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          Prologue

        

        One week earlier

      

    
    
      “That smells great,” Luke enthused, sitting at the picnic table and smiling as he watched me toil over the grill. “I’m starving.”

      “You didn’t do anything to work up an appetite last night,” I reminded him. “You were performing when everything went down.”

      “That’s your fault,” Luke said, extending a finger. “You could’ve waited for me. Instead, you had to take the creepy scarecrow down while I was otherwise engaged. I didn’t even get to see him. I’m so upset, and you know emotional upheaval makes me hungry.”

      As far as I could tell everything short of nuclear destruction makes him hungry. “Fine,” I said, shaking my head as Kade handed me a carton of eggs. “You’ve earned your hunger. Are you happy?”

      “For now,” Luke said, glancing around. The circus was quieter than a normal Sunday morning, everyone taking advantage of our peculiar situation and sleeping in. “Do you think your new friend is going to join us?”

      “Her name is Melissa, and there’s no reason to dislike her simply because she didn’t like your leotard,” I said. “And … yes … I think she’s going to join us. She’s desperate to be around people who understand her.”

      “I’m not sure I’d be so keen to be a part of this group after witnessing that scene yesterday,” Kade said, pouring himself a mug of coffee as he sat across from Luke. “She went from being able to see the future to watching a dwarf in an evening gown behead a child while a pixie used her mind to shred a human scarecrow and another pixie dropped some dust on a second child and shrank her into a doll. That might put me off from being a joiner.”

      “That’s because you’re a downer sometimes,” I said, flicking the back of his ear as I reached around him to grab the sausage. “I think Melissa is one of those people who like to look on the brighter side of life.”

      “I like to look on the brighter side of life,” Kade argued. “Right now, for example, I’m brightening just thinking about those cheerleading photos Luke is going to show me.”

      Luke snickered, earning a dark look from me.

      “I’ll ban you from breakfast if you show him those photos,” I said, waving the spatula for emphasis. “You’ll starve to death.”

      “You would never punish me that way,” Luke said. “I would wear you down with pathetic cries and whimpers.”

      I had no doubt about that. “Well, I still think you should lose those photos,” I said. “I almost died, but lived to tell the tale. I think that is one of those experiences that deserve a favor, and the favor I want is those photos going away forever.”

      “No way,” Luke said, shaking his head. “I’ll paint your toenails or something. That will be my favor.”

      That didn’t sound remotely fair. “I … .”

      The sound of a man clearing his throat at the end of the table caught my attention, causing me to forget what I was about to say. When I realized Max was standing there my heart dropped to my stomach. I was certain I was about to throw up all over Luke’s breakfast.

      “Hey, Max,” Luke said, completely missing my newfound distress. “You missed all the excitement last night. You usually do, though. Do you want to hear all about it over breakfast?”

      Max glanced at me, our gazes momentarily locking. “I would love to hear the story at some time,” he said. “I’m actually here for another reason.”

      My stomach, which only seconds before had been growling in anticipation of breakfast, felt as if it was going to explode from the burning tension roiling it.

      “What’s going on?” Kade asked, confused as he glanced between Max and me. “Is something wrong?”

      “I guess that depends on the way you look at things,” Max said, licking his lips. “I have something I need to tell you, and I don’t believe you’re going to like it.”

      Kade stilled, his shoulders stiffening. “Okay.”

      Max shifted his eyes to Luke. “Perhaps you should find someone else to cook you breakfast this morning,” he suggested. “I don’t think this breakfast is going to be digestible when I’m done.”

      “That sounds ominous,” Luke said. “I … do I really have to go?”

      Luke loves gossip. He didn’t want to miss out on what was about to happen.

      “That’s up to Kade,” Max said. “What I have to tell him is … his story.”

      “He can stay,” Kade said, shifting on the bench and leaning back so there was more distance between Max and himself. He didn’t know what was coming, but he sensed it was bad. “Just spit it out, Max. You’re making it worse by prolonging it.”

      “I understand that,” Max said, rubbing the back of his neck. “It’s just … I never envisioned telling you this. Well, that’s not entirely true. I wanted you to know the whole story from the beginning, but your mother didn’t think that was a good idea.”

      “What’s going on?” Kade asked, his voice taking on a hard edge. “I know you’ve been keeping something from me since I got here. At first I thought it was just the magic stuff, but then I realized more was going on. Just … tell me.” He was almost begging Max to do the right thing. I would do anything to save him from the hurt he was about to feel, but it was out of my hands.

      “I did not know your father,” Max said, twisting his fingers together. “We were not friends and I didn’t make a promise to him as he lay dying that I would look out for you and your mother. I know that’s the story you were told, but it isn’t true.”

      “Okay, what’s the truth?” Kade asked, his eyes glued on Max’s face.

      “The truth is … .” Max broke off, flashing me a helpless look as he floundered. He’s the strongest man I know, but I didn’t think he was capable of doing this.

      “The truth is Max is your father,” I volunteered, causing Max to widen his eyes and Luke to suck in a breath. “He wanted to be a part of your life, but your mother didn’t think that was a good idea because he was always on the road. They came to an … understanding.”

      “What?” Kade’s face was a mottled shade of red as he glared at me.

      “I’m your father,” Max gritted out. “I’m sorry for not telling you the truth sooner. I wanted to, but I feared you wouldn’t take it well. Your mother made up such wonderful stories about your father, and I didn’t think I could live up to the manufactured hype.”

      “You’re my father?” Kade’s voice climbed an octave as he pushed himself to a standing position. Max wasn’t a large man, but he wasn’t small either. He looked positively tiny in the face of Kade’s fury.

      “I am your father,” Max confirmed. “I’m so sorry for springing it on you this way, but … I thought you should know the truth.”

      Instead of yelling or screaming … instead of throwing his arms around Max and saying they could work things out … Kade turned his accusatory eyes on me. “You knew!”

      “Not for long,” I said, my cheeks burning. “I figured it out about a week after you arrived and confronted Max with my suspicions.”

      “Don’t be angry with Poet,” Max said. “She demanded I tell you the truth right away, but I was afraid to do it. This isn’t her fault.”

      “Well, you’ve got half of that right,” Kade said, tossing his unused napkin on the table and taking a step back. “She’s not the one who told the initial lie, but she allowed you to keep telling it for the past two weeks.”

      “I told him he had to tell you the truth,” I protested, my eyes filling with tears. “I threatened to quit if he didn’t.”

      “She did,” Max said, bobbing his head. “She also gave me an ultimatum that I tell you today or she would. I would like to think I would’ve told you the truth without her push, but fear is a funny thing. I don’t know that I would have done it. She insisted, though.”

      “This is what’s been bothering you,” Luke said, his eyes wide. “I couldn’t figure it out. You tell me everything, but I knew you were hiding something.”

      “This wasn’t my secret to tell,” I explained. “I’m sorry.”

      “Are you sorry for not telling him or lying to me?” Kade spat, his venom taking me by surprise.

      “Both.”

      “Well, that’s just great,” Kade hissed, briefly pressing his eyes shut as he rubbed his hand over his hair. “I just … I can’t believe this.”

      “You need time to absorb it,” I said. “I understand you’re angry … .”

      “You don’t understand anything,” Kade seethed, gesturing wildly to shut me up. “I told you how I felt at loose ends after my mother died and that’s why I ended up here. I told you I wanted to feel I was part of a family, and you knew all along that I had real family here.”

      “That’s my fault,” Max said. “I told her I needed time to prepare myself. I wanted you to get comfortable here before I sprang this on you.”

      “I’m not talking to you,” Kade barked, causing Max to take an inadvertent step back. “What you’ve done is bad enough, but I wasn’t sleeping in the same bed with you. I wasn’t forging a relationship with you. She lied to me! She said she wouldn’t do it again after the first big lie and now I find she’s been doing nothing but lying for weeks.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I offered, tears spilling down my cheeks. I knew it would come to this. I felt it in my bones and now it was even worse than I had imagined. “I didn’t want to lie to you, but I thought the truth would be better coming from Max.”

      “That doesn’t make it better,” Kade said.

      “I care about you,” I said, trying a different tactic. “I wanted you to know the truth, but I didn’t know how to tell you. It didn’t seem as if it was my place.”

      “That doesn’t help either,” Kade said, his jaw clenching and unclenching as his chest heaved. “That makes it worse. You don’t lie to someone you care about.”

      “But … .”

      “No!” Kade vehemently shook his head. “I just … no. Stop talking. I need time to think.”

      I took a step in his direction, holding my hands up to signal my surrender. “Just let me talk to you. I want to explain why I did what I did.”

      “I do, too,” Max said, his voice low.

      “Well, I don’t want to hear anything either of you have to say,” Kade said. “I just … can’t. I need to think.”

      Kade turned on his heel and stalked away, not even bothering to cast a backward glance in my direction as he fled. I had no idea where he was going, but my first instinct was to follow. Luke stilled me with a hand on my arm when I made a move to chase after Kade. I hadn’t even noticed him get up from the table.

      “Let him go, Poet,” Luke said, his eyes sympathetic. “You just blew up his world. He’s going to need more than five minutes to wrap his head around it.”

      “But … I need him to know how sorry I am.”

      “That will make you feel better, not him,” Luke said. “I understand why you did what you did, but you had to know it wouldn’t end well. You had to know it would crush him.”

      I did know that. Somehow I convinced myself it would all work out in the end, though. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “All you can do is give him time,” Luke said, his gaze bouncing between Max and me. “That’s all either of you can do.”

      In my head I knew he spoke the truth. My heart was another matter. I was sure my heart was breaking.

      “There’s nothing else we can do, Poet,” Max said. “If it’s any consolation, you were right. I should’ve told him from the beginning.”

      That wasn’t any consolation at all.

      “Give it time,” Luke said, his voice gentle. “He’ll forgive you. Have a little faith.”

      The fact that he echoed Kade’s words from a few hours earlier bolstered me, but just barely. “I guess there’s nothing else to do but wait.”

      “No,” Luke agreed. “That’s all you can do.”

      So that’s what I did. After all, it’s a circus and we have a full day of work ahead of us. The show must go on.
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        Eight days later

      

    
    
      Things aren’t going well for me.

      I’ve never considered myself pouty by nature. I’m not prone to histrionic fits or bouts of melancholy. Sure, my best friend Luke Bishop might say otherwise, but who are you going to believe? That’s right, me. You’re going to believe Poet Parker. I am a psychic, after all. I can read and even control minds. I can point people toward a specific fate – especially if they’re evil and I need to save the unsuspecting public from certain doom.

      Apparently the only thing I can’t control is my own fate.

      Life at Mystic Caravan Circus went on as if nothing changed after Kade Denton found out about his father – and the fact that I knew and hadn’t told him – and walked away from the relationship I thought we were building. Everything changed for me, though. Everything changed for him. Everything changed for my boss Max Anderson, too. The three of us floundered while the rest of the circus denizens flourished.

      Okay, that sounded dramatic. I actually heard it that time. I thought Luke was making it up when he said I was being overly dramatic, but I definitely heard it that time. I can’t help it. I’m in a funk.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      I glanced to my left, reminding myself I wasn’t alone, and forced a smile for Luke’s benefit. He’d been my best friend for years. Sure, his nose had been out of joint in recent weeks because he thought Kade was replacing him in my heart. He stood by me, though. Now that Kade wanted nothing to do with me, things were back to normal.

      Er, well, for the most part. My heart was bruised and my anger at my boss unnaturally tweaked, but other than that, things were just peachy. Peachy? Who thought of that saying? It’s a stupid saying.

      “I’m not thinking about anything,” I lied, forcing my eyes to the blur of trees and buildings as we closed in on Brigham City, Utah. “Why would you think I’m thinking about something?”

      Luke shrugged as he maneuvered his truck over the highway. We brought up the rear in the Mystic Caravan parade as we headed toward the location of our new performance grounds. I’d never been to Brigham City. We’d made stops in Salt Lake City, but Max informed everyone this destination would be different. He said the words before he disappeared into his trailer and dumped the endless questions that inevitably followed a blowup of epic proportions on me.

      Technically I’m second in command when it comes to Mystic Caravan, but ever since Max blew my life to bits I’ve been solely in charge. Max retreated to the solitude of his trailer and left me to deal with the daily business of circus life. Part of me was angry about his cowardice. The other part was relieved because it gave me something to do besides fixate on Kade.

      “I can tell when you’re chewing on an idea,” Luke said, his blond hair perfectly highlighted and in place as he stared out the window. The vehicle in front belonged to Nellie, the bearded cross-dressing dwarf who just happened to be a fan of axes and beheadings. In front of him was the truck that belonged to Raven Marko, the overly-sexed proprietress of the House of Mirrors. She wasn’t alone. Kade rode with her, which was a special sort of arrow – one tipped with poison – to the heart.

      “I’m not chewing on anything,” I countered, rubbing my cheek as I forced my mind from the hard ball of anger and guilt building in the pit of my stomach. “I’m just seeing the sights. That’s allowed.”

      “I didn’t say it wasn’t allowed,” Luke clarified, his expression thoughtful as he slid his gaze in my direction. “Do you want to talk about this?”

      “I thought we were talking about it.” I kept my voice even despite my angst. I felt like a twelve-year-old girl who had just found out her favorite movie star had a girlfriend … or maybe even a boyfriend. “I’ve never been to Brigham City. Discuss.”

      Luke heaved a long-suffering sigh, one only a beleaguered best friend could muster. “Poet, you’ve been depressed and mopey for a week,” he said, reaching over to collect my hand before I could yank it away. He held onto it tightly and chose his words carefully. “I understand you suffered a blow when Kade broke up with you … .”

      “Kade did not break up with me,” I snapped, cutting him off. “We never agreed that we were a couple, so he clearly didn’t break up with me.”

      “That seems like a semantics argument.”

      “I don’t care what it seems like,” I grumbled, yanking my hand away and rubbing it against my knee as I returned to staring out the window. “We were never a couple. Kade is allowed to do whatever he wants. That includes whatever it is he’s doing with Raven.”

      On a normal day Luke would’ve messed with me. He either sensed I couldn’t handle it or was too tired to give it a shot. “He’s not doing anything but riding with Raven.” Luke’s tone was gentle. “You know that. You’ve been watching him. He does his work, puts up with half the women in camp flirting with him, and then he retires to his trailer. Alone. He does it over and over every night. He has an expression that makes me wonder if someone stole his puppy when he stomps off. You don’t have anything to worry about.”

      I think the fact that my best friend pitied me was worse than being teased. “I’m not worried about it. Do I look worried?”

      Luke, never one for mincing words, said, “You look miserable. You also look pale, thin and depressed – but those are issues for a future discussion. I have an idea for a makeover, but you’re not ready for it.”

      I glared at him, annoyed. “I am not miserable. I knew this would happen. I told Max it would happen. Hey, look! It happened!” My voice grew shriller with each word. “I’m fine. I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep him. I prepared myself for the inevitable moment when he would walk away. It happened. I’m … fine.”

      Luke ran his tongue over his lips as he decided how to proceed. “You’re very far from fine. I’m not sure how to fix it, though.”

      “It’s not your job to fix anything.” I crossed my arms over my chest, my stubbornness coming out to play defense. “I’m fine. It’s okay. I … I’m fine.”

      “You’ve said those words so many times I’m pretty sure you have no idea what they mean,” Luke countered. “That’s neither here nor there, though. You haven’t technically lost him, Poet. He’s still here.”

      And yet he hadn’t said a word to me in eight days. That was almost two hundred hours. He hadn’t so much as looked in my direction. He remained focused on his work … and Raven … and ignored everything else. “He’s gone. At least, he’s out of my reach.” My voice was small and pitiful, which made me ashamed of myself. “I’m fine.”

      “Ugh.” Luke made a disgusted sound in the back of his throat. “You’re very far from fine, Poet. As far as Kade goes, he’s not out of your reach. He’s merely taking some time to think.”

      “Yes, he loves his thinking,” I muttered.

      “I think he’s earned the right to think about how this is affecting him,” Luke challenged. “He just found out the guy he thought was a family friend is actually his father. This was weeks after he found out that magic, along with vampires, shifters, psychics and evil clowns, is real. He’s had a rough couple of weeks.”

      “And I haven’t?” I knew I sounded petulant yet I couldn’t stop myself. “I didn’t want to keep it from him. You know that. I just … I thought Max should be the one to tell him.”

      “I think that was the right call,” Luke shot back, refusing to back down. “But you knew Kade would have a negative reaction. You chose to go forth with your plan anyway. You protected Max and sat back and let him blow Kade’s happy existence out of the water. Now you have to deal with the consequences.”

      “What should I have done differently?” I was about to melt down. Luke recognized the signs. “Should I have told him myself? Was that my place?”

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” Luke replied, lowering his voice. I could read the sympathy in his eyes and it was like a kick to the nuts – if I had nuts. I have a really good imagination where that’s concerned, though, and it hurt. “You did what you thought was right. Kade got hurt in the process. He needs time to adjust.”

      “That doesn’t mean he’s going to adjust to me,” I pointed out. “I betrayed him. He’s done where I’m concerned.”

      “I don’t think that’s true, but I can’t see the future like you can.” Luke has a pragmatic side at the oddest times. Usually he’s all over the place, but today he seemed uniquely focused. That’s the opposite of me – the psychic – who couldn’t seem to settle her emotions or powers. “Kade will come back to you. You need to give him time to wrap his mind around this. It’s only fair.”

      My heart momentarily leapt at the idea of Kade returning. The feeling lasted only a few seconds, though, and then I deflated. I knew it wouldn’t happen. “He’s not going to come back. I hurt him. He won’t forget that.”

      “He may not forget it,” Luke conceded. “He may be able to forgive it, though. Give him time. This is a lot for a former military man to absorb. He comes from a regimented world. We just plunged him into chaos.”

      “I’ve lost him for good. I know it. It’s fine.”

      Luke exhaled heavily, his annoyance obvious. “Your head is in a marvelous place. You know that, right?”

      I didn’t answer, instead staring out the window and pretending I wasn’t feeling sorry for myself.

      “I only wish you’d let Kade attack the pink fortress before this happened, because now you’re doubly jittery. If he’d taken care of those needs you could coast on those orgasms to get you through the next week or so. Now we’ll have to muddle through two world wars – one emotional, one physical – until he’s ready to concede.”

      I ignored the sarcasm – and really flowery and unnecessary diatribe – and leaned forward, focusing my attention out the front window. “Here comes the city.”

      Luke followed my gaze. “At least a new place will perk you up. You always get excited when we have a new place to explore.”

      I had my doubts, but kept them to myself. “Yeah. I’m … fine.”

      “So you keep telling me.”

      

      LUKE WAS right – which further drove me crazy – and the sights of the new town proved to be a distraction as we navigated the unfamiliar streets.

      “It’s all so … clean,” I noted, craning my neck to stare up at the white buildings flanked by pristine sidewalks. “I’ve never seen a town this clean.”

      “It must be all those sister wives,” Luke teased, winking. “I hear they’re crazy about cleanliness. Hey, I never considered that before, but since you’re in such a funk this might be the perfect place for you. You can find a man with eight other wives so you don’t have to be the main attraction, and move on from the debacle that was Kade Denton.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Plural marriage isn’t the norm anymore.”

      “That’s not what Big Love taught me.”

      “Yes, and we all know Big Love was totally real.” For some reason Luke got it into his head to binge watch the HBO show when he heard we were hitting Utah for a visit. Because I wasn’t in the mood to mingle with the other circus workers, it seemed a fair negotiation. I had to admit – at least to myself, if not him – that the show fascinated me. Even when Luke started waxing poetic about what it would be like to have multiple husbands, which I was fairly certain was a big no-no in Mormon culture, I couldn’t stop from considering the idea. “I don’t like to share. I’m pretty sure I could never be a sister wife.”

      “I don’t like sharing either,” Luke said after a beat. “I would have to be the husband.”

      “How would that work with all men?” I asked, genuinely curious. “Would one man have to be the alpha and the others betas?”

      Luke pursed his lips as he considered the question. “I’m guessing that’s the case. I would definitely be the alpha. You’re right, though. You could never actually be a sister wife. Would you want to be the alpha and have multiple husbands?”

      “That’s not how it works.”

      “We’re not playing the reality game,” Luke pointed out. “It’s all supposition. This is the most animated I’ve seen you in days. I think you like the idea.”

      I scorched him with a dirty look as I shook my head and focused on the gleaming municipal building on the main thoroughfare. “I know this is going to sound lame, but I guess I’m kind of old fashioned when it comes to that stuff. I prefer the whole ‘one man and one woman’ thing. Of course, for you that would be two men, but you catch my drift.”

      “You’re saying that you’re boring.”

      “I’m saying that I’m traditional,” I clarified. “One man and one woman swear to love each other forever and they actually follow through. That has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?”

      Luke shrugged, noncommittal. “Who do you picture standing next to you in that scenario? Is it Kade?”

      I immediately shook my head, irritation flashing. “Why do you always have to bring the conversation back to him? He’s out of my life.”

      Luke barked out a laugh. “Oh, honey, he’s nowhere near out of your life. You’re still technically his boss. He’s head of security and you’re running the circus since Max has gone AWOL. How does that equate to being out of your life?”

      “You act as if he’s going to stay with us,” I pointed out. “Have you ever considered the fact that he’s only here until he lines up a new gig? I see him on the phone all of the time. He has no family remaining … except for Max, of course … so who do you think he’s talking to?”

      “I … don’t know.” Luke’s eyes flitted to me. “Who do you think he’s talking to?”

      I held my hands palms up. “Your guess is as good as mine, but I have a feeling he’s looking for another job. He only took this position because of his relationship with Max. Now Max has betrayed him. He won’t stay.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I have faith that Kade isn’t the sort of man who can put up with betrayal. He told me that once already. He gave me a chance to tell him the truth and I didn’t. He won’t stay. I know it.”

      “Did you look in his head? Did you see that with absolute certainty?”

      I shook my head. “I promised him I would never do that, and I meant it. I’ve done enough to him. That’s invasive. Whatever is going on in there is none of my business.” In truth, I could read Kade’s mind whenever the mood struck. That wasn’t fair, though. I wouldn’t do that to him. I’d hurt him enough. I saw that every time I caught a glimpse of him when he thought no one was looking. His shoulders slouched and he stared off into nothing, his back to the world he would inevitably shun. I’d hurt him once – technically twice – and I would not do it again. “He deserves his own thoughts.”

      Luke groaned as he stretched his arms. “You remind me of a soap opera character these days. You’re very melodramatic. Are you sure you haven’t been replaced with an evil twin? Or perhaps you have multiple personalities. That’s a soap opera thing, right?”

      I pretended I didn’t hear his take on soap operas and how they paralleled my life. “That doesn’t change the facts of my new reality. Kade is going to leave the circus. He’s already taken his leave of my life. It’s … done.”

      “I don’t believe that,” Luke pressed. “I guess we’ll have to wait to see what happens, because you’re not ready to hear anything other than the depressive conga line in your head. I think things will be different, though. You just need a little faith.”

      I forced a smile for his benefit. “That would be nice.” In truth, though, I was out of faith. It abandoned me a week earlier and I didn’t expect a return engagement.
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      “Look at this view. Did you know it would be so pretty here?”

      Luke was agog as he unloaded the back of his truck an hour later. Our trailers were located next to one another, as usual, and we immediately set out to arrange our little corner of privacy at the end of trailer row. I couldn’t stop myself from casting a glance in Kade’s direction, his strong jaw and broad shoulders causing my heart to hitch. He was a beautiful specimen of a man. He didn’t look in my direction, instead remaining focused on his task as he helped Raven unload her truck.

      Raven Marko is a pain in the butt. Sure, she’s a powerful lamia and a magical powerhouse, but as a woman she leaves a lot to be desired. I make that statement from the point of view of a woman, of course. A man would think otherwise, because she’s tall, willowy and has a cascade of gorgeous silver hair that’s shot through with black streaks. She’s striking.

      I fought the urge to roll my eyes when she burst into a bout of uncontrollable laughter, bringing her hand to Kade’s well-muscled arm and rubbing his bicep. Apparently he said something so hysterical she couldn’t stop herself from touching him. The moment, however brief, made me sick to my stomach.

      As if sensing he had an audience, Kade lifted his head and locked gazes with me. For a moment, it was as if time ceased and we were the only two people in the world. His expression was unreadable even as I struggled with the overwhelming feeling that I might pass out. The spell was short, though, because Luke yanked me back to reality by snapping his fingers next to my face to get my attention.

      “Do you have to do that?” I scowled as I slapped away his hand. Luke is my best friend, but we often treat each other like siblings. “I heard you the first time. The view is gorgeous.”

      It was indeed a sight to behold. I never pictured Utah being this pretty for some reason. I was happy to be proved wrong. I risked a furtive glance at Kade and found that he’d lost interest in me and was back to helping Raven. The realization chafed even as I reminded myself that he was out of my life.

      “Oh, stop drooling and pouting.” Luke flicked my ear and shook his head. “He’s not interested in Raven no matter what you’ve convinced yourself of in that busy brain of yours. He’s only helping her to … .”

      “What? Be nice?” The questions came out harsher than I intended.

      “I was going to say that he was doing it to agitate you,” Luke corrected, his lips twitching. “He’s clearly doing a good job of it, too. I think your head might come off your shoulders if you keep jerking it around like that.”

      “Oh, you’re so funny,” I muttered, grabbing two of the metal bistro chairs from the back of the truck and trudging toward the shared outdoor area between Luke’s trailer and my own. “I am not jealous.”

      “See, I didn’t use that word,” Luke said, grunting as he hoisted the matching table and carried it to the center of the outdoor space. “You jumped to that word on your own. I think you did it because you know you’re jealous.”

      “I am not jealous.”

      “No, you’re deranged. That’s so much worse than being jealous.”

      I narrowed my eyes to dangerous blue slits. “I am not jealous.”

      Luke blew out a heavy breath, one that caused his bangs to flutter, and shook his head. “Jealousy doesn’t make you weak. It makes you human. I don’t know why you have such difficulty admitting that you’re jealous. It’s a human emotion and it’s natural given what you’re going through.”

      “Whatever.” I energetically beat the chair cushions before fastening them to the metal frame skeletons. “I am not jealous.”

      “Yes, I can see that clearly.” Luke ignored my pointed glare and turned to the pressing tasks at hand. In addition to setting up our personal living areas, we would also have to tackle the individual attractions before guests began visiting later in the week. We had several days to accomplish everything on our shared to-do list, though, and I wasn’t in a hurry to walk the grounds.

      It took us about two hours to set up our personal area, and then we turned our attention to dinner. Everyone is on their own for meals during the bulk of the week – and we often share eating space even when cooking individual meals – but we almost always host big dinners upon arriving and right before packing up.

      I flashed a smile to Naida, one of the resident pixie twins, as I moved to the culinary tent. She was already working at husking corn and I joined her for lack of something better to do with my hands. I knew what I wanted to do with them. I wanted to run my hands down Kade’s strong arms – just like Raven – and then punch my enemy in the face and laugh while she cried. Okay, I saw it this time. Maybe I am as deranged as Luke seems to think.

      “This place has a neat feeling to it,” Naida announced, tucking a strand of her long aquamarine hair behind an ear. She’s an actual pixie, which means she’s extremely powerful. In Naida’s case that means she can control the weather depending on her moods – you know, a tornado here and a monsoon there – and occasionally curse an evil doer with a disastrous inclination to drown himself in a nearby body of water. Her twin sister Nixie regularly wreaks havoc due to her endless enthusiasm. She makes a special dust that shrinks potential murderers and rapists into voodoo dolls. They both assist with circus security by helping me erect the powerful dreamcatcher warning system that keeps us safe at performance sites, but it was too early to mess with magic in a new space.

      “It does have a different feeling,” I agreed, shifting my eyes to the lofty mountains to the west. “I guess I never realized that Utah had mountains. I’m not sure why I didn’t know that. It makes total sense, but … it’s weird.”

      “Do you know what else Utah has?”

      I shifted my eyes to Naida’s pretty face and shook my head. “I’m sure you’re going to tell me.”

      “It has the Great Salt Lake. It’s the largest saltwater lake in this hemisphere. Do you know what that means?”

      I smiled at the nymph. I couldn’t help myself. “You’re going swimming?”

      “You bet your sweet tush that I’m going swimming,” Naida shot back. “I’m not missing the Great Salt Lake for anything. The salt content is extremely high, which makes swimmers buoyant. They float even when they try to sink, if you can believe that. It’s a totally different experience.”

      I’m not much of a swimmer – although I enjoy the water whenever I get a chance to play – but that sounded intriguing. “I’m sure we’ll be able to work things out so we can visit. I know you’ll want to let your fin out for some fresh air – er, salty water – but we need to get the lay of the land first. We’ll check out the lake tomorrow.”

      Naida didn’t look impressed with the suggestion. “I want to go tonight.”

      “You have your hot tub for tonight,” I reminded her. “You know the rules. We need to check out a new environment before we do anything … supernatural. We don’t want the residents to get spooked because we accidentally put on a power display. I can guarantee that Utah residents won’t welcome paranormal monster hunters with open arms.”

      Naida made an exaggerated grimace. “I won’t go swimming until after dark. No one will even see me. I know what I’m doing.”

      “You need to wait until tomorrow.”

      Naida defiantly crossed her arms over her chest. “And what if I say no?”

      I didn’t miss the rumble of thunder – even though the sky was completely clear. I extended a warning finger. “Don’t do that,” I warned. “It’s sunny. People will notice if a thunderstorm pops up in the middle of the day.”

      Naida relaxed her stance, if only marginally. “You’re not keeping me out of that lake. Don’t even try it.”

      “I have no intention of keeping you out of the lake.” I meant that. “I simply want to make sure it’s safe before letting you loose to swim to your heart’s content. It’s my job to keep you safe. Don’t forget that.”

      “I thought that was the head of security’s job. Perhaps I should go to him with my demands. Hey, maybe I’ll even be able to talk him into a swim. There’s nothing safer than swimming with the security studmuffin, right? Maybe we can even do it naked.”

      I balked at the overt challenge. “You wait just a second … .”

      As if sensing she’d gone a step too far, Naida held up her hands in a placating manner. “I’m sorry. That was mean and uncalled for.”

      My cheeks flushed with anger as I worked overtime to tamp down my agitation.

      “That was mean. I didn’t mean it.” Naida adopted an apologetic tone. “I see the way you’ve been struggling since you broke up with Kade. I’m not going to pretend to understand how it happened … or why … but that was mean.”

      I chewed the inside of my cheek as I tried to control my emotions. “No harm done,” I gritted out. “It doesn’t matter. If you want to go swimming with Kade … .”

      “Oh, I would love to go swimming with Kade,” Naida said breathily. “He doesn’t want to swim with me, though. He still wants to swim with you, which is weird, because he’ll only look at you when he thinks no one else is watching. What’s up with that?”

      “Does he really look at me when he thinks no one is looking?” The ridiculous question was out of my mouth before I had a chance to think better of it. My maturity level appeared to be sinking to a new level with each passing day.

      Naida either didn’t notice my distress or chose to ignore it. She’s mildly oblivious sometimes, so I was fairly certain it was the former. “He stares at you all of the time, and then he seems angry when he realizes he’s doing it,” she replied. “Nixie and I took turns watching him when we were packing to leave yesterday and we considered turning his stares into a drinking game. You know, every time he stares at you we take a drink. Every time he shakes his head after he stares at you we take two drinks. Every time he punches the side of his trailer after staring at you we take five drinks. And so on … .”

      I jolted, surprised. “He punches the side of his trailer?”

      “To be fair, I’ve only seen him do that once,” Naida said. “It was when he caught sight of you crying while Luke hugged you.”

      I stilled, horrified realization washing over me. “You saw that? But … I went behind the trailer. I didn’t cry in front of anyone.” I knew exactly what instance she referring to. I had a brief break with reality a few days ago and couldn’t stop the tears from flowing. Because I refuse to cry in front of others I hid behind my trailer until the sobs subsided. It took almost a full hour.

      “I’m sensitive to water,” Naida teased. “You cried enough to fill an ocean.” Upon realizing that her words didn’t have the desired effect and instead of laughing I was frowning, she sobered. “No one saw but Nixie and me. We were cleaning out the storage compartment under our trailer. Your secret is safe.”

      “Apparently not,” I muttered, absentmindedly scratching my cheek. “Kade knows I was crying. I didn’t want him to see that. Him most of all.”

      “Do you want to tell me what’s going on?” Naida asked, her expression serious. “There are a lot of rumors, but the only people who seem to know the truth – you, Kade, Luke and Max – aren’t talking. That makes me believe it’s something serious, because Luke always talks.”

      That was true. “Luke hasn’t said anything?”

      “He has a huge mouth, but his heart is even bigger,” Naida replied. “He loves you beyond reason. He would never betray you. By the way, he’s worried, too. He watches you as often as Kade does. Those two boys are keeping their distance from one another as well. Is that what the fight was about? Is Kade jealous of Luke? If so, I can set him straight.”

      “Kade has no reason to be jealous of Luke,” I answered, letting my eyes drift until they landed on Kade. He stood next to the grill as Dolph, our strongman, worked to get it running. “Luke is gay, for crying out loud.”

      “Then what is it?” Naida’s eyes were keen as they locked with mine. “What happened to make you fall apart?”

      “I … .” I opened my mouth to answer, the truth on the tip of my tongue. Then I remembered it wasn’t my secret to tell. If Max and Kade wanted their business spread to the other Mystic Caravan workers, they would handle it themselves. I made up my mind on the spot, which was probably a bad idea because being impulsive often backfires on me in spectacular fashion. “I’ll be right back.”

      I set off in Kade’s direction with a purpose, my shoulders squared. He appeared lost in thought as I approached, Dolph keeping up a steady stream of conversation as he discussed the best way to grill a steak. I was almost upon the duo when Kade seemingly sensed my presence and jerked his head in my direction.

      All of the bravado I’d felt only seconds before fled at the naked emotion on his face. He looked … lost. I did that to him. Well, technically Max and I did it to him. The fact that I shared responsibility for crushing his spirit didn’t make me feel any better. “Can we talk?”

      Kade wet his lips as he regarded me. This was the closest we’d been to one another since it happened. I’d tried to talk to him a few times, but he always turned on his heel and stalked in the opposite direction when he saw me coming. The interactions hurt so much I stopped trying to approach him because my heart couldn’t take the pain.

      “Is this about the security setup in this location?” Kade asked.

      I couldn’t help but be relieved that he didn’t dismiss me outright, but the iciness invading his tone told me that he had no intention of making things easy on me. I couldn’t blame him.

      “It’s about … something else.”

      “Then we have nothing to discuss.”

      I pressed my lips together as tears burned the back of my eyes. I blinked rapidly to hold them off, earning a startled look from Kade when he realized what was happening. He opened his mouth to say something – what that was I’ll never know – but I didn’t give him the chance.

      “Okay, well … I’m sorry for bothering you.”

      I heard Dolph offer a wan chuckle as I scurried away. “She seems upset. What did you do to her?”

      “I didn’t do anything to her,” Kade barked. “Why does everyone think that?”

      “Because I’m pretty sure I’ve never seen her cry before,” Dolph replied. “You make her weak.”

      He did make me weak. I didn’t bother listening to the rest of the conversation, instead escaping to the relative privacy of my trailer and covering my head with a pillow as I sank to the couch.

      I needed to shut out the world.

      I needed to forget Kade.

      I needed to … stop freaking crying.

      What is wrong with me? How did I let this happen?
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      “This looks like a good edge for the eastern boundary.”

      As the sun set my thoughts turned from Kade’s angry dismissal to matters of practicality. In truth, Mystic Caravan is more than just a circus. We’re a mishmash of paranormal beings with a few normal humans sprinkled throughout. We work together to draw evil beings to us … and then we eradicate them. Part of that plan involves a magical dreamcatcher. I designed the barrier, which alerts us when a threat is near while simultaneously calling to dark supernatural beings, but I can’t erect it myself.

      My lines run bright with Romani blood, even though I know next to nothing about my heritage. I’ve been capable of reading people’s minds – as well as boasting a few other interesting magical abnormalities – since I was a small child. I kept my abilities to myself for a very long time because my parents seemed wary about discussing them. I always thought I would have more time to figure out who I am, my place in this world. I thought they would share more information when I was an adult.

      That never happened. They died when I was a teenager and I was placed in the system. The foster child system and I didn’t work out, and we had a parting of ways before my eighteenth birthday. That’s when I learned how to use my abilities to scam other people. I survived by lifting wallets and running a variety of different cons, not enough to get rich but plenty to eke out a sad existence. Then one day, I tried to con the wrong person.

      Maxwell “Max” Anderson was walking down Woodward Avenue in Detroit when I tried to lift his wallet. He caught me in the act and I attempted to use my powers to make him believe I was doing something entirely different. Because he’s a mage – and far more powerful than I am – he recognized my attempt for what it was.

      Another person in Max’s position might’ve tried to punish me. He might’ve tried to hurt me or use my abilities for his personal gain. Instead, Max bought me lunch, explained about Mystic Caravan Circus and offered me a job. I was leery about his intentions from the beginning – my short tenure on the streets taught me that suspicion was my friend – but I agreed. I had nowhere else to go.

      Max started small when building trust. He allowed me to run a game booth, and I thrived when dealing with people. Over the years he gave me more tasks and was always proud when I finished each and every one. He finally promoted me to his second in command. We had a warm relationship – he was more of a second father than a boss – and we grew incredibly tight.

      All of that changed when Kade Denton rolled into the middle of my well-oiled circus setting a few weeks before. He was all brash swagger and questions. He said Max was a family friend and visited regularly. That was news to me, because I never knew Max to visit anyone. He never told me about this family in which he took such a personal interest.

      At first I was hurt because I thought Max didn’t trust me. Then I realized the secret he kept was much larger than the one I initially envisioned. Max was Kade’s father. I should’ve realized it at first glance – they share many facial features, after all – but I was too confused by my attraction to Kade to figure out what was happening. Once I did, it was already too late.

      I like to think of myself as loyal. Max gave me everything. He saved me from a life on the street. I owed him. However I felt about Kade, I knew Max deserved loyalty. That didn’t stop me from giving him an ultimatum, a deadline of sorts – which he missed, of course. He eventually told Kade the truth, though. By then I was so deeply entrenched in my web of lies that I could do nothing but stand by helplessly as Max dismantled Kade’s life … and ultimately my own. Kade walked away and never looked back. Er, well, apparently he looked back when I didn’t realize it. For some reason, that knowledge bolstered me, although I couldn’t figure out why.

      “Yeah, this is a good spot,” I said, clearing my throat as I stared at the trees. A high ridge of mountains stared back at me from the west and I couldn’t help but smile at the pretty picture in the sky. “This place feels somehow magical. Can you feel it?”

      Luke arched an eyebrow, surprised by the observation. “I like the parcel, but I hardly think the land feels magical. What makes you say that?”

      I shrugged, unsure. “I don’t know,” I said after a beat. “It’s as if I can hear a low humming – as if the mountains are singing. The woods on the east side feel dark and the mountains to the west feel light. I don’t know how to explain it.”

      “Oh, that’s very … silly.” Luke made a face that would’ve been comical under different circumstances. “Mountains don’t sing.”

      “Sure they do.” Nellie appeared at my elbow, his yellow summer dress simpler than the ornate frocks he prefers to wear on show nights. He’s a dwarf. No, I’m not kidding. He’s not a Lord of the Rings dwarf (and don’t ever make the mistake of asking him about dragons and treasure). He’s a different sort of fellow – one who prefers evening gowns to jeans – but he’s a valued asset. He loves a good fight and is handy when a supernatural menace sets its sites on us. The dresses never get in the way of him wielding his ax.

      Everyone who works for the Mystic Caravan Circus clings to a certain shtick. I tell fortunes and read tarot cards while hunting monsters and murderers. Oh, yeah, we don’t limit our actions to evil monsters. We handle the diabolical humans, too. There are more of them than most people would be comfortable believing. That’s why we don’t draw lines when it comes to levels of evil. We smite all of it.

      In addition to serving as backup ringmaster, Luke is also a shifter. He serves as a trained wolf in some of our shows. Mystic Caravan doesn’t utilize real animals. No one knows that, of course, but all of our animals are really shifters in fancy fur. We have a tiger, two bears, a wolf and a lion that occasionally sleeps on the job.

      Nelson “Nellie” Adler serves as the bearded lady for our big show, and he has a great time entertaining our guests. He also has great taste in evening gowns. Shoes are another story.

      “Mountains sing?” I asked, arching a dubious eyebrow as I focused on Nellie. “How does that work?”

      Instead of taking umbrage with my question, Nellie merely shrugged. “How does anything work? All living things are tied together. That mountain is living. It’s breathing. Blood doesn’t pump through its veins, but water and oxygen do. Who’s to say that mountains can’t sing?”

      It was a fairly poetic question, one that that didn’t go with Nellie’s often rough and tumble attitude. “I guess you’re right. Let’s move toward the east side and see what Naida and Nixie have come up with for a boundary. As soon as the sun sets I want to drop the dreamcatcher. This is a new area, so I’m not sure what to expect.”

      “Is Utah known for a specific paranormal population?” Luke asked, falling into step with me. “Other than sister wives, I mean. Wait … maybe sister wives are their own paranormal population. Maybe they’re a certain branch of witches or something. Wouldn’t that be entertaining?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You need to let go of the sister wives thing. I’m guessing that the people living in this area will find that offensive. I know I would if I was in their position.”

      “Why?” Luke was unruffled by my tone. “It’s a part of their history. You’ve got bad things in your heritage, too. Most people think the Romani are superstitious thieves. We know that’s not true. You don’t take offense at those stereotypes.”

      That wasn’t entirely true. I’d killed more than one evil entity because it attacked my Romani birthright, referred to me as a gypsy or a thief, and then tried to rip my head off so he could drink my magically laced blood. I wasn’t even sure what my heritage entailed – mostly because my mother died before she could tell me – but I knew I didn’t like people casting aspersions on it.

      “I think Luke might be on to something,” Nellie offered, swinging his arms as he worked overtime to keep up. He had shorter legs, and I had to remind myself to slow my pace to accommodate him. He would never complain about anything physical, so we had to go out of our way to remember his … um … shortcomings. Crap. That’s a rude way to think about his stature, right?

      “What do you think Luke is right about?” I asked, slowing so I could focus on Nellie. “You rarely think he’s right.”

      “Hey! I take offense to that.” Luke feigned outrage. I knew he was doing it for my benefit – trying to elicit a smile – so I did my best to give him what he wanted. “I am always right. Nellie knows it.”

      Nellie snorted, amused. “You’re wrong more than you are right. You’re always funny, though, so I look the other way when you’re being ignorant. As for what he’s right about this time, though, I’m talking about polygamy.”

      I wrinkled my nose as I scuffed my foot against the uneven ground. “You think polygamy is a good thing?”

      “I think it’s a great thing,” Nellie enthused. “I would love to have twelve wives. They could all service me in different ways.”

      I scalded him with a hateful look and shook my head, my long dark hair brushing against my shoulders and making a slight scraping sound due to my vehemence. “That’s a steaming pile of crap,” I snapped. “Women aren’t put here to wait on you!”

      “That’s not what polygamy teaches.” Nellie was clearly enjoying himself. He gets a kick out of irritating people, and he’s become quite good at it over the years. “Polygamy teaches us that men rule their kingdoms with an iron fist and women are there to prop up the man.

      “I mean, think about it,” he continued. “I could have one wife for laundry, one for cooking, one for … you know.” He waggled his eyebrows for emphasis. “She would be the young one and easily switched out when I need a change of pace. I would never get bored, because when one wife irritated me I could hop to the next.”

      “I’m appalled on the behalf of my gender that any one woman would ever show any interest in you, let alone enough to make up a harem.”

      Nellie shrugged, unbothered. “I think it’s a great way to go. From your perspective it’s not, of course. You can’t share with others. You like being the alpha female, the one and only, if you will. For me it sounds like a great idea.”

      I snorted. “I don’t like being the alpha female,” I argued, turning the corner that led to the western boundary. “I don’t need to be the one and only anything. I … .” I broke off when I recognized the small group waiting for us. Naida and Nixie excitedly chatted with one another as Raven ran her hand up and down Kade’s arm, her mouth moving a mile a minute as he listened and occasionally nodded. Four faces turned in our direction simultaneously and Raven’s smile was smug when she caught sight of me.

      “There you are,” she said, straightening. “I was beginning to think you got lost.”

      “We were walking the perimeter.” I forced my voice to remain even as I met Kade’s curious gaze. “Luke and Nellie were explaining why polygamy is the way to go, and I got a little distracted.”

      Raven narrowed her eyes. “Polygamy? That seems to be all anyone can talk about ever since we hit Utah. I mean … I get it. But that’s not the normal practice here. It hasn’t been for a long time. People take offense when you bring it up.”

      “Do you see people?” Nellie challenged, glancing around. “I see us. There are no people here to offend.”

      “We’re people,” Nixie pointed out.

      Nellie ignored her. He often enjoys a rowdy argument with Raven. She is easy to rile and Nellie isn’t opposed to picking low-hanging fruit. “Now, unlike Poet – who needs to be the alpha dog – I think Raven would thrive in a polygamous relationship.”

      Recognizing the game for what it was, Luke perked up. “Oh, really? I never considered that. She clearly has second wife written all over her now that you mention it.”

      “Exactly.” Nellie bobbed his head. “She couldn’t be first wife because she’s prone to dramatic fits and stabbing people in the back. First wife garners too much power and attention. She would have to be second wife to fly under the radar.”

      Raven scowled as she lobbed poison-tipped eye daggers in my direction. “Did you put them up to this? I bet you did. You’ve done nothing but mope since Kade dumped you for me. Get over it.”

      I swallowed hard. It didn’t surprise me that Raven said the words. Heck, she probably believed them. Of course, there was always the possibility that Kade told Raven about our fight, maybe even owned up to his birthright. He would need someone to talk to, and he didn’t have many choices after alienating himself from Max, Luke and me.

      “We should probably put up the dreamcatcher,” I said, my voice hoarse as I fought to maintain control of my emotions. “It’s dark enough to hide the magic, and I’m tired after a long day of traveling.”

      “You can run away all you want, but I know exactly what you’re thinking.” Raven was smug as she shot me a knowing smile. “You’re upset because you lost him. I don’t blame you. I would be upset if I were in your position, too. Unfortunately for you … I’m not in your position.” As if to prove her point, Raven pressed her hands to Kade’s well-muscled chest. “I’m in a much better position.”

      Kade was many things – including angry – but he clearly had no intention of being used as some sort of prize in a magical female showdown. He took a step away from Raven and fixed her with a dark look. “I don’t know what position you think you’re in, but I can guarantee things aren’t what you seem to believe.”

      I knew it wasn’t a step toward forgiving me, yet I couldn’t help but internally crow. Perhaps Kade hadn’t fallen for Raven’s act after all.

      “I was just telling her where she stands,” Raven hedged, her eyes uncertain as she searched Kade’s face. “I was under the impression you two weren’t together any longer.”

      “We’re not together.” Kade’s words dashed the small flash of hope I let worm its way into my heart. “You and I aren’t together either. I’m not with anyone by choice. You and I have been over this.”

      Raven faltered. “But … .”

      Kade shook his head, annoyed. “Put up the dreamcatcher,” he barked, taking a further step from Raven. He risked a glance at me, his expression unreadable. “We need to make sure this place is safe before going to sleep. It’s a new environment.”

      “We’re doing that right now,” I offered hollowly.

      “Great.” Kade’s tone was icy. “That’s one less thing for me to worry about, right?”

      “I’ll take care of it before it gets too dark.”

      “At least I can trust you to do that. Whew! What a relief.”

      I ignored the sarcasm and focused on Nixie and Naida. “Let’s do this. I’m exhausted and want to go to bed.”

      Nellie patted my arm, seemingly in solidarity, and shot me a sympathetic smile. “That’s another thing polygamy would be good for. If someone isn’t in the mood … just hop further down the list.”

      “You’re kind of a pig,” I groused, shaking my head. “Who even thinks of things like that?”

      “Oh, please. My wives love me. I’m king of my castle.”
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      I didn’t sleep well.

      For some reason, even though we’d shared a bed for only a few weeks (and it never led to any funny business, much to Luke’s chagrin) I found I missed Kade’s presence when I dreamed. He snored lightly, not so loud that it woke me from a dead slumber, but in a reassuring and friendly manner. His heartbeat was always steady, and I could hear it echoing in my ear when I rested my head on his chest.

      His absence shouldn’t have bothered me nearly as much as it did. We hadn’t spent enough time together for me to remake my life around him. And yet … I felt off. The life I’d built for myself didn’t quite seem to fit. It wasn’t just that I missed Kade. I missed Max, too. He’d been avoiding me since he dropped the bomb and Kade shut both of us out of his life.

      I took a cold shower to get my blood pumping, and by the time I hit my miniscule front porch I had a little color in my cheeks. I opted to eschew makeup. I wasn’t trying to impress anyone, and I would have to cake on the stuff when the carnival opened. I had a reputation to uphold, after all. The show must go on. Even when you don’t feel like performing, you have no choice but to perform.

      Nixie and Naida were in charge of breakfast, and I thanked Naida when she shoved a plate in front of my face. I told myself I wasn’t hungry even though my stomach growled in anticipation of the eggs and hash browns. I forced a smile when Luke took the seat next to me and offered Melissa Craft – our newest recruit and my “sort of” apprentice – a forced grimace as she chatted with Nellie across the table. She absentmindedly waved, but she didn’t know me well enough to sense my unease.

      Luke handed me a mug of coffee – which I desperately needed – and I worked overtime to go through the motions so I could fake being in a good mood. Um, well, “good mood” was a bit of a stretch. I at least wanted to look stable.

      “How are things?” Luke asked, his eyes contemplative as they scanned my face.

      “I’m fine.” I knew it was the wrong thing to say the second the words left my mouth.

      “Yes, you’re fine,” Luke intoned, rolling his eyes. “You’re pretty far from fine, Poet. You’re extremely pale. Do you want to talk about it?”

      Luke is usually the guy who would rather joke himself to death than deal with anything serious, so his muted manner jolted me.

      “Luke, you don’t have to spend all of your time worrying about me,” I said. “I’m an adult. I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”

      “On a normal day I’d agree with you. This isn’t a normal day. It’s not a normal week. You’re struggling. There’s no shame in that.”

      I felt the exact opposite. I was desperately ashamed of my actions. Moping in this manner wasn’t my style, yet I couldn’t stop myself. “Luke, I’m just … tired.”

      “Haven’t you been sleeping?”

      That was a sticky question. “I slept some.” I averted my gaze as I sipped my coffee.

      “Some,” Luke echoed, shaking his head. “I love you, girl, but you generally sleep a solid nine hours a night. What is ‘some?’ Is that two hours? Three?”

      “Let it go,” I warned, grabbing my plastic fork and focusing on my breakfast. The last thing I wanted was eggs and hash browns, but I was in no mood to cook for myself. “There’s no reason to get worked up. I slept. I’m well-rested. I’m bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. That’s a saying, right?”

      “A lame one.” Luke made an exaggerated face as he blew out a sigh. “I think we need to come up with something to brighten your spirits. How about a makeover? I’ll bet Brigham City has a spa. We should find out. We could both use a day of pampering.”

      I made a face that must’ve been fairly hilarious because Luke managed a legitimate smile. “We have jobs to do,” I reminded him. “We don’t have time for the spa.”

      “Bite your tongue.” Luke wagged his finger to quiet me. “We always have time for the spa. Come on, Poet. Doesn’t an afternoon of getting rubbed and waxed sound like just what the doctor ordered?”

      “Not really.”

      “You’re no fun.” Luke rolled his neck until it cracked, shooting Percival Prentiss a dark look when the man took the open seat to my right. “Oh, look who it is. The clown is here.”

      Percival ignored the dig and focused on me. “Hello, Poet. How are you this fine and bright summer morning?”

      Most women would go weak in the knees at his accent. I could practically see Buckingham Palace when he opened his mouth, because his voice was so posh and sophisticated. His body wasn’t bad either, which is something you don’t associate with British men, but it was something of a bonus in Percival’s case. Sure, the fact that he enjoys dressing as a clown is hard to swallow because, well, clowns are creepy. He was a nice overall package, though, once you shoved the floppy shoes and horns out of your head. Except for one thing, of course.

      “Why do you bother with the fake accent?” I asked, eyeing him over the brim of my coffee mug. “We know it’s not real. You let it slip when the scarecrow monster attacked in Nebraska. You’re not fooling anyone.”

      “Yeah, what’s up with that?” Luke asked, narrowing his eyes to suspicious slits. He’d already disliked Percival before the accent revelation. He’d been downright nasty to the man ever since Percival’s true colors … and tongue … had come out to play during a tense situation.

      “I’m sure I have no idea what you mean.” Percival purposely picked a clipped tone as he met Luke’s heated gaze. “My accent comes and goes given my time in the States, but it’s hardly unheard of for a man to adopt the cadence and tone of a new country when he spends so much time abroad.”

      What a load of hogwash. “Dude, we know you’re not British,” I supplied, shaking my head at Percival’s pronounced frown. “I don’t know why you insist on pretending that we didn’t hear what we heard that day, but we’re not idiots.”

      “I would never suggest anything of the sort. In fact, I think you’re the loveliest female specimen I’ve had the pleasure of spending time with in quite some time.”

      I rolled my eyes at the clumsy flirting.

      “And yet you keep talking in that fake accent,” Luke pointed out. “That’s not a turn-on. It’s pretentious and off-putting. Seriously, dude, what’s up with that?”

      Percival ignored the question and focused on me. “Right, so, I thought perhaps we could spend the day together. Maybe take a walk through the field over there, pick some flowers, frolic. It’s a beautiful day.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. Frolic? As far as invitations go, it was certainly the strangest one offered to me in quite some time. “I’m good,” I said after a beat. “I have work to do. It’s a setup up day and, well, we have a lot to set up.”

      “Uh-huh.” Percival enthusiastically bobbed his head. “I was thinking we could work together. You know, side by side. Now that you’re no longer entranced by the security constable I was thinking we could get to know one another better.”

      Even if I wasn’t pining for Kade – yes, I admit that’s what I’m doing even though it pains me to do so – I wouldn’t want to spend time with Percival. The guy was off … and that was before you took into consideration the fact that he dressed as a clown. That pushed him over the edge from off to downright weird. “I have work to do,” I said. “I don’t plan to be entranced with anyone for the foreseeable future. That includes you.”

      Percival looked upset with the news. “But … .”

      “You’re a clown, man,” Luke interjected. “She’s not going to date a clown. It’s weird. When you add the fake accent and her bruised heart to the mix, you don’t stand a chance.”

      “My accent is perfectly real.”

      The fact that Percival could say that with a straight face was almost dumbfounding. “Yes, well, you keep telling yourself that. Perhaps one day we’ll all forget what we heard in the tent when the scarecrow attacked. Until then … .”

      “Until then, what?” Percival’s eyes darkened. He focused on me for several beats before floating his attention to a spot over my left shoulder. I shifted to see what caught his attention, my heart lodging in my throat as Kade descended the steps of Raven’s trailer.

      It was early. It wasn’t even eight yet. If Kade was already in Raven’s trailer that must mean he’d spent the night there. There could be no other explanation.

      “Yes, well, it seems Mr. Denton is entranced by someone new,” Percival noted. “Where did we land on our afternoon together again?”

      I glared at him. The smug way he carried himself made me want to punch him in the mouth. Luke grabbed my hand and loaned me a bit of his steadying influence while also offering a headshake to dissuade me from my thoughts.

      “I have an idea,” Luke announced. “If you don’t want to go to a spa – which I still recommend, by the way – how about we go someplace else?”

      “Where?” I gritted out, my cheeks coloring when Kade turned and met my gaze. Raven looked haughty when she linked her arm with his. Kade glanced at her, something unsaid passing between them, but I forced my eyes away because I didn’t want to be caught staring when he looked back.

      “We’ll go on a short road trip,” Luke offered, shaking his head as he glared at Kade and Raven. Despite all of his words to the contrary – everything he said about Kade needing time to think things through – he remained firmly entrenched on my side of the ever-widening gulf. “It will be fun. Trust me.”

      

      THE GREAT Salt Lake wasn’t what I expected. I’d been to plenty of lakes – some better than others, mind you – and thought I knew what I was getting myself into when Luke suggested a beach afternoon with the pixie twins, leaving Melissa behind for the initial set-up for my tent.

      I was wrong. The Great Salt Lake was like nothing I’d seen before.

      “How did you know about this beach?” I struggled to keep the wonder in check as I scanned the horizon, a beautiful ridge of mountains reaching high into the sky on one side and a sandy beach stretching as far as the eye could see on the other. “You knew exactly where to go.”

      Luke shrugged, his smile so wide it almost swallowed his entire face. “I’m gifted.”

      “You’re certainly gifted.” Naida was excited when she glanced around the empty beach. “Why are we the only ones here?”

      “Believe it or not, I read a few forums online and found that a lot of Utah residents aren’t big lake swimmers in this area,” Luke replied, stripping off his shirt and dropping it on the blanket Nixie had spread to make us comfortable. “This lake is extremely salty, so I guess Utahans – is that a word? – prefer swimming in pools.”

      “That’s interesting,” I mused, keeping my voice low as I flipped off my sandals and flexed my toes in the sand. “It’s not like normal beach sand.”

      “What’s it like?” Nixie was curious as she dropped to her knees and ran the sand through her fingers. “Huh. You’re right. It’s more like the kind of sand you’d find by a river, although it smells extremely salty.”

      “Or a Michigan lake even,” I supplied, my mind briefly traveling back to happier childhood memories. I quickly shook myself out of my reverie – fixating on something I couldn’t change wouldn’t do me any good – and flashed a smile as Naida bounded toward the expansive lake. She had no inhibitions and happily sloshed through the water before diving in. Nixie giggled as she followed, eliciting a genuine smile.

      “You look happier,” Luke said, moving to my side and following the twins with his eyes. “Are you happier?”

      My stomach twisted at the worry etched on his handsome features. Luke isn’t a worrier by nature. He’s gregarious and enthusiastic on every level. I didn’t want to take that quality from him simply because I was in a funk.

      “You don’t have to worry about me, Luke. I’m fully capable of taking care of myself.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “I’m … much happier,” I lied, digging my toes into the sand and forcing a bright smile. “I’m completely over everything that happened.”

      “Poet, you don’t need to be over everything that happened,” Luke chided. “You don’t need to lie to me. I see the truth etched on your face … and I don’t like it. You’re hurting. You can admit it.”

      That seemed unlikely. “I’m fine. Kade and I were never really together. We never defined what we meant to one another. His business is … his business. I’ve moved on.”

      “You haven’t moved on. He hasn’t either. You’re in a holding pattern. Nothing is over.”

      Part of me wanted to believe that. Part of me thought it would be easier to move on now, say my goodbyes, and take myself out of the running. I refused to compete with Raven. I wasn’t a high schooler, after all. This wasn’t a popularity contest. “I’m not sure how I saw things going, but I think at least a small part of me always knew this was how they’d end up.” I reached out and squeezed Luke’s hand. “It’s okay. I’ll try not to be so morose. I know that wears on you.”

      Luke cast me a sidelong look, making a clucking sound as he shook his head. “You don’t see the big picture. You will eventually, but you can’t see it yet.”

      I opted to indulge him. “And what’s the big picture?”

      Luke grinned at my teasing tone. “It involves releasing the kraken, but you’re not quite there yet. For now, if you don’t get in the water right this second, I’ll throw you in.”

      “Oh, that’s big talk,” I shot back, taking a step away from him and edging toward the water. I could hear Nixie and Naida squealing as they cavorted. “We both know I’m stronger than you unless you shift.” I glanced around and extended my arms for emphasis. “This beach may be empty, but I doubt you’ll risk shifting in case someone stumbles across us.”

      Luke rolled his eyes. “First, wolves are common in Utah. I could get away with shifting.”

      That never occurred to me and I widened my eyes as realization settled in. Luke is the type of man who would shift simply to give me something to focus on other than my unhappiness.

      “Secondly, I’m manly and strong.” Luke thumped his chest for emphasis, causing me to laugh. I hadn’t done it in a week – not for real, at least – and the sound almost made me euphoric as I hopped away from Luke’s outstretched hand. “You’d better start running now!”

      Even though I knew my self-doubt and worry would return, I pushed both out of my head and raced toward the water. Luke gave chase, making barking sounds that caused me to laugh hysterically. It was a beautiful day and I was with my best friend. I couldn’t ask for more … even though my heart desperately wanted it.
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      “That is just … freaky.”

      No matter how many times I witnessed Naida showing off her fin – water nymph pixies were mistaken as mermaids by early sailors, before they did a better job of hiding themselves, that is – I couldn’t wrap my head around the way Naida’s legs turned into a glimmering green tail when she swam.

      Naida could control the phenomenon, so we weren’t overly worried that someone would happen upon us. Even if they did, I could modify a memory quick enough. Naida could also shift within seconds. The beach remained empty for the bulk of the afternoon, other than a young couple taking a walk, and they remained close to the tree line as they passed.

      Shortly before three I turned my eyes to the sky and heaved a sigh. I rested in about two feet of water, leaning my head back to absorb the sun as I reclined on my elbows in the shallows with Nixie.

      “Thanks for doing this,” Nixie chirped, her lips curling as she watched Luke and Naida cavort about fifteen feet away. “It means a lot to Naida.”

      “It was Luke’s idea,” I reminded her. “You should thank him.”

      “He’ll thank himself enough.” Nixie is more than a hundred years old in human time, but she’s still considered a youngster when it comes to her fairy brethren. She has smooth skin and bright eyes, resembling a human teenager to untrained observers. “Naida really needed this. She goes crazy if she can’t spend time in water.”

      “You guys are twins, yet you’re so different,” I mused, taking a moment to touch the ends of Nixie’s bright hair. “Why don’t you crave the water like she does?”

      Nixie shrugged. “She’s a water nymph. I’m an air pixie. We have different signs and abilities.”

      “I know. Is it difficult for you, though? Do you wish you were a water nymph? I mean … that tail really is gorgeous.” Hey, just because it was weird didn’t mean it wasn’t breathtaking.

      “I don’t dislike the water, don’t get me wrong. I simply don’t love it like Naida does. Fairies believe everything happens for a reason. I believe that’s true. Naida was born for the water and I was born for the air.”

      I pursed my lips as I regarded her earnest expression. At times I find her youthful enthusiasm exhausting. This was not one of those times. “I’m glad you guys are enjoying yourselves. We should probably get moving, though. We promised to pick up the shopping supplies for the entire week before heading back to the fairgrounds. We collected those shopping lists for a reason.”

      “Just give her five more minutes,” Nixie pleaded. “That’s what she needs.”

      “Five more minutes.” I bobbed my head and turned my gaze back to the sun. “I think I might’ve needed this, too.”

      “Because you’re depressed about your breakup with Kade?”

      “I … don’t really want to talk about it.” That was the truth.

      “He’ll come back to you,” Nixie said, lowering her voice. “He’s already halfway there. You can’t see it because grief has blinded you. Everyone else sees it.”

      “It’s nice that you’re trying to bolster my spirits, but he made his choice and now I have to live with it.” I absentmindedly patted Nixie’s hand. She seemed to need the reassurance. “You believe everything turns out as it’s supposed to, right? So do I. In hindsight, this could never have turned out another way.”

      Nixie let loose a derisive snort. It was very unladylike, which made me giggle. “You’re too close to the situation to see it for what it is,” she said, pushing herself to her knees. “Things will clear for you soon. I have faith.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “I’m going to swim with my sister. We have five minutes left. I want to make it count. This is one of those times when I can make a memory that will live forever. I don’t want to miss my chance to do it.”

      I grinned as I watched her slice through the water, chuckling when she threw herself on Luke’s back and helped Naida wrestle him into the water. Everyone was having a great time, so I tamped down my natural urges and refrained from reminding them that the real world called. They could play for a bit longer. They weren’t hurting anyone and I was in no hurry to return to the circus grounds and watch Raven fawn over Kade.

      I took the opportunity to glance around the beach, sucking in a breath as the water rippled the majestic mountain reflection. I pressed my eyes shut, enjoying the way the sun beat on my shoulders, and let my mind wander. For the first time in a long time it didn’t wander to Kade.

      I was so lost in thought I floated for a bit, losing track of time and space. In the back of my mind I could hear Luke, Naida and Nixie playing, but it somehow seemed as if they were in another dimension, one adjacent to the one I occupied. I was happy with the floating feeling until my mind brushed against something dark.

      I bolted up, my long hair dripping with salt water, and scanned the lake. There was nothing in the water but my friends. If something was in the lake, something predatory or otherwise, Naida would sense it. I was sure of that. Plus, well, I was fairly certain that the Great Salt Lake didn’t boast any sea monsters that could threaten our safety. We would’ve read about that at some point.

      With the water ruled out as a potential danger zone, I shifted my eyes to the beach. It remained empty, the odd sand stretching out in either direction. There wasn’t so much as a dot on the beach to suggest another being – animal or human – encroached on our claimed territory. That’s when it struck me. No animal was present. Not one. Not even a bird.

      My spine tingled as I moved my eyes to the sky. There were no birds in sight. No gulls, no robins, no … whatever other kinds of birds frequented the area. Birds are attracted to water. Sure, birds can’t drink water this salty, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t bathe in it.

      My senses went into overdrive as I swiveled, my eyes falling on the thick trees on the other side of the beach. I could almost feel something hiding there, a set of predatory eyes boring into me. When I reached out with my mind, though, I couldn’t track anything. There was nothing there. No human, paranormal or animal was within scanning distance yet … I felt something.

      “What are you doing?” Luke, water beading on his muscled chest, bounded to my side. His smile was lazy and he clearly didn’t sense an interloper. His shifter abilities gave him a keen sense of smell, but it wasn’t on display today.

      “I … nothing.” I swallowed hard. I didn’t want to ruin the afternoon by worrying over something no one but I could see or sense. I was probably making it up in my head anyway. I’d been off my game since the big Kade fiasco. “I was thinking we should probably get moving, though. We need to stop at the market on our way home.”

      “Naida won’t like that.”

      “We’ll figure out a way to get her back here,” I promised. “But we need to get moving. If we don’t get back to the fairgrounds with food there’ll be a mutiny … or a mad descent into cannibalism.”

      “I guess you’re right.” Luke heaved a bloated sigh. “You had fun, though, right?”

      I nodded, and this time it wasn’t forced. “I had a lot of fun.”

      Luke pulled me in for a brief hug and kissed the top of my head. “Good. I’m glad.”

      “I’m glad, too.”

      “I’ll grab the pixie twins and we’ll be on our way.” Luke took a step toward the water. “This was a good day, Poet. Hold onto it as an anchor until you have another good day. I think it will happen sooner than you think.”

      The fact that he worried so much about me – despite the fact that it came from a good place – was starting to grate. “Let’s get a move on,” I ordered. “We have things to do today.”

      “And there’s my bossy best friend.” Luke’s grin was impish as he mock saluted. “I’m on it, ma’am. We’ll meet you at the truck in five minutes.”

      I returned the smile until his back was completely to me and then returned my attention to the trees. Whatever was there before was gone now. I couldn’t shake the nagging suspicion that whatever was out there would return ... but when?

      

      “HUH. WHERE is the liquor?”

      Luke looked annoyed as he glanced around the market, his hands on his hips, as Nixie and Naida followed up and down the aisles with carts.

      “This is a dry event,” I reminded him. Each venue had different liquor laws and we couldn’t always secure a municipal liquor license. We made more money when liquor was involved – mostly from people tossing away their hard-earned funds on the games – but that didn’t stop us from picking locations that didn’t allow alcohol. “We can’t have liquor.”

      “We can’t sell liquor while open to the public,” Luke corrected. “That doesn’t mean I can’t drink it. Given how depressed you are, I thought we could have a slumber party tonight. I was planning to make chocolate martinis. There’s definitely no Godiva liqueur in here, though. They don’t even have the cheap stuff that will strip your insides if you risk drinking it.”

      “I’m not sure.” I chewed my bottom lip as I scanned the store and then forced a smile when I caught one of the workers staring at me. “Do you sell liquor here?”

      The clerk, a middle-aged woman in her fifties, shot me a dirty look. “We don’t sell liquor. It’s evil.”

      “Oh, well, okay.” I kept my face impassive even as Luke scowled.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Luke asked, adopting a huffy tone. “How is liquor evil? And, to be more precise, how am I supposed to survive a week without chocolate martinis? That’s cruel and unusual punishment, which is much more likely to be evil than chocolate-flavored alcohol.”

      “I’m pretty sure Mormons don’t drink alcohol,” Naida offered. She seemed oblivious to the curious stares she earned from patrons and workers. Almost all of the stares were directed toward her off-color hair. “I think I remember reading that somewhere.”

      “I don’t think they drink tea or coffee either,” Nixie added, making a face. “They have a law, something about running and not being weary. I think caffeine is a no-no. They don’t smoke either.”

      “Oh, well, I take everything I said about this place being beautiful back,” Luke snapped. “Are you telling me there’s no liquor or coffee? Surely this is Satan’s doorstep.”

      He was going for levity, but the joke fell flat given the audience.

      “That is insulting,” the clerk barked.

      I held up my hands in a placating manner as I stepped in front of Luke and drew the woman’s attention to me. “He didn’t mean to be offensive,” I offered quickly. “We’re just not used to a world without caffeine. We’ll … adjust.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Luke hissed. “You know how I feel when I have to forego my morning coffee. For that matter, you’re meaner than I am when that happens. Raven may be the snake, but you turn into an evil serpent without coffee.”

      He had a point. “I don’t suppose there are other sorts of markets around, are there?”

      “She means ones that will sell to pagans like ourselves,” Naida added, absentmindedly running her hands over the myriad pasta boxes on the shelves. “We’re totally okay if you don’t like caffeine and liquor, but there’s liable to be bloodshed if we return home without either.”

      The clerk – her nametag read “Margery” – straightened her shoulders as she stared us down. “There’s a progressive mall at the edge of town,” she replied. “It’s on the opposite edge of town from where you folks are hanging out, though, so you’ll have quite a trip if you expect to shop there. They have less … mainstream items, including liquor.”

      I forced myself to remain calm despite the woman’s judgmental attitude. “How do you know where we’re located?”

      “You’re circus folk,” Margery replied, wrinkling her nose as if she scented something that died days ago. “We’ve been aware of your arrival for quite some time.”

      “And you look thrilled by it, too,” Luke said, adopting a faux friendly tone and earning a warning look from me. He promptly decided to ignore the look and plowed forward. “I’m going to guess that you’re not happy we’re here.”

      “We know what kinds of things happen at the circus.” Another woman, this one looked to be in her thirties, moved closer to Margery while giving us a wide berth. Apparently she was worried about circus cooties or something. “Drinking. Smoking. Sexual … deviancy. Debauchery. Those are not the sorts of things we want our families to be exposed to.”

      “Oh, but they’re so fun,” Luke complained, grunting when I elbowed him in the stomach to silence him.

      “Ignore him,” I suggested, focusing on Margery even though we were starting to draw a crowd of interested onlookers. “Our entire goal is to offer wholesome family fun. I can guarantee that nothing … unsavory … will happen on the fairgrounds while we’re in residence.”

      Margery didn’t look convinced. “We fought the council when it announced you would be coming and lost. We didn’t give up the battle after one defeat, though. We plan to fight you until the end.”

      I had no idea what that meant. “Does that mean you’ll be bringing swords when you visit?”

      “I’m guessing they won’t be the type of swords that either one of us would enjoy,” Luke quipped, keeping his voice low. “Although, for the record, I think a nice sword fight would do everyone a bit of good … and that includes you.”

      Margery scowled. “There’s no reason to make fun of us.”

      “I wasn’t making fun of you.” That was the truth. “I honestly don’t understand why you’re so worked up. It’s a show. We have animals, tightropes and clowns. There’s nothing to get worked up about.”

      “You probably shouldn’t have mentioned the clowns,” Luke offered, keeping his voice low. “There’s always room to get worked up over clowns.”

      I pretended I didn’t hear him. “We follow the rules of each municipality, and this will be no exception.”

      “That doesn’t mean we want you here,” Margery said, her voice firm. “We have certain standards we live by. We don’t like outside influences affecting our children. It’s nothing personal, but … we don’t like you.”

      “Oh, why would we take that personally?” Luke deadpanned.

      “We have pickets planned,” another woman offered. I couldn't see her face, because a rather beefy customer standing next to the soup display hid her rather blunt profile. “We’re going to run you out of town.”

      Surprisingly, it wasn’t the first time I’d heard the threat. The key is to keep yourself above the fray no matter how much you want to get down and dirty and wrestle in the muck. “Well, I hope that works out for you.” I kept my voice even as I grabbed Nixie’s arm and directed her toward the door, leaving the cart half full and in the middle of the aisle. “We’ll find a different store and leave you to your … shopping.”

      “I think that would be best,” Margery agreed, bobbing her head. “We don’t judge others, but we have a right to live our lives in the manner we see fit. You have to understand that.”

      I understood more than she realized. “Yeah. I get it.” I flicked my eyes to Luke. “Let’s see if we can find that store on the other side of town, shall we?”

      “You’ve been reading my mind,” Luke gritted out, keeping a firm hold on Naida’s elbow as we moved through the store. “Speaking of reading minds … .”

      “They’re not dangerous,” I answered the unasked question. “They definitely don’t like us, though.”

      “What else is new?”

      Even though we’d faced this situation before, something felt off, as if some unseen force was working overtime to build animosity and fury between our two factions. “Let’s hurry and get out of here. I think I’ll need a shower before dinner.”

      “You and me both, honey. You and me both.”
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      “I think you and I should talk.”

      I glanced up to find Raven occupying the spot next to me as I marinated chicken parts in red wine and prepared them for the grill. She seemed focused, intent, even a little sympathetic. That immediately kicked my annoyance level into overdrive.

      I forced my attention to the chicken and hoped my voice remained calm and even as I responded. “We don’t have anything to talk about.”

      “I think we do.” Raven is persistent when she wants to be. She clearly had something on her mind. She was not going to let me escape without airing what was eating away at her.

      “Raven, we really don’t,” I said, covering the platter of chicken with plastic wrap and turning to face her. “I’m not sure what you think is going on here … .”

      “Oh, I know exactly what is going on.” Raven’s voice was barely a whisper, yet she managed to hold my attention as if she was screaming to the mountains for the entire circus troupe to hear. “You’re trying to get Kade back. You think I don’t see it, but I do.”

      “And how am I doing that?”

      “You’re trying to weasel your way back into his life.”

      I rolled my eyes as I worked to tamp down my irritation. The last thing I wanted to do was cause a scene. It would only make matters worse, if that was even possible. “Raven, you don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t know what you’re talking about. Perhaps you should just let it go because there’s so much confusion floating around. I think that would be best for all concerned.”

      “I have no intention of letting it go,” Raven barked, her voice hopping an octave and drawing a few curious stares from the picnic table. Luke owned one of those stares, and I didn’t miss the fact that he said something to Nellie before pushing himself to a standing position. “You had your chance with Kade. You blew it. Now it’s my turn.”

      “And how am I standing in your way?”

      “You’re moping around,” Raven replied, not missing a beat. “You’re acting as if someone kicked your favorite puppy. You’re doing it to make Kade feel sorry for you. Don’t bother denying it.”

      “Is Kade the puppy in that analogy?”

      “You know what I’m talking about,” Raven snapped. “I have no idea what went on between you two. I’m dying to know, though. Did he dump you because you’re so bossy? I’ll bet that’s it. Did you try to be his boss in the bedroom, too? Men don’t like that. They prefer being in charge.”

      There was no way I would admit that the only thing going on in my bedroom was some heavy petting and sleeping. “Raven, I don’t know what you want.” Frustration bubbled up and threatened to overwhelm me. “I’m not a point on some imaginary triangle that only you can see. You have a straight line. Why not focus on that?”

      “Because she doesn’t have a straight line,” Luke answered, smoothly stepping into the space to my right in a show of solidarity. “It’s frustrating for poor Raven, you see. She convinced herself that you were standing in her way when it came to Kade. Then, suddenly, you two were no longer all over each other. She had no idea what happened, but knew she had a limited timeframe, so she had to work fast.

      “She’s spent the better part of a week throwing herself at Kade, and it’s gotten her nowhere,” he continued. “She’s tried every trick in the book to seduce him, to get him to her way of thinking. I’m guessing she also tried to paint you as the enemy at every turn and poison Kade’s mind against you to bolster her position.

      “Raven isn’t an idiot. She’s not one of the great thinkers of our time, but she’s also not an idiot,” Luke was on a roll now. “She sees the way Kade looks at you and knows it’s only a matter of time before you’re sniffing around one another again. She can’t risk that, because her ego won’t recover from the hit should it come to pass. She can’t control Kade, so she’s trying to control you.”

      Raven scalded Luke with a dark look. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “I think the problem is that you have no idea what you’re talking about,” Luke challenged. He’d always had something of a tempestuous relationship with Raven. She preferred controlling men by their hormones. Because she couldn’t tempt Luke, he was worth very little to her. “You’re desperate to beat Poet. It’s not even about winning Kade. It’s about beating Poet, because you have to be on top.”

      “Oh, shut up.” Raven sneered. “Stop trying to talk as if you’re the smartest guy in the room when you don’t even register on the intelligence meter. Heck, you don’t register on the man meter either. Why are you even involved in this conversation?”

      Luke’s eyes flashed, but I lashed out before he had a chance to say something snotty. I balled my hand into a fist and plowed it into Raven’s nose, catching everyone by surprise – including myself – as she tumbled to the ground.

      “Omigod!” Raven shrieked as she held her nose, blood gushing between her fingers.

      For a moment I felt a rush of regret. I shouldn’t have done it. Things would be worse now. Then Raven opened her mouth, and the only thing I truly regretted was not hitting her harder.

      “You’re going to pay for that,” Raven hissed. “I’ll make sure that Kade never looks in your direction again. He’s mine and I’m going to keep him that way.”

      “What’s going on here?”

      My shoulders stiffened when I recognized Kade’s voice, heat climbing my neck and cheeks as embarrassment flooded through me. My only source of consolation was the fact that Raven looked equally horrified by Kade’s sudden appearance.

      “Nothing is going on,” I replied hurriedly, wiping my hands on my cargo pants as I collected myself. “I accidentally bumped into Raven and she fell.”

      “You hit me,” Raven snapped. “You didn’t accidentally do anything.”

      Kade arched an eyebrow and stared at me a moment, his expression unreadable. Finally he spoke. “You hit her? May I ask why?”

      “I … .”

      “Raven insulted me and insinuated I wasn’t a man because I’m gay,” Luke answered hurriedly. He was trying to save me further mortification, but I wasn’t sure it was possible. “Poet decked her because she was being … well … Raven.”

      “I see.” Kade placed his tongue in his cheek as his gaze bounced between faces. Ultimately he landed on me, which obviously irked Raven to no end because she spared a moment to glare at him. “Is that what happened?”

      “Why are you asking her?” Raven challenged. “I’m the one she hit.”

      “Because I’m asking Poet,” Kade replied, never tearing his gaze from my face. “Did you hit her because she insulted Luke?”

      I opened my mouth to answer. Luke gave me an easy way out, yet I realized this was a test. Kade already knew the answer to the question, so lying wasn’t in my best interest. “Is that why I snapped and hit her? Yes. The argument started over something else, though.”

      “What?”

      “I … .” I didn’t want to lie, but telling the truth was beyond painful.

      “Because of you, you ninny,” Luke snapped. He recognized the situation for what it was, and refused to back down despite the fact that I was working from a point of weakness. “All of this is because of you. You know it. You’re getting off on it. Just for the record, pal, I’ve had it. Suck it up and move on.”

      Kade narrowed his eyes as he stared at Luke. Their relationship wasn’t exactly easy before I betrayed Kade and broke his heart. Luke was jealous of the time we spent together and demonstrated it by acting out in unfortunate ways. Still, they made up right before it happened. They were working on a friendship, if only to make things easier for me. That flew out the clown car window when Kade stomped off without a backward glance.

      “I don’t believe I asked for your opinion on my personal life,” Kade said, his voice low. “Thank you for your support, though. It means a great deal.”

      “Oh, don’t look at me like that.” Luke adopted a whiny tone. “I’ve been supporting you left and right for eight days now. Eight freaking long days. I understand why you’re upset. I get it. I’ve argued that you have a right to your feelings ever since it happened. That doesn’t mean I’m okay with you dragging this out.”

      “Wait … you know what happened?” Raven was flustered as she tried to staunch the flow of blood from her nose and focus on Luke at the same time. “Would you like to share with the class?”

      “You mean he hasn’t told you?” Luke looked amused at the admission. “Maybe there’s a lesson wrapped up in there somewhere, Raven. He doesn’t trust you enough to confide the deep, dark secret. What do you make of that?”

      “Don’t make me come after you,” Raven warned. “I have more important things to deal with. I don’t have time for you.”

      “Oh, I’m shaking in my boots,” Luke muttered.

      “You’re wearing hideous man sandals,” Raven pointed out. “I said I don’t have time for you. That doesn’t mean I won’t make time.”

      Luke swallowed hard, but he never moved his gaze from Raven’s face. Her punishments were often severe, and she enjoyed doling them out. In general, she wasn’t a very good person. She was powerful, though, and she was good at her job. That’s why she remained at the circus even though more than half of the staff couldn’t stand her. “I don’t believe that will be necessary,” he gritted out after a moment’s contemplation. “Just … stay away from Poet. She hasn’t done anything to you.”

      “Oh, that’s where we disagree,” Raven said, her voice silky as she flashed a smile at Kade. “Poet knows what line can’t be crossed. If she crosses it, she’ll be sorry.”

      Kade blinked rapidly three times, as if deciding how to handle the situation. He sensed the underlying tension, recognized he was at the center of it, and yet seemed lost at how to fix it. “There’s no line,” he said finally. “What happened between Poet and me remains between the two of us. There’s nothing for anyone else to discuss.”

      The message was pointed, something Raven clearly didn’t like, because she narrowed her eyes to dangerous slits. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me,” Kade said, refusing to back down. “This is none of your concern.”

      “But … .”

      Kade shook his head and focused on me. “Everyone get back to work. It’s been a long day. We were down a few bodies for setup this afternoon because some people decided to go swimming.”

      It was a pointed jab. “Dinner will be ready in thirty minutes,” I sneered. “Would you like me to bow when I deliver it to you? I mean … I would hate to put you behind or something.”

      Kade’s eyes were dark as they locked with mine. “That sounds delightful. I’ll see you in thirty minutes.”

      

      BY THE END of dinner I had a whopper of a headache. I delivered Kade’s dinner with a bow and a grimace – as I promised – and I could almost see him smiling when he took the plate. Almost. It didn’t quite happen, but I swear he wanted to grin. I took that as a good sign.

      I nibbled a slice of chicken and ate all of my potato salad before giving my leftovers to Luke and leaving everyone else to clean up. What? I cooked. They can clean. That seems fair to me.

      “Where are you going?” Luke called out, catching me off guard as I shuffled toward my trailer.

      “I don’t feel well. I’m going to bed early. We have a lot that needs to be done here tomorrow.”

      Kade shifted his eyes to me. “Are you sick?”

      “She’s sick in the head,” Raven said, grabbing his arm to direct his attention back to her. “I thought we already covered this.”

      Kade made a face as he jerked his arm from Raven, causing me to feel marginally better for a moment. “We definitely covered all of this,” Kade said pointedly. “All of it. That doesn’t stop you from doing … whatever it is you’re doing.”

      Raven averted her gaze. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Yeah, right.” Kade rolled his eyes until they landed on me. “If you’re sick you should see the medic.” We kept one on hand in case guests sustained an injury. He was a weird guy, though. He kept making jokes about playing doctor. I had no intention of going that route. Besides, my ailment was mental, not physical.

      “I’ll be fine. I think I simply got too much sun today.”

      “That’s what happens when you loaf about while others do the work,” Raven challenged.

      I ignored her. “I’m sure I’ll be fine after a good night’s sleep.”

      Kade didn’t look convinced, but merely nodded. “Sleep well.”

      “I’ll bring you coffee in the morning,” Luke offered. “I can sleep in there with you if you don’t want to spend the night alone. You need some sleep, and you haven’t been getting any.”

      “I’ll be fine. The coffee will definitely be welcome, though.”

      I trudged to my trailer, my mind busy even as pain dulled my reasoning skills. It took me two tries to open the door, and instead of changing into comfortable pajamas or washing my face, I tumbled on my bed fully clothed. I was out within seconds, darkness overwhelming me. It was a relief really because the pain was almost unbearable.

      

      I WAS lost in a black dream.

      How did I know it was a dream? I always know. I’m always cognizant of what’s real and what’s imagined. For some reason, though, this nightmare felt as if it straddled a very fine line between the two worlds.

      I wore a white dress I didn’t recognize. It looked old, as if it was from a different time. The stitches looked small and deliberate, indicating the frock was hand sewn. There was blood on the sleeve and hem. Why I could see these details in the darkness remained a mystery. It had to be a trick of my subconscious mind.

      The darkness was so oppressive that I felt smothered, as if I was gasping for breath and finding nothing to sustain me. I opened my mouth as I desperately attempted to suck oxygen into my lungs. The need became dire as I thrashed, my knuckles rapping against the headboard.

      I could do nothing, though. I was paralyzed, trapped in a netherworld I couldn’t see or control. That’s when I began to scream … and I couldn’t stop.

      “Poet!”

      I woke to Kade’s hands on my shoulders. He shook me until consciousness claimed me, beating back the darkness and eradicating the odd dress. I felt sick to my stomach as I rolled to my side, dragging in huge shuddering breaths as tears leaked from my eyes.

      “What happened?” Kade’s face was a mask of concern as he brushed my hair from my forehead. “You’re on fire.”

      “I … .” What did happen? Was I supposed to know? My mind was jumbled with myriad visions. “How did you get in here? I … why are you here?”

      Kade’s eyebrows shot up. That clearly wasn’t the reaction he expected. “I was doing my final walkthrough outside. You were … screaming. I thought you were being attacked.”

      “That was real?” I had trouble wrapping my head around the dream as it faded into my subconscious and I became keenly aware of the fact that Kade was sitting on my bed.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Kade rested his hand on my sweaty brow. “You’re really hot.”

      “Oh, and I thought you’d stopped noticing.” I had no idea what made me offer the lame flirt, but it earned a short laugh from Kade, which made me feel better. The feeling didn’t last long. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      Kade helped me to my feet and then watched helplessly as I barreled into the bathroom and lost what little I’d eaten for dinner. He kept his wits enough to pull my hair back and secure it with an elastic holder and then simply watched as the dream stalked me into reality.

      That’s where the rest of the circus troupe found us sixty seconds later.
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      “I heard screaming.”

      Luke pressed his way into the bathroom, taking a moment to look Kade up and down before kneeling next to me. The bathroom was so small that fitting three bodies inside was something of a stretch. Neither Luke nor Kade would move, though, and I was stuck with my head in the toilet bowl so I was resigned to close quarters.

      “I had a weird dream,” I murmured, resting my cheek against the cool porcelain. “I couldn’t breathe.”

      “You had enough oxygen in your lungs to scream,” Luke noted. “You frightened me, Poet. I thought you were being attacked.”

      “Oh, of course she wasn’t being attacked,” Raven scoffed. “The dreamcatcher would’ve alerted if something evil crossed the boundary. She’s only doing this for attention.” I didn’t miss the dark look she shot in Kade’s direction. “Her little act is clearly working.”

      Kade ignored the pointed comment and ran a washcloth under the faucet before pressing it to the back of my neck. “She was on fire when I got here. She was burning up.”

      “And you just let yourself in?” Raven challenged. “Or perhaps you still have a key. Perhaps … .”

      “Shut up, Raven,” Kade barked, shaking his head. “I’m not talking to you right now. If you’re going to make this personal … well … then get out.”

      Raven’s mouth dropped open, stunned disbelief flitting through her dangerous eyes. “Did you just tell me to shut up?”

      Kade wasn’t in the mood for a childish argument. “Did I stutter?”

      “Well, this is just freaking typical.” Raven stomped her foot on the trailer floor before turning on her heel and disappearing from the room. I could hear her muttering as she pushed her way through interested onlookers. “I’ll make all of you pay,” she called out.

      “She is a freaking trip, huh?” Nellie looked sympathetic as he moved closer. Instead of his normal evening gown he wore a pink nightie and slippers that looked like monsters. He has weird taste in clothing sometimes. “Can I touch your forehead, kid?”

      I mutely nodded as Nellie brushed his knuckles against my skin and frowned. “She’s a little warmer than I would like,” he said after a beat. “A cool bath might do her good.”

      “I’m fine,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t need a bath. I just … it was a weird dream.”

      “What do you remember?” Luke asked, his eyes lit with concern. “Did you see something coming after you? You’ve been acting strange since right before we left the lake.”

      “You noticed that?” I was impressed. I thought I played my part well. “I had this weird feeling that something was watching me from the shoreline. It kind of freaked me out.”

      “Did you see anyone?” Kade asked.

      I shook my head. “I tried to scan the area. You know how I can do that with my mind.” Kade nodded for me to continue. “I didn’t find anything, but I knew something was there. I don’t know how to explain it. Whatever it was, it scared away the birds.”

      Kade arched an eyebrow, surprised. “What do you mean? What birds?”

      “Yeah, what birds?” Luke echoed. “I don’t remember seeing a bird all afternoon.”

      “And that didn’t strike you as odd?” Nellie challenged. “It’s water, man. Birds love defecating in water. Heck, birds love defecating anywhere, but they especially love water.”

      I had no idea if that was true, but testing the theory in a practical manner didn’t appeal on any level. “I didn’t notice the lack of birds until the end. Then it became sort of creepy.”

      “That’s why you wanted us out of there so quickly,” Luke mused, wetting his lips. “You should’ve told me.”

      “It’s not your job to babysit me.”

      A faint smile played at the corners of Luke’s mouth. “Maybe I like it.”

      “Maybe you do.” I pressed my eyes shut as weariness overtook me.

      “Maybe you should’ve let me stay with you all night,” Luke added. “I knew you were drained. You haven’t been yourself. You barely eat. It’s no wonder you’re having nightmares.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You need to stop saying that when it’s not true.” Luke exhaled heavily and glanced at Kade at the same moment I opened my eyes. I didn’t miss the serious looks they exchanged. “I don’t think you should be alone for the rest of the night, Poet. I’ll stay with you.”

      “I would rather not have you watch me puke,” I countered. “I’ll be okay. It was just a nightmare.” I shifted my body so I could get more comfortable on the floor, and Kade’s eyes flashed as he focused on my neck. “What are you looking at?”

      “What is that?”

      “What?”

      “That?” Kade pushed farther into the bathroom, causing Luke to groan when he stepped on his hand. Kade was gentle as he tilted my head to the side and stared at my neck. “Seriously, Poet, what is that?”

      “I can’t see what you’re talking about.” My hand instinctively flew to the area in question. I ran my fingertips over the sore spot, frowning when I felt several small indentations. “Luke, what is that? Is it a bite?”

      “If you mean by an insect, I’m going to say no,” Luke replied, narrowing his eyes as he stared at the mark. “It does look like a different sort of bite.”

      “What kind?” Kade asked, curious. “Is it a vampire?”

      “I think I would know if a vampire bit me,” I growled, annoyed.

      “Not if you were in its thrall,” Nellie replied, straightening. “Everybody fan out and check the trailer. Make sure there’s nothing hiding in any of the closets or under the bed.”

      “You were alone when you went to sleep, right?” Kade pressed. “You didn’t have anyone in here, did you?”

      I offered him an exaggerated “well, duh” face. “What do you think?”

      Kade chuckled despite the serious situation. “I think you have a sarcastic mouth.” He caught me under my arms and helped me stand. “Let’s get you into the bedroom so I can get a better look at your neck. Is that okay?”

      “If you’re asking whether or not I’m going to throw up this instant, the answer is no.”

      “Great.”

      Kade and Luke supported me on either side as I stumbled to the bed. Kade waited for me to get comfortable before pulling a small flashlight from his pocket and aiming it at my neck. The trailer’s lighting wasn’t exactly stellar.

      “That seriously looks like teeth marks to me,” Kade said, glancing at Luke. “Maybe I’m fooling myself because I don’t know enough about this stuff yet, though. What does it look like to you?”

      “It looks as if she was bitten,” Luke conceded. “You didn’t see anyone when you kicked in the door and ran to her rescue, did you? By the way, that’s something a boyfriend would do, in case you’re wondering.”

      Kade scowled as my cheeks colored. “She was alone … just sort of thrashing on the bed,” he replied. “I didn’t see anyone in here with her.”

      “That means we’re dealing with something else,” Luke muttered, clenching his hands into fists.

      “What do you think we should do?” Kade asked, forcing a small smile for my benefit. “Should we take her to the hospital?”

      “And say what?” Luke challenged. “Oh, hey, our psychic fortune teller had a nightmare and woke up with what may or may not be vampire bites on her neck. Can you fix her?”

      Kade made a face as he shook his head. “Do you have to be such a sarcastic pain?”

      “I was born that way,” Luke replied, sliding his eyes to Nellie when the dwarf appeared in the open doorframe. “Anything?”

      “If there was anything in here it’s gone now,” Nellie replied. “Everything looks normal. Er, well, everything looks normal but the trash. There are, like, four empty boxes of Kleenex in there, which means either Poet has a terrible cold or she’s been crying over this putz for days.” He cuffed the back of Kade’s head for emphasis, causing the younger man to growl.

      “She’s had a cold,” Luke automatically lied. “I took care of her. I’ll take care of her tonight, too.” He turned to Kade, something unspoken passing between them. “You can go. I’ll take care of Poet.”

      Kade looked caught as he shifted from one foot to the other. “I’ll stay,” he said finally. “On the couch I mean.” The second part was obviously a hasty addendum in case I got my hopes up. “If something is coming after her, I want to see it for myself.”

      “Are you sure?” Luke was understandably dubious. “You might have to talk to her if you stay.”

      Kade’s energy shifted from nervous to annoyed. “I’ve got it under control.”

      “Well … great.” Luke pressed a kiss to my forehead and flashed a light smile. “I’ll be back in a couple of hours with your coffee.”

      My stomach rolled at the realization that Kade planned to share my roof, but I forced myself to remain calm. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      Luke darted his eyes to Kade for a moment before heading toward the door. “If you need me, don’t hesitate to scream again.”

      “I’ll keep it in mind.”

      Kade waited in silence until he was sure everyone was gone. Then he walked to the front of the trailer. I could hear him double-checking the locks before returning to the bedroom. For one shining moment I thought he would climb into bed next to me and erase all of the past week’s angst. Instead he offered me a nervous smile.

      “I’m going to grab the extra blanket from your closet and get comfortable on the couch.”

      My heart sank at the announcement. “Okay. I … you didn’t need to stay. I’m fine.”

      “Something bit you.”

      I was still trying to wrap my head around that. Between vomiting and the headache that refused to die, my mind remained muddled. Kade’s proximity didn’t help the situation. “I’m not your responsibility.”

      “The safety of the circus is my responsibility.”

      “Even if you hate the people you’re trying to protect?” The question was out of my mouth before I had a chance to consider the intelligence associated with uttering it.

      “Poet, I don’t hate you.” Kade’s voice was gentle as he grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze. “I’ve tried really hard to hate you this past week and I’ve come to the conclusion that it’s impossible.”

      “You don’t like me, though. You can’t forgive me.” My voice cracked and Kade looked pained by the realization that I was on the verge of tears.

      “Do you think I don’t notice the way you suffer?” Kade cleared his throat to steady himself. “I see it. I hate it. I want to go back in time and eradicate all of this. But that’s not possible.”

      “I didn’t mean to hurt you.” A lone tear slid down my cheek. “That’s the last thing I wanted to do.”

      “I know that. It’s not that easy, though. I can’t let your obvious intentions overshadow my feelings.”

      “And what are your feelings?”

      “You lied to me. You promised you wouldn’t do it a second time, but you did. I understood when you lied about being psychic and what you guys do here. You didn’t know me well enough to trust me. You were trying to keep everyone safe. I get that.

      “The second lie was about me, though,” he continued. “The only person you were keeping safe was yourself. If you cared about me, you would’ve told me.”

      “That’s not fair,” I protested, struggling against overwhelming tears. “I didn’t know what to do. When I figured out the secret Max was keeping I confronted him first. I had my suspicions, but I needed confirmation from him.”

      “I get that,” Kade conceded. “The problem is, you got your confirmation and then kept right on lying to my face. I thought we were trying to build something, but you obviously thought otherwise.”

      “I wanted that more than anything,” I argued. “Max saved me, though. He plucked me off the street and gave me a job, a purpose. What do you think would’ve happened to me if he hadn’t helped? I would be dead or worse. We both know it. There aren’t a lot of options for an uneducated woman with no job skills. The predators would’ve chewed me up and spit me out.”

      Kade traced a tear down my cheek with his index finger. “You owe Max loyalty. I get that. I thought I did, too. He donated a lot of his time to helping me when I was a kid. I was grateful when I thought he was my father’s old friend. Knowing that he was my father all along, that he wanted nothing to do with me, that changes things.”

      “I don’t think that’s what happened,” I countered. “Max hasn’t exactly been forthcoming with information where you’re concerned, but my understanding is that your mother made that decision because Max was always out on the road. I’m not saying that makes anything better, but I think he did the best he could under difficult circumstances.”

      “And that right there is you being loyal to Max above all else,” Kade muttered, shaking his head. “Poet, I understand that you feel you owe Max. It sounds as if he did some wonderful things for you. The really nasty thing about all of this is that he did some wonderful things for me, too.

      “That doesn’t change the fact that he lied,” he continued. “That doesn’t change the fact that you lied. I need to be able to trust the person I’m with. I don’t feel I can trust you because I know you’ll always put Max first.”

      “Do you think you can trust Raven?”

      “That’s not fair,” Kade chided, wagging a finger. “I’m not involved with Raven. You know that. She’s trying to get under your skin, and you’re letting her.”

      “And you’re enjoying her efforts,” I said. “Don’t bother denying it. You get a perverse thrill over the idea of two women fighting for your affections. I think any guy would enjoy it.”

      “Actually, I would prefer going back to where we were,” Kade argued. “I was much happier. I find this situation uncomfortable and distasteful. But we can’t do that.”

      “We could try to move forward,” I suggested hopefully. “We could put the other stuff behind us and give it a shot.”

      “Could we?” Kade pursed his lips as he shook his head. “I’m not sure I could ever trust you, and there’s no sense having a relationship if you can’t trust the person you’re with. I miss you so much it hurts, which is dumbfounding because I’ve known you for only a few weeks. I can’t just forget that you lied to me. I don’t have it in me.”

      Well, I had to give him credit. He was unbelievably honest. The truth hurt something fierce, but it was easier to know where I stood than to spend my time constantly wondering. “So what happens now?”

      “Now you sleep and I make sure a monster doesn’t come in and take a nibble,” Kade replied, tucking the covers in tightly on either side of me. “That’s all I can commit to at this time.”

      He sounded like a businessman closing a real estate deal instead of the fun-loving guy I fell head over heels for mere moments after meeting him. “I’m sorry you got dragged into this. I’m not sure what happened, but … I’m sorry. You don’t deserve it.”

      “Life isn’t fair.” Kade offered a wan smile as he got to his feet. “You don’t always get what you deserve. I’m not sorry I got dragged into this, though. I promise I’ll make sure you’re safe during the night.”

      “You always make me feel safe,” I muttered, turning to my side. “That’s the kicker. No one before you managed that. No one will after, I’m willing to wager.”

      Kade rested the palm of his hand on my cheek a moment. “Your temperature is back to normal. That’s good. You need to sleep so you can build up your strength.”

      “I will. Goodnight.”

      Kade heaved a sigh before clicking off the light. “Goodnight. Don’t let the bedbugs bite.”

      “That’s so not funny,” I grumbled, earning a snort of laughter from Kade.

      “I’ll be here when you wake up. You’ll be safe.”

      He said the words, but I wasn’t sure he could back them up. Once I was alone in the dark with nothing but my thoughts, I couldn’t help but worry. What kind of creature attacks through a dream and bites you? I was fairly certain I didn’t want to find out without backup.
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      I woke to find Kade standing in the doorframe that separated the living room from my bedroom. The trailer wasn’t large, so everything was condensed. I heard Kade snoring throughout the night, and for some reason the sound soothed me. I slept like the dead for the first time in more than a week. I felt rested and relaxed … until I saw him.

      His dark hair was too short to be tousled from sleep, but his eyes were muted and wary. He didn’t seem completely awake yet. There was something vulnerable about his expression, and it tugged at my heartstrings.

      “How did you sleep?”

      Kade smirked. “That was going to be my opening line.” He shuffled into the bedroom and lowered himself to the mattress, leaning over so he could study my neck under better illumination. “That looks like it hurts.”

      I struggled to a sitting position, fixing my attention on the mirror across from the bed and staring at my reflection. I could see the red marks from five feet away. “It itches. It doesn’t really hurt.” As if saying the words were enough to cause the phenomenon to happen, I lifted my finger toward the wound and absentmindedly scratched. “I still can’t figure out how it happened.”

      “That goes for both of us,” Kade said. “I didn’t hear anyone try to get in after you fell asleep. You seemed out of it for most of the night. No more bad dreams?”

      I shook my head. The dreams that plagued me once I slipped into unconsciousness were of a decidedly naughtier variety. Kade was the star, although I would never own up to that. “I slept hard. I don’t think I dreamed.”

      Kade pursed his lips and tilted his head to the side. “I heard you say my name.”

      My mouth dropped open as my cheeks burned. “I … am so sorry. I’m mortified.”

      Kade snorted. He seemed amused more than anything else. “That was a lie. You were quiet all night. I was just testing you.”

      I worked my jaw as I decided how to answer. “That wasn’t really a lie,” I said hurriedly. “I just … .”

      “Don’t worry about it.” Kade waved off my concerns, his eyes flashing. “I don’t count that as a lie.”

      “Why don’t you count that?” I was legitimately curious to know his boundaries.

      “Because that lie didn’t hurt anyone – other than embarrassing you – and I would’ve done the same thing in your position,” Kade replied. “Not all lies are big ones. That’s why the big ones hurt so much.”

      “Kade … .”

      Kade held up his hand to cut me off. “Don’t. Please don’t. I shouldn’t have said that. I knew it would set you off, but I did it anyway.”

      “I miss you.” The words hurt coming out – the truth often does – but I wasn’t sorry I said them when I saw Kade’s expression soften.

      “I miss you, too.” Kade rested his hand on mine for a brief moment. “I want to find a way past this. You might not believe that, but it’s true.”

      “But you don’t think you can.”

      “No, I don’t think I can,” Kade confirmed, causing my stomach to twist. “That doesn’t mean we have to be enemies. We can find a way to work together as colleagues.”

      “So … you’re staying?” I couldn’t help but be surprised. “I thought you would take off as soon as you found another job.”

      “I considered it, but I enjoy this job and I’m not ready to admit defeat just yet. After Max and I talk – which is inevitable no matter how long he decides to hide – things might get easier.”

      “Is that what you want?”

      Kade seemed confused by the question. “Isn’t that what everyone wants?”

      I shrugged, noncommittal. “I’m going to say something now that you probably won’t like, but I might never get the chance again so I’m going to do it anyway.”

      “I would prefer that to you walking on eggshells when you’re around me. I miss that smart mouth of yours.”

      I mustered a mild smile, which seemed to make him happy, but the relaxed feeling disappeared relatively quickly. “I think you want to be angry right now. That’s certainly your right, and if I were in your position I would make being angry into an art form.”

      Kade barked out a laugh. “I see. Please continue.”

      “Sometimes it’s easier to let go of the anger,” I offered. “You obviously can’t do it until you talk to Max, and even then it will take some time. That’s fair. I’m not happy at all with Max. He’s acting like a coward.”

      “Have you told him that?”

      “He’s hiding from me, too.”

      “Oh,” Kade intoned, lifting an eyebrow. “I didn’t realize that. I thought he was confiding in you. I guess it makes sense that he’s hiding from everyone, though. That sounds just like him, doesn’t it? He used you as a shield for weeks, imploded our lives and then walked away. He’s good at walking away.”

      “To be fair, I’m the one who imploded our lives.” I wouldn’t blame someone else when I was the one who put the hurt in his heart. “I keep asking myself if I would do it again if I had the chance.”

      “And what answer do you come up with?”

      I shrugged. “Most of the time I believe I would change things. Every once in a while I flash to the little pickpocket on the street, though. She would’ve died in Detroit without Max’s help. I guess the only answer I can come up with is that I don’t know. That’s not fair or right, but there it is.”

      “I would never want you to be disloyal to Max,” Kade offered. “I know you were in a tough position. I’m not sure what I would’ve done if our roles had been reversed. That doesn’t make it hurt less.”

      “You would’ve done the right thing and told me,” I said, and I believed the words completely. “That’s the type of man you are. You’re a better person than I am.”

      “I don’t believe that for a second,” Kade said, getting to his feet. He looked almost reluctant to leave the room. That didn’t stop him from maneuvering toward the doorway. “You’re the best person I know.”

      “Since when do good people lie?”

      “When they’re protecting the people they love,” Kade replied, heading toward the front door of the trailer. “I’ll see you at breakfast. We have a lot to do today. We’re going to need everyone at his or her best. You should make sure you fuel up before you start working.”

      “I’ll be out after I shower.”

      “I’ll see you there.”

      Kade didn’t bother looking back. I watched the empty spot from which he disappeared for a full minute before swinging my legs from beneath the covers and focusing on the window next to my bed. I narrowed my eyes when I saw the distinctive metal wing prongs extended – as if the screen had been removed but never locked back into place. I ran my fingers over the wings, confused, and when I tried to push them back in they didn’t fit. I kicked out the frame and left it on the ground outside before closing and locking the window. I wasn’t surprised to find Luke waiting along the backside of trailer row when I headed toward the fallen screen.

      “How are you feeling?” Luke asked. He seemed genuinely curious … and a little cocksure, which was annoying on the surface.

      “I’m a little tired, but okay,” I replied, kneeling next to the screen and studying it up close. “Why do you ask?”

      “I didn’t see the trailer rocking last night, but that doesn’t mean you and Kade didn’t make up,” Luke teased. “Did you two finally complete the jigsaw puzzle last night?”

      I fought the urge to roll my eyes. “We didn’t make up.”

      Luke’s smile slipped. “What is wrong with him? Do I have to draw him a diagram to get him to do things correctly?”

      “That might be a fun distraction,” I murmured, playing with the bent wing for a moment. “The screen is broken.”

      “So?”

      “It was fine yesterday,” I replied. “Both of the wings are bent. They don’t fit into the slots. That had to happen sometime after we left for the lake yesterday and when I went to bed. I would’ve noticed otherwise.”

      It took Luke a moment to realize what I was saying. “Do you think someone broke into your trailer?”

      “I … don’t know.”

      “What else could it be?” Luke asked, jerking the screen from me so he could study the bent wings. “You’re right. You need a new screen. This is weird.”

      “What are you guys doing?” Kade walked around the side of the trailer and focused on us, his expression unreadable. “Everyone is waiting for you so we can eat breakfast together. They’re expecting Poet to dole out assignments.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, remembering my responsibilities. “I got distracted. I’ll hop in the shower right now.”

      “Distracted by what?” Kade asked, glancing at the screen. “Is that from your unit?”

      “The flaps are bent,” Luke volunteered. “It won’t lock properly in place now.” He flicked the metal wings for emphasis, causing Kade to frown.

      “When did you notice this?” Kade was all business as he focused on me.

      “About two seconds after you left.”

      “Do you think it means something bad?” Luke asked.

      Kade shrugged. “You guys are the ones with paranormal knowledge. What do you think it means?”

      Luke tilted his blond head to the side, considering. “I think it means I need to make a run into town. They have Catholic churches here, right? I mean, I know this is Mormon country, but they have Catholic churches, too, don’t they?”

      Kade shrugged. “I don’t know. What do you need from a Catholic church?”

      “Holy water and as many crucifixes as I can get my hands on.”

      “Does that really work?” Kade seemed surprised. “I thought that was movie stuff.”

      “Some of it is, but Hollywood had to get it from somewhere,” Luke replied. “I need to run into town before I start work.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Kade offered. “I’ll have this screen fixed while I’m there.”

      “That sounds like a plan.”

      I widened my eyes as I watched them work together. “Don’t you think you guys are jumping to conclusions?” I asked finally. “We have no idea if some person … or creature, for that matter … was really in my trailer last night.”

      “Take a look at your neck and say that again,” Kade ordered. “We’re leaving for town in twenty minutes, Luke. Don’t be late.”

      “I’ll meet you by your truck.”

      And just like that, I was dismissed. The men were working together and I was somehow relegated to the damsel in distress. How did that even happen?

      

      LUKE SHOVELED food in his mouth as if the zombie apocalypse was imminent and pancakes would soon be on the endangered species list. I tried to ignore the action, but he chewed so loudly I couldn’t.

      “Do you have to eat like that? Take a breath. At least take smaller bites, because you might choke if you’re not careful.”

      Luke took a moment to swallow and then frowned. “Hey, missy, slow your roll. I’m doing this for you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “That saying is as old as Raven’s Tabu perfume. Pick a new saying.”

      “Why? That one works fine.”

      Raven glared at me from the other end of the table. She’d been largely silent since breakfast began, but I could feel her shooting death lasers into my brain when she thought I wasn’t looking. The fact that Kade slept on my couch the night before – even though nothing happened, nor was likely to happen if there was a repeat performance – spread like wildfire throughout the fairgrounds. The whispers had already begun and Raven wasn’t happy about the turn of events. Me? I was strangely hopeful. That made me feel pathetic. It really was a glass half full situation.

      “I’m sure the screen thing was just a coincidence.” I decided to change tactics even though, deep down, I didn’t believe myself. Something about seeing the dislodged screen upon waking unnerved me. The pain in my neck had diminished to a low throb, but the marks reminded me that something very odd happened the night before … and that was before my former almost boyfriend watched me puke and then slept on my couch.

      “Oh, you’re so full of crap,” Luke countered. “I saw the look on your face. You were freaked out. I don’t blame you. You have bite marks on your neck. I wouldn’t be so worried if you weren’t sleeping alone.” He cast a pointed look in Kade’s direction as the security guru ate his own pile of pancakes several seats away. “You’re tragically back to being a nun, though, so it’s my job to worry.”

      I patted Luke’s shoulder in a placating manner. “You’re a good friend.”

      “I know.” Luke shoveled a huge wad of pancakes into his mouth and proceeded to talk with his mouth full of food. “And don’t you forget it.”

      I was thankful when Percival interrupted the vulgar display and appeared at my side. “Do you need something?” I asked, turning to him.

      “I do indeed.” Percival’s accent was on full display. At one time it charmed me. Now that I knew it was fake it irked me more than Luke’s eating habits. “I was hoping we might have a moment alone.”

      “Is it important?” I asked, wiping my hands with my napkin. “I have a lot to do today. I’m really behind thanks to my trip to the lake.”

      “I … well … it’s important to me.”

      “Well, why don’t you take a shot and tell me what it is right here,” I suggested. The idea of going somewhere private with Percival gave me the heebie-jeebies. “I’m sure it will be fine. No one will gossip about whatever it is you tell me.”

      “Oh, well, right.” Percival tugged on his polo shirt to smooth it and then flashed a winning smile. “I was wondering if you might be so kind as to accompany me on a private picnic under the stars this evening. I wouldn’t be so bold as to call it a date, but … well … it’s a date.”

      I choked on the coffee I was trying to swallow, the question catching me off guard. I dissolved into a coughing fit as I tried to wrap my head around the question. Luke smacked my back to dislodge the coffee and I could feel my cheeks burning as everyone turned to stare. I decided to buy myself time. “I’m sorry, but … what?”

      “A date,” Percival repeated. He clearly didn’t read the warning signs and think fast enough to save face. “I was hoping you would do me the honor of having a private meal with me. I believe we’ll both find something stimulating about each other’s company. Now that you’re unattached, I thought it would be a prudent time to make my intentions known.”

      “Uh-huh. That’s what I thought you said.” I risked a glance at Kade and found him gripping his fork so tightly his knuckles whitened. His glare was searing and painful, but Percival’s back was to him so he missed the obvious signs of Kade’s distress.

      Part of me considered accepting the date, because I knew it would make Kade jealous. I had no interest in Percival, though, and I’m not mean and nasty by nature. I didn’t want to lead on Percival when I had no interest in following up over the long haul. Plus, I was well past the age when high school hijinks are considered acceptable behavior. Sure, I play a few immature games with Luke when the need arises, but I wouldn’t tread on people’s feelings – including my own – for a moment of empty satisfaction.

      “Well, I thank you for the invitation,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “I don’t think that works for me, though.”

      “Because you’re still hung up on Mr. Denton?” Percival refused to let it go, which was annoying.

      “Because I don’t think we’re very well matched,” I clarified. “I am flattered by the invitation, but I don’t think it’s a good idea. I’m sorry.”

      “I see. Well … I guess that’s that.” Instead of reacting with disappointment, Percival merely shook his head and walked away from the table. He didn’t look worked up in the least about being shot down so publicly.

      “Oh, well done.” Luke feigned a golf clap and grinned. “The men are coming out of the woodwork. One of them bites you while you’re sleeping and you don’t even notice, and another wants to take you on a moonlit picnic. It’s all so … delightful.”

      I scorched him with a dark glare. “Are you finished?”

      Luke shrugged. “For now. But this is Mormon territory. You might not want to turn down every guy. If you’re not careful, you’ll have no choice but to become someone’s sister wife.”

      I ignored the dig and focused on Melissa, Nixie and Naida. “So, who’s ready to get some work done?”
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      I spent the morning readying my tent, setting up the table before dragging the chest that held my divination trinkets to the corner so I could sort through it. I surveyed the environment when I was done, testing the lights and smoothing the patchwork tablecloth before turning to leave. I pulled up short when I found Max loitering at the door.

      Max has looked exactly the same since he found me on the street and I introduced myself by trying to lift his wallet. His hair was always white, his eyes lit with some eternal youth I didn’t quite understand. He looked like a changed man now, though. He appeared to have aged at least ten years in nine days, and it was disconcerting, to say the least.

      Pity rolled through me even as anger flashed hot and bright. The anger won.

      “Well, I see you finally stopped feeling sorry for yourself and decided to do your job,” I sniped. “Should I thank the gods above or simply bask in your presence until you decide to flee again?”

      If Max took umbrage at my words he didn’t show it. “How are things?”

      Ignoring my anger was worse than yelling back. He knew it, and that’s why he did it. My frustration doubled despite the fact that he refused to engage. “How are things? Is this some sort of joke? Am I on a reality television show and no one told me?”

      Max ignored the sarcasm and heaved a sigh as he crossed the tent and sat in one of the empty chairs. “I thought perhaps your fury would dissipate given time. I see I was wrong. Let me have it.”

      He was weary, beaten down. That only made me angrier. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to let you have, Max. You upended everyone’s lives, crushed Kade’s heart and then left me to pick up the pieces while you hid like a coward. That’s not the man who plucked me from a burgeoning life of crime. I don’t know what sort of man you are now, but I hardly recognize you.”

      “I guess that’s fair.” Max licked his lips as he surveyed the tent. “I see you’re ready to open. That’s good. How is everything else running?”

      “How is everything else running?” There was a very real chance I was about to explode. I didn’t believe in human combustion until now, but it seemed like a legitimate possibility given my fury. “Seriously?”

      “Repeating all of my questions back to me seems like a waste of time,” Max noted. “If you want to yell, do it. If you want to pout, do it. I’m here to check on my business and people. If you don’t like it, well, that’s too damned bad.”

      Instead of stoking my temper, his words drained me and I trudged to the opposite side of the table and sat. I stared at him a moment, my mind jumbled. I had no idea where to start. Because I was feeling a bit petulant, I ultimately landed on myself. “Things have been hard for me since you fell off the face of the Earth. The only reason I even knew you were still around is because your trailer moved between three locations.”

      “I’m sorry I abandoned you, Poet.” Max reached out to pat my hand, then thought better of it, returning his clenched fist to his lap and locking gazes with me. “What I did was hardly fair. I was spiraling, though, and when my emotions are out of whack my magic tends to be out of whack, too. It’s dangerous for people to be around me when that happens.”

      Max is a mage. I’m not exactly sure what that means. He’s never been forthcoming when it comes to his powers. I’ve seen him in action, though, and he’s terrifying when he’s focused. I would hate to see him when that focus slips. Accidents most certainly could happen … and they would be devastating.

      “Then you should’ve told me that was the reason behind your absence,” I argued. “I’m not a child, Max. You groomed me to run Mystic Caravan when you’re unable or unwilling to do it yourself. I don’t mind the work. I quite enjoy it actually, but it’s been a rough week and a half.”

      “For you more than me, perhaps.” Max exhaled heavily as he leaned back in the chair. “Has Kade forgiven you?”

      “No.”

      “Really?” Max seemed surprised by the answer. “I thought that was a possibility when I noticed him coming out of your trailer this morning. I figured he wouldn’t be able to stay angry with you for an extended period of time. That’s the one thing that’s kept me going. I knew he would have you to lean on during his time of crisis.”

      “Oh, Max, give it a rest,” I ordered, irked. “You don’t have to placate me. You know Kade better than I do. He can’t forgive a betrayal of this magnitude. Your betrayal is worse, don’t get me wrong, but I promised to be forthcoming with him and then immediately covered up the truth of his parentage. He won’t forgive that.”

      “He’ll forgive it.” Max sounded certain. “He’s hurt and angry and needs someone to take it out on.”

      “Perhaps you should’ve shown your face so he could take it out on the right person,” I suggested.

      “That would’ve been a mistake. Kade needs time to decompress before seeing me. He’ll explode and possibly storm off if we get into it too soon. I want to make sure he doesn’t leave.”

      “He says he’s not ready to abandon the job yet.”

      “Just you and me, huh?” Max laughed, the sound hollow as it echoed throughout the tent. “He’ll forgive you, Poet. He’s a good boy. He has a good heart.”

      “I know he has a good heart. That’s why I lost him. He doesn’t understand betrayal. It’s not in his genetic makeup.”

      “He understands it. You didn’t betray him. I did. You remained loyal to me. He’ll see that in time.”

      “Yeah? How much time? Percival asked me out on a date today and everyone else thinks I’m depressed. Even Luke has muted his attitude in deference to me. I’m sick of being everyone’s pity party poppet in the group.”

      “I’d assumed you’d already made up when I saw him leave your trailer,” Max admitted. “I’m surprised it hasn’t happened yet. That means it will happen soon. Your long nightmare is almost over.”

      “Oh, puh-leez.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Let’s change the subject. I can’t talk about this one second longer.”

      “I will in just a moment,” Max said. “If Kade wasn’t in your trailer to make up, why was he there?”

      “Oh, well, I had a really weird nightmare,” I admitted, switching topics. “I couldn’t breathe and thought I was suffocating. Apparently I screamed – which I don’t remember, mind you – and he came running to the rescue.

      “I got really sick after and then Kade noticed these,” I continued, gesturing toward the marks on my neck. “He was worked up, so he slept on the couch. Then, this morning, I realized the screen to my trailer wasn’t working correctly. He and Luke decided they’re going to kill a vampire – although I’m not sure why they settled on that threat – and they went to town to get a new screen and holy water.”

      Max took a moment to digest the information and then barked out a laugh. This one was genuine compared to his previous offering. “Well, it sounds as if you had a full night.” He sobered as he leaned forward. “Let me see the marks on your neck.”

      I did as instructed, tilting my head to the side. Max ran his fingers over the sore flesh and frowned.

      “What do you think?” I asked. “Is it a vampire?”

      “Did the dreamcatcher alert?”

      I shook my head. “That would’ve woken everyone. A vampire can’t cross the boundaries without us knowing.”

      “Unless it was already here and we somehow missed it,” Max pointed out.

      That was a sobering thought. “Is that possible?”

      “When you’ve been around and long as I have, you’ll learn that anything is possible,” Max replied. “As for the bite … I’m not sure what it is. I know I don’t like it, though. What does Raven say?”

      “Oh, well … .” I shifted uncomfortably on my chair. “Raven and I aren’t exactly getting along right now.”

      “Because of Kade,” Max surmised, chuckling. “I will never understand the follies of women.”

      “Hey!”

      “I’m talking about Raven,” Max supplied. “She knows in her heart that she can never get my son, but she goes out of her way to do it simply because she wants to win. Kade realizes that. You don’t have to worry about him falling for her act.”

      “That’s what Luke said, but I’m not so sure.”

      “Luke is wiser than you give him credit for.” Max struggled to his feet. “I promise to show my face more often. When Kade is ready, I will tell him whatever it is that he needs to hear. If you need something, don’t hesitate to stop at my trailer. I will be a more hands-on boss going forward. I won’t shirk my duties again.”

      “That’s it? What about the vampire … or whatever it is?”

      “I want to make a few calls,” Max answered. “I know a local historian who might have some information. I never pictured Utah as a vampire haven. A wolf one, yes. The mountains call to those with wandering spirits. Vampires, though? I would think they’d prefer an area with higher population density to hide their nocturnal feeding activities.”

      “If it’s not a vampire, what do you think it is?”

      Max shrugged. “I’m not sure. I’m going to find out, though. I promise you that.”

      

      I FOUND Kade and Luke working on my screen when I returned from my rounds, taking a moment to hide behind the corner and eavesdrop to determine if they were discussing me. As it turns out, they were … just not in the way I hoped.

      “She’s so freaking stubborn I can’t stand it,” Luke complained. “She knows what happened is odd, but she won’t admit it.”

      “She wants to be strong,” Kade said, holding the screen in place so Luke could lock it into the slots from inside. “I get it. It’s frustrating, but I get it.”

      “We need to watch her,” Luke said. “After what we heard in town … .”

      “I don’t think I’m in a position to watch her without her permission,” Kade pointed out. “That doesn’t seem fair.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” Luke agreed, hunkering down in the window. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Is it personal and none of your business?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then no, you can’t ask the question,” Kade said, causing disappointment to fill my chest.

      Luke didn’t appear bothered by Kade’s tone. “I’m going to ask anyway, because she’s my best friend and I love her more than anything. Are you ever going to forgive her?”

      “Luke.” Kade growled and shook his head, forcing me to collect myself before clearing my throat and walking around the corner. I didn’t want to hear the rest of the statement. I knew what he would say, and I couldn’t hear it. Not again. Things were too tense to add to my snowballing issues.

      “Where have you been?” Kade asked, shifting his eyes to me. “We looked for you when we got back, but you weren’t around.”

      “I was checking out the midway,” I answered, adopting a breezy tone. “I know it may come as a shock, but I do have a job to do. Not everything in my life revolves around … my personal life.”

      Kade rubbed his cheek as he regarded me. “You’re very good at your job. I don’t think anyone would argue with that assessment.”

      “I would,” Luke countered, pushing against the screen to make sure it held. “I checked all of the screens, Poet, and they seem to be in working order. Still … I would run your air conditioning at night and keep the windows closed until we’re sure what’s going on.”

      “I think you’re overreacting,” I argued.

      “Yeah, well, we found out something interesting while we were in town,” Kade interjected. “That’s why we were going to hunt you down as soon as we finished this. We need to talk.”

      The way he said the words caused my stomach to flip. “Okay, but I have something to talk about with you, too.”

      “Is it private?”

      I nodded.

      “Luke, take a break,” Kade ordered. “I’ll fill Poet in on what we found out while we were in town. You two can catch up later.”

      “Oh, geez,” Luke complained, making a face. “You guys really know how to kill a party mood. You’ll make really annoying parents.”

      I ignored the pointed comment even though I could feel my cheeks burning, and focused on Kade. “Do you want to go first or should I?”

      “Ladies first.”

      “I don’t really consider myself a lady, but fine.” I exhaled heavily, blowing my sweaty hair away from my forehead. The sun was high in the sky and the heat and humidity were steadily building. I could take the heat. The humidity was another story. “Max came to see me.”

      Whatever he expected me to say, that wasn’t it. Kade arched an eyebrow and rested his palm on the side of my trailer to remain steady. “I see. What did he say?”

      “Not much. He apologized for being AWOL and said he would be around more. He let me yell a bit and refused to yell back. He said he’s going to place a call to see if he can figure out what kind of creatures are running around this area. We’re at a disadvantage, because we’ve never been here before.”

      “Did he ask about me?”

      “He did.”

      “What did you say?”

      “He noticed you leaving my trailer this morning – which proves he’s been watching us like a creepy stalker – and asked if we were back together,” I replied, refusing to hold anything back. “I told him we weren’t and that you couldn’t forgive me. He really didn’t ask about anything other than that.”

      “I see.” Kade rolled his neck until it cracked, taking a moment to digest the information before pulling himself together. “I guess that’s something, right?”

      “I don’t know what you want me to say,” I admitted. “I would tell you whatever you want to hear, but I don’t know what that is.”

      “I’ll settle for the truth.”

      The statement was simple and to the point … and it almost bruised my ribs when it slammed into me. “I told you the truth.”

      “And I believe you,” Kade said. “As for us, we heard some people talking when we were in the hardware store. It seems a young boy has gone missing from his home. It happened last night about a mile from here.

      “The boy is nine. The screen was pried out of his bedroom window,” he continued. “The police believe it was an abduction, but they’re not ruling out the parents. That’s if you believe the gossip, of course. As of now, we have no idea what happened to the boy.”

      “The screen was pried out?”

      “That’s what caught our attention, too,” Kade confirmed, bobbing his head. “I wouldn’t be surprised if the police showed up to question us, given our proximity. The bigger issue is whoever took him.”

      “You think the person – creature, perhaps – tried for me first, don’t you?”

      “I think that’s a definite possibility.”

      I scratched my cheek as I considered the story. “If it was a supernatural creature it would’ve alerted on the dreamcatcher.”

      “And if it was an evil human?”

      “Then the dreamcatcher wouldn’t have alerted,” I replied. “I generally sense evil humans when they’re close, though. I didn’t sense anything.”

      “You sensed something at the Great Salt Lake yesterday.”

      “Yes, but that wasn’t defined. It was more of an uneasy feeling.”

      “Well, we have a situation on our hands,” Kade said. “We have a missing child that may or may not be tied to an assailant that went after you first. We have a city on edge, because a lot of the people don’t want us here. We have magical beings running all over the place. We also have so many personal issues we can’t help but be distracted.”

      “Is that what you think happened?” I prodded. “Do you think I’m so distracted I missed the signs of someone being that close to me? Even if that’s true and an evil human crossed the dreamcatcher, that doesn’t explain the bite marks. I would’ve woken up if a human bit me.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” Kade said, taking me by surprise when he rested his hands on my shoulders. “You need to keep your windows locked. I’m going to increase patrols around the fairgrounds tonight just to be on the safe side.”

      “Do you think he’s coming back? If he took a boy then he should be satiated. Killers like cooling down periods.”

      “Except we have no idea if we’re dealing with a killer,” Kade pointed out. “All we know is that a boy is missing and something funky happened to you last night. We have more questions than answers.”

      He had a point. Still … . “I’ll be careful.”

      “You do that. I’m not happy with you, but I’ll be extremely upset if something happens to you.”

      That made me feel better, if only a little. “You need to be careful, too,” I said. “If we are dealing with a supernatural creature … .”

      “Then I’m out of my element,” Kade finished. “I’m well aware. We can only do what we can do. Right now I’m taking things one step at a time. I advise you to do the same.”

    

  



    
      
        
          10

        

        

    
    






          Ten

        

      

    
    
      Dinner was an intimate affair, only the people in my immediate circle settling around the picnic tables. Even though the circus is a close-knit community, there are still cliques. The midway people, for example, keep to themselves and set up their own row of trailers to one side. The clowns – who everyone hates – take their own row. Percival should be spending time with them, but he prefers hanging around us, and I can’t help but be a tad suspicious about his motivations given the fake accent. Still, it was nice to have our core group together for dinner.

      That sentiment lasted exactly five minutes, until Raven flounced over and planted herself in the open spot on Kade’s left.

      I tried not to stare as I helped Naida and Nixie at the grill, doing my best to keep my shoulders squared even as the lamia raised her voice to flirty levels that should’ve been outlawed for reasons of public sanity.

      “I missed you,” Raven announced. “I haven’t seen you all day.”

      “I’ve been busy.” Kade was clearly aware of Raven’s intentions, yet he seemed caught. He wasn’t keen on hurting anyone’s feelings, but he’d never overtly encouraged the woman. The benefit in the chase was clearly one only Raven could ascertain.

      “Doing what?” Raven asked, grabbing a slice of bread from the basket at the center of the table.

      “I ran into town with Luke,” Kade replied. “Someone tried to break into Poet’s trailer last night. We’re not sure who or what we’re dealing with, but Luke and I stumbled across an interesting story while we were in town.”

      “If by ‘interesting’ you actually mean ‘creepy,’ I’m right there with you,” Luke intoned, his expression dour.

      “I was going to wait until after dinner to bring this up, but I guess now is as good a time as any,” Kade said, raising his voice. He repeated the story he heard in town for those assembled, and when he was done I could hear the current of excited whispers rippling through the crowd. “We don’t know what it means yet,” he finished. “We only know that it’s enough to worry us. The boy’s name is Joshua. Right now the police have no leads.”

      “It has to be a human,” Raven noted. “The dreamcatcher would’ve alerted to a paranormal entity.”

      Something Max said earlier caused me to question that assertion. “What if it was already here when we arrived?”

      Raven stilled, confused. “I’m not sure what you mean,” she said after a beat. “Are you suggesting that something was already on the grounds when we arrived? If so, wouldn’t we have noticed it?”

      “In theory, yes,” I answered. “But what if it’s invisible? What if it’s not corporeal?”

      “Like a ghost?” Raven tilted her head to the side and considered the conundrum. “I’ve never really dealt with ghosts. I mean, I know they’re real, but I’m not current on the rules.”

      “Ghosts aren’t generally an issue for us,” Nellie pointed out. “They haunt places, and occasionally people, but fairgrounds aren’t often on that list. Besides, ghosts aren’t open threats to us. We can easily handle them.”

      “Do you have a better suggestion?” I challenged.

      “Well, last time I checked, ghosts don’t bite,” Nellie replied, not missing a beat. “Something bit you last night. Unless Kade got kinky between the time you screamed and we arrived, someone else put those marks on your neck.”

      I subconsciously rubbed my neck. “I … .”

      “Her screen was broken, too,” Kade added. “She doesn’t remember what happened, but that doesn’t mean nothing happened. She got violently ill after the attack – if it was an attack and not something else entirely – and then a child was taken less than a mile from here. I think it’s too much of a coincidence to ignore.”

      “But why?” Raven pressed. “The only thing I know of that attacks a neck like that is a vampire. A vampire would’ve alerted. Plus, well, Poet is capable.”

      I pushed out my lips and raised an eyebrow, surprised. “Thanks for the compliment.”

      “I said you were capable, not extraordinary or anything,” Raven grumbled. “Let’s not get crazy.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Anyway, Poet is mentally strong,” Raven pointed out. “She should’ve sensed something attacking her. She’s sensed vampires before.”

      “It’s not that I’ve sensed them,” I corrected. “I’ve felt uneasy and then followed a void to a vampire. There’s a difference.”

      “Did you feel a void last night?”

      “I … .” I broke off, helpless. That was a difficult question to answer. I’d felt empty for more than a week. I couldn’t control my emotions, because they were all over the place.

      As if sensing my struggle, Kade stepped in. “We cannot know what’s out there, but I’ll bet something is. Can you strengthen the dreamcatcher? I mean … can you make it more powerful?”

      “We can certainly try,” Raven said, chewing her bottom lip as she played with her napkin. “What if it’s not a supernatural being? Have you considered the option that it’s an evil human?”

      I nodded. “That was my first inclination. Humans don’t trip the dreamcatcher for obvious reasons. If they’re plagued by corrupted souls, though, they’re still drawn to the dreamcatcher. Perhaps a human showed up and went after me in some manner I don’t understand. When I screamed and everyone came running he might’ve gotten spooked and took off … although how he dislodged the screen and put it back in place without anyone noticing is beyond me.”

      “And then somehow he ran without us noticing and picked up an underage snack when he was done,” Nellie asked, scratching his chin.

      The suggestion made me sick to my stomach. “Which means a young boy is either dead or dying because of me,” I mused, rubbing the back of my neck.

      “Wait a second … .” Kade moved away from the picnic table, causing Raven to frown as he trudged closer to me. “This isn’t your fault. If that boy was taken after the fact, well, it’s a tragedy. But it’s not your fault.”

      For some reason I had a hard time believing that. “He was safe in his bed one second and gone the next. His screen was missing. Odds are whatever started out here ended up there. It might not be my fault, but I certainly set a series of events in motion.”

      “You can’t beat yourself up over this.” Kade’s expression was earnest.

      “Who should I beat up?” I challenged.

      “Maybe it’s nobody’s fault. Have you ever considered that?”

      “No.” I sighed and shook my head to dislodge the worry and regret clouding my mind. “I guess we can’t focus on it now. We can’t change the past, right?” I shot him a rueful smile.

      “No, we can’t change the past,” Kade agreed. For one moment it was as if we stood alone. He reached up a hand to push my hair from my face, taking a moment to study my features before shaking his head. “I’m increasing nightly patrols around the property. I suggest everyone keep their eyes open if they’re out after dark.”

      “Ooh, it sounds dangerous,” Raven purred. “I think I’ll need a big, strong man to stay in my trailer with me to make sure nothing tries to steal my virtue.” She batted her eyelashes in Kade’s direction.

      He stared at her blankly for a moment, as if debating how to handle the situation. Finally he glanced at Dolph, our strong man. “I think that sounds right up your alley. You’re the strongest man here, right?”

      Dolph nodded, seemingly amused. “I’m on it.”

      Raven faltered, her annoyance obvious. “That’s not really what I had in mind.”

      Kade ignored her petulant expression. “So everyone is up on the current events, right? We need to keep our eyes and ears open. I don’t want anyone here to be a victim. Are we clear?”

      Everyone nodded, and Kade turned to me as he lowered his voice. “Are we clear?”

      “I’m fine.” I forced a smile for his benefit. “I know how to take care of myself.”

      “I know that. That doesn’t mean we’re not a team working together. Something is out there. We need to be alert.”

      “I’m always alert.”

      “Are you?” Kade didn’t look convinced. “It seems to me you’ve been a bit distracted of late.”

      I pursed my lips. Was he trying to get me to admit something? “I’ll be alert,” I said finally. “I don’t want to die. I can promise you that.”

      “That makes two of us.” Kade locked gazes with me for a long moment. “We’ll figure it out.”

      “I have faith in you,” I said, grabbing the platter of burgers from the counter. “I need to start grilling.”

      “I’ll leave you to it.”

      Kade moved back toward the table – and I didn’t miss the fact that he settled next to Luke instead of Raven, who glared death rays in his direction. He cast two glances over his shoulder as I worked, his expression unreadable. He seemed conflicted.

      Now I just had to figure out if that was good or bad.

      

      RAVEN met me in front of my trailer shortly before bedtime, her face a mask of fury until she saw me approach. Then she blanked it, flashing an insincere smile.

      “Do you want something?” I asked, moving to skirt around her. The last thing I needed was an explosion so close to bed. I was drained. Because there was a possibility something might’ve fed off me the night before, the realization was a bit disconcerting.

      “I want to talk to you,” Raven said, rubbing her hands as she met my gaze.

      “If it’s about the dreamcatcher, we strengthened the lines after dinner,” I reminded her. “We won’t know if it works until something tries to get through the barrier.”

      Raven snorted. Whether she was genuinely amused or being derisive was anybody’s guess, but I leaned toward the latter because that’s her way. “It’s not about the dreamcatcher. It’s about Kade.”

      “Good grief,” I muttered, shaking my head. “We have bigger issues than your personal life.”

      “Yet my personal life seems to be tied to your personal life,” Raven pointed out. “If you think I like that … well … you’re mistaken.”

      I wasn’t so sure. “Do you even like Kade?”

      “He’s extremely attractive.”

      “That’s not what I asked,” I pressed. “Do you like him?”

      “I’m not sure I understand the question.”

      “Have you tried talking to him, about something other than yourself I mean? Have you asked him what he likes? I mean … what’s his favorite color? Where does he see his life going? What does he want out of life?”

      Raven guffawed as if I was conducting a standup routine rather than asking a series of important questions. “Give it a rest. Not everyone feels the need to talk things to death. I’m a physical person. I’m willing to bet Kade is the same.”

      “And that’s why you’ll never entice him,” I muttered, shaking my head.

      Raven narrowed her eyes to slits as she regarded me. “I wouldn’t be so sure of that. Kade may be thawing to your presence on a professional level, but that’s just the way he is. You clearly burned your bridges when it comes to a relationship.”

      “I wouldn’t argue with that.”

      “And yet you won’t stop staring at him,” Raven groused. “I see you watching him. You’re like a lost puppy trying to find a home. He’s not your home. He doesn’t want anything to do with you.”

      “If you believe that you wouldn’t be here trying to slap me down.” I had no idea why I said the words, but I didn’t regret them, even when I saw the flash of anger swallow Raven’s pretty features. “If you want a relationship with Kade, you need to bring it up with him. I’m not a part of this imaginary triangle you’re playing out in your head.”

      “You really believe that, don’t you?” Raven made a disgusted sound in the back of her throat. “You’re so … pathetic. You can’t beat me when it comes to a fair fight. You know that, right?”

      “Then why are you worried?”

      “I’m not worried.”

      “You’re here warning me. That would seem to indicate you’re worried about something.”

      “Perhaps I’m simply tired of the pathetic looks you lob at Kade when you think I’m not watching,” Raven countered. “Make sure you’re ready to take me on – to really take me on, mind you – if you think you’re going to claim him a second time. I won’t sit idly by and watch it happen.”

      “I have no interest in competing with you,” I snapped. “We have bigger issues here. Why can’t you see that?”

      “Because I’m focused on what I want,” Raven replied. “That’s the most important thing to me.”

      “And that’s why you so often lose,” I muttered, meeting Raven’s challenging gaze for a full minute before she shook her head and stalked off in the direction of her trailer. I watched her go, conflicted. She was clearly worried about Kade’s attention and affection. I knew I should push the possibility of making inroads with him out of my mind, but it was difficult when things were so jumbled in my muddled head.

      I glanced to my left when I heard footsteps on the hardened earth, widening my eyes when I caught sight of Kade walking toward me. He made quite a sight despite the dim light, his broad shoulders cutting a fine figure in the darkness.

      “Did you finish your rounds?” I asked.

      Kade nodded. “Was that Raven I saw hurrying away just now? What did she say to you?”

      I was going out of my way to be honest with him, so there was no way I could break my streak now. “She warned me away from trying to claim you as my own and said you were hers.”

      “And what did you say?”

      “That she seemed awfully worried for a woman who believed she had no competition for your affection.”

      Kade arched an eyebrow. “Do you think you’re in the running for my affection?”

      “I … .” His demeanor was icy, which brought me back to reality fairly quickly. “Of course not. I lied to you. I don’t expect you to forgive me.”

      “Yeah, well … .” Kade heaved a sigh and ran a hand over his short-cropped hair. “Everything is quiet, but I don’t want to take any chances. I’ll be sleeping on your couch again tonight.”

      Conflicted, I opened my mouth to argue. “But … .”

      “I know it’s uncomfortable for both of us, but this is my job,” Kade explained. “I’m going to grab a few things from my trailer and then I’ll be back. If you don’t like it … take it up with the head of security.”

      “You are the head of security.”

      Kade flashed a genuine smile. “Isn’t it fun how that worked out?”

      I could think of a hundred different words that fit our scenario better than “fun,” but I kept that observation to myself. “Let yourself in. I’m tired. I’m going to bed.”

      “I won’t be long. Get some rest. Something tells me you’re going to need it.”
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      “How did you sleep?”

      I woke to find Kade staring at me from the door. His short hair didn’t allow for bedhead, but his eyes remained heavy lidded and sleepy.

      “Some people might consider it creepy to watch someone sleep,” I pointed out, propping myself on one elbow as I ran a hand through my tangled hair.

      “Are you one of those people?”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t find it creepy when you did it before, but that was under different circumstances.” For some reason I felt bolder today. Raven’s insecurity bolstered my strength, which is the mantra in fighting bullies the world round, I know. Still … . “Of course, if you wanted to sit here and stare, I wouldn’t be opposed.” I patted the mattress for emphasis, batting my eyelashes, causing Kade’s eyes to widen and a bolt of heat to flash through his dark orbs.

      “You’re clearly feeling better,” he said after a beat. “I’m glad to see you’ve gotten your fighting spirit back.”

      His words held potential for hidden meaning, but I decided to let it slide. “We basically have today to get things up and running. I need to be on top of my game if I hope to get everything done before midnight. There’s no preview showing tonight.”

      “Yeah, I meant to ask you about that. Why do we have Thursday previews for some towns and not for others?”

      “It all depends on the contract we sign,” I replied. “Each municipality is different. Some don’t allow liquor, others do. Some allow beer and wine but none of the hard stuff. This stop is completely dry.”

      “Is that a Mormon thing?”

      “That would be my guess. We ran into some angry people at the market the other day. They said they didn’t want our kind so close to their pristine town. I believe the word ‘debauchery’ was tossed around a bit. I’m pretty sure they don’t know we’re monster hunters and magical in our own right, so they must’ve been referring to something else.”

      “I think you’re insinuating that people believe we’re fornicators or something,” Kade teased.

      “Not yet.” I winked as I tossed off the covers, reveling in the uncomfortable way his gaze roamed to my bare legs. I flounced past him in my cotton shorts and tank top, taking a moment to pat his cheek before heading toward the shower. “Thank you so much for protecting me. Next time you can utilize a more hands-on approach if you prefer.”

      I left Kade with his mouth hanging as I stripped and hopped into the shower. It took every ounce of strength I had not to look over my shoulder to see if he was still watching my floorshow. It was better leaving it to the imagination. Um, well, kind of. I seriously wanted to know, so the fact that I was trying to torture him was torture for me.

      I wasn’t surprised to find Kade gone when I exited the shower. I hoped I gave him something tantalizing to think about during the day, and I was all smiles when I hit the communal dining area.

      “You look like you did something naughty last night,” Naida noted, smirking. “I notice you weren’t alone for the bulk of the evening. Does that mean you and Kade are back together?”

      “Nope.”

      Naida’s smile slipped. “But he spent the night with you.”

      “He slept on the couch,” I explained. “He seems to think my life is in danger. It’s kind of cute. The way he wants to protect me, I mean. The sleeping on the couch leaves a little to be desired, but I’m really not in a position to complain, am I?”

      “I’m sure that won’t last long.” Naida made a sympathetic clucking sound in the back of her throat and patted my arm. “He still seems as smitten as before.”

      “Do you think so?”

      Naida nodded. “Sure. He’s angry, too. That’s fairly obvious. He seems to be putting the anger behind him, though. Do you want to tell me what you did to make him so angry in the first place?”

      “Not really.”

      “You’ve been at the center of the Mystic Caravan gossip mill since you and Kade had your falling out,” Naida supplied. “There have been a lot of stories going around about you. The biggest has to do with a love triangle between you, Max and Kade.”

      I was horrified. “Are you joking?”

      “Not even a little.”

      “People honestly think I’m doing stuff with Max?” Did anyone else go to a scary visual place? “He’s like a father to me.”

      “All anyone knows is that things were fine until you had a conversation with Luke, Kade and Max. Then things fell to crap and you got depressed and Kade was furious.”

      “Yeah, but how do you get to me doing sexy stuff with Max from there?”

      Naida shrugged. “Our lives are very small.”

      I barked out a laugh, genuinely amused. “I can guarantee that nothing is going on with Max and me.”

      “I know that,” Naida said. “Something is clearly going on, though. Max has practically disappeared. Someone said they saw him go into your tent yesterday. Is that true?”

      “I … yes. He’s dealing with some things.”

      “Things that have to do with what happened that day at the picnic table?”

      “You’re relentless,” I complained, shaking my head. “It’s frustrating.”

      “Eventually we’re all going to find out what happened,” Naida pointed out. “Luke was there, and he has a huge mouth. I figure the only thing keeping him quiet right now is love for you. The moment Kade and you get past your issues he’ll be back to his normal self, and that means he’ll return to the center of the gossip ring.”

      Now that was a sobering thought. “I … .”

      “I heard that, and I resent the implications.” Luke appeared next to the grill and flashed a smile in my direction. “Hello, love of my life. You look well rested. You don’t have that glow I keep hoping I’ll see after a night of you and Kade sharing a roof, but you look markedly healthier than yesterday.”

      “Are you trying to insinuate something?”

      “You betcha.” Luke’s grin was so wide it almost swallowed his entire face. “I’m trying to insinuate that it’s time to throw Kade down, climb on top of him and declare your intentions to buck that bronco.”

      “I … what?”

      “You heard me,” Luke said, lowering his voice. “Enough is enough. It’s time to ride your horse over the finish line, and this is the one time it might be more fun to trot instead of gallop.”

      I was still confused. “Is there a reason you’re clinging to horse jokes? You usually regionalize your humor.”

      “Yes, I miss the corn-grinding jokes from Nebraska,” Naida lamented.

      “And the coal-mining jokes from Kentucky,” I added.

      Luke ignored the digs. “It’s time for you to get some action, Poet. That’s not a joke, and I’m not kidding. You need it. Lord knows I need it. If I have to think of Utah jokes to make it happen, I will. Sadly, everything I come up with is fairly offensive to the majority of the residents here. Still, that won’t stop me. I won’t be happy about it, but I’ll do it.”

      “That’s what she said,” I teased, earning a smirk from Luke. I rested my hand on his shoulder a moment, tilting my head to the side as I considered the suggestion. “I don’t want to push him but … .”

      “Push him,” Luke prodded. “He’s ready. He wants to be pushed. He simply doesn’t know it yet.”

      “I’ll consider it.” I pressed a quick kiss to Luke’s cheek. “Thank you for being such a good friend the past ten days. I needed it.”

      “That’s why I did it.”

      “I know.” I threw my arms around his neck and gave him a warm hug, leaning into him for a moment. “I’m feeling better. I think you can stop handling me.”

      “I’ll consider it.” Luke cupped the back of my head a moment and then kissed my forehead. “I … huh.”

      The change in his demeanor was immediate, and I couldn’t stop myself from looking at the spot over my shoulder. My heart rolled and all pretense of a happy morning fled when I realized what I saw.

      Naida moved closer to my side, her gaze trained on the boy stumbling through the field and heading in our direction. “Is that what I think it is?”

      I grimly nodded before detaching from the group and moving toward the tiny figure picking his way through the clearing. “It’s trouble … and it’s heading this way.”

      

      THE BOY, his dark hair standing on end, was shockingly pale. I held out my arms in what I hoped was a welcoming stance and purposely approached with shallow steps. The boy seemed dazed. He didn’t so much as glance at me until I dropped to my knees in his path. I wanted to make myself a small target, so I wasn’t big and hulking and he wouldn’t be intimidated by my size.

      I let my eyes roam, and the first thing that caught my attention were the ugly red wounds on his neck. They matched the ones on mine, although they were much angrier and pronounced. “Are you lost?”

      The boy jolted at the sound of my voice, his hand flying to his mouth as a lone tear coursed down his cheek. My heart rolled at the sight. I wanted to draw him to me, soothe him, but the prospect of frightening him held me back.

      “My name is Poet,” I offered, keeping my tone soft. “I want to help you. Can you tell me your name?”

      The boy didn’t respond other than to shrink back when a shadow fell over him. I recognized Kade’s presence without glancing in his direction and fought the urge to scowl at him. I knew he wanted to help, but the boy wasn’t responding well to male interference.

      “Keep the others back,” I ordered. “He’s … traumatized or something.”

      “I can see that.” Kade’s smile was bright when he matched my stance and dropped to his knees. He was a big man and he clearly knew that addressing the boy from an even level rather than a position of power was the way to go. “Hey, bud. Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

      “Look at his neck,” I murmured.

      “I see that,” Kade said, reaching out a tentative hand.

      The boy started shaking uncontrollably when he registered the motion, and Kade immediately snatched back his hand.

      “I won’t touch you,” Kade offered. “I … we need to call the police. I’m pretty sure this is the missing boy they were talking about in town yesterday.”

      I’d figured out that much on my own. “Do you know his name?”

      “Um … Joshua. Joshua Gilmore.”

      I plastered a bright smile on my face. “Well, Joshua, I’ll bet you’re hungry. We have a lot of food … and even better, we have a lot of people over there who want to protect you. I need you to come with me. Do you think you can do that?”

      The boy lifted his head and finally met my gaze. His brown eyes looked hollowed out, as if he’d seen something terrible and it clawed inside and emptied him from beneath the skin. I extended my hand, hoping he would take it. Instead he took me by surprise and threw his arms around my neck, bursting into frantic tears as he clung to me.

      I exchanged a worried look with Kade as I stroked the back of Joshua’s head. “It’s okay,” I whispered. “We’re here and we’ll protect you. I … it’s okay. I promise it’s going to be okay.”

      I struggled to gain my footing, Kade ultimately holding onto my waist until I balanced without worry of toppling to either side. Then we began the slow trek back to the fairgrounds. Joshua sobbed into my neck the entire time.

      

      “WHAT SHOULD we do?” Raven approached Joshua three times, only to be met with screeches at each attempt. She resigned herself to hanging a few steps back and studying the boy from a distance. “He has the same marks.”

      “We noticed,” Kade said, sliding a plate of eggs, hash browns and bacon in front of the hysterical child. “We need to call the police.”

      “I already handled that,” Nellie offered, his pink summer dress catching the morning light in just the right manner to give the impression that he was imitating a sunrise. “I got transferred to three different departments and I told them all what happened. I’m not sure they believed me, but they said they were dispatching a car.”

      “I guess that’s something … although not much.” I worked overtime to shift Joshua on my lap so he could focus on the food. He fought the effort. “Joshua, you need to eat. We have plenty of food. You can stay on my lap. I just need you to turn a bit.”

      Joshua broke out in a fresh bout of tears, causing me to cease my efforts to control him and merely rock back and forth. Kade nodded in an effort to encourage me as he turned his attention to the field.

      “He came from that direction,” Kade noted. “I don’t think there’s anything out there but trees. We should check it out once the cops come and go, though.”

      “I’m sure they’ll do that,” I said. “We need to prepare ourselves, because we’re going to be suspects. Someone needs to run through the booths and make sure there’s nothing in plain sight that could make us look guilty.”

      “I’ll do that,” Raven offered, beaming at Kade. “I want to help.”

      “That’s great,” Kade said dryly. “I’ll stay here with Poet and Joshua. I want to talk to the cops when they come.”

      Raven kept her smile in place even as her eyes flashed. “Oh, well, I guess that’s up to you. If you feel you need to remain with Poet, I clearly can’t stop you.”

      Kade didn’t miss the underlying tension associated with the statement, but he refused to engage. “We need to work together as a unit. Poet is right. We’ll be suspects. I’ll bet we were suspects before this. It doesn’t matter now, though. The important thing is getting Joshua back to his family.”

      “He’s really cold,” I said, rubbing my hands up and down his back as his small body quaked. “He’s really pale, too.”

      “You were really pale all day yesterday,” Luke pointed out. “Maybe some sort of draining entity is out there. You know, it sucks the life essence out of people to sustain itself.”

      “You just described a vampire,” Raven argued. “If it was a vampire the dreamcatcher would’ve alerted.”

      “Shh.” I shot Raven a quelling look. Joshua wasn’t speaking, but that didn’t mean he’d lost the ability to hear. “Be careful what you say.”

      “Oh, please,” Raven snorted, rolling her eyes. “The little rugrat is in shock. He has no idea where he is or what’s happening. He won’t remember any of this. You can already tell. Look how vacant his eyes are.”

      I wasn’t convinced that was true. “Can you please hit the booths and make sure everything is clean? They’re going to search the grounds. You know that.”

      “Fine.” Raven’s eyes lit with a momentary burst of anger. “This isn’t over, though.”

      “It never is,” I muttered, turning to Kade. “How do you want to handle this?”

      “I’m not sure,” Kade replied honestly. “I guess we’ll play it by ear.”

      “Well, prepare yourselves,” Luke interjected, resting his foot on the picnic table bench and leaning forward as he inclined his chin toward the parking lot. A pair of police officers exited a cruiser, exchanged a few words, and then turned toward us. “We’re about to go under the microscope.”

      “Again,” I muttered, rubbing Joshua’s back. “Here we go, guys. Everyone needs to be on their best behavior.”

      Nellie snorted as he shoved an egg in his mouth with his fingers, the yellow yolk bursting and overflowing at the corners before running down his chin. “Whatever that means.”
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      “Who is in charge here?”

      Kade and I exchanged a look and I gave him the silent go ahead to claim the title. This was Utah, after all. Men were given deference when it came to matters of authority. Kade demanded deference just by being, his aura commanding. I preferred playing this one out from the sidelines … for now.

      “I’m Kade Denton.” Kade swaggered forward. “I’m head of security.”

      “Detective Kirk Ashburn.” The older officer extended his hand in greeting. “We got a call that you believe you found Joshua Gilmore.” He shifted his unreadable eyes to me, running them over the angular planes of my face before focusing on the boy on my lap. Joshua had ceased crying and merely rested his chin on my shoulder. “Is that him?”

      “No, we just pick up random children whenever we come to a town and proceed to rock them out of boredom,” Luke replied, making a face when I darted a glare in his direction. “I mean … yeah, that’s him.”

      Ashburn moved closer to me and hunkered down. “Hey, son. Can you look at me?”

      Joshua didn’t respond, instead keeping his eyes trained on something over my shoulder that apparently only he could see.

      “He hasn’t spoken since we found him,” I offered. “He … um … is kind of attached to me.”

      “I can see that.” Ashburn straightened and glanced around. “How did you find him?”

      “He found us,” Kade answered. “We were setting up for breakfast when we saw him in the field over there. Poet and I approached and tried to talk to him, but he wouldn’t answer. He started crying and wouldn’t let go of Poet, so we carried him back here and called you.”

      “And you haven’t seen him before?” Ashburn’s expression was standoffish as he glanced between faces. “You guys have been here for several days, right?”

      “We have,” Kade confirmed, bobbing his head. “We did not see him before this morning, though. We’re not open to the public until tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, I’ve seen the billboards.” Ashburn rested his hands on his hips as he studied the setup. “I’m sure you understand that Joshua’s disappearance upset the entire community. Things like this don’t happen around here. This isn’t the big city. People aren’t going to respond well to the fact that he was found here.”

      “He wasn’t found here,” Kade shot back. “He walked away – or perhaps he ran, for all we know – from wherever he was and stumbled across us. We immediately called you. Should we have done something else?”

      “Of course not. You acted in the proper manner.”

      “So what do you want us to do now?” I asked, momentarily forgetting my plan to be demure and mysterious.

      “Well, for starters, we need to take the boy,” Ashburn replied.

      “I figured.”

      “We also need to search the grounds,” Ashburn added. “I understand you have animals here. Do we need a warrant to search the entire area?”

      I exchanged another brief look with Kade before shaking my head. “You can search anywhere you wish. You’ll need one of the animal wranglers with you when you go into those areas, though. Our insurance requires it.”

      And we needed twenty minutes to get our shifters in place if we expected to pull this off, but I wisely didn’t voice that concern. I noticed Luke gesturing to a few of his brethren out of the corner of my eye, obviously reading my mind as he pointed toward the back corner of the fairgrounds. We had tents in the area designated as closed off to visitors. The cages inside those tents were merely for show. They sat empty unless we needed to put on another sort of show. It seemed today we’d need that particular performance.

      “I understand,” Ashburn said. “Who is in charge of the animals?”

      “I’m second in command for the operation,” I offered. “I can take you as soon as … well … .” I cast a pointed look in Joshua’s direction.

      “Yeah, we need to get him to the hospital and have him checked out.” Ashburn’s expression shifted from business to worry. “He looks extremely pale.”

      “And cold,” I added. “We tried to feed him, but … .”

      “Well take it from here.” Ashburn moved his hands to Joshua’s back, intent on removing the boy from my lap.

      The boy began screaming and digging his fingers into my neck, thrashing his head back and forth and fighting Ashburn’s efforts. The sound of his terror caused my heart to squeeze, as if in a vise, and I couldn’t stop myself from gripping the boy tighter.

      “You’re traumatizing him,” I barked.

      Ashburn shot me a weighted look and grabbed Joshua’s wriggling waist. “He’s not yours.”

      “I’m not trying to keep him,” I protested. “I … he’s upset.”

      “And he’ll be better when he’s reunited with his parents,” Ashburn argued, wrenching the boy away from me. Joshua’s final effort to remain with me caused him to drag his ragged fingernails across my skin. I didn’t give Ashburn the satisfaction of crying out, even though I slapped my hand over the affected area and glared at him.

      “No!” It was the first word Joshua had spoken since we found him, and it broke my heart.

      Ashburn pressed Joshua’s flailing body against his chest as he took a step back. “I’ll arrange for transportation for the boy, and then I’ll be back for my tour.”

      I fought the urge to cry, biting my lip to remain strong, and nodded my head as Kade rested his hand on my shoulder in a sign of solidarity. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      

      THREE HOURS later the cops were gone. Whether they were satisfied with their tour was another story. They combed through every inch of the fairgrounds, searching each tent and asking the appropriate questions. Heck, sometimes the questions were quite inappropriate – like whether or not we took kids from the street and put them in sideshows for the general populace to ridicule – and by the time it was all said and done they had twenty officers crawling through our business.

      They didn’t find a thing. I knew they wouldn’t. That didn’t mean the search wasn’t invasive.

      “They went through every single trailer, too,” Luke complained after lunch, following Kade and me into the field where we had found Joshua. “They looked under beds and in closets. Nellie says they found a huge box of sex toys under Raven’s bed and that some of them were big enough to choke a giant.”

      Kade’s eyebrows flew up his forehead, and even though we were all in poor moods, he couldn’t stop himself from chuckling. “I wouldn’t repeat that in front of her. She won’t find it funny.”

      “I’m not afraid of her.” Luke sounded brave, but I had my doubts if his bravado would stick in front of Raven. “You’ve been in her bedroom. Have you seen what she has under her bed? Are we talking cobwebs or disco lights?”

      Kade cast Luke a sidelong look. “I have not been in her bedroom, so I can’t answer that question for you.”

      The news took me by surprise. “You haven’t?”

      “I’m not interested in a relationship,” Kade answered pointedly, although I didn’t miss the way his lips twitched. “Raven is well aware of my feelings. I can promise you that.”

      “I wasn’t casting aspersions on your … interaction … with Raven,” Luke said, choosing his words carefully. “I naturally assumed she feigned some repair issue to get you into her bedroom … like the mattress broke or something and she needed help to fix it. That sounds right up her alley.”

      He wasn’t wrong. I glanced at Kade, curious. “You’ve really never been in her bedroom?”

      Kade made a face as he shook his head. “I thought we were going to put personal issues aside until we dealt with this?”

      “I’m a good multi-tasker.”

      “Good grief,” Kade muttered, focusing on Luke. “I blame you for this. Everything was going great until you opened your big mouth.”

      “Yes, well, I’m considering having a T-shirt made up with that saying,” Luke said. “It’s kind of the tagline to my life.”

      I pursed my lips to keep from laughing as I stooped low in the spot where we found Joshua. “This is where we met up with him. He was coming from that direction.” I indicated the tree line about five hundred feet away with a tilt of my head. “He had to come from that direction.”

      “Then let’s see what we’ve got,” Kade said, ushering me forward with a hand at the small of my back. The contact gave me a little thrill, but I pretended I didn’t notice that it was out of the ordinary.

      We marched in silence until we hit the trees, splitting up so we could study the dense underbrush at the edge of the field. After a few minutes, Luke called for us to join him and pointed at a disturbed area near a large pine tree.

      “He came through here.”

      “How can you be certain?” Kade asked, furrowing his brow.

      “I can smell him.”

      “Oh, well, that would explain it.” Kade slipped behind me as I followed Luke through the foliage. The area was lush and green, and my eyes were busy as I scanned for signs of life.

      We walked for almost ten minutes, the silence companionable even as our personal issues bubbled under the surface of the current catastrophe. Luke led the way, occasionally backtracking and picking a slightly different route. Finally the trees gave way to a small clearing, a shack centered in the middle.

      “Well, this is interesting,” Kade muttered, his eyes flashing in a variety of different directions as he moved toward the ramshackle building. “Why would this be out in the middle of nowhere like this?”

      I shrugged as I turned my attention to the ground. While the trees were thick around the clearing, absolutely nothing grew between the foliage line and the shack. The ground was empty dirt and scattered pine needles, the only underbrush in the area coming from the wind as it ripped through the strange corridor.

      “This is weird,” I said, kneeling. I ran the dirt through my fingers before lifting my hand to my nose and inhaling.

      “What do you smell?” Kade asked.

      “It’s like a mixture of salt and sulfur,” I replied. “It’s … weird.”

      “Why would the ground smell like salt?”

      “Maybe it’s because of the Great Salt Lake,” Luke suggested. “Maybe the entire area has a high salt content. That could be naturally occurring.”

      I strode back to the tree line and grabbed a handful of dirt from beneath a pine to test his theory. “No. This is normal dirt. The dirt around the shack is different. They have different textures and scents.”

      “Are you trying to explain something?” Kade rubbed the back of his neck as he stared at me. “What does a mixture of salt and sulfur mean?”

      “It could mean nothing.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “Salt is supposed to serve as a barrier for spirits and a few other paranormal entities,” I explained. “When you’re trying to fight off a malevolent spirit you draw a circle around yourself to keep it out.”

      “Okay.” Kade glanced at the shack. “The shack is in the center of the circle. Does that mean someone was trying to keep a spirit out of the shack?”

      “Maybe. Or maybe there’s something in the shack that someone is trying to keep trapped inside.”

      Kade swallowed hard. “That doesn’t make me want to go into the shack.”

      “I’m not keen on it either,” I admitted. “But I think we have to look.”

      “I know you’re right, but that doesn’t make me like the situation any more than I presently do.” Kade dusted his hand over his jeans and took a determined step forward. “Let me be the first through the door.”

      “I don’t want to start an argument, but why should you be the first to go through the door?”

      “Because I’m head of security,” Kade replied. “It’s my job.”

      “Yes, but … .” I broke off, unsure how to proceed. Pointing out that he wasn’t magical probably wasn’t the right way to go, but I couldn’t think of a pleasant way to make my point on a limited timetable.

      “I may not be magic, but I know what I’m doing,” Kade stressed.

      “I wouldn’t be so sure about being magic,” I said, offering him a small smile. “If you want to be first, though, be my guest.”

      “I volunteer to be last,” Luke announced. “I’m too pretty to go first.”

      “I think that’s a good idea, too,” Kade said dryly, taking me by surprise as he grabbed my hand. “Everyone hold onto one another so we don’t get separated in case things go hairy on the other side of that door.”

      “Are you sure this isn’t an elaborate plan to hold my hand?” I was going for levity despite the heavy air hanging over our little group.

      Instead of reacting out of anger – or releasing my hand – Kade merely shrugged. “When I want to hold your hand for a reason other than safety, you’ll be the first to know.”

      My stomach flipped at his words. He said “when,” not “if.” That was hopeful, right? Ugh. When did I turn into such a sap?

      Kade remained focused as we walked up the rickety steps that led to the front door. He knocked, even though it was obvious the shack was empty. He waited a beat before pushing open the door, running his free hand up and down the interior wall searching for a light switch.

      It turned out we didn’t need a light. The illumination from the structure’s lone window was more than enough to see everything inside. There wasn’t much to see, after all. It was a square room with a metal rack on one wall. I moved closer to the rack, releasing Luke’s hand when it became apparent we weren’t going to be attacked by a malevolent supernatural force. Kade kept his grip tight on my other hand. I didn’t fight the effort.

      “What is this?” I asked, running my fingers over the rusted metal. “I’d think it’s a bed frame, but it doesn’t look quite right.”

      “I think it was part of a bed frame at some time,” Kade said, moving closer to me. “I don’t think that’s been its purpose for quite some time, though. Look.” He pointed toward the floor, to where a tarnished set of restraints – what looked to be an old set of handcuffs – rested. “I’ll bet that Joshua was held here.”

      I reluctantly released Kade’s hand so I could touch the restraints, but Kade stopped me before I could make a critical error.

      “We’ll have to call the police and tell them about this place,” Kade said. “It’s best if you don’t leave your fingerprints on the evidence.”

      He had a point. “What about that?” I pointed toward an odd-looking doll in the corner. It had dark hair and reminded me of the voodoo dolls we sold in Nixie’s tent. Because the majority of those voodoo dolls were formerly evil people we happened to shrink down to manageable size, I couldn’t hide the shudder as it coursed through me.

      Kade absentmindedly ran his hand down the back of my head as he leaned closer to the doll. “Do you think that’s a clue you can use to find answers?”

      I bit my lip and nodded.

      “Then grab it,” Kade instructed, giving the shack one more glance before moving toward the door. “There’s nothing else for us to find in here. We need to give the cops a chance to give this place a solid search in case they can pull fingerprints.”

      “What about your fingerprints on the door?” Luke asked.

      “I’ll leave them there and tell them I went inside,” Kade answered. “If they want to look at me as a suspect, well, I guess that’s their prerogative. I have faith they’ll do the right thing.”

      I grabbed the voodoo doll and looked it over, frowning as I studied the button eyes and pin sticking out of the neck. “This is a real voodoo doll. I mean … I think this is real hair.” I made a face. “This is so gross.”

      “Study it back at the fairgrounds,” Kade instructed. “There’s nothing else for us here. We need to let the professionals handle this place, because we’re out of our depth.”

      I didn’t bother to muster an argument. He was right. “Let’s get out of here. This place gives me the creeps.”

      “That makes two of us,” Luke offered. “I think I’m going to have nightmares.”

      “That makes three of us,” Kade corrected. “I might not be magic, but even I feel how dark this place is. It’s as if someone is watching us.”

      That’s exactly how I felt the day at the lake, but I kept it to myself and forced a smile as we left the shack and headed toward the trees. “I don’t think you give yourself enough credit. I definitely think you’re magic.”

      Kade’s smile was momentarily flirty before regressing to friendly. “You’re laying it on thick today.”

      “Do have a problem with that?”

      “I haven’t decided yet.”

      That was better than anything he’d offered since the big fight, so I decided to consider it a win. I would take it … for now.
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      I sat at the picnic table and stared at the voodoo doll for what felt like forever. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but there was something familiar about the poppet. I flipped it over in my hands a number of times, losing track of time even as my co-workers toiled to finish the setup without my watchful eye guiding them.

      “I called Ashburn,” Kade announced, sitting across from me and fixing me with an odd look. “What is it with you and that doll?”

      “Doesn’t it strike you as funny?” I asked, holding up the item in question so he could get a better look under the bright sun. “It’s weird, right?”

      “I’m probably not your target audience. I didn’t play with dolls when I was a kid. They all seem weird to me. I’ve never understood the appeal.”

      “This isn’t technically a doll,” I clarified. “I get what you’re saying, though. I never liked dolls either. This thing is … different. It feels alive, for lack of a better word.”

      Kade’s eyebrows shot up. “Alive? I thought … doesn’t Nixie shrink evildoers into dolls and sell them in her tent? Do you think that’s what this is?”

      “When Nixie does it she essentially kills the host,” I replied. “The soul is still there, trapped, but there’s nothing alive about the husks that remain. You want to trap the souls, because they’re evil and risking them being reborn into something new is the same as planting a bomb on some random unsuspecting community in the future.”

      “That’s a convenient way of looking at it.” Kade chuckled. Even though it took him a bit of time to get used to our ways he accepted things relatively quickly, so he didn’t appear judgmental despite his mirth. “So you’re saying this doll is different. Why?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not trying to be evasive or coy. I honestly don’t know. It makes me uneasy.”

      “So why not destroy it?”

      “I … don’t know.”

      Kade sighed as he rested his elbows on the table and leaned forward. “Is there anyone else here who might have insight into this thing? What about Nixie? She likes her little dolls. I’ve seen her talking to them.”

      “I think she does that because she feels guilty about trapping them forever,” I countered. “She knows they can’t hear her. She’s not crazy.”

      “I wasn’t insinuating she was crazy,” Kade clarified. “I’m merely curious about whether anyone can help you. If you focus on that thing any harder I’m worried it’s going to burst into flames and burn your hands.”

      “Then you won’t have anything to hold.”

      Kade pursed his lips. “You’re in a mood today, aren’t you?”

      I shrugged. “I’m finding myself again,” I replied. “I lost my bearings there for a little bit.”

      “Because of me?”

      “Because of everything,” I answered. “I love Max. That won’t change no matter how angry I am. I can see that he did wrong by you. I’m not denying that. The thing is … I think he did his best.

      “I’m not trying to make excuses for him,” I added hurriedly. “He handled the situation with you in the worst possible way. I can never hate him because of what he did for me, though. I don’t know how to give you what you need.”

      “Poet, believe it or not, I’m not angry at you,” Kade said. “Well, I’m not angry with you any longer. I’m not happy with you, but the anger is gone. I’ve thought about what happened that day so many times I’ve lost count. I run it through my head over and over.”

      The admission was unsettling. “Do you wish you didn’t know? Max didn’t want to tell you. I gave him an ultimatum. I’m starting to wonder if you would’ve been happier if I’d kept my nose out of your business.”

      “I’ll answer that question in a minute,” Kade replied. “I want to ask you something first. Do you wish he’d never told me?”

      “Given what I’ve lost, part of me would like to take it back,” I answered. “I wouldn’t do that to you, though. In your position, no matter how much it hurts, I would want to know. I was trying to do right by you. I went about it in a stupid way – I should’ve told you the moment I realized the truth, or at least suspected it – and let you deal with the consequences. I didn’t do that. And now … here we are.”

      “Yeah, here we are.” Kade exhaled heavily as he rolled his neck. “I’m glad I know. It answers a lot of questions I had from childhood. I could never figure out why Max was always hanging around. I felt special because he took an interest in me. Now I know it was more than a connection to a father that never really existed.”

      That hadn’t occurred to me. “You’re mourning,” I deduced. “You’re letting go of the father you believed in before Max blew up your life.”

      “He wasn’t real.”

      “He was real to you,” I countered. “You loved him. Your mother made sure of that. She told you pretty stories so you would have a normal childhood and something to cling to when you felt different from the other kids. Whatever her motivations, she knew that growing up with Max as a stable father figure was a dream that could never become reality.”

      “I guess. I still wish she was around so I could talk to her. I have so many questions.”

      “You’ll probably always have those questions. There is someone here who can answer them for you … if you’re interested, I mean.”

      “Max.”

      I bobbed my head. “Max. I know he’s the villain in your story, but he’s not evil. Give him a chance to answer the questions. Don’t do it for him, though. Do it for yourself.”

      “I’ll consider it.” Kade licked his lips before returning his attention to the doll. “What are we going to do about that thing?”

      “Well, there is one person who might be able to help,” I hedged. “I might need you to assist me in convincing her to do it, if you’re up to it, I mean.”

      “Why?”

      “Think about it,” I prodded.

      Kade rolled the idea through his mind and I could see the exact moment things clicked into place. “Ah.”

      “Yes. There it is.”

      “And you want me to help you?”

      “All paths seem to lead in that direction.”

      Kade groaned as he pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead. “This is going to suck, isn’t it?”

      “You have no idea.”

      

      RAVEN’S back was to us when we walked into the House of Mirrors. She seemed distracted, her attention on the top corner of one of the distorted mirrors in the main room. I couldn’t decide if she knew we were there and opted to make us wait or didn’t sense our presence.

      The confusion lasted only a few seconds.

      “Can I help you?”

      “I have something I need you to look at,” I said, boldly taking a step forward. I doubted she would make an ass of herself in front of Kade, because she was determined to win a game I refused to acknowledge we were playing. “We found a doll in a shack in the woods.”

      Raven’s smile was firmly fixed in place when she swiveled and she graced Kade with a flirty wink before focusing on me. “You found a doll? How … intriguing.”

      I kept my temper in check – probably for the same reason Raven insisted on doing the same – and extended the poppet. “It feels … off.”

      “Yes, a lot about this situation feels off,” Raven muttered, grabbing the doll. She flipped it over, her eyes narrowing as she ran a finger over the button eyes. “Well, I hate to admit it, but this thing does feel somehow … different … from a regular doll.” She carried the doll toward her office, continuously flipping it over and over as she studied the quality of the white dress.

      “This is hand sewn,” she said after a beat, sitting in her chair and opening the top drawer of her desk and pulling out a magnifying glass. She held it over the doll, moving it slowly from top to toe. “It looks to be made of some sort of canvas, the body at least. It’s an antique fabric.”

      “Is that important?” Kade asked. “I have to admit, doll workmanship isn’t high on my list of specialties.”

      “I don’t know if it is or isn’t important,” Raven replied. “Someone obviously spent time sewing this specific doll. Whether the doll was made specifically for the current situation or adopted for use is anybody’s guess. The fabric for the dress seems newer. I … almost recognize it. If I didn’t know better, I’d think it was made of that white stuff from the clown closet.”

      I stilled, surprised. “You think this fabric came from Mystic Caravan’s stash?” The notion hadn’t even occurred to me. “But how would someone get their hands on it?”

      “I think you’re asking the wrong question,” Raven replied. “We’ve already ascertained that someone crossed our borders without us noticing. We didn’t see an intruder, which should be impossible given the number of people we have running around.

      “The better question is, why would anyone want to steal fabric from us,” she continued. “People who make dolls like this generally do it for a very specific reason.”

      “There’s a pin in the neck,” Kade pointed out. “It’s a voodoo doll, right? I thought people made voodoo dolls because they want to wield power over someone. They take items from that person, sew them into the doll and then chant spells and stuff to make the person suffer.”

      “That’s certainly what movies and pop culture want you to believe,” Raven countered. “There are a number of different reasons to make dolls. In southern cultures, oh, about hundred years or so ago, women made dolls to steal power from witches. They made the dolls from fabric and hair – real hair, mind you, like this doll has – and then they spent weeks sucking the life out of the host and into the doll.”

      “Sucking the life?” Kade leaned forward. “Like a vampire?”

      “Vampires drink blood. They suck a person’s life essence in a different way. Their intent is to do harm immediately. Someone using a doll means they could be planning for something long term.”

      “Could someone do both?”

      “I guess it’s possible but I’ve never heard of it being done,” Raven replied, flipping the doll over so she could remove the dress. “You have to remember that people who believe certain legends don’t often cross lines with their beliefs. They believe one or two things specific to the legends of that area. They don’t absorb multiple legends, because that would dilute the stories’ strength.”

      “Is that true?” I asked. “That sounds like a myth.”

      “Myths have power because we allow them to,” Raven answered. “Lamias are believed to be myths, yet here I am. Romani are believed to be psychic by many and thieves by others, and here you are. Do we have power because we were born that way, or did time imbue us with abilities thanks to whispers and gossip?”

      “I can see you’re feeling heady this afternoon,” I grumbled. “We’re looking for answers, not more questions.”

      “I’m not sure I have answers to give.” Raven ran her hands over the naked doll, frowning as she traced a small mark on the poppet’s posterior. “Don’t you have a birthmark on your bottom that’s sort of shaped like a heart?”

      Well, that was a personal question. “I … no.”

      “You do, too,” Kade argued, shaking his head. “I saw it this morning.”

      Raven narrowed her eyes. “You saw it this morning? I thought … .”

      Kade cut her off before she could get a full head of steam. “I caught a glimpse when Poet was getting in the shower. I saw it before – and took a longer look – when she was hurt a few weeks ago. She was out cold, so I had nothing to do but stare at it.”

      “You stared at my butt when I was passed out?” That was creepy … and mildly flattering.

      “Yup.” Kade didn’t appear bothered by the realization that he’d been caught. “That birthmark on your rear end looks like a heart. Raven is right.”

      “Speaking of that … .” I turned to Raven. “How do you know about my birthmark?”

      “Apparently the majority of the camp has seen you naked at one time or another,” she replied dryly. “This is also your hair.”

      My heart skipped a beat when she said the words, and I did a double take, staring at the ratty hair sewn into the doll’s head. “No … .”

      “Are you sure?” Kade grabbed the doll and stared at it, holding it close to my head so he could compare the shades of black. “Son of a … she’s right. This is your hair.”

      “It can’t be.” I snatched the doll and stared at it, my heart rolling when I realized the truth in the statement. “But … how?”

      “You were out of it the other night,” Kade reminded me. “Something took a bite out of you and you didn’t wake up.”

      “Apparently they took something else, too,” Raven mused. “It could’ve come from your hairbrush rather than your head, though, so there’s no reason to panic. It appears to me that someone is either trying to steal your power or essence … perhaps both.”

      “But … why? Why focus on me?”

      “You’re powerful,” Raven replied. “Someone clearly came for you and had to flee before they were ready. Either that or they planned a longer seduction and settled for the boy. You said you found a shack. Was the boy kept there?”

      “We found shackles. It seems obvious that someone was kept there,” Kade replied.

      “Did he escape or was he set free?”

      “I … don’t know.”

      “That’s important,” Raven said. “The boy was desperate to stay with Poet. There might’ve been a secondary reason – one more than terror, mind you – that propelled him to cling to her. The doll might be a clue.”

      “Are you insinuating that Joshua wanted to hurt Poet?” Kade was dumbfounded.

      “I’m insinuating that someone wants to steal something from Poet,” Raven answered, handing me the dress so I could keep it with the doll. “How the boy plays into it is uncertain. How Poet plays into it is a curiosity. Here’s hoping they succeed, though, right?”

      I ignored the dig and stared at the doll. “Should we destroy this?”

      “Hell, yes,” Kade answered immediately.

      “That’s certainly an option,” Raven said. “It’s also possible that someone might come to claim the doll, and we can set a trap.”

      “I don’t like that idea at all,” Kade intoned.

      “I guess we’ll have to wait and see,” I murmured, a sickening sensation washing over me. “I just … don’t know what to make of this.”

      “We’ll figure it out,” Kade said, wrapping his fingers around my wrist. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “I would figure it out soon,” Raven said, her disposition unnaturally sunny. She was clearly enjoying herself. “Whoever did this either set the boy on a mission, which has been thwarted, or screwed up and allowed him to escape. If it’s the latter, he’s going to be looking for another victim. He wanted you first. He might try for you again.”

      “I dare him,” Kade spat. “I won’t just let some supernatural essence sucker walk through our barriers and claim what’s not his.”

      “Careful, Kade,” Raven sang out. “You’re starting to sound a little … jealous.”

      “I’m head of security,” Kade corrected. “It has nothing to do with jealousy. I’ll keep my people safe. I can promise you that.”
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      I carried the doll with me for most of the afternoon, winding my way through the fair to make sure everything was set for the big opening the following day. I paid special care when picking my way through the midway, double-checking that everything looked clean and that none of the game prizes could be deemed objectionable. No, that’s really happened. For an entire week we once had blow-up sex dolls and I didn’t notice. Rhonda Naughton, the woman who runs one of the dart games, thought they were simply fancy balloons. I had a feeling that the Brigham City crowd wouldn’t find balloon mix-ups amusing. The Las Vegas crowd was another story.

      “Does everything meet with your standards?”

      I frowned when I recognized Mark Lane’s voice. He’s oilier than a used car salesman and has more in common with a snake than Raven does. That’s saying something, because as a lamia she actually can trace her ancestors to a serpentine race of creatures that once ruled parts of Egypt.

      “Hello, Mark.” The greeting came on a sigh, and I forced a smile for his benefit as I swiveled. “How are things?”

      “Well, I’m torn about how to answer that question,” Mark replied, scratching the side of his greasy nose. His hygiene habits left much to be desired. Still, in the grand scheme of things, I would prefer hanging out with him rather than the clowns. There are only so many fake boob honks I can take in one sitting.

      “Why don’t you try for the shortest answer,” I suggested. “It’s almost dinner time, and I’m starving.”

      “That’s what happens when you take off into the woods for the better part of the afternoon.”

      “I’m glad to see you’ve been watching me. What’s up?”

      “As happy as I am that neither you nor Max have been around to watch me work – we both know I’m more productive when I’m my own boss – I can’t help but wonder if you took any of my concerns into consideration when you picked this venue.”

      “Max and I have been dealing with other issues,” I said. “The midway runs very well under your supervision. I would think my faith would make you happy.”

      “Do I look unhappy?”

      He looked filthy. “What are your problems with the venue?” I asked, changing course. “Do you have specific complaints, or is this simply a general grousing session?”

      “Oh, I have specific complaints,” Mark intoned. “You picked a dry venue in the midst of a bunch of religious freaks who have nothing better to do than judge us.”

      “Tell me how you really feel,” I deadpanned.

      “That is how I really feel.”

      I forget how often sarcasm is wasted on him. “We don’t sell alcohol at every venue. You know that. This is a family atmosphere … and if you insult the guests’ religion I’ll make sure you’re fired. That’s unacceptable. You’ve been warned.”

      “Would I do that?”

      I rolled my eyes. If left to his own devices he would do that and worse. “This is a beautiful area, and the families are big here. We’re going to have a lot of visitors even without alcohol to tempt people. It will be fine.”

      “I’m glad you have faith in that, because I don’t believe it for a second,” Mark snapped. “The big show will be packed. The midway is another story. We both know that’s where we make our stake. I don’t think the people in this area are big on gambling.”

      “What gambling?”

      “The games.”

      I sucked in a breath to steady myself and tamped down my irritation. “Everything will be fine. If it isn’t, we won’t return. This is a new venue. If it doesn’t work out, it doesn’t work out. This weekend won’t make or break us.”

      “Yeah, I get that,” Mark said. And then he pulled the trigger. “I want to be included on future decisions when it comes to venues. I think I’ve earned a vote.”

      I considered dragging out the argument, but decided against it. The less time I spend with Mark, the better. “I’ll bring your concerns to Max and let him decide.” I already knew what Max would say, but dropping the problem in his lap seemed fitting, especially given his disappearing act. “Does that work for you?”

      “No, but it will work for the time being,” Mark replied. “Do you plan to resume your supervisory duties now that you’ve made up with your side of beefcake?”

      It took me a moment to realize what he was referring to. “I’ve never given up my supervisory duties. If you would like more supervision, though, I’m positive I can swing it.”

      Mark swallowed hard. “I’m sure that won’t be necessary.”

      “Great.” I moved to leave, but a perverse idea stilled me. “I’ll tell the beefcake in question about your worries. I’m sure he’ll be just as concerned as I am.”

      Mark scowled. “I don’t need security hanging out in the midway all night. It’s unnecessary.”

      “Oh, no.” I made a clucking sound that I knew would drive him crazy. “I don’t want to shirk my duties. I’ll make sure he’s aware of the situation and provides the supervision you so clearly need. He’ll want to remain on top of this. I know him well enough to recognize that. He’s nothing but diligent when it comes to his work.”

      “You suck.”

      “And don’t you forget it.” I offered Mark a half-hearted wave as I cut through two tents and headed for the main drag. I pulled up short when I saw Kade appear on the pathway in front of me. “I … um … what’s up?”

      Kade pursed his lips, amused. “I was coming to check on you. I saw you talking to Mark, so I decided to wait, because … well … I hate talking to that guy. You looked as if you were deep in conversation. Is something wrong?”

      “Other than him?”

      “Point taken.”

      “He’s just being Mark,” I replied, tucking the doll into my pocket and shifting closer to Kade. “He thanked me for the lack of supervision while slapping me down for it at the same time. He then demanded to be included in decisions when it comes to venues.”

      “Why?”

      “He hates a dry venue,” I explained. “It cuts into the midway’s profits, and his entire reason for existing is pulling in the biggest slice of the profit pie.”

      “Yeah, he’s explained that to me several times.” Kade shuffled from one foot to the other. “Do you need me to talk to him? I think you’ve got enough on your plate without having to deal with the likes of him.”

      “Thanks for the kind offer, but … I’m okay.” Surprisingly, I found that to be the truth. Once I decided to stop feeling sorry for myself my mood elevated fairly quickly. “He did call you a side beefcake, though.”

      Kade’s eyebrows arched. “Really?”

      “I told him I was going to put you in charge of his supervision, so if you want to mess with him, frequent visits to the midway tomorrow night would pretty much unhinge him. That’s always fun to watch.”

      “Good to know.” Kade took a step back and extended his hand in a sweeping motion. “Dinner is ready, by the way. I thought you might want to walk back to trailer row with me.”

      I chewed my lip as I fell into step with him, confused. “Why are you being so … flirty?”

      “I didn’t realize I was.”

      “I’m not complaining,” I said hurriedly. “You’re sending mixed messages, though.”

      “You started the flirting back up,” Kade reminded me. “I’m simply following your lead.”

      Was that true? “I didn’t mean to pressure you.”

      Kade chuckled. “I don’t believe that for a second. If it’s any consolation, I don’t feel pressured. It’s … fine.”

      “I’ve been using the word ‘fine’ for ten days and I never meant it when I said it,” I admitted. “Do you mean it or … how are you feeling?” I changed course in the middle of my thought, causing Kade to snicker.

      “I can never decide if your mind or mouth is busier,” he said, shaking his head. “I feel better than I have in recent days. I don’t feel good, mind you, but there’s a certain weight that’s been lifted from my shoulders. For a few days there I didn’t feel as if I could breathe. That, thankfully, has gone away.”

      “I’m glad for you. I … .”

      “Don’t ruin it,” Kade warned, holding up a finger. “I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I know I’m sick of hating you. Can we please have dinner without a deep discussion?”

      “Sure.” I nodded. “What do you want to talk about? I hear the weather is a real crowd pleaser when you want to avoid deep discussions.”

      Kade chuckled. “Let’s see what Luke has on his slate, shall we? He’s always good for a laugh.”

      “He is indeed.”

      

      “I’M TELLING you that polygamy is the way to go,” Luke announced. “I’ve been giving it some thought … and doing a little research … and I think multiple spouses is the way to go. I would have to be the alpha, but I think I would do well with six or seven husbands.”

      The table broke out in riotous guffaws as I cleaned my plate, grinning as Luke took center stage and amused the crowd. He certainly knew how to play to a rapt audience.

      “I think it’s a good idea, too,” Nellie said. “The problem is that everyone wants to be the alpha and no one wants to be in the harem.”

      “I don’t think it’s supposed to be referred to as a harem,” I pointed out. “I’m not big on sharing, so I can’t see going that route. Plus, well, I think you lose intimacy when you add other people into the mix.”

      Kade sent me a thoughtful gaze as he stroked his chin. “I can’t keep up with one woman. Having more than one sounds like a headache.”

      “Perhaps you haven’t focused on the right woman,” Raven suggested sweetly.

      “I’m pretty sure I can make that decision for myself,” Kade shot back.

      Luke ignored the potential argument and fixated on me. “I think you’d be a headache to any man, whether you had sister wives or not. I think that’s part of the magic that is you.”

      “Oh, you’re so sweet.” I poked his side. “I think the same could be said for you. You already have delusions of greatness. If you had seven husbands pumping up your ego you’d risk floating away.”

      “I can live with that.”

      After a few more minutes of banter I pushed myself to a standing position and dumped my plate in the trash receptacle. Nellie and Dolph were on cleanup duty for the night, so I offered everyone a wave before heading toward my trailer. The sound of trailing footsteps caused me to glance over my shoulder, and I jolted when I found Kade following me.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Going to bed.”

      “Your trailer is that way.” I pointed for emphasis, frowning when I saw my finger tremble. I was a bit shaky, but I couldn’t pinpoint why.

      “I’m sleeping in your trailer.” Kade’s voice was firm. “If you want to pick a fight over it, let’s wait until we’re inside and away from prying ears.”

      I pursed my lips, but did as he asked, waiting until the door shut to shrug out of my hoodie and meet his gaze. “You know they’ll simply plant themselves outside to eavesdrop, right?”

      “Probably. We don’t have to make it easy for them, though.”

      “You don’t have to do this,” I offered. “I’m perfectly safe.”

      “We don’t know that,” Kade argued. “All we know is that someone very likely broke into your trailer and bit you … or sucked on you … or something equally creepy. We also know that someone made a doll with your hair and you’re very likely a target.”

      “I know you probably get tired of hearing this, but I can take care of myself.”

      “You didn’t wake up on your own last time,” Kade reminded me. “I’d feel better if I was close to make sure that nothing happens.”

      “Because it’s your job?”

      Kade looked conflicted. “Because I need to do it.”

      I blew out a sigh as I removed the doll from my pocket and rested it on the counter. “Okay. I assume you want to sleep on the couch, right? I’ll get you a blanket and pillow.”

      “I’ll sleep in the bed.”

      His answer caused my heart to skip a beat and I made a sound – something akin to a wounded animal – deep in my throat. “W-what?”

      “Nothing is going to happen,” Kade supplied, although I couldn’t tell if he was reassuring himself or me. “The couch is shorter than my body. I’ll be more comfortable in the bed. No one will get past me if I’m sleeping next to you.”

      “But … .”

      “I don’t have answers, so don’t ask me questions,” he warned. “I need a good night’s sleep. I haven’t had one in days – weeks really – and I need it. So we’re going to sleep in the same bed. It’s not as though we haven’t done it before.”

      I thought about arguing. I figured I could push the issue and maybe even get my way, force him to say something he wasn’t quite ready to admit. Instead I merely nodded. “Okay. I’m going to wash my face and change into some pajamas.”

      “I’ll meet you in the bedroom.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      

      TEN MINUTES later I found myself trying to get comfortable as Kade tugged the blanket over both of us. He lay on his back, his arms folded behind his head as he stared at the ceiling.

      I killed the lamp on the nightstand and shifted twice, searching for comfort when I feared there was none to be claimed. “This is weird, huh?”

      Kade chuckled at my observation. “It would be easier if I could touch you.”

      “I’m not stopping you.”

      “I’m stopping me. I don’t know what to feel. I don’t know what to think. All I know is that I’m exhausted.”

      “So … sleep,” I prodded. “I promise not to molest you when you’re unconscious.”

      “Oh, well, that’s sort of a bummer.”

      I grinned, although he couldn’t see it in the darkness. “I really am sorry for all of it.”

      Kade sighed. “I know you are. That’s what makes things so difficult. I told myself I was going to hate you forever, but I’m pretty sure that’s not possible. That doesn’t mean I can forgive you.

      “I feel as if I’m caught in a web and there’s no escape,” he continued. “I’m the stupid fly and I’m going to die if I don’t figure a way out.”

      “Am I the spider in that analogy?”

      “You’re either the spider or another fly, with the web acting as a surrogate for the tangled mess of the bigger world. Which would you prefer?”

      “I’m not big on bugs.”

      Kade snorted. “I guess that’s fair. Turn off your brain and get some sleep. I’ll be here when you wake in the morning.”

      We lapsed into comfortable silence. Despite the surreal situation, I felt sleep tugging at the corners of my mind. “Kade?”

      “Hmm.”

      “If I had to choose, I would be another fly,” I offered. “I would rather stand with you than against you.”

      “Good answer. Now sleep.”

      “Goodnight.”

      “Sweet dreams.”

    

  



    
      
        
          15

        

        

    
    






          Fifteen

        

      

    
    
      I woke to find my face pressed against Kade’s shoulder and his arm around my back. I took a moment to grasp my surroundings, confusion causing a murky mist to slow my brain, and then I realized I had a golden opportunity.

      I flicked my eyes up to make sure Kade was still asleep, and then ran my fingertip over his solid chest. He’s built like one of those male models who pose for romance covers, and even though he chose to sleep in a shirt I couldn’t stop myself from letting my hands wander. That led to my mind wandering, but that was to be expected.

      I rubbed my palm over his chest, relishing the steady beat of his heart, and let loose with a wistful sigh. Of course, that’s when he woke.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Um … .” I pressed my lips together as my cheeks burned and considered pretending I was still asleep. He couldn’t bust me for being handsy if I was dreaming.

      “I see your mind working from here,” Kade said, pressing the heel of his hand to his eye and giving it a good rub as he regarded me. “Are you considering pretending to be asleep?”

      Crap! How did he know that? “Um … .”

      Kade snorted, his chest rumbling as the laughter washed over me. “You’re a freaking trip. Do you like what you see?”

      “You have a shirt on,” I pointed out.

      “That was on purpose. I was trying to make sure no one lost their head while we slept.”

      “I didn’t lose my head. It’s on my shoulders.”

      “Good deal,” Kade muttered, wiping the corners of his mouth. “Can you please stop doing that? It’s giving me ideas. I can’t afford to have ideas that don’t revolve around keeping you safe right now.”

      I realized my hand was still roaming the expansive plains of his chest and jerked it back, mortified. “I am so sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry,” Kade chided. “I knew it was a risk when I suggested we sleep together.”

      “Is that why you did it?” It was an honest question, but the dark look Kade shot in my direction told me he didn’t appreciate my bluntness.

      “That is not why I did it,” he answered. “I … um … .” Now he was the one left fumbling.

      I could’ve taken pity on him. I didn’t. “Did you hope I would make the first move? That’s still an option.”

      Kade snagged my hand before I could tickle his side, taking me by surprise when he offered me an intense look. He opened his mouth, as if he was going to say something important, and then snapped it shut. He didn’t release my hand as he stared at me, and for one wild moment I thought he might lean forward a few inches and kiss me. My lips went numb at the prospect.

      “I … .”

      Kade didn’t break eye contact for a long time, finally pressing the tips of my fingers to his mouth and kissing them before rolling away from me. He shifted his legs over the side of the bed and stared at the blank wall that separated the bedroom from the bathroom.

      “I need time to think.”

      I ran my tongue over my teeth and tamped down my disappointment. That was fair, of course. He’d earned the right to think and make decisions without me pressuring him. Besides, it would be better for both of us if he made the right decision from the start and didn’t change his mind later. That would only crush both of us.

      “I’m sorry.” The words sounded lame, but I wasn’t sure what else I could say. “I didn’t mean to do that. I was only messing around.”

      “Before this happened, that was entertaining,” Kade explained. “I don’t know what to feel. My head keeps screaming that I should be angry with you and not let you back in.”

      “I don’t blame you. I’m not sure I would forgive me either … if I were in your shoes, I mean.”

      “My heart is putting up a massive fight, Poet.” Kade’s voice was strained. “I have a feeling I know which side is going to win, but I need to think.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Stop saying that. I know you’re sorry.” Kade groaned as he got to his feet. “I forgot what it felt like to get a good night’s sleep. I actually feel rested, which is a foreign concept now.”

      “Me, too.” I rubbed my neck, only glancing to my left when I realized Kade was unnaturally quiet for a long stretch of time. “What?”

      “No one tried to get in. I would’ve woken. Did you have a nightmare?”

      “No.”

      “That’s good.” Kade shuffled toward the door. “I have a lot to do today. I’ll be in contact with you later. We need to touch base before the circus opens. I wouldn’t be surprised if the cops have undercovers on the fairgrounds tonight, so we should stress to everyone that being on their best behavior benefits the group.”

      That hadn’t even occurred to me. “Do you think they’re focusing on us?”

      “That’s probably their natural instinct, but I’m worried it won’t matter in the long run,” Kade replied. “We can’t exactly explain about paranormal creatures, can we? They’ll think we’re crazy and try to lock us up.”

      “We don’t know that we’re dealing with a paranormal entity. We have absolutely nothing but that weird doll to go on.”

      “We have three nights left on the property,” Kade said. “The cops can’t move without proof. They can’t get proof because we’re innocent. I’m sure everything will be fine.”

      “That’s a nice way of looking at things. We can’t leave a predator to terrorize the city if we can stop it, though. That’s not what we do.”

      “Are you willing to risk your life to save people who look down their noses at you?” Kade challenged.

      I tilted my head to the side as I considered the question, ultimately nodding. “They don’t know any better. Ignorance isn’t a reason for vengeance.”

      Kade exhaled heavily as his lips twisted. “And that right there is why my heart is fighting so hard to be heard. You’re a good person.”

      “Not from your perspective.”

      “The problem is that you are a good person from my perspective,” Kade argued. “But you made a whopper of a mistake, and it happened to hurt me most of all.”

      “I’m … .”

      “If you say you’re sorry I’m going to have a meltdown.”

      I bit my lip and took a moment to reflect. “Fine. I’m not sorry.”

      “Great.”

      “I am regretful, though.”

      Kade made a disgusted sound in the back of his throat. “You’ll be the death of me before this is all over. I just know it. I need a shower. We’ll talk again in a few hours.”

      I grinned as I hopped to my feet, keeping my body close to his as I skirted around him to head toward the bathroom. I stilled long enough to pat his chest. “There’s room in my shower for two. It might be a tight fit, but … .”

      Kade caught my chin with one hand and tapped my nose with the other. “Behave.”

      “I think I’m done trying to behave,” I argued. “It wasn’t getting me anywhere.”

      “Do you think this will get you anywhere?”

      I didn’t have to ask what he meant by “this.” I nodded as my lips curled. “I’m starting to think so.”

      “Sadly, so am I.” Kade grabbed my shoulders and kept my body at a safe distance as he pivoted, giving himself an unencumbered path to the door. “I’ll see you at breakfast in a half hour. Try not to be late.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      Kade’s smile dipped as I stripped in the open doorway. “I so need a cold shower.”

      “Have fun,” I called brightly to his back. “It’s going to be hot in here.”

      “Ice cold shower,” Kade corrected. “A long, cold shower. Yup, that’s just what the doctor ordered.”

      

      MY HAIR was still damp when I hit the communal dining area, and I was content to let the sun do its job and serve as a dryer as I fell into place between Nixie and Naida to begin preparing breakfast.

      The pixie twins exchanged amused glances as they looked me up and down. I tried to ignore the attention, but it didn’t exactly go as planned.

      “What?” I practically exploded after five minutes of giggles.

      “You have a little color in your cheeks,” Naida noted.

      “And a little spring in your step,” Nixie added. “If I didn’t know better – and I don’t know, so you should realize this is me digging for gossip – I’d guess that you had a lucky night.”

      “Oh, mind your own business,” I grumbled, furiously whipping the eggs in a bowl with the whisk.

      “Oh, she did have a good night,” Naida sang out, amused. “You must tell us all about it. We live to hear sexy gossip.”

      “Who has sexy gossip?” Luke asked, appearing at the edge of the food preparation area. He looked intrigued when Nixie and Naida pointed at me in unison. “Well, well, well. Is it true? Did you and Kade finally add the banana to the fruit salad?”

      It took me a moment to get that one – which proved I was still a bit slow on the uptake this morning – and when I did I playfully slapped Luke’s arm and offered him a scowl. “Was that necessary?”

      “Oh, I’ve been stocking them up during your depression,” Luke replied, his grin mischievous. “You do look a little lighter, Poet. How does it feel to snag your man?”

      Despite my enjoyment of the past ten hours, I couldn’t stop myself from sobering. “Nothing happened.”

      “Still?” Luke was outraged. “Does he need me to buy one of those Joy of Sex coloring books? There can be no other explanation. This is freaking painful.”

      “What’s painful?” Kade asked, moving behind Luke and curiously glancing between faces. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing,” I answered hurriedly, my cheeks burning. “I … nothing.”

      “Uh-huh.” Kade didn’t look convinced. “Spill, fairies. What are you guys talking about?”

      “We assumed that you and Poet had a nice night because she was in such a good mood,” Nixie answered, not missing a beat. “We thought it was odd because she’s been so depressed. It seems the reason for her smile wasn’t what we initially thought, so then the teasing began.”

      “I see.” Kade flicked his eyes to me. “I’m sorry I couldn’t make everyone happy this morning. I’ll see if I can work on it when I have more time.”

      Nixie obviously missed the sarcasm, because she beamed in Kade’s direction. “That would be great. We have a pool going, and I want to win.”

      “Just text me when you have in the pool and I’ll make it happen,” Kade said dryly.

      “That’s cheating,” Luke barked, annoyed. “As for the other thing, if you need help rooting for vegetables in the cellar because the carrot has gone limp and cold I’m sure there’s a pharmacy we can jet to. A lot of the people in this area have multiple wives. I’m sure they hand out Viagra by the handfuls.”

      Kade stood blankly, taking a moment to register Luke’s dig. When he did, his face contorted as his cheeks flushed with color. “That is not why!”

      Luke made a dubious face. “If that’s your story,” he muttered. “Seriously, Poet, he must have a problem. There can be no other explanation for why he hasn’t skinned that particular cat.”

      I slapped his arm, the sound echoing through the small area. “That will be enough of that.”

      “I wholeheartedly agree,” Kade muttered. “You people need to mind your own business.”

      “Poet is my business,” Luke challenged. “We’ve already been over this. In fact … oh, geez. Here comes the middle school squad. Could my morning get any worse?”

      I glanced over my shoulder as Luke’s expression darkened, smirking when I saw Melissa approach. She was young and enthusiastic, and because this was only her second venue with the circus she couldn’t rein in her excitement. She drove Luke batty because she demanded so much of my time – time he insisted was earmarked for him.

      “Leave her alone,” I warned. “She’s excited. It’s cute.”

      “It’s not cute,” Luke grumbled. “It’s freaking annoying.”

      I ignored him and focused on Melissa as she approached. She carried a book and looked beyond excited. “You’re up early,” I noted. “You usually sleep in until the last possible second, skip breakfast and then complain until lunch. What’s up?”

      Melissa held the book in my direction. “I haven’t been to sleep yet.”

      Ah, youth. “Why? Were you out partying?”

      “If so, she was doing it wrong, because she was in her trailer all night. I ran two security sweeps and saw her reading in front of the window both times I passed,” Nellie offered, shooting me a pointed look. “Where are the eggs? I’m starving?”

      “Give us a minute,” I shot back, annoyed. “You were up reading all night?”

      “Researching,” Melissa clarified, tapping the edge of the book. “I went to the library yesterday after the boy showed up. I thought his disappearance and what happened to you was simply too weird to ignore, so I checked out a book on local legends. I figured an area like this – with the mountains and Great Salt Lake – had to boast a rich mythological background.”

      “Huh. That was a good idea. I should’ve thought of that. What did you find?” I glanced at the book, frowning at the drawing on the open page. It showed a dark shadow staring out at a large body of water that suspiciously looked like the Great Salt Lake.

      “Well, believe it or not, this area has a lot of myths,” Melissa replied. “For example, some dude in the mid-1900s got it in his head to populate the lake with whales. He actually put some in the lake. Some people think all of the whales died because the water was too salty, but others think that they survived and spawned because people saw them.”

      “I’m not sure what that has to do with us,” I hedged.

      “Maybe nothing,” Melissa conceded. “A lot of locals believe that because no whale carcasses were ever found – that’s the story anyway – that the whales mutated and grew feet and became something else.”

      “What?” Kade challenged. “Did they supposedly turn into essence-sucking creatures that steal small boys from their bedrooms in the middle of the night?”

      “No, but there are a lot of monster legends regarding the lake,” Melissa answered. “There are dolphin and alligator monsters rumored to attack in the shallows, for example.”

      I glanced at Naida. “Wouldn’t you have sensed a monster in the water?”

      “A predator certainly,” Naida confirmed. “The truth is that the Great Salt Lake is far too salty for a purely water animal to survive very long. I mean, the majority of them, at least. I’m sure some brine shrimp could survive, but they usually don’t attack and bite people’s necks to suck them dry.

      “I had a great time in the water, but I wouldn’t want it to be my main source of hydration,” she continued. “It was fun and buoyant, but it would shrivel most water creatures from the inside.”

      “We don’t know if it’s necessarily a water creature,” Melissa pointed out. “There’s also a legend about a ghost named Brother Brehem. Supposedly this ghost belonged to one of the first Mormon settlers, and he died a horrible death – something about his wives turning into a coven of witches and cursing him before killing him – and he’s rumored to go after children in the area.”

      “That’s an interesting tidbit, but it doesn’t really solve our problem,” I pointed out. “Ghosts don’t shackle children to bed frames in the woods. You need corporeal form for that.”

      “Oh.” Melissa’s face fell. “Well, that’s just one possibility. There are loads of stories to sift through.” She grabbed the book back from me. “I’ll keep at it.”

      I watched her go, shaking my head at her rampant energy and enthusiasm. “You do that.”

      “Where is my breakfast?” Nellie snapped, drawing my attention back to reality. “Do you want me to die from hunger?”

      “I’m considering it,” I replied, glaring. “If you’re so hungry, you can cook your own breakfast.”

      “Don’t tempt me,” Nellie warned, shaking a finger. “If you’re not careful, I’ll strike you from my list of potential wives. You’ll be sad if that happens. How many husbands can share formal evening gowns with their wives?”

      “I’m guessing that’s a low number.”

      “You should revere me,” Nellie suggested. “I’m a catch. You could do much worse.”

      I didn’t bother hiding my snort. “Somehow I have my doubts.”
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      After double-checking my tent to make sure everything was ready for the big opening at noon, I did one final pass around the circus before climbing into my sparkly skirt and peasant blouse. Everyone at Mystic Caravan has a role to play, and we all know how to do it in the proper manner. I don’t really mind my costume. It’s comfortable, and the purple skirt in question jingles when I walk. It makes a happy sound, and because the depression had lifted I wanted to wear a happy skirt.

      Kade found me twirling in front of my trailer shortly after eleven, mirth flitting across his features as he watched me cavort. I considered stopping when I saw his shadow, but I was in too good of a mood. Instead I spun faster, so, of course, I almost tripped over my beaded shoes.

      Kade grabbed my arm to catch me, snapping my body into his and causing us both to flush as I tilted up my chin. Our mouths were inches apart.

      “I … um … .”

      “If you say you’re sorry I’ll have to shut you up,” Kade warned. He didn’t move to shift his mouth away from mine. He didn’t lean forward either.

      “I might like that.” My voice was breathy. “You might, too.”

      “That’s what worries me.”

      I took another moment to bask in the proximity of his body before taking a purposeful step back. Kade looked reluctant to release me, but ultimately gave in, clenching his hands into fists before stretching his fingers and letting his arms drop to his sides.

      “The skirt jingles,” I explained, searching for something to say. “I … was just listening to myself jingle.”

      The admission was enough to elicit a smile. “I know it jingles. That’s my favorite of your skirts. The color suits you.”

      “That’s why I wore it.”

      Kade arched an eyebrow. “Because it suits you?”

      “Because you like it.” Being honest is often painful, but it’s also freeing. Now I don’t think about what I have to say, I just open my mouth and let it spill out, like a bubbly teenager meeting her boy band crush after downing a case of energy drinks.

      “You’re not making this easy.”

      “I’ve decided that I’m not interested in making it easy for you. I want what I want and I’m determined to get it.”

      “What do you want?”

      “A second chance.”

      “Didn’t I already give you that after I found out you were lying about all of the paranormal stuff?” Kade challenged. “This would technically be a third chance, right?”

      Crud. He had a point. “I didn’t know you when we hid the paranormal secret,” I pointed out. “That’s not fair. You said you weren’t going to hold that against me.”

      “And I don’t. You were protecting the people you love. I get that. We weren’t anything to each other at the time. I don’t blame you for being cautious.”

      “Then why bring it up?”

      “Because it’s part of a systematic problem,” Kade answered. “You promised not to lie to me when we worked all of that out. You were already lying to me when you made the promise.”

      “No, I wasn’t. I figured out the Max situation after that.”

      “You still lied.”

      “I did.” I bobbed my head and fought to ignore the burning sensation causing my eyes to mist. “I told Max he had to tell you and then I gave him an ultimatum. I thought it should come from him because … well … he’s your father.”

      “Would you have told me if he didn’t?”

      “Yes.”

      “When?”

      “I … don’t know,” I admitted, holding my hands palms up. “I would like to think I would’ve been brave enough to do it right away, but I was terrified. I knew how you would react. I knew I was betraying you. The real problem was that the longer it went on the more attached I got. I knew you would walk away. I was selfish because I didn’t want it to happen.”

      Kade pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead and shook his head. “The sad thing is that I can almost understand that.”

      “It doesn’t change anything, though, does it?”

      Kade shrugged. “I don’t know. Can we get through tonight and talk again later? I need to think and we have a lot going on.”

      I immediately started nodding. “We have to focus on the big show. I get that. You can have all of the time you need. I’m not trying to pressure you.”

      “Really?”

      “No, I totally want to pressure you. I don’t know why I said that.”

      Kade snickered. “You’re so freaking cute sometimes I can’t stand it.” He tucked a stray strand of hair into the scarf covering my head. “We need to be careful tonight. Remember what I told you about undercover police? My guess is they’ll have at least three teams walking through the area tonight.”

      “That means we need to keep our shifters in animal form for the duration,” I mused. “We need to keep someone at both entrances to the animal tent at all times, too, just to be on the safe side. We don’t want any undercover cops walking in there and freaking out because they think we have dangerous animals on the loose.”

      “I agree. Any suggestions?”

      “Dolph and Nellie.” I answered without hesitation. “They know the score and they’re competent. We can put Melissa on duty at one end when one of them is busy. She has her ghost book, so that should work out.”

      “Yeah, speaking of that, do you think she’s on to something?”

      “I have no idea, but it’s an interesting angle,” I replied. “I’ll look closer at the book later if I get time.”

      “My guess is that you’ll be busy with other stuff,” Kade said. “You need to be careful. The cops will definitely hit your tent. They’re predisposed to think you’re up to something.”

      “Because I’m a woman?”

      “Because you’re purportedly a psychic and you found the kid,” Kade replied. “They’ll want to feel you out when they think you’re not aware of their identities. Be on the lookout.”

      “I always am.”

      “Speaking of being on the lookout, have you checked out the parking lot yet?”

      The shift in Kade’s demeanor caused me to glance over my shoulder. I frowned when I saw the smattering of people lining up on the other side of the chain-link fence that separated the parking lot from the fairgrounds. “What in the world?”

      “They’re pickets,” Kade supplied. “They have signs. I didn’t get a good gander at the signs, but I can pretty much imagine what they say.”

      “Clowns should rule the world?”

      Kade snorted. He has an irrational fear of clowns, and I enjoy messing with him when it comes to the subject. “Something tells me they don’t say that, for which I’ll be eternally grateful.”

      “I’m sure it’s going to involve all of the debauchery they’re convinced is going on around here,” I mused, shading my eyes so I could study the gathering crowd.

      “Oh, if they only knew how little debauchery we have to enjoy when no one is looking,” Kade teased.

      “That’s only because you haven’t decided to send your boat to port … even though I think you will before the sea monster attacks and sucks us into the Bermuda Triangle.”

      Kade’s eyes flashed. “You’ve been spending too much time with Luke.”

      “He probably thinks the same thing.”

      Kade ran his hand down my arm and then shook his head to dislodge whatever melancholy thought temporarily invaded his mind. “I’ll check in regularly tonight to make sure you’re okay.”

      “I’m capable of taking care of myself.”

      “Yeah, but I’m pretty sure I’m not ready to relinquish the job.”

      

      I HAD TIME, so I decided to check out the pickets up close and personal. I pasted a bright smile on my face as I approached. The picket itself didn’t bother me. We’d faced worse over the years, and a concerted effort to drive us out of town often had the opposite effect. Curiosity almost always overwhelmed the negativity and worked in our favor.

      One of the women, a redhead with piercing blue eyes, squared her shoulders when she saw me approach, clearly spoiling for a fight. “We’re well within our rights to picket,” she announced. “We’re on public property. We checked with the county offices and they said we could do whatever we wanted on public property … so we’re not breaking any laws.”

      “I’m not here to give you a hard time,” I said, holding my hands palms up and adopting what I hoped was a placating expression. “I’m just curious about what your issue seems to be.”

      “This.” The woman made an exaggerated face as she swept out her arm to indicate the fairgrounds. I could only assume she was referring to the circus in its entirety.

      “What is it that you think we’re doing here?”

      “Satanic things.”

      I had to hand it to her. She was downright succinct. “Well, I can guarantee we’re not Satanists. My name is Poet Parker, by the way.” I extended my hand in greeting, which she promptly ignored.

      “Are you a Satanist?”

      “Aquarian.” It was a lame joke, but I didn’t need to worry about it because it went right over her head.

      “My name is Lorelei Forrester,” the woman said, primly tugging down her white cotton shirt. “I’m head of the Brigham City Keep America Clean Brigade.”

      Huh. Well that was a mouthful. “Well, um, we have a full custodial staff, so we’re always clean.”

      “There’s more to clean living than cleanliness.” Lorelei’s voice was something akin to the droning of a really big bee.

      “I swear we’re not doing anything untoward,” I offered. “There’s no Satanism going on either.”

      “I heard that you stole that boy from his room, performed Satanic rites on him to remove his soul so you can use it for longevity spells, and then returned him to his parents so he can grow up to be the antichrist.”

      I couldn’t see the woman who made the suggestion – she was short, blond and hiding behind Lorelei – but I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. “I can guarantee that’s not what happened,” I said after collecting myself. “We saw him walking across the field over there.” I pointed for emphasis. “He seemed pale and disheveled. We collected him, offered him breakfast even though he wouldn’t eat it, and immediately called the police.”

      “That’s not what we heard.”

      “Then you heard wrong.”

      Lorelei crossed her arms over her chest and fixed me with a pointed glare. “What do you do for the circus, if I may ask?”

      “I’m the fortune teller.” I twirled my skirt because I could, causing it to jingle, and mustered a grin. “I read palms and cards and tell people what they can expect from their futures.” I could also slip into someone’s mind and read it, as well as control it if need be, but I didn’t think this was the proper audience for that announcement.

      “See, Satanists.” Lorelei made a clucking noise as she turned to her brethren. “They’re minions of Satan.”

      I bit back an exasperated sigh. There was clearly no changing their minds, so I had no intention of wasting the effort. “You guys probably know a lot about this area, right? Local history and stuff.”

      The conversational shift caused Lorelei to arch a suspicious eyebrow. “What are you getting at?”

      “One of the workers here checked a book out of the library yesterday,” I supplied. “It was a book on local legends and myths. She found some interesting stuff about the Great Salt Lake. We visited the other day for a swim, but it was mostly empty. Is that normal?”

      “Actually, yes,” Lorelei replied. If she was uncomfortable having a humdrum conversation about the local sights, she didn’t show it. “The water is extremely salty. It’s rough on hair and skin.”

      “It’s such a beautiful location, though,” I pointed out. “It would still be nice for a picnic.”

      “There are other freshwater lakes in the area,” Lorelei explained. “Families visit those lakes or swim at the municipal pools. As beautiful as the Great Salt Lake is, it’s simply not easy to swim in. Tourists are much more interested than locals.”

      That was an interesting tidbit. “The book mentioned some rather fanciful legends, like whales in the lake, for example. Is that true?”

      Lorelei shrugged. “I’ve never seen a whale in the lake, but everyone believes that story, so it must be true.”

      I wanted to point out that’s not how facts are substantiated, but now didn’t seem the right time. “What about the lake monster stories?”

      “Hogwash.”

      I shouldn’t have expected a different answer, but I had to work overtime to tamp down my disappointment. “There was another story, something about a ghost. I believe the name associated with the story was Brother Brehem.”

      Lorelei’s eyebrows shot up, her expression momentarily slipping before she recovered. “You’ve been busy.”

      “I like learning about local history.” That wasn’t exactly a lie. “This is the first visit we’ve made to the area. I’m simply trying to get a feel for the location. I’m something of a history buff.”

      Lorelei heaved a sigh. She obviously didn’t trust me, but there was no harm in relating a story, so that’s exactly what she did.

      “Brother Brehem was famous around these parts,” she started. “He came from the West, from California I believe, and he brought his wife with him.”

      “Only one? I was under the impression that plural marriage was the norm back then.”

      “It was. Do you want me to finish my story or do you want to keep interrupting?”

      I had the grace to be abashed. “Finish. Please.”

      “He moved to this area and started a tent revival of sorts,” Lorelei supplied. “He originally worked as a Christian reverend, spreading the word and collecting tithes from his rather small congregation.”

      I took the opportunity to ask another question even though I knew I risked Lorelei’s wrath for interrupting. “Was he a grifter?”

      “I obviously wasn’t there, but that’s the rumor,” Lorelei replied. “When he realized he wasn’t drawing nearly enough converts, he had an epiphany of sorts. He embraced the Mormon religion and started collecting wives.”

      Ah, well, I saw that coming. “How many wives?”

      “I believe it was seven at the time of his disappearance.”

      “His disappearance?” I searched my memory. “I thought he died.”

      “Well, he’s clearly dead by now, but he disappeared and no one ever discovered his body,” Lorelei supplied. “He had something of a legendary following. He built a big house on the far side of the Great Salt Lake. It’s an assisted living facility now. If you believe the whispers, the first wife never got over being supplanted and killed him when he suggested bringing an eighth wife into the mix.”

      “Do you believe the stories?”

      “There are multiple stories,” Lorelei replied. “One of the more popular ones has all of the wives joining together to poison him because he was abusive. Another has Brother Brehem stealing the wife of a local minister and adding her to his collection, which propelled the minister to seek revenge.”

      “There’s a legend about his ghost, right?”

      “That’s another story entirely,” Lorelei answered. “One of the stories – and this one isn’t popular in most circles, mind you – says that he was a child predator and the wives covered it up until he attacked a child that wasn’t his own and the community got involved.

      “In that story he was strung from a tree, four ropes tied to each limb at one end and a horse at the other, and then the horses were scattered in four different directions.”

      I cringed at the visual. “That sounds lovely.”

      “The people who believe that story say his ghost remains behind to torture the descendants of the men who killed him,” Lorelei said. “I’m not sure how many people actually believe that story.”

      “Which one do you believe?”

      “I don’t really believe any of them,” Lorelei replied. “My guess is he took off with a younger woman when he found one that caught his fancy. He probably set up a new operation in a new state and lived out his days there.”

      That was certainly a possibility. “Okay, well, thank you for the information.”

      “No problem.” Lorelei scratched her cheek as she regarded me. “Can I ask why you’re so interested in the legend? Have you … seen something?”

      It was an odd question, but she looked legitimately curious. “I just like ghost stories,” I lied.

      “Well, I guess we all like a good scare now and then. Otherwise, how do you explain Halloween?”

      I answered without hesitation. “Candy.” I offered the woman a half-hearted wave before taking a step back. “Thank you for your time. I have to get to work. We’re almost ready to open. Good luck with your picket. I hope you keep the unsuspecting population free of debauchery for the foreseeable future.”
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      “My goal is to be rich and famous, and make my father cry, because he told me I have to get a job if I expect to continue living under his roof. Can you believe that? I’m an entrepreneur, for crying out loud. Tell me that’s going to happen. Tell me he’s going to cry like a woman and bow down to me.”

      Reading futures is a little like playing The Price is Right. You have no idea what prize package you’ll be offered and often you want to pick another package. I mean … who wants to win a washing machine?

      In truth, most people only want to hear what they’ve built themselves up to believe. It’s a rare person who wants to hear the truth no matter what. Frankie Hendrickson was not a rare person. No, he was twenty going on twelve and his petulance threatened to bring down his entire family.

      I tilted my head to the side as I decided how to respond. Frankie had a rough future ahead of him. He still had time to change the outcome, but he struck me as someone who couldn’t change his belief system. Still … .

      “You’re not going to be successful if you stick to your current life plan,” I announced, taking myself by surprise with my fortitude. Seriously, where did that come from? “You need a total change if you expect to do anything with your life.”

      Frankie knit his eyebrows as he regarded me, leaning forward in an effort to make me uncomfortable. I read the intent on the edges of his mind. He was used to bullying his way – especially with women – through life. “I want to make my father cry.”

      “Oh, you’re going to make him cry.” The words were out of my mouth before I had a chance to debate how wise it was to utter them. Frankie didn’t appear to have violent tendencies, but you never know.

      “That’s good,” Frankie said, bobbing his head. “How soon does that happen?”

      He was clearly misinterpreting my words. “I’m going to be frank with you, Frankie … frank with you Frankie, that’s kind of funny.” Frankie’s scowl caused me to collect myself and I wiped the smirk off my face. “You’re a mess, dude.”

      “I am not a mess,” Frankie snapped. “I’m an entrepreneur.”

      “You keep using that word, but I’m fairly certain you don’t know what it means,” I argued. “Dude, you live in your parents’ basement and refuse to get a job. You’re twenty – almost twenty-one – yet you believe you’re above menial labor. That’s extremely hard for a man like your father to understand because he started his own business and worked eighty hours a week to put food on the table when you were younger. You refuse to work eighty minutes a week because you’re lazy.”

      Frankie slapped his hand on the table, taking me by surprise. I wasn’t particularly worried – the guy weighed a hundred and fifty pounds soaking wet and I could take him with one magical hand tied behind my back – but I let a frigid cool warning waft through my eyes as I regarded him.

      “I am not lazy,” Frankie spat. “I’m gifted and intelligent. I’m … going to be rich.”

      “You’re going to get more and more desperate until you rob a liquor store across the state line and get shot,” I corrected. “Don’t worry, though, because you’re not going to die. The bullet will rip through your spinal column and paralyze you. Then you’ll live with your parents for the rest of their lives … but for a different reason. That’s after you do three years in prison for the attempted robbery. Trust me … the other inmates won’t care that you’re in a wheelchair.”

      It took Frankie a few moments to realize what I was saying. “You’re making that up.”

      “That’s not part of my job.”

      “You’re making that up, you … bitch!” He howled the words and I read the intent behind the hand reaching for my hair before he exhaled completely. I caught a hint of movement out of the corner of my eye – Kade bolting inside to be the big hero – but I was already moving.

      I caught the top of Frankie’s head with my left hand and slammed it down, smacking his forehead into the table with a thud that emanated throughout the tent. Frankie looked dazed when he lifted his eyes, his right hand clenched into a fist as he stared at me.

      “I … what just happened?”

      Kade widened his eyes as he regarded me, dumbfounded. “Did you just … ?”

      “Show Frankie his future? Yes.” I bobbed my head for emphasis as I stared into Frankie’s eyes. “Can you hear me, you little punk?”

      “I hear you.” Frankie’s voice was slurred and his eyes distant as he rocked slightly in his chair.

      “That’s good,” I said, keeping my voice low as I weaved a controlling web throughout his brain. I filled the silky magic tendrils with images from the future I witnessed, making sure to stitch them in tightly so he couldn’t forget. “I don’t think you’re a bad kid, Frankie, but you’re unbelievably lazy. You know that, right?”

      “What are you doing?” Kade asked.

      “Hopefully saving him from himself,” I replied, never moving my eyes from Frankie’s rapidly bruising face. “You need to get a job, Frankie. I don’t care if you think it’s beneath you. I don’t care if you think you’re an entrepreneur. No one ever died from old-fashioned hard work – just ask your father – and that’s the only way you’re going to thrive. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      “I … yes.” Frankie’s voice took on a whiny tone. “But I don’t want to get a job. I don’t like work. It’s too hard.”

      “Too bad,” I shot back. “Everyone needs to earn their keep in this world, Frankie. If you don’t, you’re going to get kept another way. You see those pictures … do you see the prison … you’ll lose yourself there if you’re not careful.”

      “I don’t want to go to prison,” Frankie mumbled. “I can’t go to prison.”

      “Then get a job.” I held the magic in place for a moment before releasing him.

      Frankie shook himself out of his reverie, his eyes unfocused for a moment before he zeroed in on me. “What just happened?”

      “You saw the light and are going to change your ways,” I automatically answered.

      “I … don’t remember that.” Frankie rubbed his chin as his gaze bounced around the tent, resting on Kade before the security guru’s size made him nervous and he turned back to me. “I want my money back. You’re a fraud.”

      I pointed toward the “no refunds” sign and shook my head. “No can do. You knew that coming in.”

      “But … you’re a fraud,” Frankie spat. “You didn’t tell me what I wanted to hear.”

      “That’s not my job,” I shot back. “I told you the truth. What you choose to do with it is up to you.”

      “But … .”

      “I would take the opportunity to go,” Kade ordered, taking a purposeful step forward. “You heard her.”

      Frankie swallowed hard at the sight of Kade’s flexing muscles and finally shuffled toward the tent flap. “You’re a charlatan.”

      I pursed my lips to keep from laughing. “Go with God, Frankie.” I waited until I was sure he was out of earshot before turning my attention to Kade. “Did you race in here to save me?”

      “I … thought you might be in trouble,” Kade admitted, stretching his fingers and staring at his hands. “I was listening outside and heard things go south. I was simply watching out for you.”

      “Well, thanks,” I said brightly, enjoying the annoyed look on Kade’s face. “I don’t know what I would’ve done without you.”

      “You had everything under control. You didn’t need me.”

      “That doesn’t mean I didn’t enjoy the effort,” I countered. “I might be able to take care of myself, but that doesn’t mean I’m ready for you to relinquish the job.”

      Kade’s smile was sheepish. “If you’re trying to prove that you listen when I talk, I get it.”

      “I don’t know what I’m trying to prove,” I said, stretching in the chair. “I’m just … .” I didn’t get a chance to finish, instead snapping my head to the right when my mind brushed against something familiar.

      Kade must’ve recognized the action, because he immediately moved in that direction. “What is it?”

      Instead of some terrible monster or angry man-child, the face revealed when the tent flap shifted to the left was angelic. The boy smiled when he saw me, offering a wave as he gripped a woman’s hand tighter.

      “Joshua,” I murmured, matching his smile before turning to the two people flanking him. The man and woman were young – not quite thirty – and their expressions were unreadable as they stared in my direction. “Welcome to my parlor.”

      

      “I’M BARB Gilmore.” The woman appeared nervous as she shifted from one foot to the other, Joshua’s hand clenched tightly in hers as she scanned the tent. “This is Joshua. I believe you’re the one who found him yesterday.”

      “Of course.” I flashed a bright smile. “It’s not often that a handsome young man walks into my world. When it happens I file the memory away to cherish forever.”

      Joshua’s grin was shy as he locked gazes with me. “You found me.”

      “You found us,” I corrected, gesturing toward the chairs. “Do you want to take a seat?”

      “Sure.” Barb was understandably nervous as she settled in the nearest chair. Her husband – or at least the man I assumed was her husband – seemed uncertain but did the same, tugging Joshua on his lap to keep the boy close. “This is Tim. He’s Joshua’s father.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” I offered, resting my hands on the table. “I’m glad to see you made it home, Joshua. Are you feeling better?”

      Joshua didn’t speak, but he did nod, his almond-shaped eyes going wide as he tentatively touched the tablecloth.

      “We had a rough day yesterday,” Barb supplied. “It was a wonderful day, but rough all the same.”

      “I’m glad he’s home.”

      “We understand that you found him,” Tim interjected. “The police didn’t tell us much … only that you saw him wandering through the field and went to him. We’d like more information.”

      I maintained my calm demeanor even as I sensed the recrimination in Tim’s words. “I’m not sure what you want me to say,” I hedged. “We were preparing breakfast close to the trailers where we sleep at night when I looked toward the field and saw Joshua.

      “We didn’t want to frighten him, so Mr. Denton and I headed in his direction,” I continued. “I tried to get him to talk, but he got upset. I picked him up, carried him back to the picnic tables and held him while we called the police. Then we waited.”

      “That’s it?” Tim didn’t look convinced.

      “That’s it,” I confirmed. “We tried to get him to eat. His skin was really cold and he was unnaturally pale. He wasn’t interested in eating, though. I didn’t know what else to do besides wait.”

      “I don’t know that I would’ve done anything different in your position,” Barb offered. “It must’ve been surprising to you. Did you know he was missing?”

      “We heard when we were in the hardware store the previous day,” Kade answered. “We needed supplies and heard some women talking about the situation.”

      Tim’s eyebrows rose. “Didn’t the police question you after he went missing?”

      Kade shook his head. “No. No one came to visit us. It was a normal prep day.” He left out the part where we suspected that whoever took Joshua from his room tried for me first. That probably would’ve done more harm than good.

      “The police told us they were going to question you,” Tim mused. “They seemed to regard you as suspects.”

      “Because we’re new?” I asked.

      “Because you’re circus folk.” Tim answered without hesitation, as if testing to see how I would respond.

      “Tim.” Barb’s voice was low and full of warning. “These people saved our son. What are you doing?”

      “I’m merely talking to them,” Tim replied, squeezing her hand before returning his attention to me. “I don’t want to be mean or accuse you of anything. My son is alive, but you have to see this from our point of view. We were terrified and didn’t know if we’d ever see our son again.”

      “And what is your point of view?” Kade challenged, annoyance bubbling close to the surface and threatening to displace his calm veneer.

      “Our son was safe and asleep in his bed until someone crawled through the window and took him,” Tim answered. “We never had problems in this area until you people showed up.”

      “You people?” Kade didn’t bother to hide his displeasure with the term. “What kind of people are we?”

      “Strangers.”

      “Well, I guess next time we’ll ignore the kid in the field and go on about our day,” Kade muttered.

      “Kade.” I offered him a firm headshake. I understood where the young parents were coming from, and even though I didn’t like being a suspect I could hardly fault them for their concern. “We didn’t take your son, Mr. and Mrs. Gilmore. I’m not sure what motivation you think we have – other than being different – but it hardly seems a logical choice because we’re the outsiders in your community.

      “Wouldn’t it be stupid to arrive in a town and immediately steal a kid?” I continued. “Even if we had a reason – which we don’t – opening ourselves up for scrutiny of that nature hardly seems conducive to a profitable business endeavor. If we were stealing children in the night, wouldn’t it make sense to shop for one in an area that didn’t abut our backyard?”

      “I … didn’t really think about that,” Tim admitted. “I need you to understand that we’re very grateful for our son’s safe return. Something terrible could’ve happened to him.”

      I pictured the cabin, the shackles attached to the bed frame, but kept my expression neutral. Something terrible happened to Joshua. I was certain of that. It could’ve been much worse, though. “We’re glad he’s home where he belongs.”

      “We just wanted to come and thank you,” Barb offered. “I don’t know what we would’ve done if we didn’t get him back.”

      “Yes, well … .” Something occurred to me and I focused on Joshua. “I’m guessing he hasn’t told you what happened. If he did, you wouldn’t still be suspicious of us.”

      Tim balked. “He says he doesn’t remember anything.”

      That was probably for the better. Perhaps whatever Joshua saw in that shack was too terrible for his mind to comprehend. “Well, at least he’s home.” I flashed another smile and then dug in the chest next to my table. “I’m not sure what your plans are, but please take these free game coupons and tickets to the big show. I understand that may be the last thing on your minds but … well … here.”

      Barb accepted the gift with a smile. “Thank you so much. I’m not sure we’ll use them, but we appreciate the gesture.”

      “You’re welcome. The fact that your family is whole is thanks enough for us.” I meant every word and smiled as I watched the small family depart, Joshua casting one final look over his shoulder as I waved goodbye.

      Kade remained by the door, his expression thoughtful as he shifted his contemplative eyes in my direction. “You handled them well.”

      “It’s been known to happen. I’m not always an idiot when it comes to other people’s feelings.”

      Kade smirked. “I need to do another loop around the fairgrounds. Are you okay here?”

      “I’m fine.”

      Kade opened his mouth to say something, but I realized what it was and cut him off. “This time I really mean that I’m fine.”

      Kade smirked. “Good. I’ll be back around to check on you later. Try not to beat the crap out of any other guests if you can help it. That might reflect poorly in our Yelp reviews.”

      I smirked. “No promises. I’ll see you later.”

      “You definitely will.”
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      I shut down my tent shortly before seven. I saw steady if unspectacular business throughout the day, although I didn’t exactly tear up the profit charts. I decided to take a walk through the grounds to see how things were going. The midway was my first stop.

      Mark, a dour expression on his face, rested his hip against the back of one of the ticket booths and watched the bustling activity.

      “What’s your problem?” I asked, moving to his side. “Things don’t look nearly as dire as you predicted. Business looks nice and steady.”

      “I guess you don’t see everything despite your mental edge over us common folk,” Mark groused. “Most of these people are playing kiddie games.”

      “So?”

      “So we make the bulk of our money off drunk adults who keep throwing dollars at the barkers so they can win prizes,” Mark replied. “We’re not going to clear half of what we would at another venue.”

      I didn’t want to agree with him – mostly on principle, mind you – but I couldn’t help but wonder if he was right. “Yeah, my tent wasn’t nearly as popular as it is in other parts of the country. I think it’s normal to see fluctuations – I’m the most popular attraction in places like Las Vegas and New Orleans – but I think people are frightened of us here.”

      Mark lifted an eyebrow, intrigued. He was a mortal man – at least to my knowledge – but he was well aware of our magical hijinks. He opted to keep his nose out of them when at all possible, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t curious. “Because they know what you are?”

      “Because a boy went missing and we found him and they’re worried that we generally spend all of our time worshipping the Devil and fornicating,” I replied. “This is a religious area. We need to be mindful of that.”

      “Yes, well, I would rather be mindful of money,” Mark muttered. “What about you? Are you religious?”

      It was an odd question, one I wasn’t keen to discuss … especially with him. “I believe there’s something else out there, if that’s what you’re asking. I don’t think faith in one thing is important. I think overall faith is key. Keeping your mind open to new possibilities has always worked for me.”

      “I always keep my mind open to the possibility of more money.”

      I offered him a disgusted look before shifting to put some distance between us. Even when he wasn’t trying to be oily the filth from his personality had a tendency to make me want to shower. “Either way, I guess this will be our first and last visit here. It never hurts to try something new. If it was a mistake, I can promise we won’t repeat it.”

      “Oh, I totally agree,” Mark said. “About trying something new, I mean. That’s why I haven’t ruled out romancing you yet.”

      Yup. Now I definitely needed a shower. “That’s one new thing I’ll never try,” I warned, wagging a finger. “Don’t be gross.”

      “I promise I’ll make it worth your while.”

      Mark waggled his eyebrows in a suggestive manner, causing my stomach to flip. Thankfully, another familiar face moved to my right and I had something else to focus on. Who would’ve thought I would be excited to see a police officer?

      “Officer Ashburn.”

      “Detective.” He offered me a smile even though I didn’t miss the annoyance lurking behind his eyes. Status was important to him. I knew that before I let myself into his mind for a brief tour this afternoon.

      “Detective,” I corrected after a beat, tilting my head to the side. Kade warned that the police would be here to spy on us. I thought they would strictly work in an undercover capacity. Apparently Ashburn intended to be more overt. “Are you enjoying yourself?”

      Once he realized Ashburn was a police officer, Mark couldn’t slink away fast enough. I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from smirking at the furtive glances he lobbed in Ashburn’s direction before disappearing in the direction of his beloved games.

      “It’s an interesting place,” Ashburn replied, choosing his words carefully.

      “Is this your first visit to a circus?”

      “I attended one when I was a child,” he replied. “It was different, though. Of course, that could merely be my mind playing tricks on me. I believe I was about seven at the time. Memories change once you’re older and have perspective.”

      “I’m sure that’s true. Are you investigating anything specific?”

      Ashburn arched an eyebrow, amused. “You’re pretty bold, huh? You don’t even want to fake pleasantries before going for my jugular.”

      “I have no interest in your jugular or faked pleasantries,” I supplied. “I was merely asking a question. We knew you would come. Honestly, though, we expected undercover efforts – like that gentleman over there – rather than a forward assault.”

      I enjoyed the look on Ashburn’s face when he turned and locked gazes with one of his officers. The man in question looked surprised when I pointed at him, but Ashburn merely waved him off before focusing his attention on me. “How did you know?”

      “I could supply you with a bevy of answers to that question, but I’m not sure any of them would suffice,” I replied. “We’re not idiots. And that guy has spent the past twenty minutes pretending to sip a bottle of water while he’s really been watching us.

      “Most people here would consider us a curiosity but end up entranced by the lights, animals and show,” I continued. “He’s never focused on anything but the workers … and he occasionally jots down something in a notebook that he carries in his pocket.”

      Ashburn pursed his lips. “You know how to spot an undercover agent. Is that because you’re really psychic or that you’ve been taught to recognize the signs so you can better protect yourself?”

      If Ashburn was bothered by the fact that I called out his officer, he didn’t show it. I couldn’t help but muster a bit of grudging respect for him. “Perhaps it’s a bit of both,” I answered. “I understand you don’t believe in psychics. Half of my clientele says that. It’s fine. I’m used to it. As for the other … I’ve learned to read people over the years. It’s another sort of … gift.”

      Ashburn chuckled, although the sound was hollow. “Did you learn that gift when you were picking pockets in Detroit?”

      “Do you expect me to act surprised because you ran my name through law enforcement search engines?” I challenged. “I knew that would happen once you visited us yesterday. You’re convinced we had something to do with Joshua Gilmore’s abduction.”

      “Can you blame me?”

      I shrugged. “I can see why we make intriguing suspects, but the logic associated with that doesn’t hold together for more than a cursory inspection. What would we possibly have to gain by abducting a child?”

      “You’d be surprised,” Ashburn replied. “People have strange appetites when it comes to children. I don’t understand any of that. That doesn’t mean it’s out of the realm of possibility.”

      He had a point. Still … . “If we were abducting children for that purpose we’d leave a string of missing children reports in our wake,” I pointed out. “Child predators can’t control their urges. Have you found anything of the sort in our background checks?”

      “No, but there are a few missing persons along the way.”

      “I’m sure that we make convenient targets for law enforcement agencies whenever they have a missing person,” I said smoothly. In truth, we were responsible for any number of missing persons. Nixie turned the evil ones into dolls, which she promptly sold for a profit. Others ended up dead and burned or discarded in other ways. There was obviously no way I could explain that, so I ignored it. “Do you worry that you’re missing out on another suspect because you’re focusing on us?”

      “That’s cute,” Ashburn said. “You’re very good at deflecting.”

      “That wasn’t deflection. If I intended to deflect you I would do it without you realizing what was happening. It was an honest question.”

      “It doesn’t feel that way to me.”

      “And yet, in truth, we have no motive for child abduction and we would have to be idiots to even try so close to our home base,” I offered. “If we were abducting children it would make more sense to drive several towns over to do it.”

      “I can see you’ve given this some thought.”

      “I have,” I confirmed, gritting my teeth as I worked overtime to tamp down my irritation. “Joshua was scared and traumatized when we found him. You may think we’re weird … or closed off … or even secretive. That doesn’t mean we don’t want to help.”

      “Is that why you wandered into the woods with Luke Bishop and Kade Denton yesterday? Were you trying to help?”

      “What else?”

      Ashburn shrugged. “I don’t know. Perhaps you were trying to cover your tracks.”

      “Yes, that sounds like a fantastic idea,” I sneered. “We were trying to cover our tracks by calling and directing you toward the shack we found. A shack we didn’t build and only found because we decided to search the woods after Joshua’s arrival. We are clearly diabolical.”

      Ashburn scowled. “I didn’t say that. I didn’t mean that either. It’s just … we’re not used to your sort in these parts.”

      “And what sort is that?”

      “Wanderers.”

      His answer took me by surprise. You have to suffer from a bit of wanderlust to join the circus. We never make our home in one place for more than a few weeks, our longest stop being in Florida for the Christmas season. “And that makes people nervous?”

      “That confuses people,” Ashburn clarified. “Around here the American dream is big families, nice houses and normal lives.”

      “Who decides what’s normal?”

      “I … touché.” Ashburn shook his head. “Believe it or not, I have no interest in offending you. I think I’ve done just that, though.”

      I shrugged, noncommittal. “I’m used to looks and whispers wherever I go,” I explained. “Not everyone shares the same expectations for a ‘normal’ life.”

      “And what do you want? Are you still searching for it? Is that why you’re with the circus?”

      “I have everything I want,” I replied. “I have friends and family. I have people I love dearly. I’d be lying if I said that a nomadic life appealed to everyone. It appeals to me. I love new adventures and landscape. I love different locations, grand horizons. I like changing scenery and familiar faces. I guess I’m weird like that.”

      “But what about a family? What about children? What about a husband?”

      “If those things are meant to be, they’re meant to be.”

      As if on cue, Kade materialized out of the darkness. His gaze was keen as it rested on Ashburn, but he made no move to interrupt us.

      “I believe in destiny,” I added. “What is meant to be will come to pass. You can’t fight the inevitable.”

      “Then why search the woods?” Ashburn challenged. “Why try to help Joshua Gilmore, if that’s what you were really doing?”

      “That’s exactly what we were doing,” I replied. “As for the rest of your question, not everything is set in stone. Think of the future as a path with a number of forks in the road. Something is certainly inevitable if you choose a path, but you always have a choice. You can force someone’s future down a different path.”

      Ashburn rubbed his chin and squinted one eye. I considered rummaging through his brain to see if I could figure out what he was thinking, but it was unnecessary.

      “You’re an odd woman,” Ashburn said finally. “For the record, I don’t believe you took Joshua Gilmore. We have no other suspects, though. We have no evidence. We have nowhere else to look.”

      “So you’ll continue to focus on us,” I mused. “That will be a mistake.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because when we’re gone … which happens in a few days … you’ll still have a predator out there and we won’t be around to absorb your suspicion,” I replied. “I promise you that we’re not the ones hunting children in your territory.”

      “I want to believe that, but I can’t rule you out,” Ashburn said. “Still … I find you intriguing. You’re different. I can’t put my finger on it, but you’re definitely different.”

      I offered him a rueful smile. “Whether you meant it as one or not, I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “I meant it as one,” Ashburn said, glancing around at the thinning crowd. “You’re done for the night, so how about I walk you back to your trailer? I’m pretty much done here, and I’d hate for a woman to be alone so late in the evening.”

      I reminded myself that he didn’t mean to be offensive by suggesting a woman was less capable than a man. “Oh, well … .”

      “That won’t be necessary.” Kade finally made his presence known, catching Ashburn off guard. “I’ll walk her to her trailer.”

      “Oh, well, I’m sorry.” Ashburn tipped his head in deference to Kade. “I didn’t realize you and Ms. Parker were an item. I assumed she was single.”

      “Well, she’s not.”

      I widened my eyes at Kade’s announcement, but opted to briefly focus on Ashburn before giving Kade my full attention. “Just for the record, Detective Ashburn, a woman doesn’t need a man to be safe. I’ve been taking care of myself for a really long time.”

      “You shouldn’t have to,” Ashburn shot back. “I assumed you were single and that’s why you’re with the circus, because otherwise you would have a home and family. I was wrong. I apologize.”

      “So only a single woman would find joy in the circus? That’s mildly insulting.”

      “It was merely an observation.” Ashburn shuffled from one foot to the other. “I should probably be on my way. We might be around to question you further tomorrow.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.” I kept my smile in place until I was sure he was gone and then focused on Kade. “Since when am I not single?”

      Kade ran his tongue over his teeth as he rubbed the back of his neck. “I … probably shouldn’t have said that.”

      I couldn’t stop the disappointment from rolling through me. “You only reacted because you were worried about Ashburn getting too close. I should’ve realized that.”

      “I … .” Kade looked uncertain, but I ignored the expression and turned toward trailer row.

      “I’m really tired. I’m going to back to my trailer,” I offered. “I don’t think your services will be necessary tonight. I know you have things to do, so I’ll lock my door and … well … I guess I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Poet, wait.”

      I ignored Kade and increased my pace, hurrying toward my trailer and the sanctuary I knew waited there. I tuned out the voices and conversation as the guests made their way toward the parking lot. I kept my smile in place, but only as a defense mechanism.

      I needed quiet.

      I needed sleep.

      I needed solace.

      Kade could provide none of that for me. I was on my own. That much was certain.
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      “Poet!”

      I was almost at the trailer before I realized Kade was giving chase. I did my best to ignore him as I reached for my door handle, my fingers shaking as I shoved open the door and stepped inside. I was almost safe – at least as much as I could be given the fact that everyone lived on top of one another and the fairgrounds were crawling with people – when Kade shoved his arm through the door and stopped me from locking him out.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, fury pooling in my chest.

      “Don’t walk away from me when I’m talking to you,” Kade barked, slamming the door shut. “It’s rude.”

      “Oh, well, I’m so sorry for being rude,” I muttered. “That’s rich coming from the guy who just cut off my romantic prospects for the night by telling my interested suitor that I had a boyfriend.”

      Kade’s eyebrows practically flew off his forehead. “Did you want to come back here with that guy?”

      “That’s hardly the point,” I grumbled, crossing my arms over my chest. “I do, however, believe it was my decision. You took that from me.”

      “It sucks to have decisions taken from you, doesn’t it?”

      “This is not the same thing!”

      “Oh, it’s totally the same thing,” Kade spat. “I … .” He didn’t get a chance to finish his sentence because Luke picked that moment to open the door and step inside.

      “What’s going on?” Luke asked, shrinking back when Kade scalded him with a look. “Everyone is buzzing that you guys are in here killing each other.”

      “Get out,” Kade seethed, clenching his hands at his sides. “You’re not a part of this. This is between us. We don’t need to add a voice to the crazy.”

      “If you’re going to hurt her I’m a part of this,” Luke shot back.

      “Do you really think I would hurt her?” Kade was offended. I didn’t blame him.

      “You’ve done a pretty good job of it over the past week and a half,” Luke pointed out.

      “That’s entirely different, and you know it!” Kade was coasting toward a very fine line, his world-famous control slipping.

      “Poet is my best friend,” Luke challenged. “If you’re going to hurt her … .”

      “I’m going to hurt you,” Kade bellowed, grabbing Luke’s arm and shoving him toward the door. “Get out!”

      “You’re not the boss of me.” Luke grappled with Kade as the security head tried to wrestle him outside. “You can’t tell me what to do.”

      “Go, Luke.” My heart hurt, but I was resigned to having things out with Kade. Coming to a resolution would firmly end things. The end was finally here. “I can take care of myself.”

      “I’m your protector,” Luke argued.

      “I can protect myself. Go.”

      Luke didn’t look happy with the suggestion and extended a warning finger before disappearing. “I’ll hunt you down and kill you if she sheds one tear.”

      “Get out!” Kade’s face was red with exertion when he shifted to face me, his chest heaving. “Do you really think I’d hurt you?”

      “Not physically.”

      “Emotionally?”

      “Not on purpose.” That was the truth. “When your heart gets involved accidental pain is inevitable.”

      Kade rubbed his cheek as he stared at me. “Is your heart involved?”

      “Sometimes I think it has been since the moment I saw you. I think that’s why I violently disliked you on sight.”

      Kade took me by surprise when he broke out in riotous guffaws. “You are just … .”

      “Too much?”

      “I have no idea,” Kade replied, “but I’m about to find out.” Instead of announcing it was completely over and walking out of my life, Kade did the unthinkable and planted a scorching kiss on my mouth.

      I was so surprised that I kept my lips firm for a few moments and then sank into the kiss, pressing my body against his and sighing as he wrapped his arms around me. My head was muddled thanks to wandering hands … and tongues … and when I finally pulled back to catch my breath I found Kade’s eyes wild with desire.

      “What are you doing?” My voice was barely a whisper.

      “What I’ve wanted to do since I first met you,” Kade replied, pushing me toward the bedroom. “You likened this to a sea monster, right? Well, prepare to release the kraken, because we’re not coming up for air until the sun does.”

      It was an interesting proposition. “Are you sure?”

      “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my entire life. Move!”

      

      “WELL, that was well worth the wait.”

      I ran my hand over Kade’s bare chest several hours later, shifting my eyes toward the window and finding nothing but darkness staring back. The circus shut down hours ago, time marching by outside as it stood still inside. I didn’t even know how late it was until I saw the view through the window. Everything was quiet, except for the pounding of our hearts as we rested against one another.

      “It was definitely worth the wait,” Kade murmured, his eyes shut as he trailed his hand up and down my back. “Go to sleep.”

      That’s what I wanted to do and yet … . “What are you thinking?”

      Kade chuckled, although his eyes remained closed. “I’m thinking that I want you to put your head right here and go to sleep.” He patted a spot on his shoulder and tugged me closer.

      I wasn’t sure that was possible, but I didn’t want to do anything that would upset him. “I … .”

      “Ugh. Are you going to make this a thing?”

      “It is a thing,” I snapped. “We just … .”

      “I know what we did. That’s why I need sleep. I plan on doing it again in the morning.”

      That was news to me. “You do?”

      “Yes.”

      “And then what?”

      Kade sighed as he tangled his fingers in my hair and pressed down my head. “And then we’ll talk about what comes next.”

      “Is something going to come next?”

      “Oh, geez, you’re so much freaking work, woman.” Kade brushed his lips against my forehead. “We’ll talk in the morning. I promise. I need some sleep. You do, too. Just … close your eyes.”

      I did as he asked, although I wasn’t certain slumber was possible. “Will you be here when I wake up?”

      “Yes.”

      “Because you feel you have to be or because you want to be?”

      “So much work,” Kade murmured, his voice thick with sleep. “I’m right where I want to be. Shut down your mind. I’ll answer all of your questions tomorrow … right after we do that again.”

      Surprisingly enough, that sounded almost perfect, even though I couldn’t tamp down the niggling worry in the back of my brain. “Okay, but I’ll have to stock up on protein drinks if this becomes a thing.”

      “We’ll order a case tomorrow. Goodnight.”

      “I … goodnight.”

      He kissed my forehead again. “Sweet dreams, Poet. Now close your eyes.”

      He sounded so tired, so sincere, so relaxed … so I did just that and let unconsciousness – and some very vigorous dreams – claim me.

      

      KADE WOKE before me and his eyes were on my face when I pried mine open. I took a moment to wipe the accumulated sleep from the corners – and check his chest for drool – before focusing on his face.

      It was downright criminal that he looked so good this early. The stubble only enhanced his chiseled features, which seemed unfair because I knew my hair was probably standing out in a million different directions.

      “Good morning.”

      “It is a good morning, isn’t it?” I was going for levity, but my voice sounded squeaky, which instantly diminished my cool quotient.

      Kade stroked the back of my head and sighed. “I guess now is the time for us to have our serious talk, huh?”

      “I … that depends. Are you going to crush me? If so, I’d rather put off the talk.”

      Kade snickered and pinched the bridge of his nose. “So much work.”

      I struggled to a sitting position, being careful to keep the sheet wrapped around my torso so he didn’t get any distracting ideas. “If you want to leave, I understand. You were acting on impulse last night and … .” I wasn’t sure how to finish.

      “I did act on impulse last night,” Kade confirmed, causing my heart to roll. “I’m not sorry I did, though. In fact, I wish I would’ve done it sooner. I can’t help but wonder if that would’ve saved us some trouble from the beginning … you know … if I’d just followed my instincts.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      Kade played with the ends of my long hair as he rested his broad shoulders on the pillows and licked his lips. “I want to be with you. I’ve tried fighting it. I’ve tried telling myself that it’s the wrong decision, even though my heart clearly thinks it’s the right one.

      “I don’t want to fight it any longer,” he continued. “I don’t want to run from my feelings. I want to embrace them. I want to see where this goes.”

      He said the words I’d been waiting to hear, yet I couldn’t help but be leery. “But?”

      “But I need you to be very clear about a few things,” Kade replied, his dark eyes serious as they locked with mine. “I can’t put up with another bout of lying. I’m not talking about some silly game you play with Luke. I understand you guys have a rhythm, and if there are a few things that you keep to yourself that revolve around him I understand that.

      “I cannot put up with big lies, though,” he continued. “I want to be able to trust you. I don’t think you can have a relationship without trust. To do that, I need your word that you’re done with the lies.”

      “I didn’t want to lie to you in the first place,” I offered. “That wasn’t my intention. It happened, and then it was as if I kept burying myself under the weight of the deception, and before I knew it I was drowning.”

      “That’s why truth is important.”

      “I know that. I never wanted to betray you.” I choked on the words as tears filled my eyes.

      “Please don’t do that.” Kade cupped the back of my head and forced my eyes to him. “I don’t want to dwell on this. I don’t want constant apologies. I don’t want you looking over your shoulder because you’re worried I’ll change my mind.”

      “How did you know I would think that?”

      “Because, believe it or not, I feel as if I know you,” he answered. “I like you. It goes beyond simple attraction, which was there from the start, and extends to your attitude and heart. You can’t build a relationship on pure attraction. If I thought that was all we had I would’ve hopped in your bed that first night and never looked back.

      “I seemingly knew better … and yet I’m not sure how I managed that.” Kade appeared to be searching for the right words to explain his feelings. “I came to the circus because I needed a job and the idea of being rootless appealed to me.”

      “And now?”

      “I’ve learned that you can have movable roots,” Kade replied. “We’re constantly on the road, but I’m already anchored to you. Before you ask, I want to be anchored to you. I like moving around but having something stationary to hold on to.”

      My chest filled with warmth, which made me feel mildly silly. “And that’s what I am?”

      “You’re a lot of different things. I’m not sure I can verbalize all of them,” Kade answered. “I’m looking forward to finding out how many different things you are, because something tells me I’ve barely grazed the surface.”

      “I’m looking forward to grazing your surface, too. I … wait … that kind of came out dirtier than I expected.”

      Kade snorted. “I don’t mind the dirty talk. Can you accept my terms?”

      I nodded, solemn. “I have to ask you something first. Then you can ask me whatever you want. Do you agree?”

      “Yes.”

      “I know it’s none of my business, but … did you and Raven … um … ?” I couldn’t bring myself to finish the question.

      Kade immediately started shaking his head. “I’m not interested in Raven. I never was.”

      “But she’s very attractive and she’s been throwing herself at you. You were in her trailer early the other morning.”

      “I am in control of my libido, my actions last night notwithstanding,” Kade pointed out. “I was in her trailer because she claimed there was something wrong with her shower, which wasn’t true. She was trying to seduce me, but I didn’t let her.”

      “Oh, well, that’s good.”

      “I also knew that if I took a tumble with Raven that I’d lose my chance with you forever.”

      “How do you figure that?”

      “You told me.”

      “Yeah, but that was before I … you know.”

      “I do know.” Kade let loose with a heavy sigh. “I need you to let it go and not keep bringing it up. If you apologize over and over again it’s going to drive me crazy. If you tiptoe around me, it’s going to drive you crazy. The only thing I want to drive both of us crazy is … this.” He gestured toward the bed.

      “Dirty sheets?”

      “Very cute.” Kade gripped my hips and rolled me on top of him. “Can you do this? Can you let the past go, tell the truth from here on out and enjoy the ride?”

      “Can you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I can, too,” I said, pressing a kiss to the corner of his mouth. “So … all is forgiven?”

      “Where you’re concerned, yes. Where Max is concerned, no.”

      “I understand. If you need to talk about that, by the way, I’m here to listen.”

      “I might take you up on that,” Kade said. “For right now, though, I want to focus on the bigger problem. Once we change venues things may ease up and allow me to give the Max situation the attention it deserves. What’s happening here is more important.”

      “Whatever is out there stalking people. Right.”

      “No, that’s the problem for after breakfast,” Kade said, tightening his arms around me. “The problem for right now is this.” He planted a firm kiss on my lips.

      “That doesn’t seem like much of a problem.”

      “I haven’t finished showing you the problem yet. Just wait.”

      And just like that, my anxiety evaporated. All of the weight I’d been carrying around for almost two weeks disappeared. All I was left with was a floating heart and giddy feelings.

      “I’m looking forward to it.”
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      “Are you ready for this?”

      Kade linked his fingers with mine when we emerged at the top of the trailer stairs, his expression unreadable as his eyes drifted to the communal dining area. We were fresh from the shower, hair damp. After considering hiding away for the rest of the day we opted to face the inevitable gossip and innuendo instead.

      Everyone was about to find out about our reconciliation – including Luke – and it was bound to be a loud morning.

      I followed his gaze, noting the hustle and bustle as everyone prepared for a busy day, and nodded. “Raven is going to be angry.”

      “I’m well aware of that.”

      “She might curse you.”

      Kade arched an eyebrow. “Can she do that?”

      I nodded. “She enjoys it.”

      “Can you save me?”

      I pursed my lips to keep from laughing at his earnest expression. “I’ll do my best.”

      “Then let’s do this.” Kade squeezed my hand and then led me down the steps. No one looked in our direction for the longest time – which was pure torture because I was ready to announce our new coupledom and get what I assumed would be extremely loud freaking out over with – and then Nixie finally caught my gaze.

      “Oh, my.” Nixie elbowed Naida, who turned quickly and grinned.

      “Well, well, well,” Naida called out, her voice melodious as she walked a line between amusement and teasing. “It’s about time.”

      “What’s about time?” Nellie asked, his head popping up from beneath the grill. He had grease on his face, which led me to believe that he was fixing something … or perhaps cleaning something. The fact that he opted to do it in a satin evening gown – with matching shoes, no less – was something to file away for mental perusal later. “As I live and breathe,” he teased, his eyes sparkling. “I see you finally made a move, security stud. From the look of those smiles, it was an impressive move. It’s about time.”

      “I was just thinking that myself,” Kade said dryly. “What’s for breakfast? I’m starving.”

      If he thought they would let it go that easily, he was about to be bitterly disappointed.

      “What happened?” Luke asked, appearing at my elbow. His gaze was busy as he took in our glowing skin, sparkling eyes and linked fingers. “Oh, I see little Timmy finally fell down that well. Did you save him, Lassie?”

      I frowned. “Did you just compare me to a dog?”

      “Lassie is pretty. You should take it as a compliment.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I muttered, shaking my head. “Stop staring at me.”

      “Oh, I can’t do that,” Luke said, his eyes darting to Kade. “I’m looking for bruises.”

      “I didn’t hurt her,” Kade snapped, his happy demeanor slipping. “Why would you think that?”

      “Because I’ve met her,” Luke replied simply. “She can derange a relatively calm man without putting much effort into it. I should know.”

      “I’d never hurt her.”

      Luke opened his mouth to argue, but Kade cut him off.

      “I would never physically hurt her,” Kade corrected. “I would never purposely hurt her feelings either. We’ve talked things through and … we’re good.”

      “Speaking of that, do you want to tell us what you were fighting about in the first place?” Nixie asked hopefully. “We have a rather lucrative pool going and we’re dying to divvy up the money.”

      The corners of Kade’s mouth tipped down. “You have a pool regarding what we were fighting about?”

      “I believe it’s because you need Viagra to do the deed and Poet isn’t keen on drugs, but I’m not sure things will go my way now that you’ve clearly done the deed,” Nixie answered. “Naida thinks it’s because you have large hands – and we all know what that means – and maybe you frightened Poet when you dropped your pants. She might’ve had to work herself up for it … you know, swallowed some liquid courage and attacked that beast with a drunken mind.”

      “By the way, if I win, we’ll need proof,” Naida interjected, winking.

      “I’m pretty sure it’s neither of those things,” Kade said, glancing at me. “Right?”

      “I’m pleading the fifth.”

      “Don’t encourage them,” Kade whined, rolling his eyes.

      “You’re in big trouble,” Luke said, wagging a finger in my face. “You promised to tell me when you finally let him grease the loaf pan, and now it’s as if I don’t even exist. I was left out of the entire decision-making process. I’m hurt.”

      “Don’t ever use that one again,” I warned.

      “Why? I thought it was original.”

      “It’s also a really odd visual,” I shot back. “As for the other … I didn’t have time to discuss the situation with you. You know that.”

      “Oh, I know nothing of the sort,” Luke countered. “We’re going to have a long drive to the next venue where you’ll be able to make up for that. I expect details … and perhaps diagrams … and maybe even a real-time reenactment.”

      Kade let loose with a low growl. “What makes you think she’s going to give you diagrams?”

      “Years of friendship,” Luke replied. “Don’t worry. As soon as she gives me the lowdown I’ll book a date with you to discuss improving your moves before the next time you hit the ‘upvote’ button.”

      Kade scowled. “You’re going to be trouble, aren’t you?”

      “You’ll learn to love me.” Luke patted Kade’s arm. “So, I’ll bet you guys are starving. Need some protein to bulk up after your joint session of Congress? Let Uncle Luke fix your breakfast, and then I’ll tweak the mechanism of your coupling. Everything will be great after that.”

      Kade was incredulous. “You’re going to tweak the mechanism of our coupling? What does that even mean?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Luke answered, making a clucking sound as he shook his head. “I’m sure you’ll be able to muddle through on hormones over the next few days. I’ll start lessons once Brigham City is in the rearview mirror.”

      “I can’t wait,” Kade muttered, leading me toward the table.

      I ignored the curious stares as I settled in the spot next to him, whispering something suggestive about ordering a la carte from the menu and making him smile. It was a cozy feeling, and I knew we wouldn’t be the center of attention forever. A few weeks – a month at the most – and things would return to normal. I was almost sure of it.

      “Well, I guess I should’ve seen this coming.” Raven slammed the book she carried on the table when she caught sight of us, causing me to jolt.

      Kade slipped his arm around my shoulders to calm my nerves. “Good morning, Raven,” he said evenly. “How are you?”

      “Oh, I’m just great,” Raven shot back, her voice off tune given the faux song she sang. “I’ve never been better. I mean … last night I went to bed thinking we were getting closer and this morning I find out you two are back together. Why wouldn’t I be positively thrilled?”

      “Maybe we should talk in private,” Kade suggested.

      “Maybe you should bite me.”

      “I think I’ll pass.” Kade’s demeanor was calm in the face of Raven’s fire. “As for the rest … well … I don’t know what you want me to say. You know darned well that we weren’t getting closer. I told you I wasn’t interested in anything you had to offer.”

      “You said the words, but I knew you meant something else,” Raven argued.

      “Isn’t that the defense of date rapists the world over?” Nellie queried.

      “Shut up, little monster!” Raven snapped, her cheeks flushing. “Nobody asked you!”

      “Listen, big harlot, I’m as much a part of this group as you are.” Nellie wasn’t one to back down from a fight, even if he couldn’t use his favorite weapon. Axes aren’t really allowed when it comes to the War of the Snark. “If you didn’t know that Kade was pining for Poet over the past two weeks, you’re either willfully blind or incredibly naïve. I don’t think you’re either.”

      “Shut up!”

      “He’s right,” Luke said, pretending to make a noose and hang himself with it as he rolled his eyes in my direction. “We all knew it would happen. It’s been written in the stars since they first looked at one another … and Kade explained to Poet that she wasn’t his boss and she had a meltdown because she likes being bossy.”

      I arced out my arm to smack him, but he easily sidestepped the move.

      “I was nothing but upfront with you.” Kade opted to be pragmatic despite the obviously snowballing situation. “I told you from the beginning that I thought you were a nice woman and I was fine with friendship. You also knew I was attracted to Poet. I never led you on, no matter how you might’ve fooled yourself.”

      “Yes, but you two had a falling out,” Raven argued. “You had a falling out and said it was over.”

      “I don’t believe I said that.”

      “You said that you weren’t swimming in the shallow end of her pool any longer.”

      “I know I didn’t use those words,” Kade snapped. “I said that we had an issue and were taking some time apart. You decided that meant something more and turned it to your advantage.”

      “Which you encouraged,” Raven challenged.

      “I never encouraged it,” Kade countered. “I told you that even if Poet and I didn’t work out – and I wasn’t certain about that – that you and I wouldn’t end up together.”

      “Because of her?”

      “Because of everything.” Kade’s temper flared. “I’m not attracted to you. I’m sorry if that hurts your feelings, but there it is.”

      I didn’t miss the sudden intake of breath from the assembled Mystic Caravan workers. Those were fighting words in Raven’s world. She believed everyone was attracted to her, including gay men, lesbians and whatever royalty she happened to brush up against.

      “You lie,” Raven scoffed. “You were attracted to me. You only decided to throw Poet a bone – apparently a literal one – and chose her because you knew my fire burned too bright for your piddly pile of wood.”

      “I … don’t even know what to say to that,” Kade murmured, glancing at me. “Your turn.”

      “How is this my problem?”

      “We’re a couple now. My problems are your problems.”

      “I’ll remember this next time Luke has a nightmare about an errant mole appearing on his lip and crawls into bed with us,” I grumbled, exhaling heavily as I stared at Raven. “You know what? You’re right, Raven. Kade knew you’d burn too brightly and thought it would be easier to make something work with me.”

      “That’s not true,” Kade protested, hissing when I gripped his knee under the table and gave it a vicious squeeze. “Ow!”

      I ignored him. “You can’t blame him, Raven. He didn’t want to risk a broken heart. You’re too wild to settle down, and he prefers a quiet existence after all of the war he saw when he was in the military.”

      Kade’s mouth dropped open in disbelief. “What?”

      “Well, at least you admit it,” Raven said primly. I knew her ego would only accept a scenario in which she came out on top – even if deep down she knew it wasn’t true. “I have to give you credit for recognizing your position in the pecking order.”

      “Thank you for the delightful compliment,” I deadpanned. I kept my smile in place until she moved to the far end of the picnic table, seemingly dismissing Kade and me. Then I risked a glance in his direction and balked at the overt glare. “I did it for simplicity’s sake.”

      “I don’t believe we should have to base our life decisions on her delusions,” Kade argued. “I don’t like you talking down about yourself simply to avoid an argument with her. How did that even happen?”

      “Life in a small town.”

      “This isn’t a town.”

      “It’s close enough.”

      Kade sighed. “Fine. You win. If it means she’ll leave us alone, I’m willing to play the game.”

      “Great.”

      “For now,” he added, narrowing his eyes when Percival shuffled in our direction. “Oh, geez!”

      I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing when Percival extended his hand toward Kade.

      “While I’m unhappy with the outcome – and feel a bit buggered at the entire thing – I guess the best man won,” Percival announced. “I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to pursue my relationship with Poet, but I’m sure you’ll have a bright and sparkly future.”

      “I … um … okay.” Kade shook his hand. “Why are you still using the accent even though we know it’s fake?”

      Percival ignored the question. “I shall accept my defeat with the grace of my people, remain strong in the face of defeat, and retire to the opposite end of the table. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable … or threatened.”

      “Yeah, thanks for that,” Kade said dryly, his eyes flashing as they locked with mine. “This is like a reality show I never signed up for.”

      “You’ll get used to it.”

      “Or I’ll beat everyone else into submission.”

      “That’s another possibility,” I agreed, grinning.

      Kade poked my side. “This isn’t funny.”

      “After the past ten days, everything is funny.”

      “I guess I can’t argue with that.” Kade pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Things do feel better, don’t they? Other than the fact that some essence-sucking demon is probably running around.”

      “They do feel better.” I rested my head against his shoulder, basking in his warmth until I heard the unmistakable sound of someone clearing his throat behind us. I glanced over my shoulder, my eyes going wide when I recognized Max. “I … uh-oh!”

      “What?” Kade turned, his body stiffening next to me. “Oh, well, great! And here I thought this morning couldn’t get any more awkward.”

      “That will teach you to count your naked Poets before they hatch,” Luke said.

      “You’ve got that right.”
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      “Max!” That came out way squeakier than I’m comfortable with. I should’ve seen it coming, though. I hadn’t been this happy in a long time. Of course, the worst possible thing would happen to ruin it. That’s apparently how I roll.

      “Poet. Kade.” Max bobbed his head, his eyes bouncing between Kade and me. He clearly didn’t miss the dismissive mask that descended on Kade’s face, and wisely focused his attention on me, which made me incredibly uncomfortable.

      “What are you doing down here?” Nellie asked. “I had the fact that you and Poet had an affair behind Kade’s back in the breakup pool. If you’re trying to play nice, I guess I lose.”

      “I … what?” Max cocked a sparkplug eyebrow, confused. “What breakup pool?”

      “The one where Poet and Kade suddenly stopped speaking to one another two weeks ago and no one understood why because they were clearly still hot for one another,” Nixie supplied, oblivious to the angry eye daggers Kade lobbed in her direction. “We started a pool because … well, that’s what we do.”

      “Ah.” Max forced a smile. “Who won the pool?”

      “We still don’t know,” Naida answered. “They’re not talking, even though they made up and are all Dawson-loves-Joey again.”

      Max rubbed his chin. “Who is Dawson and why does he love Joey?”

      “It’s a television show,” I supplied. “It was all about angsty teenagers. She meant it as an insult.”

      “I did not,” Naida protested. “I loved Dawson and Joey.”

      “Joey and Pacey were better,” Nixie argued.

      “What’s a Pacey?” Max asked, his confusion deepening.

      “Ignore them,” I said, my nerves fraying as I glanced at Kade and found him staring straight ahead. The morning had been going so well. “Do you need something, Max?”

      “I was hoping to talk with you,” Max replied, shifting from one foot to the other.

      “I think that’s my cue to get to work,” Kade offered, flashing me a forced smile.

      “You haven’t eaten breakfast yet,” I argued, grabbing his wrist. “You need the fuel. I … I thought we were going to have breakfast with each other.” I knew I sounded whiny, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. I envisioned this breakfast – the first one after, well, after everything – for weeks. I didn’t want to give up on the dream without a fight.

      “I’ll get something at one of the food stands,” Kade said, gently resting his hand on my shoulder. “It’s okay. Catch up with Max. I have a lot to do. This is probably for the best.”

      “I … .”

      Luke recognized the look on my face and grabbed Kade’s elbow before he could slide away from the table. “This is important to her. Don’t walk away.”

      My cheeks burned as Kade shifted his eyes to me. “It’s not important,” I lied. “I … go. It’s fine.”

      Kade sighed and planted himself in the spot he’d relinquished only seconds before. “I think breakfast is a good idea. I was looking forward to it myself before … getting off track.”

      “And that’s on me.” Max’s tone was conciliatory. “Please don’t ruin your morning on my account. I … need only a few moments of Poet’s time, if that’s all right.”

      “I’m not her keeper,” Kade muttered. “She can talk to whoever she wants … even if it’s you.”

      I couldn’t help feeling caught between a rock and a much harder rock. Those rocks took up the bulk of space in both Max and Kade’s heads, by the way. Like father like son? Now so wasn’t the time to bring that up.

      “I won’t take much of your time, Poet,” Max prodded. “I simply need a few minutes to discuss recent events.”

      “Um … .” I searched Kade’s face for hints this would be seen as some sort of betrayal.

      Kade grabbed my hand and gave it a good squeeze, flashing a genuine smile as he met my gaze. “It’s okay. Remember what we talked about? This would be an instance of you acting strangely because you don’t want to upset me. You have a job to do. I understand that.”

      “But … .”

      “I’ll wait here,” Kade said. “I promise I won’t go anywhere.”

      “Oh, you can’t make that promise,” Luke laughed. “I’m going to make you discuss the Battle of Balls Deep once she’s gone. You’ll want to punch me before it’s all said and done.”

      Kade scowled, his annoyance obvious. “How many of those do you have?”

      “Those what?”

      “Euphemisms for sex.”

      “Oh, well, I’ve never counted,” Luke replied. “I’m nowhere near the end of my supply, though.”

      “That’s just … lovely,” Kade muttered as he shook his head. “Go ahead, Poet. I’ll make sure no one eats your breakfast. It’s fine.”

      I opted against dragging out the situation further and instead followed Max to an open spot between the dining area and my trailer. I purposely picked a spot where I could watch Kade – just in case he made a break for it – and still speak without risking anyone overhearing.

      “I see you and Kade have made up,” Max noted, his eyes twinkling. “I believe I told you that would happen, if I remember correctly.”

      “It’s more that we couldn’t fight any longer and decided to give it another go,” I corrected. “I promised honesty, and he’s intent on letting bygones be bygones … and all of that other stuff that goes along with it. It’s still kind of new.”

      “And that makes it exciting,” Max said. “I’m happy for the two of you.”

      He said the words, but I couldn’t help but wonder if he meant them. “Are you sure? I’m guessing you’d be happier if he forgave you first. You’d probably be happy if he did it in tandem, too. Like, ‘I forgive you, Max. Oh, wait, can I call you Dad? I also forgive you, Poet.’ Probably in that order, huh?”

      “Your lie was much more forgivable than my lie,” Max corrected. “You kept a secret for me. You only knew Kade several weeks before the truth came out. Had he not forgiven you, the fault would’ve landed on him. In my case, the fault lies squarely on my shoulders.”

      “I don’t want to get involved in this. It puts me in an awkward position. You’ll have to talk to him eventually. You know that, right?”

      “Yes, but I want to give him a chance to cool down further,” Max replied. “His anger is abating, but clearly not diminished. The fact that he’s made up with you can only help me.”

      “That’s what I live for.”

      No one needs the sarcasm,” Max chided. “Kade will relax now that he’s back with you. Once I’m certain he’s more relaxed – and we’re out from under the scrutiny of Brigham City’s finest – I’ll approach him for a long chat.”

      “I want things to work out between the two of you, but I won’t risk my relationship with Kade again,” I warned. “I love you, Max. I always will. I owe you for everything you’ve done for me, and it’s a debt I’ll probably never be able to repay. You’re on your own with this one, though.”

      “I’m well aware of the situation,” Max said. “I will not put you in an untenable position. I promise you that.”

      “Okay.”

      “As for the other – the part about never being able to pay me back – you’ve done that in spades, young lady,” Max said. “I may have taken you from the streets, but you’ve turned into my most valuable asset as far as Mystic Caravan is concerned. You don’t owe me a thing.”

      “I think we’ll have to agree to disagree on that front.”

      “I guess that’s fair.” Max pressed a quick kiss to my cheek and smiled. “You seem happy.”

      “I’m happier,” I clarified. “I’m still worried about what’s going on around here. Something extremely funky is in the air … or maybe the really salty water … and we haven’t been able to figure out what’s hunting this area.”

      “Funkier than Luke making a game out of thinking up every sexual euphemism known to man?”

      “Yes.”

      “I happen to agree. That’s why I stopped by,” Max said. “I placed a few calls. The only paranormal story that seems to be based on any truth around these parts is one regarding a former grifter who turned himself into a proselytizer.”

      “Brother Brehem?”

      Max’s eyebrows rose. “How did you know?”

      “I’ve heard the story twice now,” I replied. “Melissa found it in a book. Then I asked one of the women picketing in the parking lot, and she confirmed it. She didn’t seem to believe the story, but I got the distinct impression that it was possibly true.”

      “I believe it is true,” Max said. “Whether that’s what is hunting you now is up for debate.”

      “I hardly think it’s hunting me,” I scoffed. “I haven’t had a problem since that initial night.”

      “You also haven’t been alone,” Max pointed out. “Kade has been with you every night since then. We have only two nights left in town. If this creature – or ghost, if that’s what it happens to be – is going to make a move, it will happen tonight or tomorrow.”

      I tilted my head to the side and rubbed my cheek as I considered the statement. “Do you think that will happen?”

      “I think we’re out of our depth because we have no idea what we’re dealing with,” Max replied. “I’m also worried about the police. They had at least eight representatives here in an undercover capacity last night. I watched them closely as they spied on us.”

      “I know. I saw them. I even talked to Detective Ashburn.”

      “And?”

      “And he flirted with me – although it was in a weird way that I can’t quite explain.”

      “Ah, that’s what forced Kade’s hand,” Max said, amused. “He saw another man sniffing around his woman and acted. That was smart on your part, allowing him to see that.”

      “First, I’m not anybody’s woman,” I argued. “I’m my own woman.”

      “Of course! I didn’t mean to offend you.” Max held his hands up in a placating manner, but didn’t manage to blank his amused expression before I was forced to deal with the embarrassment it elicited from deep inside

      “Second, I wasn’t playing a game,” I added. “I wasn’t interested in Detective Ashburn. I wasn’t trying to make Kade jealous.”

      “Well, then it’s doubly fortuitous that everything worked out in this manner, isn’t it?”

      I ignored his mirth and heaved a sigh. “We’ll keep our eyes open tonight and tomorrow. We leave Monday morning. We have another venue next week. Once we’re gone, Brigham City is on its own.”

      “Let’s hope we make it to cleanup without any bumps in the road.”

      “Speaking of bumps in the road … .” I inclined my chin in the direction of the parking lot, frowning when I caught sight of Detective Ashburn’s familiar figure – along with four other uniformed officers – cutting through the picketers and heading in our direction. “This can’t be good.”

      “Indeed. I’ll head them off. You warn the troops.”

      I scurried back in the direction of the dining area, scanning the assembled faces for worrisome sights before taking my seat next to Kade. He barely acknowledged my return, instead glowering at Luke.

      “You take that back.”

      “I will not take it back,” Luke argued. “If you’re going to be doing the monster mash with Poet regularly, you’re going to need to up your game. I can give you tips. I’m a professional.”

      “You’re gay,” Kade shot back. “She doesn’t even have the same parts that you’re used to.”

      “Yes, but I watch a lot of porn and read a lot of romance novels,” Luke said, unperturbed. “I’m your greatest asset in this area. Trust me.”

      “Whatever.” Kade rolled his eyes until they landed on me. “What did Max want?”

      “To tell me about the ghost legend, which I already knew about,” I answered.

      “Anything else?”

      I shook my head. “We have a problem, though.”

      “And what would that be?”

      I inclined my chin in the direction of Max and Ashburn. “We have visitors.”

      Kade stiffened when he recognized the detective. “If he’s here to ask you out again I’ll have to beat him senseless.”

      “We’ll save that for later,” I admonished. “Keep a close eye on the situation, because if he’s going to order another search we need to come up with some circus animals.”

      “I’ll watch,” Luke said. He was serious as Ashburn cut around Max and trudged toward us. “He does not look happy, does he?”

      “Not in the slightest.” I pasted a bright smile on my face once Ashburn was in hearing distance. “Good morning, detective. Can we interest you in some breakfast?”

      “Eggs and hash browns,” Nixie enthused, gesturing toward the grill.

      “Thank you, but I’m here on official business,” Ashburn said, his voice dark. “I don’t know how to say this so I’ll just come right out with it. We have another missing child.”

      I sucked in a breath, dumbfounded. “Joshua?”

      “Joshua is fine. He’s with his parents. The new missing child is a girl. Her name is Sarah Danes. She’s seven.”

      I briefly pressed my eyes shut as Kade rested his hand on my knee under the table. “Is there a specific reason you’re telling us this? Do you need to search the grounds again?”

      “Yes. I have officers on the way,” Ashburn replied, flashing me an apologetic look. “You should know that Sarah, along with her parents, was a guest here last night.”

      “I don’t know what that means,” Naida said, her eyes full of worry. “Why is that important?”

      “He’s saying this is the last place she was seen,” Kade answered. “If we were mild suspects before, we’re major ones now.”

      “I wish I could say that’s not the case,” Ashburn said, “but we need to search this place from top to bottom before you open today.”

      “Then let’s do it,” Kade said, pushing himself to a standing position. “We have nothing to hide.”

      “For your sake, I hope that’s true,” Ashburn said, his gaze locking with mine. “I really, really hope that’s true, because things won’t end well for you if we find Sarah Danes here.”
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      Detective Ashburn seemed annoyed when he left the fairgrounds shortly before noon. Three hours of searching yielded nothing more than dubious looks over Nellie’s shoe collection and constant giggling between Naida and Nixie as they attempted to flirt with the younger officers.

      Kade handled supervisory duties this go around. I had no idea what he discussed with Ashburn as they walked around the fairgrounds, but they seemed standoffish with one another while visiting my tent. Kade remained close to the flaps as I organized and Ashburn asked me a series of questions regarding my whereabouts once the circus closed. When I explained that Kade and I went to bed early – omitting the salacious details, even though there was no doubt what we did with the rest of our night – Ashburn merely pursed his lips and nodded.

      Kade had cast a lingering look over his shoulder, causing me to blow him a kiss and earning a grin for the effort. He’d promised to stop by as soon as the search was finished, but I hadn’t seen him since.

      I dressed in a powdery blue skirt, opting to jangle for a second night in a row. Despite the heaviness hanging over the circus with news of another missing child, I couldn’t stop from smiling. Things were going well for me … finally … and I couldn’t help but bask in the relief.

      The feeling lasted only a moment, until Kade appeared in the opening and pressed me against one of the canvas walls to kiss me senseless. He didn’t utter a word before slamming his lips against mine and I found myself twined around him when we finally came up for air.

      “That was … interesting.” I had trouble catching my breath as Kade caught my chin in his hand.

      “I’ve been wanting to do that since breakfast,” Kade murmured, resting his forehead against mine. “I usually find performance days to be the most exciting, but I can’t tell you how much I’m looking forward to a few set-up days so we can spend some time together.”

      “I’m looking forward to that, too,” I admitted, running my fingers over his short hair. It was ridiculously soft. “We have to get through this first, though. Do you think the police will be undercover again tonight?”

      “I think they’re going to show up in uniform and be overt,” Kade replied. “Ashburn essentially said that, even though he didn’t use those exact words. He said you picked out the undercover officers anyway, so there was no reason to engage subterfuge.”

      “I did put on a small display last night before you showed up.”

      “What kind of display?”

      “Not the type you’re thinking of.” I tapped his lips. “Do you think we’re in trouble? I mean … did Ashburn say if he was going to cause further problems?”

      Kade shrugged. “I think part of him wants to believe we’re innocent because he has a thing for you. I think the other part of him desperately wants us to be guilty because it will make his job easier.”

      “He doesn’t even know me,” I scoffed. “He doesn’t have a thing for me.”

      “He asked to walk you to your trailer last night.”

      “As a safety precaution.” I had no idea why I was arguing with Kade’s take on events, but Max’s earlier comments about using the situation to my advantage made me feel vaguely guilty.

      “Oh, my little pretty wonder, you’re either naïve or trying to shine me on.” Kade kissed the corner of my mouth.

      “I don’t generally consider myself naïve.”

      “Neither do I.” Kade pulled me in for a hug and exhaled heavily, rocking back and forth. “I’m glad we made up.”

      “I am, too.”

      “I need to talk to you about what happened at breakfast.”

      I should’ve seen that coming. “I didn’t mean to force your hand.” I felt awkward and unsure about myself, something that only reinforced my discomfort. “That wasn’t fair. It’s just … I had these grand plans of sharing a meal together. I don’t know why it was so important to me.”

      Kade tilted back my head so he could look into my eyes. “It was a nice idea. I’d like to figure out a way for us to have a private breakfast one of these days, but that can wait until we’re out of this place. I don’t blame you for wanting me to stay. And I prefer you didn’t constantly second guess yourself where I’m concerned.”

      “I’ll try to keep that in mind.”

      “I was ready to make up with you,” Kade offered. “I’m not sure how I feel about making up with Max.”

      “That’s understandable. I’d probably feel the same way in your position. For the record, I warned Max that I wouldn’t get between the two of you. He knows that I’m on your side.”

      “What did he say when he found out we were back together?”

      “He was happy.”

      “Happy?”

      “He said that getting together with me would relax you. He doesn’t want to approach you until he feels you’re in better spirits,” I replied, refusing to lie. “He thinks I’m going to make it my mission to keep you in high spirits.”

      Kade snorted, amused. “Is that true?”

      “Probably.”

      He kissed me again, framing my face with his hands. “Max and I have to work this out ourselves. I’ll probably want to talk about things … share my feelings and all of that relationship stuff I’m supposed to do now that we’re a couple … but I need to make the decision on my own. We’ll talk eventually. I just … I’m not ready.”

      “I think that’s more than fair.”

      “Good. As for the police, we’ll just have to deal. We need to be on top of our games, because the animal situation is something that could easily blow up in our faces. If they start asking questions about that area we’re going to have to figure a way to handle that situation.”

      “We need to institute guards again,” I suggested. “I might be able to talk Nixie and Naida into drawing some wards to alert us if anyone trespasses over the tent boundaries, too.”

      “That’s not a bad idea. Can you do that before we open?”

      “We open in five minutes.”

      “Then you’d better get on it.” Kade graced me with one more kiss – he seemingly couldn’t get enough of my lips, which made me feel warm and toasty inside. “I’ll swing by as often as I can tonight. Do me a favor and don’t wander around alone after dark.”

      “Do you think our friend is going to move on me again? He took another child, so he’s probably busy.”

      “I think that I want to make sure you’re safe,” Kade replied. “That’s my job, after all.”

      “Because you’re the head of security or my … um … .”

      Kade arched an eyebrow, amused. “Boyfriend? Is there a reason that word is tripping you up?”

      “It seems kind of juvenile to refer to you as my boyfriend,” I admitted. “It also feels nice.”

      “Then go with your gut.”

      “How do you feel about being referred to as my gentleman caller?”

      Kade chuckled. “I’ve been called worse.”

      “We’ll pick out something later. It’s a decision that needs time to percolate. Right now I need to find Nixie and then get to work.”

      “We both do. We have a lot going on tonight. We’d better get to it.”

      

      MY TENT had barely opened for readings when a wan young woman with dishwater blond hair stepped through the opening. She looked rough – as if she’d been on a ten-day heroin bender rough – her eyes red rimmed and puffy. She searched the tent for a moment, her eyes unfocused and floating, before directing her attention to me.

      “My name is Emily Danes. Um … are you the fortune teller?”

      I risked a look at my outfit but managed to keep my expression neutral. “I am. Can I help you?” Emily Danes. The name should mean something to me. I was almost positive I’d heard it before, or at least a variation of it. I couldn’t quite grasp where, though. “You should sit down.” There was something about her demeanor that made me think she was about to fall over. She was so shaky she looked as if a stiff breeze could topple her.

      The woman did as instructed, twisting her hands in her lap as she stared at the gazing globe on the table. “Can you see things in that? The future, I mean.”

      Actually, the globe was strictly for looks. She didn’t need to know that, though. “Ms. Danes … .”

      “Mrs. Danes,” she corrected. “I’m married.”

      I didn’t see a wedding ring, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. I took the seat across the table and crossed my legs at the ankles as I regarded her. It took me a moment, but things slipped into place. “Danes,” I murmured. “The missing girl’s name is Sarah Danes. Are you her mother?”

      Emily jolted at the question. “Did the spirits tell you that?” Her voice was barely a whisper.

      I shook my head. “The police were by earlier. They mentioned your daughter’s name. I happened to remember it. I’m very sorry for your ordeal.”

      “Oh.” Emily looked disappointed at the news. “I was hoping that you could psychically divine that. That would make things easier for me.”

      “Because if I could do that I could find your daughter, too?”

      Emily nodded, her lower lip quivering. She seemed embarrassed. “She’s seven. She’s just a baby. I … what if we never find her?”

      I wasn’t a mother, but I understood her terror. “Can you tell me what happened?”

      “Don’t you know?”

      “I wasn’t around when Detective Ashburn gave the full story,” I supplied. “We have a saying around here, the show must go on. That’s probably not something you can understand right now, but we have a schedule to hit and it’s not negotiable.”

      “I guess I didn’t consider that.” Emily rubbed her cheek and stared at an empty spot on the tent wall. “I mentioned coming here to my husband. He thought I was crazy. He actually accused me of losing my mind.”

      “Yet you came anyway. May I ask why?”

      Emily ignored my question. “I think I might be losing my mind. It’s not just lack of sleep,” she said. “I feel somehow displaced from my life, if that makes sense.”

      I nodded, sympathetic. “Tell me what happened.”

      “We realized Sarah was gone first thing this morning. Her window was open and the screen was missing. She’s usually up before me, so I thought it was nice she was still sleeping. I was looking forward to a little quiet time, which I never get. I made breakfast before checking, though. Breakfast! I wasted almost an hour when we could’ve been looking for her!”

      My heart rolled at the news. Guilt is a powerful motivator, which explained Emily’s presence. She blamed herself even though the odds of her being able to stop the abduction were slim. “Just like Joshua.”

      “Yes.” Emily bobbed her head. “You found Joshua. I read about it in the newspaper. Detective Ashburn told us he was unharmed when you found him. I need you to find Sarah.”

      “I didn’t find Joshua,” I said, leaning forward in an attempt to make eye contact. “He found us.”

      “But Detective Ashburn said you discovered a cabin in the woods and that he believes that’s where Joshua was held,” Emily pressed. “He said that’s the first place they looked for Sarah. But she’s not there. If you found the cabin, you can find wherever Sarah is now.”

      From her perspective, that was probably solid deduction. From mine, it felt like a lot of pressure. “We knew where to start looking in Joshua’s case,” I replied, choosing my words carefully. “We knew where we first saw him and followed the trail back into the woods. We don’t have a starting point for Sarah.”

      “She was here, though,” Emily argued. “You’re magic, right? You can see the future. Isn’t that what being a fortune teller means?”

      “I can … at times.” I felt helpless. “I don’t see anything now, though.” I tried wading into the woman’s frazzled mind, but it was too muddled to find a path to follow. She was one meltdown away from falling apart and being unable to recover until she got her child back – if that even happened.

      “Does that mean Sarah is dead?”

      “No. That means I can’t read her because she’s not here.”

      “You can read me, though.”

      “Your mind is too … cloudy,” I said. “I’m sorry. That doesn’t mean Sarah isn’t out there waiting for you. It simply means I can’t see her.”

      “But you have to.” Emily dissolved in tears as she grabbed my hand, causing my heart to roll. “She’s my baby. I won’t survive without her. I have to know if she’s okay. I have to know if she’s cold … or hurt … or crying for me. That’s what I keep picturing when I shut my eyes. Is my baby screaming for me? Please! You have to help me!”

      I opened my mouth to argue and then snapped it shut, heaving a resigned sigh. “Okay. I’ll give it my best shot. You have to remain as calm as possible, though. I can’t guarantee what I’ll see, but I’ll do my best to find her. I promise you that.”

      “Thank you.” Emily was so thankful that she couldn’t stop the tears. She took me by surprise when she began digging in her purse. “How much money do you need to see things clearly? I’m not sure how much I have. I can get more.”

      I stilled her with a hand on her forearm and shook my head. “You don’t need to pay me.”

      “But … isn’t this your livelihood?”

      “There are some things more important than money,” I answered. “I don’t want your money.”

      “Okay. What do I need to do?”

      I extended my hands and gestured for Emily to take them. “I need you to close your eyes and calm yourself. I know it’s difficult, but I need you to make your mind as quiet as possible. Focus on your breathing. Focus on the back of your eyelids and force all other thoughts from your head. It’s important.”

      “Okay.” Emily followed my lead and exhaled heavily as she gripped my fingers.

      “Breathe in,” I whispered. “Breathe out.”

      I repeated the words until I felt Emily’s heartbeat slow, lulling her into a bit of a trance before poking around in her head. There were so many potential future branches to choose from I couldn’t follow all of them without losing myself. Instead I looked for something specific to Sarah, not stopping until I found the girl.

      She stood in the middle of a dark room in her mother’s head, studying me with dispassionate eyes. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Poet Parker. We’re looking for you. Do you know where you are?”

      “I want my mother.” Sarah gritted out the words with a splash of tears. She was doing her best to be brave … but failing miserably. “I want to go home!”

      “But … what are you doing here?” I glanced around. We were in a nonexistent room with nothing but black surrounding us. We could see each other despite the fact that there didn’t seem to be a specific source of light.

      “I’m waiting for my mother to find me,” Sarah replied. “She needs to hurry. I think he’s coming back soon! If I’m here when he comes back … .” She trailed off, leaving the sentence hanging.

      “Do you know who has you?”

      “No. I can’t see him. I never saw him. I was taken from a dream, I think.”

      “Then how do you know it’s a man?” I asked.

      “I … don’t know. I guess it’s just a feeling. I didn’t wake up until I was already away from my house. I thought I was dreaming at first, but … I wasn’t.”

      “Do you know where he took you? Can you describe your surroundings?”

      “It’s dark. All I know is that it’s dark.” Sarah looked fearful as she snapped her head to the left. “I hear something outside.”

      “Is it him?”

      “I don’t know what it is … I want to go home!” Sarah wailed her misery as she slapped her fingers over her eyes. “Get me out of here!”

      “Sarah, stay calm,” I ordered. “I need you to give me something to go on. I need a place to start looking.”

      “I can’t stay,” Sarah said, flapping her hands. “He’s here! I … I want my mommy!”

      I fought back tears as Sarah disappeared, snapping my eyes open and finding Emily staring at me. I had no idea what she’d seen or heard, but I had to tell her something. My conscience wouldn’t allow me to let her leave without offering some form of solace.

      “Sarah is still alive,” I said finally, sitting back in my chair. “She’s in danger, though. She doesn’t know where she is.”

      Emily blinked rapidly. “How do I find her?”

      That was a really good question. “I honestly have no idea.”
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      I couldn’t get Emily’s sad face from my mind, or shove Sarah’s fearful countenance to the back of my brain. I struggled through five readings before giving up and calling Melissa to help. She seemed surprised.

      “You want me to do what?” Melissa was understandably confused.

      “I want you to take over readings for the next few hours,” I answered, posting her by the tent opening so she could act as sentry as I changed out of my costume skirt and shirt, trading the ensemble for cargo pants and a tank top. “Here. Put these on.”

      Melissa took the shirt and skirt, dubious. “But … you said I had to learn the ropes before I could read fortunes … even though I’m good at reading fortunes. Why did you change your mind?”

      “Because I have something to do.” I slipped on a pair of sneakers and tugged my long hair back in a ponytail. “Just tell them good things, and if you come across anyone who is evil and prone to murder jot down his name and call for Kade.”

      “I thought you were going to be with Kade.” Melissa wrinkled her nose as she stepped into the skirt. It bothered me that she was so thin she almost disappeared in the fabric. She had absolutely no hips, which made me wonder if my hips were too large and … we have a missing child here. I need to focus.

      “Kade is working,” I said, tamping down my irritation. “Why would I be with him?”

      “Because you guys are all over each other and seem to be focused on cleaning the cobwebs with the womb broom,” Melissa replied, not missing a beat.

      My mouth dropped open. “I … where did you hear that?”

      Melissa shrugged. “I’ve heard no end of them since I joined you guys.”

      “Yes, well, stop spending so much time with Luke,” I grumbled, shaking my head. “He’s a bad influence on people.”

      “So you’re not going to be with Kade?” Melissa was back to being confused. “It’s not like you to take off from work if you don’t have a good reason.”

      “I have a good reason.” I told her about Emily’s visit. “I need to see if I can find Sarah. I won’t be able to concentrate otherwise.”

      “But … where are you going to look?”

      That was a very good question. “I’m starting in the woods,” I answered after a moment’s contemplation. “The shack might be off limits because of the police, but that doesn’t mean there’s nothing else out there. If this area is known to the person … or creature … who took Sarah and Joshua, he might be compulsive and have no choice but to return.”

      “Are you taking Kade with you?”

      “No. He needs to stay here and monitor things.”

      “What about Luke?”

      “The cops are crawling all over this place,” I reminded her. “Luke needs to stay close in case someone wants to see the wolf and he needs to shift.”

      “So … what … you’re going out into the woods alone?” Melissa didn’t look thrilled with the suggestion. “That’s a terrible idea.”

      I didn’t blame her. I wasn’t keen on it either. “I … need to look, and I can’t risk taking Kade because someone needs to be here in case the cops decide they’re going to do something.”

      “Then take me,” Melissa suggested.

      “You want to run around in the woods? You’ve been bugging me for two weeks to do some readings. I’m giving you a chance and now you’ve changed your mind? What’s up with that?”

      “I haven’t changed my mind,” Melissa corrected. “I simply don’t think it’s a good idea for you to take off into the woods, especially since this thing tried to munch on you once before.”

      She had a point. Still … . “I’ll take Nixie and Naida,” I said after a beat. “They’re both powerful, and together we might be able to work a locater spell to find Sarah. We can have other people monitor Nixie and Naida’s booths for a few hours. It’s not as if the voodoo dolls are exactly flying off the shelves in this town.”

      “That’s for sure,” Melissa muttered. “Everyone here seems addicted to clean living and dead set against debauchery. How is anyone supposed to have a good time?”

      I fixed her with a pointed look. “You need to keep your eyes open when reading people,” I ordered. “Look in their heads. A surface scan should be enough to figure out what they’re thinking. If you run across anyone evil or someone who might have information about what’s going on with the kidnapped children, write down their names and find a way to get them to Kade so he can ask the appropriate questions.”

      “Won’t he think it odd that I’m coming to him?” Melissa pressed. “I mean … I barely talk to him. He always gives me that ‘you’re a teenager’ look and dismisses me. I don’t think he likes me.”

      “He was angry at me and kept a distance from you because I brought you in,” I countered. “He’ll be better going forward.”

      “Really?” Melissa seemed intrigued. “He’s extremely hot.”

      “He is.”

      “How does he look without his clothes on?”

      I shot her a dark look. “I’m not answering that. You’re practically a child.”

      “I’m an adult and I know all about doing the dipsy doodle.”

      I made a face. “I don’t even want to know where you heard that one, although it sounds like something Luke would come up with while drinking,” I grumbled, resting my hands on my hips. “I’m still not sharing details. You’re too young. You should be focusing on putting ribbons in your hair and dressing dolls for tea parties.”

      Melissa made a disgusted face. “I’m not a child!”

      “Yes, well, you’re not quite an adult either,” I hedged. “I need to be able to trust that you can handle doing the readings in my absence. Do you think you can do that?”

      Melissa nodded. “If I do a good job, can I have a prize? I mean … children are rewarded for good behavior, right? I don’t think it’s too much to ask.”

      I narrowed my eyes, suspicious. “What did you have in mind?”

      “I want to see Kade with his shirt off.”

      I should’ve been surprised by the request, but I vaguely remember being that age. “Just see? No touch?”

      Melissa nodded. “I’m not into going after your boyfriend. You don’t have to worry about that.”

      I blew out a sigh, resigned. “Fine. If you do a good job, I’ll make sure he takes off his shirt in front of you.”

      “Deal.” Melissa extended her hand and excitedly pumped mine as we shook on it. “This is going to be the best day. I just know it.”

      I wish I had her enthusiasm.

      

      “WHERE DO you want to start?”

      Naida and Nixie were strangely excited about being tapped for a search and rescue operation in the woods. They didn’t even take a moment to consider the request before readily agreeing.

      “I think we should head back to the cabin and work our way out from there,” I replied, leading the pixie twins through the trees. “I want to get your take on the cabin anyway. The dirt surrounding it is salted … and there might be some sulfur thrown in to boot.”

      Naida arched an eyebrow. “Salted? How do you know?”

      “I touched the dirt. It’s fairly easy to scent when you’re in the area,” I explained. “It will only take us about ten minutes to get there. Once we’re sure we’re alone – and the cops aren’t watching the place – I figured we might be able to cast a locator spell.”

      “Those aren’t always reliable,” Nixie pointed out.

      “Do you have a better suggestion?”

      Nixie nodded without hesitation. “You.”

      “Me?”

      “You’re psychic,” Nixie supplied. “You found the girl in her mother’s head, even though she wasn’t really in her mother’s head. That means you were desperate enough to figure out a way to find her even as you attempted to do something else. I think you’ll be able to find her if you simply open your mind and allow your powers to wander free.”

      “I … never considered that.” I rubbed the back of my neck as we trudged toward the cabin. “I assumed I imagined the girl.”

      “If you believed that we wouldn’t be out looking for her,” Naida countered. “I agree with Nixie. You’ll be able to find her. Take us to the cabin first, though. Now that you’ve mentioned the ground being salted I’m dying to see it.”

      It didn’t take us long to reach the cabin. Thankfully, the police either weren’t watching the area or were doing it from such a distance we couldn’t trip over their minds when scanning the location.

      Naida set about searching the area with a scientist’s curiosity, furrowing her brow as she examined dirt samples and scuffed her feet against the earth. She didn’t appear keen to enter the cabin.

      “What do you think?” My patience was wearing thin watching the pixies work.

      “I think it’s odd,” Naida replied after a beat. She straightened and glanced around, noting the layout of the clearing and shaking her head. “The cabin is located directly in the center of the salt circle. There are no stumps to indicate that trees were taken out and the place feels isolated, so I doubt it’s visited regularly.”

      “What do you think the cabin’s location means? Do you think someone was trying to keep a spirit out?”

      “I think it’s the exact opposite,” Naida answered. “I think someone locked a spirit in and used the salt to keep it trapped.”

      “Can you feel the spirit now? I searched when we were here the first time and came up empty.”

      “There’s nothing here now except anger and resentment,” Naida replied. “Some terrible thing was kept here for a long time. It’s gone now. Whether that means it has found a way to escape the salt … well, I don’t know. It doesn’t live here any longer. That’s the one thing I can say with certainty.”

      “That doesn’t mean visits are out of the question,” Nixie said. “I feel as if something has been close to this area … and recently. It’s malevolent, whatever it is.”

      “Do you think there’s a way for us to find out what manner of creature was held here?”

      Naida shrugged. “Have you considered running property records?”

      I opened my mouth to scoff at the suggestion and then knitted my eyebrows as I considered the suggestion. “That probably should’ve been our first move, huh?”

      “It’s just a suggestion,” Naida said, tilting her head to the side. “If you track down who owns the land you might be able to find some answers. Either way … I’m done here for now. This place gives me the creeps.”

      “You and me both,” Nixie intoned, grimacing before turning to me. “It’s your turn. You need to see if you can find Sarah.”

      “But … I don’t know how.” I was embarrassed to admit my insecurity, but I was terrified of picking the wrong direction and somehow dooming Sarah.

      “That’s not true,” Naida said, shifting so she was directly in front of me. “Trust your intuition. It’s strong. It won’t lead you astray.”

      “But … .”

      “Close your eyes,” Naida ordered, grabbing my hands and offering me a jolt of power to center myself. “Close your eyes and open your mind. Listen to the wind. It will tell you which direction to go. Don’t think about it. Don’t internally debate the merits of following your gut. Relax. Just feel. Okay … which way?”

      I opened my mind as she ordered and let my power ooze out, exhaling slowly. I lifted my finger and pointed to the south, and when I opened my eyes I found Naida smiling.

      “Good job,” Naida said. “Let’s move. I have a feeling you decided to go for a walk today because we have a legitimate chance of finding that girl. We shouldn’t keep her waiting.”

      Even though doubts niggled at the back of my brain I did as Naida asked and followed my instincts. Before I realized what was happening we found ourselves deep in the forest, the sound of running water catching my attention as a river appeared in front of us.

      “Did you know this was here?” Naida asked, crouching low so she could dip her fingers into the flowing water. “It runs relatively fast.”

      “I didn’t pay any attention to the geography,” I admitted. “Once we found the cabin I thought it was over.”

      “We should’ve been more proactive,” Nixie said. “You should’ve told us about the salt. We could’ve conducted some research before Sarah went missing. We might’ve been able to avoid this altogether.”

      I couldn’t stop myself from scowling. “I had no idea this was going to happen.”

      “Of course you didn’t,” Naida said, patting my arm. “Still … don’t you feel that?” She tilted her head to the side, resembling a dog listening for intruders. “We’re close.”

      “How do you know that?” Once she said the words I deflated a bit, catching myself before the worry kicked in and overwhelmed me. “Do you feel Sarah?”

      “I feel something else,” Naida replied, narrowing her eyes. “I’m not sure what it is, but it’s not good. You led us to this area for a reason. That must mean Sarah is here.”

      My mouth went dry as I struggled to swallow. “If she’s here … .”

      “Then we’ll find her,” Naida finished, refusing to let the fear overwhelm her. “Split up. She has to be close.”

      We did as instructed. I relished the time away from Nixie and Naida because it meant that I could refocus without them staring. Once I sucked in a steadying breath, though, I felt a new form of fear. For a moment it was overwhelming. Then I realized I wasn’t the source of the emotion. I was experiencing someone else’s terror.

      I jerked my head up and glanced toward some culverts to my right, practically tripping over my own feet as I tried to close the distance in minimal time. Nixie and Naida must’ve read the intent behind my purposeful strides because they scurried after me.

      I hopped into the running water, my feet instantly freezing in the cool liquid. I ignored the discomfort when I stared into the culvert. One side was wet, a nonstop flow of water trickling through. The other was dry and clogged with debris. It was there, halfway down, I caught sight of a small, shaking figure.

      “Sarah?”

      The girl jerked her head in my direction. I couldn’t make out her features because she was too far away, but she instantly burst into tears and banged her head against the metal pipe as fear jolted her.

      “This way,” I prodded, gesturing with my hand. The culvert was too small for me to climb in after her. There was a chance Nixie might make it, but I was hopeful Sarah would crawl to us. “Come to me and I’ll get you home.”

      “I can’t,” Sarah wailed. “I’m stuck. I’m tied to something.”

      “You’re tied to something?” That didn’t make a lick of sense.

      “Or I’m snagged on something,” Sarah replied. “I’m not sure. I can’t move.”

      I frowned and glanced at Nixie. “You’ll have to go in there.”

      Nixie was perplexed. “Why me?”

      “You’re the only one small enough.”

      “Oh, fine,” Nixie muttered, making a face as she dropped to her hands and knees and crawled into the opening. “You’ll owe me for this.”

      “Just get her,” I snapped, tapping my foot against Nixie’s tiny bottom and propelling her into the culvert. “Hurry up. She’s got to be starving and terrified.”

      “I’m going. I’m going.”

      I had only a few seconds of relief to bask in finding the girl before Naida shifted her stance and flew – no, she really flew – to the top of the culvert. I recognized the way she held herself right away, the firm set of her feet, the hands balled into fists in front of her chest, the pulsing muscle in her jaw as she stared toward something only she could see. She was prepared for battle.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, nerves overtaking me as I moved to the left. That’s when my gaze landed on a hulking figure at the far end of the culvert. I couldn’t make out any features – I wasn’t sure there were any to make out – but the creature was tall and thick, with dark skin reminding me of mud rather than flesh.

      “Get moving,” Naida ordered, whipping her hands to the sides and bringing forth a tempest of water from the river. She could control the weather, so adding water elements this close to a source wasn’t difficult. “Take the girl and run.”

      Nixie appeared at the opening of the culvert and shoved Sarah out. I grabbed the girl with both hands while keeping my gaze on Naida. She looked like a warrior princess ready to do battle for the fate of her kingdom.

      “What’s going on?” Nixie’s expression reflected worry as she climbed out, making a thumping sound as she landed on the ground. She ignored her filthy clothing and skin, snapped her head in Naida’s direction, gasping when she caught sight of … well, whatever that thing was at the other end of the culvert.

      When the creature realized I had Sarah in my arms it let loose an otherworldly bellow, dropping to four legs and barreling in our direction. My heart pounded as Sarah screeched. Naida, however, remained unnaturally calm.

      “Go now,” Naida ordered. “Things are about to get ugly.”

      “What about you?”

      “I can take care of myself,” Naida replied. “Take the girl. Go. Don’t stop until you get back to the circus. Don’t stop for anything. Do you understand?”

      I grimly nodded. “Don’t be a hero.”

      “It’s too late for that,” Naida said, releasing the growing water tempest in the direction of the creature. “Go!”

      I wanted to argue. I wanted to hand Sarah to Nixie and stand with Naida so we could take down the foe together. She was already moving, though, and I knew I would simply get in the way if I remained.

      “Let’s go,” Nixie ordered, grabbing my arm. “She’s got this.”

      I could only hope she was right.
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      I was sapped by the time we hit the fairgrounds, my muscles straining as I struggled to maintain a steady pace with Sarah’s extra weight draped over my frame.

      Sarah hadn’t stopped crying from the moment Nixie released her from the makeshift prison and she wrapped her arms around my neck so tightly I thought I might pass out from lack of oxygen. Nixie kept it together for the entirety of our run back to the circus, but once we hit the relative safety of the parking lot she couldn’t stop herself from watching the tree line for her sister.

      “She’ll be okay,” I gasped, slowing my pace to catch my breath.

      “I know,” Nixie said. “I just want my face to be the first one she sees when she comes back.”

      Even though she uttered brave words, I knew Nixie couldn’t help but be worried. “She’ll be okay,” I repeated. “She knows what she’s doing.”

      Nixie pressed her lips together and merely nodded.

      “She’s a warrior. She’s going to kick butt because that’s what she does,” I said, turning my attention to trailer row and picking up the pace again. “We need to get help. We need to call the police.”

      Nixie reluctantly fell into step behind me. I couldn’t risk a glance over my shoulder because I didn’t want to see the unsaid accusation on her face. I knew what she was thinking despite my false bravado when propping her up only moments before. We left her sister to fight an unknown entity without backup.

      I didn’t get much time to dwell on my guilt. Kade appeared on the pathway, his expression murderous. I hurried in his direction, almost stumbling over the last few steps. Despite his obvious anger, Kade collected Sarah and managed to steady me with his hip as I fought to suck in oxygen.

      “What in the hell happened?”

      Sarah started a fresh crying jag, causing Kade to widen his eyes and curl her to his chest.

      “We found Sarah,” I blurted out.

      “I figured that out on my own,” Kade barked. “I … where did you find her?”

      “In a culvert in the woods,” I replied, jolting as the angry sound of thunder rumbled. I swiveled to stare at the woods, frowning when I saw the dark cloud hanging over the trees. Everything but that area remained sunny and bright, but dark and low thunderclouds rolled over the woods.

      “Do I even want to know what that is?” Kade asked, stroking the back of Sarah’s hair and rocking her to diminish the sobbing.

      “It’s Naida,” I replied. “She was with us. It’s just … we weren’t alone out there.”

      Kade’s eyes widened. “What does that mean?”

      “It means that we need to get Naida out of the woods and call the police,” I wheezed. “I have no idea how we’ll explain finding her, but … we have to come up with something.”

      “Is there a reason you didn’t think of that before you wandered off in the woods? Alone. Did I mention you did it alone?”

      “I hardly did it alone,” I shot back. “I took Naida and Nixie.”

      “Why didn’t you take me?”

      “Because someone had to be here to handle the cops,” I replied, my lungs finally returning to normal breathing. If he wanted to argue, I was up for it. My frazzled nerves needed a direction to vent, and apparently he wanted to provide it. “I did what I thought I had to do. If you want to argue … .”

      “I want my mommy,” Sarah wailed, kicking her foot against Kade’s stomach and causing him to grunt as he shifted his attention to her. She was becoming increasingly active.

      “We’ll talk about this later,” Kade muttered, cuddling Sarah to his chest. “It’s okay, sweetheart. We’re going to find your mother right now.”

      “We need to call the police,” I said, lowering my voice. “They’ll be suspicious, but we couldn’t leave her out there. I had to know.”

      Kade clenched his jaw and exhaled through his nose. “Of course you couldn’t leave her out there. We’ll figure it out.”

      “We’d better do it fast,” I said, digging in the pocket of my cargo pants for my phone. “I’m calling for help right now.”

      “Do it. The sooner we get Sarah home, the better it will be for her.”

      I nodded as I pressed my ear to the phone and stared at the stormy woods. Sarah was safe. That was the most important thing. But what about Naida? I couldn’t tamp down the insistent worry that she might never be safe again.

      

      DETECTIVE ASHBURN was dumbfounded as he approached the trailers. Kade managed to calm Sarah enough to drink some juice, but she refused to leave his lap and occasionally screeched for her mother when she lost interest in the juice.

      I steeled myself for trouble when Ashburn stopped in front of me. “Thank you for coming so quickly.”

      “I planned on attending later this afternoon anyway,” he said, glancing over his shoulder as two uniformed officers approached. “I don’t suppose you want to tell me how this happened?”

      I’d given this serious thought – in the five minutes between calling 911 and Ashburn’s arrival – so I was ready to spout some fantastical lies. “I wanted to check the cabin in case Sarah was there,” I started. “I wasn’t sure you guys went out there – although I assumed you did – and when we were out there we got turned around and ended up by the river. That’s where we found Sarah.”

      “Uh-huh.” Ashburn looked as if I’d explained that a unicorn led me to the girl. “Do you expect me to believe that?”

      “It’s the truth, so I don’t know why you wouldn’t believe it,” I replied, crossing my arms over my chest in a defiant stance. “I took Nixie with me so I wouldn’t get lost. We happened upon the river. Then we heard crying and looked in the culvert.”

      “And she was just sitting in the culvert?” Ashburn prodded. “That sounds … unlikely.”

      “She was stuck,” Nixie said, rubbing some of the dirt from her cheek. “She was actually tied in there. I’m small, so I climbed in after her.”

      “Did you consider calling us before doing that?”

      “Nope,” I replied, not missing a beat. “We weren’t out there alone.” I’d thought about this part, too. I could hardly describe a monster and expect Ashburn to believe me. “While Nixie was freeing Sarah a man appeared at the other end of the culvert. We couldn’t see him well, but he started after us. We didn’t know what else to do … so we ran.”

      Ashburn stared blankly for a moment, as if on a delayed timer, and then widened his eyes. “You saw him?”

      “I saw a dark figure,” I clarified. “I was nervous and afraid. I ran. I didn’t look back. It was hard enough to carry Sarah without falling. I couldn’t risk looking over my shoulder.”

      Ashburn turned his eyes to the trees. The clouds were dissipating but still evident. “Do you think he’s still out there?”

      “That’s something for you to ascertain,” I answered. “I brought Sarah here and called you right away. I thought that was the right thing to do.”

      Ashburn rubbed the back of his neck and glanced at one of the uniformed officers, his expression unreadable. Finally he shifted back to me. “You know this sounds ridiculous, don’t you? Why should I believe that story?”

      “Because it’s the truth.”

      “How do I know you didn’t take her and then conveniently ‘find’ her?” Ashburn challenged. “You could be covering your tracks.”

      “Perhaps you should ask her.”

      “What are the odds that she’ll be like Joshua Gilmore and forget what happened?”

      I shrugged. “Joshua didn’t forget. He blocked it out because he was traumatized. He will eventually remember, and when he does he won’t point the finger at us.”

      “And you believe Sarah is the same?”

      I nodded. “I do.”

      “I guess we’ll see.” Ashburn gently removed Sarah from Kade’s arms, making a big show of flashing his badge as he tried to calm her. She cried so hard her chest hitched and her eyes were almost swollen shut from the nonstop tears. “It’s okay, honey. We called your mother. She’s on her way.”

      “Mommy!” Sarah was a whimpering mess as she chewed her finger.

      “She’s going to be here very soon,” Ashburn cooed, smoothing Sarah’s hair. “I need you to tell me what happened. Do you remember who took you?”

      Sarah nodded as she clutched her hands together. “It was a monster,” she whispered.

      “Was it a boy monster or a girl monster?”

      “Boy.”

      “Is the boy monster here?” He flicked his eyes pointedly in Kade’s direction. “Did these people take you?”

      Sarah fervently shook her head. “They found me. They climbed in the hole and saved me. They fought the monster with magic.”

      I pursed my lips, hoping my expression was neutral instead of troubled. “It’s sweet that you think we’re magic.”

      “That must be the trauma,” Ashburn said, wrapping his arms around Sarah’s waist and lifting her. “We’ll question her further at the station. As for now … you’re free to go on with your day.”

      I fought to remain strong and steady despite Ashburn’s dismissive tone. “I’m thrilled. Thanks.”

      

      KADE WAS on me the moment Ashburn pulled out of the parking lot.

      “What were you thinking, wandering into the woods alone like that?”

      I took an involuntary step back and crossed my arms over my chest. “Don’t even think of yelling at me.”

      “Oh, I’m beyond the thinking point,” Kade growled. “Are you crazy? What possessed you to do this?”

      “Emily Danes,” I replied without hesitation. “She came into my tent right after I opened. She was a mess. She was desperate for me to tell her Sarah was alive. She couldn’t stop crying … and shaking … and begging.”

      “And?”

      “And I told her it was hard for me to glean details when the person in front of me was so worked up, but I managed to calm her a bit,” I replied. “When I got in her head I found Sarah there. She was afraid. I’m still not sure what happened.”

      “I don’t know what to make of that,” Kade said after a moment. “Are you sure it was her? It could’ve been wishful thinking on your part.”

      “It could’ve been,” I conceded. “It didn’t feel that way, though. I felt the urge to go after her. It was something I couldn’t ignore. It hurt too much when I tried to push it out of my mind. I couldn’t leave her out there.”

      “I know that, baby,” Kade said, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “Why didn’t you come and get me?”

      “Because someone had to be in charge here,” I replied. “With Max so unreliable, I needed someone dependable to serve in a supervisory position. I couldn’t leave any of the shifters in charge – including Luke – because things might’ve spiraled if the cops insisted on seeing the animal areas.”

      “I get that,” Kade said. “We could’ve left Raven in charge, though.”

      “Over your dead body.”

      Despite the tense situation, Kade snorted. “Very cute, but I’m still angry. You put yourself in danger.”

      “I took Naida and Nixie,” I argued. “I thought they might be able to help with a locator spell. Instead they forced me to tap into my own powers, and we found her relatively quickly. We headed to the cabin first and then branched out from there.”

      “And what did you see when you found Sarah?” Kade asked. “She said it was a monster.”

      “That’s a pretty good word for what we saw.” I rolled my neck to ease the tension, shifting my eyes to the edge of the parking lot where Nixie paced while waiting for Naida. “We’ll have to go back into the woods if Naida doesn’t show up within ten minutes. We can’t leave her out there.”

      “We’ll do it.” Kade slipped his arm around my shoulders and tugged me close, rocking back and forth as I rested my cheek against this chest. “Tell me about the creature.”

      “I’m not sure how to explain it.” I’d done nothing but think about the creature’s appearance and I remained as confused now as I was upon first glimpse. It was tall … like almost seven feet tall. It had really wide shoulders and was dark and rubbery. I mean it looked rubbery … maybe as if conjured from dirt. I obviously didn’t touch it to find out.

      “Its skin was dark gray, almost brownish gray, and I think I saw yellow eyes, as if it was a gargoyle,” I continued. “It didn’t have wings, though. It had claws for fingers and it dropped to four legs when it rushed us.”

      “How did you get away?”

      “Naida used the river water to conjure a tempest,” I replied. “She was ready to fight. I had Sarah in my arms and Nixie at my side. I couldn’t stay behind to help Naida because I had Sarah, so I just left her there.” I choked out the last bit and buried my face in the hollow between Kade’s neck and shoulder.

      “You did what you had to do,” Kade murmured into my hair. “Getting Sarah home was the most important thing. I’m sure Naida understood that.”

      “She’s still not back yet.”

      “She’ll come back,” Kade said, swaying. “She probably had to calm herself before interacting with others. You know how she is when she gets worked up. She causes tornadoes and thunderstorms … the occasional blizzard, although I haven’t been lucky enough to see that yet. I’ve heard stories, though, so I’m looking forward to it. Look!” He pointed to the woods. The terrible clouds were gone and the sky was sunny and clear again. “The fight is over. She’s probably on her way back.”

      “What if she’s not? What if the creature killed her?”

      “I think Nixie would know that,” Kade answered, stroking the back of my head as I turned my attention to the pacing pixie. “They’re tied to one another on a level most of us don’t understand. Even I recognize that.”

      “But … what if I sacrificed Naida to save Sarah? How am I supposed to live with that?”

      “You didn’t sacrifice anyone,” Kade argued. “You made a hard decision. Naida told you to run. She’s an adult. She can take care of herself.”

      I wanted to believe him, but I couldn’t shake the worry. “We need to put together a search party.”

      Kade kissed my cheek and blew out a sigh. “Okay. I … .”

      When he didn’t finish I lifted my eyes to find him smiling. “This is not funny.”

      “No, but it’s a happy ending,” Kade countered, pointing toward the parking lot.

      I jerked my head around, sighing in relief when I caught sight of Naida emerging from the trees. Nixie squealed when she saw her sister, and I gave them a moment of privacy to embrace before heading in their direction. When I got to them, I found Naida disheveled and dirty but otherwise unhurt.

      “Did you kill it?” I asked.

      Naida shook her head. “It got away in the storm,” she replied, stroking Nixie’s cheek as the pixie sobbed into her sister’s shoulder. “It’s strong. It’s definitely paranormal.”

      “Do you know what it is?” Kade asked.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Naida replied. “We’re going to need help if we expect to take it down. It’ll take a concerted magical effort.”

      “And we have only tonight and tomorrow night to do it,” I mused. “We can’t fight a monster in the middle of the day. We’ll never be able to explain that. The cops are already suspicious.”

      “We’re definitely running out of time,” Naida agreed. “Whatever it is … it’s strong. It doesn’t think like a normal paranormal entity. I tried to infiltrate its brain while we were fighting because I thought I could control it. There’s a barrier there. I caught a glimpse of the other side and it was … shimmery, as if the creature’s brain was filled with someone else’s thoughts.”

      “Meaning what?” Kade asked.

      “Meaning that someone else is already controlling it,” I answered, clenching my fists. “This can’t be good.”

      “And that is the understatement of the year,” Naida said. “We need to conduct some research … and we need to do it fast.”
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      We left Naida and Nixie to shower in their trailers, giving them the option of returning to work or resting. They seemed excitable and happy despite the surreal nature of the afternoon’s events.

      I couldn’t keep my shoulders from sagging with relief as Kade walked me back to my tent.

      “Do you feel better?” Kade asked, pausing next to the flap. “Now that Naida is safe, I mean. Do you feel better?”

      “The immediate threat is gone, and that definitely makes me feel better. There’s still something out there that we don’t understand. We need to perform some research.”

      “We definitely need to perform some research,” Kade agreed, bobbing his head.

      “You could start now,” I suggested. “I left Melissa in charge of my tent. Depending on how she’s doing, she can stay on the job. I haven’t been much of a hit since landing. I don’t think the fine people of Brigham City like me.”

      Kade snorted. “I like you enough for everybody,” he said, dropping a kiss on my lips. “That should count for something.”

      “It counts for everything.”

      “Good to know.” Kade opened the tent flap and ushered me inside ahead of him, goosing my rear end and causing me to squeal when we were out of sight of potential onlookers.

      Melissa fixed us with a curious look from the table when she registered our presence. “Is he here for me?”

      It took me a moment to realize what she was asking. Then I remembered the second part of our deal and shot a sheepish look in Kade’s direction. “Oh, yeah, right. By the way, to get Melissa to take over my spot I had to promise you’d take off your shirt in front of her.”

      Kade’s mouth dropped open. “Is that supposed to be a joke?”

      “No.”

      “But … why?”

      “Because I’m guessing you look like one of those Abercrombie & Fitch models when you’re naked,” Melissa replied. “I’m dying to find out if that’s true. I want to see if my fantasies live up to reality.”

      “To what end?” Kade challenged.

      Melissa’s face went blank. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m asking how you think this is going to turn out,” Kade prodded. “Do you think I’m going to take off my shirt and do something with you?” He was a handsome man but looked markedly uncomfortable being considered a sex symbol. I found it darling … and oddly titillating, because he had no problem stripping in front of me.

      “I have no interest in doing anything with you,” Melissa replied, scandalized. “I merely want to see the goods. I don’t want to paw the merchandise … just window shop. I know very well that you’re all love in the afternoon with Poet. I’m not an idiot.”

      “I have no idea what that means,” Kade said. “I’ll consider taking my shirt off once things are settled.”

      “That wasn’t part of the deal,” Melissa argued. “Poet promised me a shirtless showing. If you want to Magic Mike it, I could probably be persuaded to owe her a good ten favors if you want to bank them.”

      “Magic Mike?” Kade was beyond confused, looking to me for explanation.

      “It’s a movie about male strippers,” I supplied. “It was very popular with the female set a few years back … apparently with Melissa, too.”

      “It totally got ripped off at the Oscars,” Melissa groused. “Channing Tatum was a revelation … and that guy who played the werewolf on True Blood was freaking hotter than anything we’ve got running around this place.”

      I pursed my lips and pictured Luke’s face if he ever heard Melissa voice that opinion. “I wouldn’t share that with certain people if I were you.”

      “Well, you’re not me,” Melissa said, focusing on Kade. “Now … strip.”

      Kade gripped the sides of his shirt to make sure Melissa didn’t attempt to rip the fabric from his body and shook his head. “I am not a piece of meat. I don’t care what that movie told you about life … and I’m guessing it wasn’t even remotely realistic … but it’s not true.”

      Melissa made a face. “Seriously? I can’t believe I’m being screwed out of my reward. I’ll never trust you again, Poet.”

      “I’ll work on him some more,” I said dryly, shaking my head. “How did things go while I was gone?”

      “Only two people came in. Both teenagers,” Melissa answered. “One wanted to know if he was going to win the class election. The other wanted to know if she would date more than one guy before marrying.”

      That seemed an odd question. “What did you tell them?”

      “That they need to get out more and embrace drinking in a field, because that’s what teenagers are supposed to do.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “What did you really tell them?”

      “I told them what you told me to tell them,” Melissa replied. “They’re both going to get what they want, and I made sure they were aware of it. Are you happy?”

      “I’m not unhappy.” That was mostly true. “In case you’re wondering, we found Sarah.”

      “Yeah, I know. Nellie made the rounds once you called the cops. He told everyone to be on their best behavior for the rest of our time here. He seemed a bit nervous, which is funny because he wears evening gowns with combat boots and isn’t afraid of the fashion police coming after him.”

      “Is he including himself in that edict?”

      Melissa bobbed her head. “He swears he won’t mix fabrics until we move on from Utah.”

      I made a face and shook my head before focusing on Kade. “I don’t think this tent will be popular for the rest of the night. I think we can leave Melissa in charge and take our research to my trailer.”

      “What about security?” Kade challenged. “I should probably walk the midway a few times to make sure everything remains kosher.”

      “We haven’t had one problem with fighting visitors since we arrived,” I reminded him. “There’s no alcohol, so the guests are unlikely to get out of control. Plus, well, the cops are all over the place. Just because Ashburn left with Sarah doesn’t mean he’s pulling the rest of his officers out of rotation. If anything, I’m guessing he added to his patrols.”

      “You have a point.” Kade rubbed his chin. “I still think we need someone in charge on the fairgrounds tonight.”

      “And I think we need to conduct some research.”

      “I’m not arguing with you,” Kade said. “It’s just … someone has to be put in a supervisory position to be on the safe side.”

      “Oh, geez,” Melissa grumbled, rolling her eyes. “You do realize that she’s insinuating you do something else besides research, right? She’s inviting you to her trailer for the rest of the afternoon. I’m sure you will be Googling more than information.”

      Kade’s eyes flashed. “Is that true?”

      “Not entirely,” I hedged. “I thought we could multi-task.”

      Kade tilted his head to the side, considering. “Sold.”

      “Men are such easy creatures,” Melissa muttered. “One second they’re completely confused and digging their heels in on a nonexistent issue, and the next they see sex signs flashing in the back of their minds and forget what they were originally arguing about.”

      “We still need to put someone in charge,” Kade said, rolling his eyes at Melissa’s take on the male brain. “Do you have any suggestions?”

      “Just one.”

      “Who?”

      I waited for him to come to the conclusion on his own.

      “Max.” Kade blew out a sigh. “You have to ask him. I’m not ready to deal with it.”

      “I’ll ask him,” I said. “Grab your computer from your trailer and I’ll meet you in mine in five minutes.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Kade smacked a loud kiss against my lips. “You might want to grab food so we don’t have to leave for dinner.”

      “I like the way your mind works.”

      “Right back at you, baby.”

      

      I TUGGED a tank top over my head an hour later as Kade munched on an elephant ear and booted up his computer. He slid into a pair of boxer shorts, but only because I demanded it. Multi-tasking meant that we tackled more than one thing, and so far all we’d managed to tackle was one another. If he remained naked I would most likely want a repeat performance of what we just did.

      “Just for the record, I can totally see why Melissa is so desperate to see you shirtless.” I ran my hand down his chiseled abs before shaking myself out of my reverie. “Even though I promised her, I don’t want to share. I’m kind of glad you put your foot down.”

      Kade snorted as he shoved the elephant ear in my direction. “Eat.”

      “I will in a second … maybe.”

      “Why maybe?”

      “Did you notice Melissa was wearing my skirt?”

      “I can’t say I pay attention to anyone’s fashion choices but yours,” Kade replied. “Why is Melissa wearing your skirt important?”

      “It was too big on her. It makes me feel fat.”

      Kade lifted his eyes and glared. “You’re not fat.”

      “I didn’t say I was fat, I said I felt fat because she’s so thin,” I clarified. “It’s a girl thing. I don’t expect you to understand.”

      “Is it a girl thing like the stripper movie?”

      “That movie is a girl-and-Luke thing,” I corrected. “And since you’re giving me a look that makes me believe you think I’m crazy, you should know that I didn’t choose to see that movie. Luke selected it for movie night and I was forced – under duress, mind you – to watch those sweaty men gyrate on my screen for an hour.”

      “And you didn’t enjoy it at all, right?”

      “Absolutely.” I bit the inside of my cheek to hide my grin. “Just out of curiosity, though, do you have rhythm?”

      Kade poked my side. “You’re in a good mood despite everything that happened this afternoon,” he noted. “I would’ve expected you to be a nervous wreck given the fact that the cops are looking at us even more closely.”

      “Believe it or not, this isn’t the first time we’ve been suspects,” I explained. “Most people believe circus folk are weird, so they often want to believe we’re the culprits when something bad happens. It makes it easier than looking at their neighbors.”

      “I get that. It doesn’t seem fair, though.”

      “No, it doesn’t, but life often isn’t fair.” I grabbed the local history book Melissa loaned me and began flipping through it. “As for being a nervous wreck, I guess there’s something about you that calms me.”

      My cheeks burned when I felt his weighted gaze on me.

      “Don’t let that go to your head,” I added hurriedly. “I think it has more to do with me than you.”

      Kade chuckled and planted a kiss on my cheek. “You calm me, too.”

      I met his mouth for a hot kiss and then jerked my head away before we could sink into it. “We need to focus on the important stuff here,” I reminded him. “We don’t have a lot of time to find a monster.”

      “And we have plenty of time to calm each other,” Kade teased, tapping on his keyboard. “Let’s do it.”

      “How about we be absolutely quiet for thirty minutes and then share what we’ve found?”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      

      “THIS BROTHER Brehem guy had quite the reputation.” Kade spoke first when the talking moratorium ended. “He’s got like six online communities dedicated to him. He was a real creep.”

      “What did you find?”

      “It seems that Brother Brehem wasn’t just into collecting wives,” Kade replied. “He was also rumored to be a con artist and pedophile.”

      I stilled, my stomach twisting. “How do you know that? The woman I met in the parking lot didn’t seem to think there was anything concrete about any of these Brother Brehem legends.”

      “Perhaps she didn’t know.” Kade ran his thumb over his bottom lip as he studied his screen. “According to this, he married women who already had children, which isn’t unheard of but apparently not necessarily the norm in Mormon culture.”

      “I guess that if a guy wants ten wives he also wants to prove his virility and father sixty children,” I offered. “I guess that also means he wants biological children.”

      “I think that’s why Brother Brehem’s antics stood out so much,” Kade said. “He married women with children and didn’t seem to produce more than a few of his own. A couple of the wives told stories out of turn about his sexual proclivities.”

      “And then he eventually went missing,” I finished. “I wonder if the wives killed him and hid the body. Did you happen to find who owns the cabin?”

      “I did. Her name is Lorelei Forrester.”

      I stilled. “That’s the picketer I talked to.”

      Kade’s eyebrows shot up. “Seriously?”

      “She acted as if the Brother Brehem legend was something she barely remembered,” I said, rolling my neck. “Why does she own the property?”

      “She’s a descendent of Brehem and his first wife,” Kade answered. “She was his only legal wife of record. That line dwindled rather than flourished over the years. I think Forrester and her son are the last remaining members of that bloodline.”

      “And how did the first wife react after he disappeared?”

      “She remained in the family homestead with her other sister wives. She apparently didn’t like the women – that’s one of the few things everyone on these forums can agree on. I find that interesting.”

      “How do you know she didn’t like the other women?”

      “It seemed to be common knowledge. It’s all over these Brother Brehem message boards. Gossip was alive and well in this area, even back then.”

      “And why does he have message boards again?”

      “Because his spirit is supposed to haunt the woods around his hunting cabin,” Kade replied. “Supposedly young hunters in the area have gone missing over the years.”

      “How young?”

      “Under twelve.”

      “I didn’t think you were allowed to hunt before a certain age.”

      “I think it depends on what your parents believe,” Kade supplied, his eyes serious as they roamed the screen. “The hunting cabin just so happens to be on that Lorelei woman’s property.”

      “When was the most recent abduction?”

      “They don’t refer to them as abductions. They’re missing persons cases. The cops purport that the kids wandered off in the woods and somehow died because they were never found. The tinfoil hat-wearing crowd believes the ghost took the kids to eat … or something worse.”

      “That seems a bit hard to swallow.”

      “It does, doesn’t it? As for the most recent abduction, other than the ones we’re dealing with, it looks to have been twenty years ago. The kid’s name was Raymond Graham. He was seven years old. His father and grandfather were with him. They said he wasn’t hunting but merely going along for the adventure. They simply turned around at some point and he was gone.”

      “That’s awful.”

      “They got bloodhounds and searched the area,” Kade continued. “They had hundreds of volunteers. No one ever found anything.”

      “So he’s obviously believed to be dead.”

      “That’s my guess … unless he’s living with the wolves in the mountains or something.”

      “Did they have a suspect?”

      “They did question a guy named Melvin Jackson,” Kade replied. “They had him in custody for a good week and named him as a suspect before that. I guess six different officers tried to break him in interrogation and failed. The online notes indicate that investigators believe it was him.”

      “What do you think?”

      Kade shrugged. “I think it wouldn’t hurt to see if we can track this guy down tomorrow,” he answered after a beat.

      “What good will that do?”

      “You can read minds,” he reminded me. “If he’s guilty, you’ll be able to figure it out. I mean … the guy was in his forties twenty years ago. I would think that being sixty-three – or whatever he is now – would make it difficult to control a child. It’s certainly not impossible”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” I mused. “Even if we can’t offer the police a suspect we can certainly make sure this Melvin Jackson isn’t a threat.”

      “Do you mean kill him?”

      The question was pointed. Kade knew I’d ended more than one predator in my time. I’d admitted as much. He didn’t appear to be judging me with his probing eyes, which was a relief.

      “If it’s necessary we’ll make the decision then,” I said finally. “I can’t answer that until we know what we’re dealing with.”

      “That’s fair.” Kade arranged my hair so it wasn’t standing up in a bevy of different directions. “It’s okay.” He pressed a kiss to my forehead. “We’ll deal with it tomorrow.”

      “You found a lot of information in such a limited amount of time.” I couldn’t help but be impressed. “One might think you were trying to get the work out of the way so we could play.”

      “One might think,” Kade teased. “What about you? Did you find anything in the book? I’m not sure the Brother Brehem legend explains what you saw in the woods.”

      “No, and that’s troublesome,” I agreed. “Believe it or not, there are a lot of myths regarding the Great Salt Lake.”

      “Why are you focusing on the lake?”

      “Because that’s where I felt the presence the first time.”

      “Oh, well, that makes sense. What kind of monsters are we talking about?”

      “Well, I’ve ruled out the giant Swamp Thing monster and the one that’s supposedly a kissing cousin to the Loch Ness Monster. I’m pretty sure I didn’t see anything resembling a dinosaur today.”

      “Okay. What does that leave you with?”

      “The North Shore Monster.”

      “Which is?”

      I read from the book. “A huge creature with the head of a horse and the body of a crocodile that makes a bellowing noise and charges people.”

      “Did your creature look like a horse and crocodile got horizontal?”

      “No, but other people have said the creature resembled a walking dolphin.”

      “Was it a walking dolphin?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “So … why are you fixating on the North Shore Monster?”

      “I don’t know.” I wasn’t sure how to answer. “It’s just a feeling I have. I can’t explain it.”

      “Well, I’ve learned that your feelings are almost always spot-on. It could be that early settlers didn’t know how to describe what they saw. You couldn’t describe what you saw by the river.”

      “That’s true.”

      “I think we should focus on the man before the monster,” Kade said. “I think that’s our best shot.”

      I couldn’t find fault with his argument. “Sounds like a plan.” I leaned forward and sank my teeth into his bottom lip. “Do you want to hear about my feelings so we can be spot-on together?”

      Kade snorted as he wrapped his arm around my waist. “I love the way you multi-task.”

      “It’s a gift.”

      “You’re telling me.”

    

  



    
      
        
          26

        

        

    
    






          Twenty-Six

        

      

    
    
      Kade and I ate breakfast with the normal crowd the next morning. The teasing was minimal compared to the day before. That didn’t mean it was nonexistent, but it was almost tolerable. In another week we would be old news.

      “Oh, and there’s our happy couple,” Luke sang out as he exited his own trailer and headed in our direction, scalding me with a harsh look. “I was starting to wonder if you were still alive because I haven’t seen you since yesterday afternoon.”

      “We were conducting research.” Luke took his regular spot across from me and I shot him a defiant glare. “If you needed something, all you had to do was knock.”

      “Yes, well, I wasn’t keen on the nudity.”

      “How do you know we were naked?”

      “Oh, puh-leez.” Luke made an exaggerated face. “Everyone in the free world knew what you were doing. I believe there was talk of Raven breaking every reflective surface in the House of Mirrors after the snakes sprouted from her head when we couldn’t stop talking about what you were doing.”

      “Well that’s just … lovely.”

      Kade snickered as he spooned scrambled eggs on both of our plates. “You don’t know what you’re missing with the nudity, Luke. I find it inspirational.”

      “I’ve seen Poet naked – probably more times than you,” Luke shot back. “It doesn’t bother me. Despite the fact that I’m not interested in her parts, I’m often intrigued enough to stare. I was worried about seeing your parts.”

      Kade knit his eyebrows, confused. “I’d think you’d want to see my parts.”

      Now it was Luke’s turn to make a face. “That’s rather insulting. Just because I happen to prefer the male form to the female one, that doesn’t mean I have any interest in you.”

      Kade almost looked insulted. “Why not?”

      “Because you’re dating my best friend.”

      “Why else?”

      Luke made a disgusted face. “Poet, can you please explain this to him? I’m tired of talking and want to focus on my breakfast.”

      “I don’t understand why you don’t want to see him,” I argued. “It’s quite impressive. I think he should sell tickets. He can be our newest attraction.”

      “Oh, well, thank you.” Kade beamed as he graced me with a soft kiss. “That was ridiculously sweet.”

      “Oh, someone pass the vomit bucket,” Luke intoned. “I think my heartburn from the bonfire drinking is going to turn into a case of the plague if these two don’t cut down on the public displays of affection.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I can’t quite remember how we got on this subject, but I’m more than willing to let it go,” I said. “Did anything happen once we took our leave to conduct our very important research?”

      “It was quiet,” Melissa answered, her eyes thoughtful as they roamed Kade’s face. “Just for the record, I’m totally up for seeing you naked.”

      Kade shifted on his seat. “You’ve made that abundantly clear.”

      “I still expect to be paid for my services yesterday.”

      “Then you can see Poet naked,” Kade fired back, shaking his head.

      “I think we should all see Poet naked,” Nellie announced. “It only seems fair.”

      “Eat your breakfast,” I ordered, annoyed.

      “Let’s focus on something important,” Naida suggested. “What did you find in your research?”

      I recounted the previous day’s educational activities, and when I was done, the table seemed interested – extremely interested – and chatty.

      “Do you think it was the North Lake Monster?” Naida asked, intrigued. “I don’t really think that thing looked like a horse.”

      “I don’t know what to think,” I answered. “We’re going to check out the suspect in the twenty-year-old case after breakfast. The circus is open from noon to six today, so we should be back in plenty of time to handle things.”

      “If he’s guilty, what are you going to do?” Luke asked. “The Great Salt Lake is far too clear to dump a body and get away with it.”

      I pressed my lips together as I kicked him under the table. “I have no intention of dumping a body in the lake. We did that once, with a sexual predator who gave me no choice.”

      “We’ve done that twice,” Luke countered. “You’re forgetting the guy about five years ago who was trying to snatch girls from the parking lot. You read his mind and saw what he planned to do and made his head explode. We didn’t have a lot of time, and there was that murky lake a mile away, so … you know.”

      Huh. I’d forgotten about him. Sexual predators put me in a foul mood. “Fine. We’ve done it twice. I have no intention of doing it in this instance.”

      “Do you honestly think he’s guilty?” Nixie asked. “That wasn’t a human we saw in the woods yesterday.”

      “What do you have in mind?” Nellie asked, curious. “By the way, I totally want a shot at the monster. I haven’t beheaded anything in two weeks. I think I’m going through withdrawal. I think we should put together a hunting party after dark.”

      “What makes you think we’ll be able to find the creature in the woods?”

      “You found it the first time.”

      “I found Sarah the first time,” I corrected. “I was searching for her. The creature just happened to show up at the same time.”

      “Just for curiosity’s sake, how would that work?” Kade asked. “The whole human working with paranormal creature thing, I mean. Do they often work in tandem?”

      “It depends what kind of creature we’re dealing with,” I replied. “It’s not uncommon. For all we know, this guy is some sort of magical mage – not the same kind of mage as Max, mind you, but an evil one – and the thing we saw in the woods could be a golem.”

      “Like the thing from the movie that kept hunting after the ring?”

      “No, that was Gollum,” I answered. “A golem is a clay figure brought to life by magic. That would explain the weird texture of that creature’s skin. I thought it looked gray and misshapen. That could be the reason for it.”

      “Are you saying this Melvin Jackson chiseled a monster out of clay and brought it to life?” Kade was dumbfounded. I kept forgetting that he wasn’t in tune with the magical world. While he’d been on a steep learning curve, that didn’t mean he was up to date on the endless possibilities. “You’re basically saying he’s a crappy artist.”

      “I’m saying it’s possible,” I cautioned. “I don’t want to focus on this guy if we have no reason to do it. He could’ve been innocent and the cops merely focused on him because they didn’t know who else to blame. That’s happened to us numerous times, so I don’t want to jump to conclusions.”

      “We won’t jump to conclusions,” Kade promised. “We’ll go talk to this guy and go from there. If he’s not responsible, we can rule him out.”

      “And then we can go hunting in the woods,” Nellie added.

      I silently nodded as I played with my hash browns. “What happens if we can’t figure this out in the next twenty-four hours?”

      “Don’t get yourself in a tizzy,” Kade advised. “We’re not there yet. There’s no reason to panic until we have no other options.”

      “You’re right.” I said the words, but my stomach remained unsettled. We were running out of time. “We’ll talk to Melvin Jackson and figure out where to go from there.”

      

      MELVIN JACKSON’S home was a nondescript ranch on an unremarkable street on the outskirts of Brigham City. The neighborhood was quiet as Kade parked. We exchanged a quick look before getting out of the truck.

      “How are we going to do this?” Kade asked, grabbing my hand as we walked up the front porch. “Are you going to come right out and ask him if he’s a child-stealing, golem-building freak?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “That was a joke.”

      “I don’t think any of us will be in the mood for laughing,” I pointed out. “We don’t have a lot of time to mess around. I’m a big proponent of honesty … especially now.”

      Kade cast me a rueful glance. “I’m not sure the two situations are equal.”

      “Probably not, but we need answers. Playing games isn’t going to get them for us.”

      “Let’s do it.”

      Kade knocked on the door, and we waited for a good thirty seconds before it opened. The man on the other side had brown hair shot through with gray, and a set of suspicious eyes that elicited chills when they landed on me.

      “I’m not interested in what you’re selling,” he barked, moving to shut the door.

      I shoved my foot between the jamb and door to make sure he didn’t shut us out, ignoring his scowl as I focused on the severe angles of his features. I’m not one for judging a book by its cover, but his cover screamed “horror” rather than “romance.”

      “My name is Poet Parker. This is my associate, Kade Denton. We’re with the Mystic Caravan Circus.”

      “So?”

      I ignored his sour attitude. “Are you Melvin Jackson?”

      “Not if you’re selling something.”

      “We’re not selling anything.” I forced myself to remain calm despite his attitude. “We’re looking for answers regarding an old mystery.”

      Melvin rubbed his chin as he narrowed his eyes. His expression didn’t lighten in the least, but he stopped trying to force my foot out of the opening. “You’re here because of those missing kids, aren’t you?”

      “We found both of them,” I answered. “We did a little digging and your name came up in a missing child report from twenty years ago. We’re here to ask if you’re some sort of demented pervert who is stalking and stealing kids.”

      Kade’s mouth dropped open. I ignored his incredulous expression as I started poking in Melvin’s mind.

      “Well, you’re direct,” Melvin muttered. “I have to give you that. I don’t like it, but I respect it.”

      “Great,” Kade said. “Can we come in and discuss the situation with you?”

      “I don’t allow strangers in my house,” Melvin replied. “Anything you want to say to me you can do it right here.”

      “Do you really want your neighbors to hear this discussion?” Kade didn’t look convinced.

      “I really don’t want strangers in my house,” Melvin stressed. “Besides, you’re with the circus. That means you’re freaks by nature.”

      “We can have the discussion here,” I said, grabbing Kade’s wrist when he tensed. I was sure he was going to say something mean, but that’s the last thing I wanted now that Melvin had let his guard down a bit and was talking. “What can you tell us about what happened to the boy twenty years ago?”

      “I can’t tell you anything,” Melvin replied. “The cops focused on me because I was hunting in the woods that day. My truck was parked by the side of the road. They were waiting for me when I got back. They asked me a bunch of questions – none of which I could answer, mind you – and then they hauled me in about four times over a two-week period to question me. That was before the big interrogation, which seemed to go on forever.”

      “The online reports suggest they grilled you for almost a week straight at one point,” Kade noted. “Most people would’ve broken under sustained questioning like that whether they were guilty or not. You didn’t.”

      “That’s because I was innocent.” Melvin released the door and it fell open, giving me a decent glance inside the home. It wasn’t overly ornate. The only homey touch consisted of a series of photos hanging on the wall over his shoulder. I focused on the photos as I wandered the maze of his brain. “Listen, I’m not going to pretend I’m a perfect man. I’m not even sure I’m a good man. But I don’t steal children. I have no reason to do it.”

      “Did you see anything while you were in the woods that day?” Kade asked.

      On the surface, Melvin seemed to be exactly what he purported. He wasn’t lying – and he clearly didn’t like us – but I couldn’t find anything malevolent in the dark corners of his mind. I decided to dig deeper.

      “I didn’t even see any deer,” Melvin replied. “I was minding my own business. Hell, I fell asleep for a good two hours because I was so bored. I didn’t know anything was wrong until I got back to my truck. That’s the God’s honest truth.”

      “You fell asleep?” For some reason, that part of the tale intrigued me and I latched onto the memory when Melvin focused on it. The memory was cloudy and unrefined, although Melvin didn’t appear to be purposely obscuring anything. Whether that had anything to do with time or the fact that he’d been drinking heavily back then, I couldn’t say.

      “I took a flask with me and drank too much,” Melvin admitted. “The cops thought I had some sort of drunken psychosis and killed the boy without realizing it. They confiscated my rifle, which hadn’t been fired, and clothes. They didn’t find anything.”

      “What do you think happened to him?” I asked, genuinely curious.

      “I think he wandered away and died a horrible death in the woods,” Melvin replied. “It wouldn’t have been a pleasant way to go, starving to death alone out there.”

      “Probably not,” I mused, glancing at Kade. Melvin’s mind was clean. If he had killed the boy, he was a master at shielding his thoughts. As for the recent abductions, the man had knee and back problems. I had serious doubts that he could climb through windows and tromp through the woods while carrying a struggling child. “Can I ask you one more thing before we go?”

      “Would you refrain from doing it if I said no?”

      I shook my head.

      Melvin let loose with an exasperated sigh. “Get on with it.”

      “That photograph on the wall behind you, is that your family?” I inclined my chin in that direction.

      “That’s my wife and sons,” Melvin replied. “None of them live here any longer. My wife died two years ago. My sons are old and have families of their own. That photo was taken almost twenty years ago.”

      “You’re all holding hunting rifles,” I noted. “Did your sons go with you that day?”

      Melvin realized where I was going before I could ask the obvious question. “They weren’t with me. They both worked at the time. I was in the woods alone. We hunted together quite often, but not that day.”

      He was telling the truth, but there was something familiar about one of the boys in the photo. I couldn’t put my finger on it. “Where are your sons now?”

      “And we’re done,” Melvin said, reaching for the door. “Listen, I understand you’re trying to solve a tragedy. My guess is the police are focusing on you because that’s what they do when they don’t have a suspect. They zero in on one person and forget about everyone else.

      “You guys are camping out close to those woods, so you make easy targets,” he continued. “You’re probably innocent and searching for answers. I did the same thing for a few weeks after I was a suspect. It didn’t help.”

      “That wasn’t really an answer to my question,” I pointed out.

      Melvin made a low growling sound in the back of his throat. “My boys are good men. They weren’t even around that day. I know you’re desperate to find someone to blame, but you’re looking in the wrong place. We’re innocent.”

      He was positive he told the truth, even annoyed that I would dare question the culpability of his children. Either he was oblivious to what kind of men they were or they really were good people.

      “Okay, well, I’m sorry for wasting your time,” I offered, taking a step back. “I’m sorry all of this happened to you.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’ll be a suspect until the day I die. Hopefully that won’t happen to you.”

      I waited until we were back in the truck to speak again. Kade kept his gaze on the house as he inserted the key in the ignition.

      “He’s telling the truth.”

      “So what’s bothering you about the photograph?”

      “I don’t know. My attention was drawn there. It was as if I couldn’t look away. It might be nothing or … .”

      “It might be something,” Kade finished. “Did you recognize the people in the photo with him?”

      “No. I feel like I should’ve recognized them, though. Does that make sense?”

      “Not really.”

      I heaved a sigh. “What do we do now?”

      Kade shrugged. “I’m leaning toward letting Nellie loose in the woods with his ax.”

      “There’s always that option,” I agreed. “Let’s head back. There’s nothing for us here. This was a waste of time.”

      “It wasn’t a waste of time,” Kade countered. “We ruled out Melvin Jackson.”

      “And we have no suspects to focus on.”

      “I didn’t say we were in a good spot. I merely said it wasn’t a waste of time.”

      That at least was something.
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      I paced trailer row for a full hour. Kade was calm as he dropped a kiss on my forehead and started his security rounds. He made a big show of acting as if everything was okay, even though I knew he was worried.

      Something wasn’t quite right. I couldn’t fit the pieces of the puzzle together without the correct nudge, but I had no idea where to look for that nudge. So, without any direction to follow, I paced.

      That’s where Max found me shortly before eleven.

      “I take it your morning excursion didn’t go well.”

      I snapped my head in his direction and scowled. “Are you trying to be funny?”

      “If I was trying to be funny I would’ve opened with ‘knock, knock.’” Max was in a droll mood, but I refused to smile no matter how hard he attempted to cajole one out of me. “That bad, huh?”

      “How much do you know?” It was a weird question to ask the man in charge, but Max had been absent for almost two weeks and I couldn’t keep up with his knowledge base.

      “I know that two children went missing and were both found in close proximity to us,” Max replied. “I know that Naida fought something in the woods yesterday – although we have no idea what. I also know that you and Kade are acting like infatuated high-schoolers. Did I miss anything?”

      I deepened my scowl. “I am not acting like a high-schooler.”

      “Of course you would latch onto that,” Max teased, sitting at the picnic table bench and watching as I resumed my pacing. “What are you missing, Poet?”

      “That’s just it. I can’t figure it out. I know I’m off by one little piece, but I can’t figure out what that piece is.”

      “Run me through it from the beginning,” Max suggested. “What’s the first inkling you had that things were off in Brigham City?”

      “The day after we arrived we went to the Great Salt Lake,” I answered. “Naida wanted a swim – you know how she gets – and I was feeling morose, so Luke insisted we take her. It was just the four of us – Nixie was there, too – and I felt fine all afternoon until I sat in about a foot of water, my back to the trees, watching everyone have a good time.”

      “What happened then?”

      “I felt someone … actually, some dark thing … watching me,” I replied. “I didn’t trip over a soul when I felt it. The images from the brain would’ve been reflected back at me if I had. There was something there, though, even though I couldn’t see any memories or thoughts reflected back at me.”

      “Something paranormal?” Max leaned forward, curious.

      “It had to be, right?”

      “There are different levels of magic,” Max noted. “You didn’t see anything? Not so much as a shadow?”

      I shook my head. “The feeling passed. Luke distracted me with something funny, and when I turned back the feeling was gone. We were alone again.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “Then we went into town and some locals made us feel unwelcome because they’re convinced we’re immoral sinners.”

      Max smirked. “Which we are.”

      “Which we are,” I confirmed. “Then that night I went to bed and had a nightmare. Kade heard me screaming and burst in. I had weird marks on my neck, but the dreamcatcher never alerted. The next morning we noticed the problem with the screen, and Kade and Luke headed to town to fix it. When they came back they told me about Joshua’s disappearance.”

      “Go back to the marks on your neck,” Max prodded. “Did you feel drained the next day? As if you were tired from blood loss?”

      “You think it was a vampire?”

      “I’m merely trying to catch up.”

      I held my hands palms up and shrugged. “I felt drained, but I was kind of depressed over the Kade situation so I’m not sure if that was a physical ailment or a mental one.”

      “And Joshua had marks on his neck when you found him in the field,” Max noted. “Did he say who took him? Did he tell anyone – including the police – what happened to him?”

      “Not to my knowledge,” I answered. “Detective Ashburn said that he either didn’t remember or refused to let himself remember. I’m not sure I blame him. He was chained to a metal rack in the middle of the woods.”

      “That was the cabin, right?”

      I nodded.

      “Tell me about the cabin,” Max pressed. “I talked to Naida this morning. She described the salted earth and the layout. I would like to check out the area myself, but we don’t have much time.”

      “I’m not sure what I can tell you that she hasn’t already shared,” I hedged. “The cabin is in the middle of a clearing. The ground outside is salted to the point where nothing grows. There are no trees or stumps in the clearing, which makes me think that nothing ever grew there.”

      “Do we know who owns the property?”

      I nodded as I shifted my eyes to the parking lot. “There’s a local legend around here about Brother Brehem. He was a grifter from California who moved to the area to preach the word while lightening people’s wallets.

      “At some point he realized that he needed to embrace Mormonism given the area. He started collecting wives,” I continued. “Kade found messages in a chatroom that suggest he might’ve been a pedophile. He disappeared at some point, and his body has never been found.

      “What’s interesting about all of that is that one of the pickets is named Lorelei Forrester.” I inclined my chin in the direction of the parking lot. “I met her the other day. She feigned confusion when I asked about Brother Brehem. Some people think his ghost still haunts the area, and because his hunting cabin is so close … .”

      “Naida mentioned that she believed someone tried to trap a spirit in the cabin,” Max said. “It’s not there now, though. You would’ve recognized the phenomenon when you went inside. If something was trapped in that cabin and managed to escape, that could be what we’re dealing with now.”

      “You think it’s Brother Brehem?”

      “I’m not sure what to think,” Max clarified. “The creature Naida described fighting at the river clearly wasn’t a ghost.”

      “No. What if it was a golem, though?”

      Max stilled, surprised. “I never considered that. That practice went out of vogue two centuries ago.”

      “Yes, but everything is circular. If bell bottoms can make a comeback, so can golems.”

      Max pursed his lips. “I honestly don’t know what to make of that, but it answers quite a few of our questions,” he said after a beat. “If it is a golem, they’re easy enough to destroy. We can head into the woods after dark and eradicate the beast, probably draw its creator to us in the process, and end this thing before we pull out tomorrow morning.”

      “There was something weird about the way the creature looked,” I supplied. “It was misshapen and had weird skin.”

      “So it could’ve been a golem,” Max mused. “Perhaps Brother Brehem created it to feed his unnatural desires and when his wives killed him they didn’t realize the creature existed. Golems aren’t known for their intelligence, but perhaps Brehem figured out a way for the golem to carry his spirit out of the cabin.”

      “To what end?”

      “That’s where I run into a wall,” Max replied. “Spirits aren’t my realm of expertise.”

      “So we’re back to nowhere,” I grumbled, rubbing the back of my neck.

      “Not necessarily,” Max corrected. “There is someone here who knows a great deal about spirits.”

      “Who?” I realized who he meant the second the question left my mouth. “You’re talking about Raven.”

      “I understand your relationship is on shaky ground these days, but she could probably offer some help.” Max’s voice was gentle, but his eyes were lit with mirth. “She’s quite knowledgeable on certain things.”

      “Oh, I don’t want to deal with Raven,” I whined. “She’ll be mean and nasty.”

      “That’s her way.”

      “But … .”

      Max shook his head, firm. “Do you want to leave this area unprotected because your ego can’t take a showdown with Raven? That’s exactly what will happen in less than twenty-four hours.”

      He had a point. Still … .

      “Fine.” I blew out a sigh. “But if she’s a pain in the butt I’m totally going to pull her hair.”

      Max chuckled. “That seems fair. Keep me updated. I’m going to check out the cabin in the woods. I need to see it if I expect to get a feel for it.”

      “So we’ll meet back here when we have more information?”

      Max nodded. “Sounds like a plan.”

      

      THE HOUSE of Mirrors was empty when I let myself in, my feet echoing on the wooden surface as I moved to the bowels of the structure. I found Raven in her office, her face screwed up in concentration as she studied a ledger.

      I cleared my throat to get her attention, even though I knew she was well aware of my presence. We both have magical cores, so our minds brushed up against one another once I entered.

      Raven shifted her eyes to me. She didn’t look happy to find me hovering. “Can I help you?”

      “I hope so,” I replied, treading into the room and sitting in the chair across from her desk. “I need help with determining the nature of a spirit. You’re the one who has the most knowledge on the subject.”

      Raven arched a dubious eyebrow. “Are you trying to pump up my ego so we can make nice?”

      “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I sighed, annoyed that this may devolve into yet another confrontation. “Raven, I don’t really care about us being friends. You know that.”

      “I do.” Raven bobbed her head, her silver hair brushing against her shoulders. “We’re never going to be friends. Constant competition won’t allow that.”

      “I’m not in competition with you,” I reminded her. “You seem to think that’s the case, but it’s not.”

      “Is that because you believe you’ve won?”

      Frustration threatened to derail the information train, so I had to suck in a steadying breath to calm myself. “Kade is not some prize in a mean girl contest. The fact that you think he is only proves that you don’t understand him and never had a chance.”

      “I had a chance,” Raven countered. “He could’ve been mine. I took pity on you and sent him back in your direction, though. He didn’t realize that’s what I was doing, but you were so pathetic – the way you mooned over him and pouted was such a downer – that I couldn’t take another second of it.”

      “If that’s what you need to tell yourself,” I muttered, rolling my neck until it cracked. “Can you help me with the spirit situation or not?”

      “I won’t know unless you fill me in on all of the details. I’ve been out of the loop on this one.”

      She wasn’t wrong. I launched into the tale, making sure to leave nothing out. When I was finished, Raven leaned back in her chair and stared at the ceiling.

      “That’s quite the story,” she said after a moment’s contemplation. “What do you think is going on?”

      “If I knew I wouldn’t be here.”

      “I think you have a theory,” Raven pressed.

      “I don’t want to tilt you to one way of thinking,” I argued. “I want to hear your theory before I share mine.”

      “Okay. Well, it sounds as if this Brother Brehem was a real asshat,” Raven supplied. “He was a grifter who adopted a religious persona. That’s incredibly unsettling to people who actually believe the doctrines of a certain faith.

      “In truth, the majority of people who embrace religion are good people,” she continued. “Brother Brehem must’ve been a decent actor. When people realized what he was doing it would’ve angered a lot of them.”

      “Including his wives,” I said. “The legend is that they killed him, but his body was never found.”

      “Okay, let’s consider that.” Raven steepled her fingers as she rested her elbows on the desk. “If the wives found out he was molesting the children they could’ve very well banded together and killed him. If it was my child I would’ve done the same.”

      “We can agree on that.”

      Raven smirked. “At least we agree on something. Let’s say they killed him and his spirit remained behind, torturing them or someone else, for that matter. Perhaps they somehow lured the spirit to the cabin and salted the earth to trap him there. Witches did that for centuries.”

      “So you’re hypothesizing that the wives morphed into a coven,” I mused, rubbing the back of my neck. “In a weird way, that makes sense. But what about the golem?”

      “You’re assuming the creature is a golem. What if it’s something else?”

      “What?”

      Raven shrugged. “I didn’t see it. I can’t comment. It doesn’t sound like anything we’ve run up against, which is mildly intriguing. You said you sensed something at the Great Salt Lake. You can usually ascertain what manner of creature is present with minimal effort. That means we’re dealing with something new.”

      “What about the marks on my neck?” I pressed. “Could a spirit do that?”

      “A spirit can cause physical harm, but I’ve never heard of one biting someone,” Raven replied. “A spirit strong enough to leave marks would also trip the dreamcatcher. That’s the part I can’t wrap my head around. Nothing paranormal crossed our boundaries. That means a human has to be involved.”

      “So you think we’re somehow dealing with a vengeful spirit, a creature and a human?” That seemed unlikely, yet it was the only scenario that covered all of the bases.

      “I’m not sure what to think, but I agree we should go hunting after dark,” Raven replied. “If we combine our magic with that of Nixie and Naida we should be able to draw the creature to us. Then Nellie can behead it – because if I have to hear him whine one more time about how bored his ax is, I really will shred all of his lingerie as payback – and we’ll see what we draw to us after that.”

      “Do you think we’ll draw the kidnapper?”

      “If it’s a golem, the creator will know when we kill it,” Raven answered. “My guess is curiosity will propel him to join the party.”

      That at least was something. “Well, thank you for your time. I’m looking forward to fighting evil with you this evening.” I found that was actually true.

      “Poet, you and I are never going to be friends, but that doesn’t mean we can’t work together,” Raven said. “I’m not angry about what happened with Kade … at least not any longer. You two clearly belong together.”

      It was the sweetest thing she’d ever said to me, which was a little sad. “Thank you. I’m sorry if you got hurt in the crossfire. It wasn’t my intention. We had a lot going on, and things spiraled. I never meant for you to get hurt.”

      “I was never supposed to be part of the equation,” Raven noted. “It doesn’t matter now. I’ve moved on. We still have to work together because neither one of us has any intention of leaving our posts.”

      “That’s true.” I took both of us by surprise when I extended my hand. “Monster hunters until the end?”

      Raven snorted, genuinely amused. “I guess so.” She shook my hand. “Now you should probably get going. I have work to finish before the circus opens.”

      I mustered a friendly smile. “Me, too.”

      I let myself out the back door and gave the mountains a lingering look as I walked the dreamcatcher line. Raven was right about a spirit triggering it, so that meant a human had to be the one traversing the line. I wanted to make sure it was still intact. This was the last night in Brigham City. If something paranormal was going to make a run at us, it would be tonight.

      I was lost in thought as I walked, casting the occasional glance to the encroaching trees in case the creature was close and watching. I wasn’t sure what to make of the situation. I’d never heard of a golem, human and spirit working together, but stranger things had happened. I was so lost in thought I didn’t register the presence trailing me until a twig snapped and alerted me to danger.

      I swiveled quickly, my eyes widening when I recognized the interloper. I opened my mouth to ask the obvious question, but it was already too late. I felt the needle from the syringe drop into the space between my neck and shoulder and I went numb as I fought to maintain an upright position.

      Whatever drug was injected into my system worked fast, the potency taking my slowing brain by surprise. I tried to make my mouth call for Kade, but no sound would come out. Even though my brain fuzzed at the edges, I did the only thing I could do and called out to my magical brethren for help.

      Raven!

      I was already on the ground, my eyes drifting shut when I realized she hadn’t answered. I lost consciousness as the final puzzle piece slipped into place. It was already too late. I was at the mercy of a deranged killer … and unconsciousness clearly wasn’t the only thing that had been stalking me since arriving in Brigham City.
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      The dream was confusing.

      I knew I was in a dream the second I opened my eyes, but grasping the activity around me was difficult given the fuzzy edges of my brain. Once I realized I was clad in a fancy white dress I didn’t recognize, my confusion kicked into overdrive.

      “We have to do it. There’s no backing out.”

      I glanced at the woman speaking, narrowing my eyes as my gaze landed on the hunting cabin. It looked less rundown in the dream. She stood in front of it, a white dress flowing to her ankles and a dark expression on her distinctive face. She spoke to a conflicted-looking blond woman who chewed her bottom lip as she regarded the cabin and wrung her hands.

      “I’m not sure we’re doing the right thing, Hannah,” the blonde said. “Perhaps if we speak to him … I mean … this is so final.”

      The brunette who originally spoke, apparently her name was Hannah, shook her head. “Naomi, we’ve discussed this. He’s evil.”

      “I’m not saying he’s not evil, but … are you sure we should do this? What if we get caught?”

      “Who will come looking for him?” Hannah challenged. “We’re the only people who will notice he’s gone. Let’s say the constable does ask questions. We’ll simply say he ran off with a younger woman. No one will question that because it’s in his nature.”

      “But … his heart. To do that to his heart.”

      “It’s no worse than he did to ours.”

      “My heart,” Naomi challenged. “He did it to my heart first.”

      “Yet you sat back and let him snag the rest of us in his web, even though you knew what he was.” Hannah looked angry. “One might say you’re as guilty as he is.”

      “And that’s the only reason I’m even considering this,” Naomi spat. “He’s a bad man. I told you that before you married him. You wouldn’t listen.”

      “I thought you were bitter because you wanted to be the only one,” Hannah offered. “It was a mistake. I’ve confessed to it. Why must you always drag that up again?”

      “Because you drag up the fact that I knew something was wrong with him before you even began courting,” Naomi shot back. “I knew he wasn’t right, but I had no idea he was that wrong. To blame me when I couldn’t have possibly known is unfair.”

      Hannah held her hands up in a placating manner. “Fine. I was wrong to bring it up.”

      Naomi looked contrite. “I was wrong, too. I don’t mean to be difficult. It’s just … we cannot take it back if we do this. We’ll have to live with the knowledge of what we’ve done for the rest of our lives … and beyond … if we do this.”

      “Can you live with doing nothing?” Hannah challenged. “Can you live with the idea of him running free and doing what he’s been doing? How many lives has he already ruined? How many lives will he ruin if we don’t do this??”

      “I know you’re right, but … it’s difficult.”

      “All of this has been difficult,” Hannah said. “It’s about to get easier, though. We’re almost there. We can end this. We can protect our future.”

      Naomi rubbed her cheek, her face conflicted. Finally she blew out a heavy sigh and bobbed her head. “We have to protect the future. We have no other choice.”

      “Then we have to do this,” Hannah said. “We have to do it now.” She glanced at me, and even though I wasn’t really there – not in their time, at least – I couldn’t shake the feeling that she saw me. “We don’t have a choice. Sometimes you have to do bad to do good.”

      “And we’ll have to live with the consequences,” Naomi said, glancing over her shoulder at the sound of approaching footsteps. “It’s time.”

      “It’s definitely time.” Hannah focused on me. “It’s time for you, too. Wake up. It’s almost too late. Wake up. You’re running out of time.” Her voice grew increasingly shrill until she was almost screaming in my head. “Wake up!”

      

      I WOKE in a small clearing, a tree branch digging into my back. I took a moment to survey my surroundings – looking for an escape route while absorbing the dream – before focusing on the figure staring at me from across the way.

      Detective Ashburn sat on a fallen log, his eyes glittering with something I couldn’t identify. I was almost positive it was malice, but I needed a moment to collect myself before blasting his brain with enough magic to fry him from the inside out. The drug he injected into my neck made me sloppy, and my hands shook as I struggled into a sitting position.

      “Thank you for joining me.” Ashburn’s demeanor was hard to read, but there was something off about the way he watched me … more off than the obvious, of course. “I worried I dosed you too much. You slept for a long time.”

      I shifted my eyes to the sky so I could judge the placement of the sun. “It’s about three.”

      Ashburn widened his eyes. “I’m impressed. Most women can’t do that, judge the time of day by the sun, I mean. That’s a hunting trick.”

      “Uh-huh.” I ruefully rubbed my back as I tried to keep my head from going dark a second time. “That’s what I am. I’m a hunter.”

      “I’ve figured that out.” Ashburn extended his legs so he could get comfortable. “That’s how you found the kids, right?”

      I shrugged. “We utilized a variety of different methods to find Sarah,” I replied. “Joshua really did find us himself. I wasn’t lying about that.”

      “But how did you find him in the first place?” Ashburn queried. “He was in the forest … where I kept the others … and when I returned he was gone. You had to be responsible for that. There was no way that boy escaped on his own.”

      A bevy of questions clashed in my head as I attempted to sort through the information. “Someone else took him to the cabin,” I murmured, shaking the cobwebs from my head. “You took him to the woods. Someone else moved him.”

      “It was you.” Ashburn sounded accusatory.

      “It wasn’t us. Joshua appeared in the field, just like I said. He escaped from the cabin on his own. The part we missed was that someone moved him there after his kidnapping – someone who was trying to keep him from you.”

      “And who is that?” Ashburn’s eyes were predatory. “I want to know who’s working against me.”

      I ignored the question and brushed the dirt and debris from my shirt. “You’re Brother Brehem, aren’t you? Or at least his spirit.”

      Ashburn seemed surprised by the question. “How did you figure that out?”

      “You’d be surprised the things I can ascertain when I don’t have my head up my rear end,” I replied. “Unfortunately, things didn’t slip into place for me until I felt you move in behind me. I missed the obvious signs before then.”

      “What signs?”

      “You possessed Detective Ashburn,” I answered, seeing no reason to lie. “When did you do it? Was it when he was a kid and hunting with his father? I saw him in the photo with Melvin Jackson today. He was younger, but I recognized the eyes. I’m not sure why he changed his name, but … well … I still should’ve seen it.”

      I couldn’t help but be angry with myself. I’d missed the obvious answer because I’d been distracted with my own petty emotional issues.

      “Yes, young Ashburn changed his name because he didn’t want to be associated with Melvin,” Ashburn intoned. “He thought his father was a criminal. He took his mother’s maiden moniker as his own.”

      “When did you possess him?”

      “When his father got too hard to control.”

      The rest of the puzzle snapped together. “You possessed Melvin when he was in the woods that day,” I surmised. “He said he fell asleep. He didn’t remember anything about what happened. You used his body to kill the boy in the woods. I’m guessing you somehow sucked his essence to sustain yourself, maybe even anchor yourself in Melvin’s body.

      “That’s how you do it, right? You suck souls. You’re a soul eater. I thought you were a simple vengeful spirit, but I was wrong. How did you get in Melvin’s body in the first place? I guess it doesn’t matter, but I’m curious.”

      Ashburn narrowed his eyes to dangerous slits. “How do you know about all of this?”

      “Because you’re not the first paranormal being we’ve encountered,” I replied. “In fact, dealing with evil paranormal beings is kind of our job. The circus is only part of what we do.”

      “You’ve been falling down on the job.”

      “We have indeed,” I confirmed, bobbing my head. I tried to reach out with my mind to see if I could figure a way to evict Brother Brehem from Ashburn’s mind, but I was still too shaky to make the attempt. “Tell me the story,” I prodded, buying time to recover. “We think we know part of it, but I’m curious to hear the real story.”

      “And what do you think you know?”

      “You were a grifter from California when you moved to this area,” I replied, opting not to mince words. “You had a wife and you worked the grift together, trying to scam people out of their money and then move on before the locals found out exactly what you were. When you researched the residents you decided that adopting the Mormon faith would get you further than your old ways. Also, the idea of having multiple wives thrilled you.”

      “That’s not a bad start,” Ashburn said, an evil smile spreading across his face. “Continue.”

      “Your first wife didn’t like the new wives, and there was some infighting,” I said. “That only lasted until your wives realized you were a pedophile and decided to make you pay.”

      “Pedophile is such a harsh word.”

      “Is it the wrong word?”

      “Times were different then,” Ashburn clarified. “Children were considered adults at younger ages. It’s only the modern age that allows adult children to regress when it comes to maturity.”

      “Oh, well, that makes it okay.” I felt sick to my stomach. “The theory is that your wives murdered you, but somehow your spirit continued. When they realized your spirit was still hanging around they lured you to your hunting cabin and trapped you inside.”

      “Not quite,” Ashburn corrected. “They lured me to the cabin when I was alive and tortured me for days.”

      “That sounds fair.”

      Ashburn ignored my flippant remark. “It took me a long time to die. By the end I almost begged them to end things. Almost. They made a mistake by dragging it out. I realized I could detach my subconscious from my body and let it float. That’s how I survived the torture … even when they were hacking off body pieces and ripping out my heart.”

      I swallowed hard at the unsavory visual. “Bummer, huh?”

      “They realized what was happening before I died, which was bad for me,” Ashburn supplied. “They salted the earth before my death so when my spirit was reborn I was trapped.”

      “Oh, what a total bummer.” I didn’t bother hiding my smile as Ashburn scowled.

      “No one needs the sarcasm.”

      I rolled my eyes. “If I don’t utilize sarcasm I’ll have absolutely nothing to say.”

      “Something tells me you’ll live … for now.”

      I pretended I didn’t hear the threat. “So they trapped you in the cabin. I’m guessing they buried your body in the salted earth to really stick it to you. That burns evil souls.”

      “My soul isn’t evil.”

      “Well, it’s certainly not good,” I countered. “If you were trapped in the cabin, how did you escape?”

      “It wasn’t easy,” Ashburn replied, angling his head as he listened to a bird sing. “Not only did my wives lock me away forever, they created a guardian of sorts to make sure I never escaped. Unfortunately for them, the guardian was brainless and made an error, allowing Melvin Jackson to cross my path twenty years ago. He walked right into my cabin, even though he has no memory of it.”

      And there it was, the final piece. “You aren’t working with the golem. Your wives created it to guard you.”

      “Very good.”

      “The golem took Joshua to the cabin.” I wasn’t sure if I was talking to him or myself, but I needed to work out the remainder of the clues. “The golem was trying to protect him. It knew you wouldn’t cross the salted earth to return to the cabin. Joshua escaped on his own, though.”

      “Yes, well, my friend isn’t overly astute, so he didn’t notice,” Ashburn said. “I was tracking the boy when you found him. Another five minutes and I would’ve reclaimed him.”

      “You fed off Joshua, but didn’t finish your meal. You didn’t get that far with Sarah before she was taken from you. You don’t feed all at once. You stretch it out.”

      “Nobody likes a glutton.”

      I ignored the glib comment. “The golem wasn’t holding Sarah at the culvert. He was trying to protect her. That’s why it fought with Naida. He thought we were trying to hurt her, maybe even take her back to you.”

      “And yet you didn’t destroy it,” Ashburn noted. “You would’ve done me a great favor had you ended that abomination. It’s not even a real being. It was created to be my caretaker … and I don’t need a caretaker. Its entire reason for being is me. Without me it has no purpose, no future, no … nothing.”

      “So if you die, he dies?”

      “He ceases being. He’s not alive so he can’t die.”

      “Good to know.” I rubbed the palms of my hands over my cargo pants. I was feeling better, but not yet strong enough to fight an old spirit. “So, if you took over Melvin’s body to get out of the cabin, why didn’t you stay inside him?”

      “It takes a lot of effort to possess someone. I can’t stay in one place for long periods. That’s why I need nourishment. I eat when I can, but am careful not to drain my sources. That changed when the circus came to town. I sensed you from a distance, your power. That’s why I went after you. I needed to touch that power … and I almost had you that night, but we were so rudely interrupted. I did notice a strange thing, though. Your blood made me stronger so I could possess Detective Ashburn for longer periods.”

      “But why switch to him?”

      “Because he can direct the investigation when it becomes necessary.”

      That made sense. “You didn’t trigger the dreamcatcher when you crossed the boundary because Ashburn is human. We never prepared for a possession. I guess that’s a loophole we’ll need to plug.”

      “I’m not sure what you’re referring to.”

      “It hardly matters,” I said, shaking myself out of my reverie. “You wanted to focus the investigation on us and you were in a unique position to do it. You wanted the residents to be suspicious, and my blood bolstered you in a unique way. That’s why you kept coming around. That’s why you made the doll. You were trying to control me, use the poppet to direct my actions. You didn’t realize I was immune to that. I’m guessing the golem stole that, too. He must’ve been a real pain in your ethereal behind. That didn’t stop you from coming around, though. You wanted to be close. That’s why you offered to walk me to my trailer that night. You were hoping to isolate me.”

      “I would’ve drained you that first night if you hadn’t screamed,” Ashburn said. “I don’t understand how you had the strength for that, but your boyfriend rushed in and saved you. My plan was to suck you dry and run. I didn’t get a chance to finish and had to snack on Joshua to sustain myself.

      “That’s when I realized I could empty the boy and blame it on you … people,” he continued. “The residents were already suspicious. They fear what they don’t know. That’s why they never liked me.”

      “I think the fact that you were an evil pedophile might’ve had something to do with that.”

      “Don’t make me kill you before I take what I need,” Ashburn warned, extending a finger. “I could’ve drained you while you were out and left you to rot, but I wanted to discuss a few things first.”

      “You want to know what I am,” I corrected. “You want to know why my blood fuels you more than a normal human’s would.”

      “You’re smarter than you look.”

      “Oh, that’s very flattering.” I adopted a sugary tone even though my heart rate ratcheted up a notch when he made his plans known. “Tell me about Ashburn. Is he still aware inside of you?”

      “Aware? No. He’s alive, though. That’s only until I can figure a way to build up enough strength to permanently displace him. Then I will take over his identity while he floats into the ether.”

      “How lovely.” I shook my head and wrinkled my nose. “You think if you can find more beings like me you’ll build up the strength to dislodge Ashburn. But you don’t know what I am, which puts you at a disadvantage.”

      “That’s the only reason you’re still alive.”

      “So I really have no reason to tell you the information you’re seeking.”

      “You have a reason,” Ashburn said. “I’ll make it hurt if you don’t tell me. I’ll rip your heart out and show it to you while I’m sucking you dry. I can make it easy or hard. That’s your choice.”

      “I think I’ll opt for the hard way.”

      “I had a feeling you would.” Ashburn made a clucking sound as he shook his head. “You’ll regret this decision. When you get to the end, you’ll beg. Remember this moment when it happens.”

      “I’ll try to keep it in mind.”

      I thought I would have a moment to gird myself for the attack, but Ashburn moved so quickly that I was on my back, his teeth at my throat, before I could register the initial movement. Brother Brehem’s spirit clearly gave the man supernatural speed.

      “No!” I slammed my hand into his head, but he refused to move.

      “I warned you,” Ashburn gritted out. “You have no one to blame but yourself.”

      I screamed – even though I hated myself for the moment of weakness – as his teeth descended on my throat. I was out of time, and solving the puzzle didn’t give me the leg up I envisioned.

      Death has many faces. I never saw this one coming.
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      I only had one shot of saving myself. The fact that the spirit had no idea what I was, or what my powers entailed, was my only hope of escape. I took the opportunity to suck in a deep breath, center myself, and then I blasted out my magic.

      Ashburn screamed, rolling off me and pressing his hands to the sides of his head as he tried to drown out the screaming I pushed into his brain. I rolled to my knees and pressed my foot to the ground as I tried to find leverage to propel myself into the woods.

      Ashburn howled as he grabbed at my ankle, causing me to twist and slam my foot into his face. Blood spurted out of his nose as he released his grip. I cut the palm of my hand on a fallen tree branch as I tried to scramble into the trees.

      That’s when the building clouds – which I hadn’t noticed until now – opened up and a bolt of lightning lit the sky. I raised my chin as the first drop of rain hit my face. It had been sunny seconds before. I knew what the change in weather meant. The cavalry was here.

      “Naida.” I gasped out her name as my eyes locked with Raven’s through the dense foliage. She looked determined … and completely ticked off as she moved past the tree line.

      “Hello, Brother Brehem,” Raven scowled, waving her hands and using her magic to slam the fleeing man against a tree. She looked terrifying as she stepped into the middle of the clearing and waggled her fingers, releasing a burst of red magic that lashed Ashburn to the tree, causing him to shriek as he fought his bonds. “I think we need to have a talk, you freak.”

      “How did you find me?” I gasped, wiping the blood from my hand as I tried to balance myself.

      “I heard you call for me when he took you,” Raven replied, her eyes never moving from Ashburn’s face. “By the time I made it outside you were gone, but we managed to construct a spell to track you. We would’ve been here earlier, but it didn’t work while you were unconscious. I apologize for being tardy.”

      “That’s okay. I’ve never been happier to see anyone in my entire life.”

      Raven smirked. “Hold that thought.”

      “Poet!” Kade barked my name as he slid around Raven and hurried in my direction. He dropped to his knees when he reached my side, running his hand down the back of my hair to smooth it as he studied my features. “How do you feel?”

      “You found me.”

      “Raven found you,” Kade corrected. “I tried, but we had no idea where to look. We headed to the cabin first, but it was empty. I … thought I might’ve lost you when we found the cabin empty.”

      “That’s because Brother Brehem’s spirit escaped from that place twenty years ago,” I gritted out as Kade ripped a strip of fabric from his shirt and wrapped it around my wounded hand. “He hijacked Melvin Jackson’s body to get away … and killed that kid without Melvin being aware what happened.”

      “And how does Ashburn play into this?”

      “He’s Melvin’s son. He changed his last name because Melvin was always a suspect. Ashburn thought that would play against him over the long haul if he wanted to climb the ranks in the police department.” I hissed when Kade inadvertently bumped my injury.

      “I’m sorry.” He pressed a kiss to my forehead. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not as if you did it on purpose.”

      “I was so worried.” Kade pressed his eyes shut as he rubbed his cheek against mine. “Naida and Raven were confident they could find you as soon as you woke but waiting was … hell.”

      “It wasn’t great for me either. The only reason Ashburn left me alive is because he figured out that my blood bolstered him more than normal human blood. He wanted me to tell him what I was and point him in the direction of fresh blood. That’s how he manages to possess people. It’s the blood.”

      “Nice.” Raven made a disgusted face as she tilted her head. “You’re a sick little monkey, aren’t you Brehem?”

      “How did you know who he was?” I asked, legitimately confused.

      “Max figured it out,” Naida supplied, appearing at the edge of the clearing. “He went to the cabin and did something that allowed him to see the past. He saw what Brehem did … and how his wives dealt with him. He heard them talking. I believe he even conversed with the memory forms and warned them that you were in danger.”

      Which would explain why they warned me in the dream. “I’m guessing that was ugly.”

      “It wasn’t pleasant.” Raven moved closer to Ashburn, her eyes like lasers as she gazed into his soul. “The spirit is strong, but I think we can dislodge it. We need help.”

      “Where is Max?”

      “He’s coming,” Kade replied. “He was going to leave us to handle this because he thought it would upset me, but I begged him to help and he agreed. He’s bringing up the rear with Dolph. They’re looking for the golem.”

      “We don’t have to worry about the golem,” I argued. “The wives created it to guard his spirit. If we can exorcise and destroy the spirit, the golem will cease to exist. It’s not evil anyway. It was protecting the kids from Brother Brehem when it took them.”

      “I don’t understand,” Kade prodded, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “The kids said a monster took them.”

      “They didn’t understand. He can’t talk. Brehem took them first. Then the golem tried to rescue them, protecting them to the best of his ability.”

      “Well, it’s sad, but he still has to go,” Raven intoned, narrowing her eyes as Ashburn spit in her direction. “Well, you wanted to behead something, Nellie. The golem is out of reach, but you have this guy.”

      Nellie’s eyes gleamed as he hoisted his ax. I had no idea how he managed to tromp through the woods without messing up his dress, but he was a vision in purple velvet as he moved toward Ashburn.

      “Wait!” Kade helped me to a standing position and I was thankful to have his body to rest my weight against. “Ashburn isn’t to blame for this. Brehem possessed him. We can’t kill Ashburn.”

      “What do you suggest?” Raven asked. “An exorcism is out of the realm of possibility for me, and we can’t let this thing have free reign over the forest. He’ll continue killing as long as we leave him alive.”

      “You can’t exorcise me,” Ashburn spat. “This body is mine! This life is mine! I’ve earned it.”

      “Shut your hole,” I ordered, wagging a finger. “I’ve heard enough from you.”

      “I don’t know how to perform an exorcism.” Raven’s voice was sympathetic. “Even if we somehow manage it, how do you suggest we explain this situation to the real Ashburn? For all we know, we’ve only dealt with the spirit, never the man.”

      “I don’t believe that.” I searched my memory. “Ashburn questioned us a few times. He was really here. The night he tried to walk me back to the trailer, that was Brehem. He wanted more of my blood, but couldn’t get around Kade to take it.”

      “See, I told you that sleeping with me would have benefits.” Kade said the words, but the mirth didn’t make it all the way to his eyes.

      “We can’t kill Ashburn without at least trying to free him from Brehem. That doesn’t seem fair.”

      “Life isn’t fair,” Raven shot back. “I get that you want to help, but I’m not sure that’s possible. We can’t let this guy go, and I don’t know how to kill a spirit.”

      “But … .”

      “Don’t worry.” Max appeared at my side, leaving the shade of the trees where he loitered and watched events unfold. “I can separate the spirit from the man.”

      “Can you kill the spirit?” Kade asked. He didn’t act overly friendly with his father, but he wasn’t cold. “We can’t leave the spirit floating around in case it possesses someone else.”

      “We could put it back in the cabin,” Nellie suggested.

      “That wouldn’t stop some other unsuspecting soul from stumbling upon it,” I pointed out. “Plus, well, I want to release the golem. He’s been alone for more than seventy years. He deserves some peace.”

      “A golem isn’t real,” Raven reminded me.

      “Real or not, he felt anguish when we took Sarah from the culvert,” I argued. “He tried to protect her. We need to release him, but we can’t if Brehem’s spirit survives.”

      “So … can you kill a spirit?” Raven glanced at Max. “I think you’re our only option.”

      Max smiled grimly as he stared down Ashburn. “I can kill Brehem’s spirit. It won’t move on when I do it either, instead burning so bright it blinks out within moments. There will be no escape, and he won’t have an afterlife.”

      “You can’t do this,” Ashburn screeched. “I won’t allow it!”

      I ignored him and focused on Max. “Brehem doesn’t deserve an afterlife. He was a pedophile and genuinely terrible person. Ashburn shouldn’t have to pay for what was done to him, though. It’s not his fault.”

      “Then I’ll fix it.” Max smiled. “You, young lady, should head back to the circus while I handle the final task. You need to clean that wound and rest.”

      “I want to see this through.”

      Max shook his head. “It will be terrible. You don’t need to see it. You’ve done enough. I will handle Brehem and modify Ashburn’s memory accordingly.”

      I stubbornly crossed my arms over my chest. “I want to see.”

      “And I don’t want you to see,” Max countered. “Kade, please take Poet back to camp. Naida, Nixie and Nellie will go with you. Raven will remain with me and we’ll end this together.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but then reality set in. Max wasn’t dismissing me because he didn’t want me to see the truth behind his power. He was sending me away with Kade because he didn’t want to frighten his son before he got a chance to make things right.

      “Okay.” I heaved a sigh. “I am tired.”

      “Thank you.” Max shifted his smile from me to Kade. “Take care of your girl. She needs some rest. Make sure she drinks some juice to bolster her immune system.”

      Kade nodded. “I’m on it. I’ll take care of her.”

      “I know you will.”

      

      “YOU SCARED the crap out of me.” Kade pulled me close as Nixie worked on my hand. Back at the fairgrounds everyone sprang to action. The circus remained in operation for another few hours, after all. The show must go on.

      We sat on the picnic table as Nixie used her special healing potion – which stung like scorpions when first applied – and I could feel my wound mending as I rested my head against Kade’s shoulder.

      “I scared the crap out of myself,” I admitted. “I sensed him moving in, but it was already too late. The only reason you found me is because Raven was so close.”

      “Yeah, that was weird, huh?” Kade smiled as he pulled back. “She said you two had a talk and were okay now. Is that true?”

      “We’re better than okay. Now I owe her.”

      “I’m not taking my shirt off for her either.”

      I couldn’t stop myself from giggling. “What about you and Max? You two actually exchanged words. Does that mean you’ve forgiven him?”

      Kade shook his head. “No. It means I’m open to getting to know him better, in a different way.”

      “That’s progress.”

      “That’s compromise,” Kade corrected, leaning back when Nixie handed me a potion bottle. “What is that?”

      “Something Poet needs to drink,” Nixie replied. “It will clear your head from whatever he drugged you with. It’s probably not dangerous and you could let it clear your system naturally, but I figured you would want to hurry things along so you can enjoy your security stud tonight.”

      “You figured right.” I tipped my head back as I downed the potion, making a face as I drained the foul-tasting liquid. I felt my mind clearing almost instantly. That’s why the sight of Lorelei approaching threw me for a loop. “Uh-oh.”

      Kade shifted his eyes to the nervous-looking woman and hopped to his feet. “Can I help you? This area is off limits to guests.”

      “I’m here to talk to her.” Lorelei pointed at me, her expression serious. “The golem is gone.”

      I stilled, surprised. “I wondered if you knew about it,” I mused. “I figured you had to be hiding something given the fact that you own the property where the cabin is located. You’re Brehem’s descendent. Did you know what he was doing?”

      “I knew he was still out there,” Lorelei replied. “I had no idea that he was the one taking the kids.”

      “When did you find out?”

      “Just now. When the golem dissipated I was imbued with the knowledge he accumulated over the years.”

      “What are you?”

      “What are you?” Lorelei shot back, her eyes flashing.

      “I’m Romani with a side of psychic.” I saw no reason to lie. “And the rumors about your ancestors forming their own coven are true. Only a witch could muster the magic to create a golem. Actually, only a full coven could muster enough energy to do it correctly.”

      Lorelei smirked. “I might have a bit of witch in my blood. I’m more than that, though.”

      “We all are,” Naida said, her eyes thoughtful as they roamed Lorelei’s face. “You should’ve told us what was going on. We could’ve ended things sooner if you had.”

      “I didn’t know what was going on,” Lorelei pointed out. “I knew that Brehem was still active. I had no idea that a spirit could possess a man. You might think I’m naïve, but we’re a bit isolated in these parts. I didn’t know the truth of everything until a few minutes ago. I swear it.”

      “Well, it’s over,” Naida said, shaking her head. “You can move on and use the property for something else … although I don’t know what. The salt will take a generation to clear.”

      “That property is cursed,” Lorelei said. “It always was. I don’t know what I’ll do with it, but I’m genuinely thankful and relieved that you eradicated the threat. Out of curiosity, though, what will happen to the possessed man?”

      “He wasn’t guilty, so he’ll go on with his life,” I answered. “His memory might have to be modified a bit. I have no idea how our boss will explain him waking up in the woods. The good news is that the danger is gone. The property doesn’t have to be monitored any longer.”

      “And that is a relief.” Lorelei flashed a smile. “I’m sorry we picketed you. If it’s any consolation, I didn’t realize you were a force of good. I assumed you were evil. That’s on me.”

      “Most people aren’t one thing,” I supplied. “We’re not one thing. You’re certainly not one thing.”

      “It was a hard lesson, but I’ve learned it.” Lorelei flashed a pretty smile that lit her face. “What happens now? Will you stay?”

      “We’re nomadic people,” I replied. “We’ll leave before the dawn and move on to our next location.”

      “Will you hunt monsters there?”

      “There are monsters everywhere.”

      Lorelei nodded. “I guess there are,” she said after a beat, shifting her eyes to the far-off tree line where Max and Raven were saying goodbye to Ashburn. “Will he ever know?”

      “No. He’s not a danger now. He was only a danger because of what was done to him. He’s a good man.”

      “I hope you’re right.” Lorelei sucked in a breath before mustering a smile. “Well, I should probably be going. I promise to clear out the protesters before the end of the night. I figure you deserve a bit of peace before hitting the road.”

      “That would be great,” Kade said, slipping his arm around my shoulders. “We definitely need the peace.”

      We watched Lorelei leave in silence before I shifted my gaze to Kade. “It’s been a busy day. What do you want to do now?”

      Kade arched an eyebrow. “How does a nap sound?”

      I grinned. “What about work?”

      “Melissa is running your tent and I put Luke in charge of security before I took off after you. He wasn’t happy about being separated from the search party, but we didn’t have many options. That means we’re officially on vacation for the afternoon.”

      “That sounds intriguing. Where do you want to go?”

      Kade’s smile was impish as he pointed toward my trailer. “There’s a vast world to explore, but for tonight I only want to be with you.”

      “I think I can live with that.”

      “That’s good, because we’re starting an entirely new adventure tomorrow,” Kade said. “I’m glad we’re doing it together.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      And finally, under a bright sun, life made sense again. It was a new beginning for all of us.
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