came out here. Why are you out here, by the way?”

      “I’ve been looking for you. You haven’t been answering your texts.”

      “Oh. I turned my phone off when we were in the bar. I didn’t want to risk lying to you and figured we would be done before you even noticed we were missing.”

      “You have too big of a mouth for her not to notice you were missing,” Kade argued. He looked angry ... at me. “Why didn’t you invite me on your little hunting trip? Didn’t you think I would like to protect my girlfriend?”

      Oh, geez. The last thing I needed was him getting snippy. “Don’t be a baby,” I chided, shaking my head. “It had nothing to do with that. Poet would’ve definitely noticed if you were missing. We figured she was safest with you because you can distract her with sex if need be.”

      “I could distract her with sex,” Stefan interjected, offering Poet a saucy wink. “I promise you wouldn’t forget it.”

      “Knock that off!” Kade extended a warning finger in his direction. “I don’t like the way you’re looking at her. In fact ... Nellie, why haven’t you beheaded this guy yet?”

      Stefan, still haughty, laughed. “I don’t think ... .” He didn’t finish what he was going to say. He would never get the chance. Nellie, apparently bored with the conversation, took Kade’s words to heart and arced high when he swung.

      Dolph and Seth ducked quickly to avoid the blood spatter, but I wasn’t paying close enough attention and was splashed with more fluid than I was comfortable with.

      “Ugh!” I wiped the side of my face, furious. “Couldn’t you have warned me that was coming?”

      Nellie shrugged. “I thought you knew how to read a room better.”

      “I just ... you are my least favorite person sometimes.” I glared down at my ruined shoes. “These were new.”

      “That’s what you get for wearing suede to a beheading,” Nellie said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I think I’m done for the night. You guys can handle the cleanup without me.”

      “And what cleanup is that?”

      I froze at the new voice, swiveling quickly when I realized another man had entered the fray. I recognized him right away. Apparently he hadn’t abandoned the chase in the parking lot after all.

      “Cole ... um ... we can explain.”

      “We certainly can,” Nellie agreed. “I think Luke should be the one to explain it, though.” He took an exaggerated step away from the police detective. “I’m heading back to the fairgrounds.”

      Kade snagged the back of Nellie’s neck before he could abandon us. “Don’t even think about it.”

      “I can fix this,” Poet said quickly, raising her hands as she stepped forward. “He won’t even remember it.” She was good when it came to mind magic. She could erase Cole’s memory of ever meeting us with minimal effort. I was sad at the thought, but there didn’t seem to be any way around it.

      “Don’t bother,” Cole snapped, pinning Poet with a frustrated look. “I’m not going to arrest you for killing a demon.”

      I was taken aback. “You know what he is ... I mean was.”

      He nodded. “I know he’s an incubus. I didn’t put it together until you guys started asking questions in the bar. I thought the women were missing, not dead. I’m guessing you guys have reason to believe otherwise.”

      “Maybe,” I hedged, looking to Poet for answers. I was genuinely at a loss.

      “What are you?” she asked finally.

      “What are you?” he challenged.

      “I’m a mind reader with Romani origins. I don’t know that they have an exact word for what I am.”

      “Uh-huh.” Cole didn’t look impressed. “And him?” He inclined his head toward Kade. “I feel real power emanating from him.”

      “He’s a quarter mage,” I replied before thinking better of it. “He’s also a killjoy with a military background.”

      I couldn’t be certain, but Cole’s lips quirked. “That makes sense.” He momentarily focused on Nellie. “You’re from another plane. This one is a shifter.” He gestured toward Seth before his eyes landed on me. “You’re a shifter.”

      “I’m a wolf,” I agreed.

      He nodded and continued. “He’s ... something.” He jabbed a finger at Dolph, who looked bored with the conversation.

      “He’s our strongman,” Poet volunteered. “He’s a hybrid.”

      “What else do you have at this circus of yours?”

      “We have a little bit of everything,” she replied. “It doesn’t matter. What are you?”

      “I’m an elemental.”

      Whatever I was expecting, that wasn’t it. “Seriously?” My eyebrows hopped. “What kind?”

      “Fire.”

      “I guess that’s why you were so hot around him when you met, huh?” Poet offered, smirking when I shot her a death look. “Oh, don’t deny it. He totally made you hot.”

      “Even I felt it,” Kade agreed, sliding his arm around Poet’s shoulders. His eyes were shrewd when they connected with Cole’s unreadable orbs. “The incubus killed one of our clowns. He also filled the field next to the fairgrounds with bodies.”

      A momentary flash of sadness washed over Cole’s features. “That’s too bad. I really was hoping I would be able to recover those girls.”

      “That would’ve been nice,” Poet agreed. “What will you do now?”

      “Wait until you guys are gone several weeks and then lead the locals to the field. I’ll probably be stuck here undercover during that time, but at least I’ll know the culprit is already dead.” His eyes moved to the body. “What will you do with him?”

      “Burn him,” Dolph replied. “We’ll take care of it tonight. Guests are due to start arriving tomorrow.”

      “Can you make sure there’s nothing left to discover?”

      “This isn’t our first body burn,” Nellie said.

      “I gathered that.” Cole shook his head as he dragged a hand through his dark hair. “Well, I can’t say any of this makes me happy, but at least it’s done.”

      “It is,” I agreed. “Do you want to come back to the fairgrounds and hash out a few things?”

      “I think that’s probably best.” He fell into step with me, leaving Dolph and Seth to deal with the body as Nellie, Poet and Kade took the lead. His voice was low when he spoke again. “You guys are only here for a few days, right?”

      “We are.”

      “I guess having dinner or something would be a waste.”

      Part of me wanted to crow. I knew he was attracted to me. I mean ... what’s not to be attracted to? The other part, however, was bitterly disappointed. “I guess.”

      “Yeah.”

      We lapsed into silence for a bit. I finally broke it.

      “Of course, we could always go out and see if we hate each other after a few drinks or something,” I offered. “That would make the wondering easier to deal with.”

      He chuckled. “I guess that sounds okay.”

      “Yeah. It sounds okay.”

      More silence followed. This time it was Poet who broke it. “You guys are so cute,” she called out. “Have you ever considered joining the circus, Cole? I think it would be a shame to separate you guys after such an auspicious beginning. Think what you would tell your children if you got married.”

      My cheeks burned as Cole chuckled.

      “What’s the dental like?” he asked finally.

      “I can show you the packet when we get back to the fairgrounds.”

      “I don’t know that I could live this life,” Cole admitted, “but I guess there’s no harm in looking at the package.”

      Maybe Akron wasn’t so bad after all.
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