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Chapter 1
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I HAD A PLAN. A FOOLPROOF plan. 

My boss Larry had told me to go to an audition for this carnival troupe position. He wanted someone in there undercover.

I’d refused. For the first time in my career, I’d refused a case. Larry had stared at me, open mouthed. I never refused cases. I never argued with Larry. I never stepped over any line. The rest of the team mocked me behind my back. “By the book Jayne” they called me. Which might be true but it wasn’t a very catchy nickname.

Surely I could refuse one case. I had my reasons and Larry didn’t need to know about them. There was no way I’d tell him that the thought of going near a circus, even a hipster carnival troupe like this one, made me want to shit myself. 

“Just the audition,” he’d said. “Nothing else.”

But I knew Larry. If I got through the audition, he’d want more. Normally, that wouldn’t be an issue but there was no way in hell I could work in a circus act. Arguing with Larry did you no good though. The last officer to refuse a case from him got shifted to doing inventories of contraband in a back office. He surfaced once in a while, covered in cobwebs and dust. Federal law enforcement might not hand out traffic tickets like local cops but there was still a long list of joyless tasks to be done—and they’d be done by the person who pissed Larry off the most.

As the youngest, freshest member of the team — and the only female, I had a lot to prove.

So, I’d come up with this plan. A perfect compromise. I’d do the audition like Larry asked and save my butt at work but I’d fail this audition so badly that Larry would never be able to make me take the case. My name would be the by-word in incompetence and failure when it came to carnival acts. 

It was a good plan in theory but, as I sat in my car trying to arrive late, I realized that when it came to slacking off, I was a rank amateur. I checked my watch. Five minutes before the auditions started and no one else had even arrived yet. 

I strummed my fingers on the steering wheel, wishing other people would hurry about being late.

Since joining the federal police, I’d been held at gunpoint by drug lords, threatened by crime bosses and had fought for my life in hand to hand combat on more than one occasion. None of those things got my heart pounding like the thought of turning up late. On purpose.

Wait, was that girl going into the audition? I slunk down in the driver’s seat like I was on a stake out and watched her. Yep, she’d definitely gone in the door. 

How many people would turn up for an audition like this anyway? The reason for the vacancy would put off a lot of hopefuls. 

I’d read through the case file a few times. Gretchen Turner. Murdered. Brutally. At 21.16, she’d gone off stage after finishing her fire-eating act to the dressing room at the back of the theater. A few people had seen her walk into the dressing room. At 21.25, she was supposed to reappear as the target girl in the knife throwing act. When she didn’t show, another member of the troupe filled in for her. One of the backstage crew checked the dressing room and found her body.

Not just murdered but drained of all her blood. A ritual style killing. That pointed to a serial killer or something much more sinister. A human killer would need to have some well-honed skills to drain a body that fast. She’d been hacked up but there’d been nowhere near the mess you’d expect. The killer had taken her blood with him.

I wasn’t here to investigate her murder in particular. This troupe – Sequins & Daggers – had been under suspicion for a while. They traveled the country performing and it seemed that places where they performed just happened to be places where people turned up brutally murdered. Coincidence or not?

These audition hopefuls didn’t know about that but the Gretchen Turner murder had been all over the news along with the Sequins & Dagger name.

The more gruesome details of the murder hadn’t been released to the press, like the mark drawn in her blood on the wall, but enough details had gotten out to make this audition very unappealing. 

Who’d want to replace a girl who’d been brutally slain?

Another two girls went into the warehouse. I guess there were a few people desperate enough to take the risk. 

I hadn’t mentioned my demon theory to my boss because mentioning something like that would just get you written off as a loon. Larry didn’t even like theories of the more mundane kind, and he didn’t like supposition; he liked hard facts and evidence. The mention of a paranormal killer would put you so far over his line that there’d be no coming back.

I checked my watch again. Only five minutes after the hour. Was that late enough? 

As a couple of stragglers entered the warehouse, I assumed not late enough. I grabbed my water bottle out of the console and took a swig. I’d have to wait another five or ten minutes at least.

Finally, it got late enough for me to enter. If I’d been doing this for real, I’d have turned tail. Turning up half an hour later is worse than not turning up at all. But I wasn’t doing this for reals. Plan to fail, that’s what I had to remember.

The only thing to signify I’d reached the right place was a tiny Sequins & Daggers logo on the roughhewn door of an inner-city warehouse. I knocked but no one answered. I tried the handle. It wasn’t locked so I walked in.

Inside, the dusty warehouse smell combined with the strong odor of turpentine. Other, more aromatic, scents lingered in the air too, like someone had entered this doorway recently wearing a particularly pungent perfume.

I walked up a few steps then around a partition into a large open space. 

This place might look like some shabby warehouse but inner-city spaces like this didn’t come cheap. From my research, this troupe wouldn’t be pulling in enough cash to cover the rent. That meant someone involved had a juicy source of income coming from somewhere else. I made a mental note of that. 

Follow the money, that always was the best course of action although I’m sure that Larry had someone on that already.

It was a decent sized performance space, too. I did a quick sweep of the place. No obvious clues stood out. Not many people put up signs saying “we’re psychotic killers” but sometimes they give themselves away in small ways. 

The three troupe members sat on chairs at one end of the room. I couldn’t get a good look from here but I’d size them up later. 

There was a sign saying “resumes” so I added mine to the pile on a stool near them.

“Sorry,” I mumbled, about to go into an explanation about why I was late but the three of them ignored me.

Auditions hadn’t started yet. Damn, I wasn’t late enough.

At the other end of the room, about half a dozen girls warmed up. A couple of them stretched out on floor mats. One of them wound themselves around a pole. She let out a grunt then changed position. Another did star jumps so I got on the mat near her and joined in. Star jumps were something I could manage easily.

Then I remembered I wasn’t supposed to be managing easily so fumbled my movements. 

The other girls wore outfits with various degrees of spangle. I had on yoga pants and a t-shirt. This was only an audition and I owned no spangles. They had on heavy makeup and had their hair done. I’d tied my hair back in a ponytail and had slapped on moisturizer.

I smiled with satisfaction. Any one of these girls would be a better candidate than me.

Posters from previous shows covered one wall. Equipment and props littered the edges. A half-painted background with a jungle theme leaned against the wall.

An atrium ran along the right side of the room. I couldn’t see up there except to notice the blue glow from a laptop on the desk. That was the area I needed to scope out but that would be the hardest place to access. I didn’t want to draw suspicion to myself. A regular auditionee wouldn’t even think of getting near the office. Industrial stairs ran up to the atrium but the troupe sat in front of them, as though guarding that area from intruders.

Just get the broad picture Larry had told me, but I wanted to get more than that. If I could solve this case today there’d be no more nagging about really joining the troupe. But I couldn’t see any way of doing that without creating a pretty major distraction.

The area under the atrium was closed in with sliding doors blocking it from the main part of the warehouse. Since the sliding doors closest to me weren’t fully closed, I could see boxes overflowing with glittering fabric. Painted props leaned against the walls. A unicycle even hung from the ceiling. Store room, obviously. 

Judging from the exposed pipes leading into the other end of that space, it held a kitchen and/or bathroom area. The practical side of me tsked at the idea of having props and costumes so close to a water source. Didn’t they have the sense to realize one broken pipe would ruin everything?

Long, narrow windows ran along the other side of the room, shining stripes of light across the polished concrete floor. Mats covered the central space of that floor, defining the audition area. Rafters crisscrossed the ceiling in an intricate pattern dotted with spotlights. A few more props hung from those rafters. 

Was that an aerial hoop up there? Jeepers. 

Nothing in the files mentioned that they did aerial acts but that was definitely a hoop I saw. My favorite toy. A secret desire to play that had been curled up in the back of my brain started screaming for attention. I had flashes of how much I’d loved that thing once upon a time.

But, no. This was no time for that.

For starters, it’d been raised up out of the way, obviously unused for a long time. I wasn’t even sure if it was safely anchored. And then there was the whole part about me only being here to check the place out. I didn’t need to show off and I didn’t need to make a good impression.

I would not think about that hoop. Failing to plan is planning to fail but I had a plan and that plan was all about failure. If I got through this audition and had to join the troupe, it might well kill me. Literally.
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Chapter 2
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TEN YEARS AGO, I MADE a choice. See, I have these powers. I mean, I had powers. 

I used to be able to judge a person’s worth, whether they were good or bad, just by touching them. And visions, boy, were they the worst. I’m stronger than I should be and I killed demons just by talking at them but I was never sure if that was really me or just some freaky thing using me as a vessel. 

Those powers definitely weren’t fun and games. They drew all kinds of weird shit to me. Seems if you can kill demons, they start hunting you. Rather than kill them, I’d much preferred they left me the hell alone. 

And rather than knowing what was inside a person’s heart, give me silence on their emotions any time.

Even growing up in a circus, I’d known these powers weren’t normal. Folding your body up into a tiny box or shooting yourself out of a cannon, that was normal. Fighting demons, not so much.

Then shit got beyond real. I needed out of there fast. I ran away. I lived on the streets with a belly full of despair.

Ten years ago, I met my foster dad, Buzz. One of the greatest guys in this world. He gave me a home and a family and he gave me a choice: develop my powers or bury them.

I didn’t even have to think about that. Bury them. Bury them deep.

I wanted a life without drama and without all the creepy stuff. Things are connected in this life.

But, even back then, at fifteen years old, I’d known those powers wouldn’t stay buried forever. One day they’d resurface and I’d have to deal with the consequences. But, at fifteen, who thinks that far into the future? 

With Buzz, with my powers sealed away, I could sleep safe in my bed at night – even if it was all on borrowed time.

Still, there were things I missed from my old life. And that hoop up there was one of them. I used to be able to soar through the air where nothing mattered but how I could move my body. Of all the things I’d sacrificed to stay safe, the acrobat side was what I missed most.

And that was exactly why I should not have been at this audition.

One of the troupe stood up. Duke, I assumed. Everything about this guy said he was the leader. He stood with natural authority, as though he didn’t have a single doubt that all attention would be on him. Even though he wasn’t on stage, he sparkled with showmanship.

He wore a vintage velvet suit with a ruffled dress shirt. 

And his mustache...

That mustache annoyed me so much. Too over the top. Too hipster. And too damn smug. It’d tickle like hell if he kissed you. Not that I had any intention of testing that out.

Stupid mustache. I bet he’d grown it just to annoy people. It seemed like a purposely annoying mustache, and that made me even more annoyed, like I’d fallen into a trap. 

I wondered how much time he spent waxing that mustache.

“Are we ready to start?” he asked.

His voice reminded me of an aged whiskey, all rolling Rs and rumbling in your ears. That voice annoyed me, too.

“I want you to dazzle me,” he continued. “I want you to prove that you are good enough to be part of Sequins & Daggers. We need a new member but we’re not willing to take any but the best.”

He didn’t introduce himself or the others as though they were such big stars, everyone would know who they were. He struck me as the type who was never not on. He wouldn’t go home, put on his sweats and sit on the sofa scratching his nuts while watching a ball game on TV, that’s for sure. 

He strode across the space and picked up the resumes, leafing through them starting from the bottom.

My attention turned to the two who’d been sitting either side of him. The girl on his left was Lilly, the burlesque dancer. She reminded me of a cat, one of those fancy breeds. She wore a vintage dress that showed off her hourglass figure and one of those ‘40s style hats with a veil obscuring most of her face but emphasizing her blood red lips. She slumped to the side as though she’d rather be napping than watching these auditions. Even slumped over like that, everything about her screamed sex. I guess for the burlesque type acts, that’s what you needed. 

The guy on his left was Nuno. I had less information on Nuno than the other two. He played piano accordion and I think that unicycle was part of his act. He also juggled. That was as much as I knew. His long hair flopped onto his face. He sat with one leg folded up, his arms wrapped around it. Bare feet. Vacant expression.

All three had little information on their files that went back further than the troupe’s formation almost a year ago. It was as though they all just appeared from nowhere. That definitely raised suspicions. Assumed names and assumed identities could only hide so much. Your best bet was to never draw attention to yourself so that no one had any interest in diving deeper. Being part of a performing troupe was the exact opposite of not calling attention to yourself, and being connected to a string of murders sure didn’t help either. Still, all our searching had pulled up little. There was no social security information, no health records. No fingerprints on file, no dental records.

“Brindley Jones,” Duke called out. “You may begin.”

One of the girls sitting on the sofa got up. She grabbed a hula hoop that had been resting against the side of the sofa and moved to the mats. She smiled and bowed to the troupe then turned and bowed to us on the sofa. A standard move but it seemed trite and tired the way she did it, like someone had told her it was the best way to start but she lacked the conviction to back it up.

She put on her music and began her routine. I’d judge her as average at best. She had some skills but no stage presence. She wouldn’t be around long.

Duke stood and clapped his hands, one loud clap. “We’re seen enough.”

“But I’m just getting started,” the girl said.

My heart sunk for her. Arguing would only put her further down the list. This was an audition, if you didn’t wow them to start with, you had no hope.

“We’ve seen enough, I said.” Duke didn’t even look at her. “We have your contact details.”

The girl snorted, grabbed her jacket off the sofa and stormed out with her hoop around her neck while Duke called another name. 

Lilly didn’t even look up as the second girl ran through her dance routine. She stiffened a little at one point as though stifling a yawn.

After the third girl auditioned we had a break. My chance to snoop a little. I asked where the bathroom was. I approached Nuno since he seemed the least intimidating of the three but he ignored me. Maybe he wasn’t as friendly as he looked. He obviously thought he was too cool to talk to someone here for an audition.

Duke pointed at the sliding door. Just where I’d expected it to be but it’d seemed rude to just walk straight in there.

I went through to a room with kitchen space to one side and another door going through to the bathroom. A moment later, I heard sounds in the kitchen. The troupe had come in. 

Someone ran a tap, filling a kettle judging from the sound of water hitting metal. I kept quiet, hoping I’d overhear something of interest.

“Jeez, what a bunch of losers,” a female voice said. Obviously Lilly. “We’re scratching the bottom of the barrel.”

She knew I was in the bathroom but obviously didn’t care if I overheard her.

“We need to pick one of them,” Duke replied. “We need someone for this performance. We can’t call off a show this prestigious. Unless you’re going to be my target girl.”

Lilly sucked in her breathe. “No way. I’ll quit before I let you throw knives at me again.”

“I don’t throw knives at you. I throw them around you. Big difference.”

Sounded like that was a huge issue between them. 

Wait, target girl? No one had told me that was part of the job. Having knives thrown at me or around me or anywhere in my vicinity didn’t sound like fun. Then I remembered it wouldn’t be an option. I’d be out of here before that became a possibility 

“Quitting’s not an option,” Duke said. “Not in the contract. You know that. Maybe one of the remaining ones will be adequate.”

The kettle whistled and I didn’t quite hear the next bit. I wanted to know more about this contract. Did they mean the contract for the next performance or something else?

Then...

“That butch looking one with the short hair isn’t going to cut it, that’s for sure,” Lilly said.

Me? I was the only one auditioning with short hair. She had to mean me. Was I butch looking? I never thought about how I looked. Sure, I didn’t have the makeup piled on and I wasn’t wearing sequins and glitter but that didn’t make me butch. 

I bet she said it because I didn’t have much in the way of boobs. I glanced down at my flattish chest. Boobs were all well and good but mostly they just got in your way especially in my line of work.

Anyway, compared to Lilly with her curves and hootchie cootchie, most women would look butch. I pushed the comment out of my head.

“She’s not so much butch looking as plain.” Duke laughed. “I’m not even sure she’s worth auditioning. You could fix that face with makeup but the way she sits there, so stiff and proper, it’s like she’s going for a job interview with a bank. Not our type at all. Maybe she did a burlesque class once at a community ed center and thinks that’s all it takes.”

Heat flooded me. Is that what he thought? Stiff and proper be damned.

No. It was good he thought that. I wanted them to think I sucked. That’d been the plan. Hearing them actually say it was a whole other thing. They judged me without even seeing me perform.

“She looks like Gretchen,” Lilly said.

Gretchen, the dead girl? I looked like her? 

“What does that mean?” Duke’s voice became harsh. “It means nothing.”

“It might mean something.” 

What might it mean? I wanted to call out and ask them but I couldn’t exactly do that without revealing that I’d been eavesdropping. 

If I could get Lilly alone, I could ask her. She seemed snotty but she was the most likely to talk. I had no idea how I could get her alone though.

“Do we only have plain tea?” Duke asked. “What happened to the organic tea I bought? That was for me only. Who’s been drinking it?”

Damn, he’d changed the subject just when things were getting interesting. I’d seen photos of Gretchen but only from the crime scene and there’d definitely been no similarity then.

“We could just call back the hula hooper and be done with it.” Lilly said. “She’s not great but she’ll do.”

“We’ll give these last three a go then get them out of here. Who knows? One of them might surprise us.”

Both he and Lilly laughed like that was the greatest joke ever. 

My blood boiled. They laughed at me. Just because they had fancy mustaches and hootchie curves. I’d been doing this shit when they were still in nappies. I’d been doing it when I was still in nappies. I’d tried to reject everything I’d learned from back then but, damn my pride, I knew I could be better than anyone.

I waited for them to leave. Darn right, one of us might surprise them. I’d knock his socks off and put an extra curl in his mustache before I was done. Who the hell did he think he was to judge me, anyway?
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“JAYNE MADISON,” DUKE called.

Fake surname but that was me. I took a deep breath and walked out onto the mat. 

Lilly had stopped even making the cursory effort of looking interested. She had her phone out, fooling with it. Duke at least made a token effort but Nuno picked at the nail on his big toe. 

True, the two girls before me had been mediocre, at best. One of them did a dance routine but hadn’t seemed to move with the beat of the music. The second was a decent juggler until she dropped all her balls.

“Music?” Duke asked.

I handed him a CD. I’d planned to do a dance act. Dance wasn’t my forte. I’d definitely fail with dance. I glanced up at the aerial hoop then made myself look away.

Fail, I told myself. Who cared what some stupid hipster guy thought anyway? He sat with his fingers tented in front of his face. Like a total wanker.

“You can begin,” he said and the music started.

I nodded.

I got on the mat and started grinding. Oh God, I was awful. When I said dance wasn’t my forte, I meant that I was really, really bad at it.

Then I saw the smug, self-satisfied grin on Duke’s face. The way his mouth twitched under the mustache. I’d show that bastard. 

That hoop was a long way up but, from there, I could see their office. I wasn’t sure if that would prove anything but they seemed to guard those stairs. I needed to get a glimpse of that space so I could give a full description of the place to Larry. 

I raced down the mat and did a somersault but used the rebound to throw myself up into the air, aiming for that silver hoop. I grabbed it firmly with my left hand and then swung around to grip it with my right hand, anchoring myself.

What I’d done was technically impossible. The hoop hung too high and would normally have been lowered for use. I remembered a few circus tricks though, and making the impossible possible was one of them. 

Below me, the troupe stared up at me, open mouthed. Lilly put her phone on the floor. Nuno left his toe nail alone.

Oh yeah, I showed them. I wasn’t so stiff and proper now. Their attention was on me and I’d keep it there.

I swung on the hoop, not sure what to do next but muscle memory kicked in. My body just did what it did. I twirled around that hoop, twisting and snaking my body. Then I grabbed the top of it, swinging it wildly as I jumped into a standing position.

I had a few other moves to make but a sharp pain stabbed into my temples. I struggled to keep my grip on the hoop but pain drilled into my temples, sharp and strong. 

Mats covered the floor but it was a long way down. No matter how much pain I was in, I couldn’t let go. Broken bones wouldn’t make me feel any better. I hooked my arms through the hoop, balancing myself, as I closed my eyes.

I knew the signs. This had happened before. Right before the visions. And I knew how to stop it, the things Buzz had taught me. I hadn’t needed to use them in quite a while.

Taking a deep breath, I visualized a white light surrounding me. That light formed a barrier. While I held it, I’d be safe. 

I’d never wanted those lousy visions at the best of times and up here, on this hoop high above the solid floor was the worst possible place. 

Instead of relaxing, I pushed and pushed until that vision left me alone. I took a deep breath then flipped my body so I hung from the bottom of the hoop.

The floor was still a long way below me but a controlled drop was a completely different thing to an uncontrolled fall. 

I swung the hoop then jumped, arcing through the air and landed on the mat. Perfect landing, thank you very much.

Lilly turned to Duke. There seemed to be some wordless conversation going on between them. Eventually, the silence got really awkward. 

I walked over to the sofa and picked up my bag.

“Well, I’ll head off then,” I said. I slung my bag over my shoulder and headed to the door.

“Wait,” Duke said. He rustled some papers. “Jayne, wait a minute.”

I turned to face him, as he walked closer to me. Way too close. He’d been much better at distance. The intensity of his eyes wasn’t so noticeable from across the room. His shoulders hadn’t seemed too wide and his arms hadn’t seemed so strong. He was altogether less threatening from a distance.

I gulped. Feelings rose up in my belly. Was I going to go all freaky powerful again? 

Nope. 

These were different feelings. Feelings I’d pushed away except for that one time in high school. And I pushed them away again. Feelings. Who needs them?

“You’ve got the job,” he said.

“I haven’t said I want it.”

We glared at each other until Lilly slinked over. “You forgot an important part of the audition, Duke.” 

If Duke’s voice was like a whip cracking, then Lilly’s was like a kitten’s purr. A honey-coated purr. She stood with her body twisted and one hand on her hip. A perfect pin up pose.

“We don’t need to worry about that,” Duke said. “I think Jayne’s proved she’s got the chops.”

Lilly pouted. “The wheel is a whole other thing. And if we’re going to perform it, you need someone who isn’t me. You may as well tell her now. If she finds out at the last minute, she might have a fit and run off and I’ll be back doing the stupid thing again.”

Nuno pulled back a curtain at the end of the room revealing a rotating board.

“Know what that is?” Duke asked me.

I nodded. I’d seen acts like that before. The Wheel of Death. Much safer than it looked but still an act that could go very horribly wrong if the knife thrower wasn’t skilled. 

Was Duke skilled? I didn’t want to find that out the hard way.

I turned back to Duke to protest. He’d pulled out a silver case from somewhere and opened it to reveal a blood red satin lining with a row of shining silver knives. 

“I haven’t even agreed to join you yet,” I said.

“I knew she’d be chicken,” Lilly said.

“I’m not chicken, I just think it’s a waste of time if I don’t agree to the job.”

Duke held up one of the knives so it gleamed in the light. The gleam of that knife was nothing compared to the gleam in his eyes. That was not the gleam of a rational person. That was the gleam of someone who loved knives way too much, but was it a killer’s gleam? 

A tiny voice at the back of my mind said there was an easy way to find out. I had the shortcut if I chose to use it. If I could almost get a vision, I could reactivate my power to judge good and evil. But that shortcut was packed away in a locked box with the rest of my secrets. 

I’d become Jayne Hudson, regular suburban girl, not the person I used to be. That box in my head was like Pandora’s. Opening it would unleash things that shouldn’t be in this world. I couldn’t just unpack the things I needed. It was an all-in deal.

Nuno stood by the wheel with an expression that seemed to dare me.

“What do you want me to do?” I said. 

I had questions that needed answering and I needed to earn the troupe’s trust. The fastest way to do that was to let them throw knives at me. Larry had better appreciate this.

Lilly led me to the wheel and I stood on a step while she shackled me in.

“You don’t get dizzy, do you?” she asked.

“Not that I know of but then I’ve never done this before.”

“I get dizzy,” she said. “I threw up one time. That made for a spectacular performance, let me tell you. Chunks flying everywhere.”

The snootiness I’d felt in her earlier had dissolved a little. I guess if someone’s going to take over a job you hate then you warm to them.

“God, I hope that doesn’t happen.”

“At least you’re wearing yoga pants. Easily washed. You try getting that mess out of sequins.”

I laughed. “Sorry for laughing but it’s not something I ever want to try.”

“Speaking of yoga pants, you might want to put something on that emphasizes your outline a bit more. Those pants don’t stand out against the board. Duke’s good but he’s not that good.”

She disappeared into the store room and returned with a sparkly scarf, then she squeezed her arm through the space between my back and the wheel. That was way more human contact than I was used to and I sucked in my breath.

“Ready,” Duke said after Lilly tied the scarf on me.

It was then I noticed the rips in the fabric of the scarf. Holes like it’d been pierced.

“Hey, are those holes...”

But Nuno gave the wheel a spin before anyone could answer. 

I shut my eyes. I didn’t want to see the room rotate around me. The spinning wasn’t as bad as I thought it’d be. The wheel moved slowly. I could get used to this. Then I felt a sharp swish of air near my leg and heard the dull thud. That knife almost grazed my thigh muscle. I tensed, waiting for the next knife, trying to make myself as small as possible. Less surface area to hit.

One hit near my arm, then another against my other leg. 

The spinning seemed to become faster. I could see why Lilly had thrown up. It churned your insides enough being spun like a load of laundry without the threat of knives added into the mix.

Duke really was good at this but it only took one mistake. Another knife swished into the board near my arm. Surely, he didn’t have many more knives left. This was just a trial after all.

As one slammed into the board near my ear, the thud sounded sickeningly close. That’d been five. I waited for the next one. I did a complete rotation. Then the wheel turned faster. Faster and faster, as though I’d take off into orbit. There was no way Duke could aim right with the wheel moving this fast. I wanted out of here but no way would I open my mouth.

The final knife slammed into the board between my legs. I felt it as it landed right next to my... next to parts I didn’t want sliced and diced, that’s for sure.

“Hey,” I yelled out, opening my eyes.

As the rotation of the wheel died down, I could see the smirk on Duke’s face. 

When the wheel slowed to a stop, Lilly moved the stool back into position and she and Nuno unbuckled the straps. I tried to move away but heard a rip. One of the knives had impaled itself through the scarf Lilly had tied on me. 

“You’re in,” Duke said. He walked to the wheel and removed his knives. “You didn’t shit yourself. That’s enough for me. Didn’t vomit either.”

Lilly pulled a face behind his back and I smiled at her.

“I haven’t said I’ll take it,” I said. I put my hand on my hip, staring him down.

He didn’t even look at me, not until those knives were packed away safely in the case. He locked it up and slipped the key into an inside pocket of his jacket, then he walked over to me.

“Oh, you’ll take it,” he said, running his finger along my cheek.

I scoffed. Even though my insides quivered, it took more than a caressing touch to make me lose it. That quivering was probably just from all the spinning I’d done. But I reddened and that stupid blush spread over my body.

“You haven’t even discussed payment yet,” I said. 

He named a figure. Much more than I’d expected to be offered. That added weight to my theory that this troupe had money behind it.

I shrugged. “Double it,” I said.

I didn’t need the money. It wasn’t like I’d get to keep it anyway since all undercover income got channeled back into public funds, but I wanted to stall for time.

His mouth twitched and I got ready to walk off.

“Okay,” he said. “If that’s what it takes.”

Shit. I didn’t want to commit to this. “I need some time to decide.”

He moved even closer, close enough that our bodies almost touched. 

“We don’t have time,” he said. He reached out and put his hand on my arm. “We need someone urgently. That’s why I’m willing to pay you an obscene amount of money. You’ll agree to take the job.”

I shook my head. “I said I need time to think about it.”

He took a step back, seemingly shocked by my refusal. What an egotistical bastard, thinking he only needed to touch me to have me quivering at his feet. If anything, the touching made me more likely to refuse.

“By the end of tomorrow, then. But you want the job or you wouldn’t have bothered to audition so I’m not sure why you’re pussyfooting around now.”

“What can I say?” I smiled. “I’m mercurial.”
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Chapter 4
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I PULLED INTO MY DRIVEWAY. From the outside, my house looked like every other house on the street. Single fronted brick with white trim. A tidy strip of lawn out in front. Not a leaf or stray blade of grass mucking up the crisp whiteness of the path to the front door. Not one grubby fingerprint on the windows. No one would give this house a second glance. Even I had to double check sometimes to make sure it was the right place. But I worked real hard to make sure nothing about my home stood out.

As I walked from the garage to the house, I noticed a few things out of place. The watering can had been knocked over and one of the plants in the garden had been trampled. Weird but maybe the neighbor’s cat had got in the yard again.

Once I got inside, I gave my security a double check, just to be on the safe side. 

See, once you got inside, it didn’t take long to realize this was no regular suburban home. Old habits die hard. Sigils marked the doors. I wasn’t even sure what those sigils meant but Ma had drawn them on the walls throughout my childhood. I’d never thought to ask her why. 

Hex bags hung from the curtain rods. I knew what was in those. Herbs I gathered from my garden.

I had more mundane protections too. An alarm system, the best locks money could buy and security glass. Maybe I was a little paranoid but I’d seen enough of life to know the damage that could be wreaked by both humans and non-humans. You could never be too careful in this life. 

Other than that, I had so little clutter, the place looked clinical. 

I’d been to other people’s houses and secretly I envied the signs of life they surrounded themselves with - family photos, kids’ drawings taped to the fridge, souvenirs from an overseas holiday. The only photo I had was one of Buzz and I together on a vacation. Both of us forcing grins for a stranger who’d insisted on taking the photo. Neither of us were much for photos.

I’d heard horror stories about other kids’ foster homes but I’d hit pay dirt when I’d gone to live with Buzz. For the first time in my life, the cards had been stacked in my favor. Buzz had given me a focus for all the screwed-up feelings inside me, a step toward redemption. From him, I’d created a road map to survive in this world, to fit in and escape attention.

I’d not only put my past behind me, I’d boxed it up and sealed it as tightly as I did my home. Not just the weirdo stuff either but all of it. Most memories of my real parents and my early years had faded to the extent that it was like trying to recall the details of a late-night movie you’d watched years ago.

Until today. 

Returning to that world would pry open that box. Those memories would surge out and overwhelm me. The walls of safety I’d constructed would crumble. My heart pounded but I ignored that pounding. I had a schedule to keep. The schedule was the most important thing. 

Stay inside the bounds of my well-planned life and everything would stay fine.

I walked through the living area and dumped my bag in the bedroom. My watch beeped. Even without that beeping, I knew it was time to get ready for the gym. If it was Tuesday night then it was boxing class. Just like every other week. Unless I had a work assignment, I never missed a single week. 

I took off my suit and hung it in the closet then put on my shorts and singlet. The gym was five minutes’ walk away and I preferred to change at home.

Once I’d changed, I grabbed my gym bag and went through the process of locking the house back up.

At the gym, I handed my card to the attendant.

“How was your day?” she asked.

I shrugged. She didn’t care about my day and I didn’t want to tell her. Small talk was something I avoided whenever I could. 

The sound of the TV in the reception area got my attention.

“Madame Esmeralda,” the receptionist said. “I love her.”

I didn’t. I reached over and grabbed the remote control.

“Hey, I was watching that,” she said as I changed the channel.

“TV psychics are bullshit,” I told her. “Don’t let yourself get sucked in.”

Once I got in the boxing studio, my mood improved. The smell of leather and sweat always made me feel better. It was an honest smell. 

I did a check of the room. There was equipment around the room from the last class. Lazy bastards. I gathered it all up to put back in the store cupboard.

A pain shot through my hand. I dumped all the gloves and pads on the floor to check it. Something had cut my palm. Weird. 

Luckily I had antiseptic wipes and band aids in my bag. I cleaned up my hand then checked through the equipment to see what had cut it. There was nothing broken or sticking out on any of the gear but one of the pairs of gloves had a few spots of my blood on them. I rubbed at it with one of the wipes but it’d sunk into the leather. I put those gloves aside. No one would want to use boxing gloves with someone’s blood on them and I needed to tell the instructor.

No one else had turned up yet so I got my boxing wraps out of my bag and wound them around my hands then grabbed a skipping rope and started on the warm up. The cut on my hand had been shallow and didn’t really stop me from working out.

A few people came into the room. Some of them nodded at me. Their faces were familiar but I didn’t know their names. I kept to myself. Talking led to friendships and friendships led to people wanting to know about your private life. I knew things about them, though. The one with the red hair had just had an operation and the guy with the Nike singlet recently divorced his wife. Every week their stories revealed themselves bit by bit. That’s how people give themselves away.

A newbie came in. A big, bulky guy. All muscle, no brains by the looks of him. He looked around then picked up the gloves I’d put aside.

“Hey, you probably don’t want to use them,” I said. “I cut myself earlier and...” I pointed to the spots of blood.

The guy shook his head. “Wouldn’t be here if a few drops of blood worried me,” he said. He put the gloves on. 

Gross. The blood was only on the outside, not in contact with his skin but still. I didn’t bother pointing out to him that using the gloves without wraps was not a good idea. He could learn the hard way.

The instructor came in and set up his music.

“Everyone ready to get started,” he said.

I put the rope down and got into position with everybody else. Once we’d gone through the warm up, we paired up for some drills. I got the newbie. 

“Go easy on me,” he said with a grin like he thought that wouldn’t be an issue.

Yeah, I’d go easy on him. As much as I enjoyed the class, I’d never once used my full strength. I didn’t even know what my full strength would be.

It only took the first round of drills to figure this guy was no fighter. He looked strong but they were air muscles. I’d be able to take him on in a fight without breaking a sweat. It wasn’t just lack of technique, it was a lack of fight sense. He had no instincts. 

I grabbed my water bottle.

“Nice ass,” he said as I bent down.

I stood up straight. He did not just say that? The look I gave him should’ve withered his balls but he didn’t look away. Jerk.

During the second round, I mess with him a bit. He aimed every punch at my pads but I swerved to the side, throwing him off balance. He stumbled then huffed at me. Every single time he fell for it. Maybe it was stupid to provoke him like that but I hated the smarmy looks he kept giving me.

When we finished the set and I handed him the pads. He was going to try the same thing on me, that much was certain, but he was way too transparent. 

The guy tried the swerve thing but I was one step ahead of him. I moved as he moved and every one of my punches landed square on his pad. 

He huffed again. I shrugged. The guy had a problem. Whatever.

My next punch was a little harder but I only half focused on what he was doing. The rest of my mind was on this damn audition. I’d been a damn fool, showing off like that and now I had the conversation with Larry to look forward to.

Suddenly, a memory from my childhood rushed back to me. Clear and vivid.

At five years old, one of the older performers had put me on the tight rope for the first time. It probably wasn’t that high but to me it’d seemed like miles above the ground. My whole body shook. I looked at that damn rope stretching impossibly before me then down at the ground. Even at that age, I knew backing down wasn’t an option. The only way to do this was to walk across that rope. Even if I fell. Even if I died. The only failure was backing down.

My body trembled as I put my foot forward, making contact with the rope, getting used to the unfamiliar feel and the change in my balance. All the oxygen seemed to leave my body as I moved my back foot. No more solid ground under me. 

Those sensations flooded my body again now. The fear, the sickness settling in the pit of my stomach, the need to prove myself and not be a crybaby, to never be a crybaby.

The man’s yelp bought me back to the real world. He glared at me and suddenly the instructor was beside me, telling me not to punch so hard. Maybe he should’ve told my partner not to be such a little girl instead. It’d just been a couple of punches.

“You told me not to go easy on you,” I said with a shrug.

“When I said that, I thought you were a girl, not a... what are you?”

That was a good question. The acrobats, Felice and Mitch, had asked the same thing when I’d walked across that tightrope. I did what I thought they’d expected but no one got it right first try, they said. They’d put me on there, expecting me to fail.

“A cop,” I told the man as he pulled the pads off.

He handed the pads to the instructor. 

“No need to leave,” the instructor said. “We can pair you with someone else.”

The man shook his head. “I think she strained my wrist.” Then he glared at me. “Freak,” he said under his breath.

“Weakling,” I replied before I could stop myself.

As the guy walked out of the class, I noticed something weird.

“Hey, that guy stole the gloves,” I called out to the instructor.

The instructor rolled his eyes. “I guess if someone wants to souvenir a pair of smelly old boxing gloves, it’s no big deal.”

Except it was stealing — and wrong. That made it a big deal.
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Chapter 5
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THE DAY STARTED OUT like any other day. Bumper to bumper traffic driving into headquarters, same old crap on the radio. People in the cars around me put on makeup or ate breakfast. I wondered about their time management skills. It’s not that difficult to get up a little earlier but, hey, if they wanted their eyeliner crooked or egg stains on their shirts, that’s their problem.

I held up my ID when I got to the car park at headquarters. The guy in the booth didn’t even look at it. He just raised the boom gate. 

I’d mentioned this to the car park manager several times. This is a federal law enforcement building. Security needed to check IDs. They could hardly be called security if they didn’t even do that. Otherwise any bozo with a fake ID could come in off the street and tamper with police vehicles. 

But every time I mentioned it, the manager rolled his eyes and told me he’d been doing this job for twenty years and he knew what he was doing. He might think that now but he’d be sorry when shit went down.

Even with the traffic issues, I got into the office before anyone else. I glanced at George’s desk next to mine. Even though we had a clean desk policy, George’s desk overflowed with empty coffee cups and scrunched up donut bags. He had sticky notes with random scribblings stuck everywhere and case files sitting open for anyone to read - totally against regulations - in amongst the mess. 

My hands twitched to tidy that mess. Maybe just throw the trash in the bin, that’s all. 

Nope.

I turned in my chair to face my screen. I’d pretend that mess didn’t exist.

Surely throwing out some trash wouldn’t hurt. But I could hear George’s voice in my head. That whine, almost on the verge of tears, the last time I threw his stuff in the trash. Just because I’d accidentally thrown out his fantasy football notes. And no sane person would’ve thought keeping that donut to eat later was a good idea. Of course I’d thrown it out. It was almost going moldy and attracting flies. 

George had bitched and moaned until I bought him a fresh one to replace it.

“It was still good...” was all George could say. It hadn’t been “still good” for at least a week.

Even now, a year later, George still bitched about that donut.

Our boss Larry had said just to leave George’s mess alone. Even as I tried to control myself, my hand inched toward that scrunched up paper bag on his desk. It almost touched my desk. That gave me jurisdiction. I’d just throw that away. Just that.

After all, a clean desk is a clean mind and if you don’t follow the rules, all anarchy breaks loose. I kept telling George that but he never listened. You can’t control the streets if you can’t even control your desk.

I should make a sign with that on it.

I turned on my computer then headed to the kitchen to make a drink. That way I could ignore George’s desk. I shook my head when I saw the dirty coffee cup in the sink. People just ignored the signs I’d put up. It said very clearly, “Please wash up your dishes. Dirty dishes invite vermin.” in Arial bold 64pt font. Still, people kept loading the sink up with dirty dishes.

I washed the cup out and put it back in the cupboard.

When I got back to my desk, a couple of the other officers had arrived. Akira wished me a good morning and his gaze lingered a little too long. I turned away. Those lingering gazes needed to be nipped in the bud. I had nothing against Akira. Tall with shiny, black hair, a lovely smile and sparkling eyes. He had a tidy desk and often took my side in meetings when I raised issues. Still, workplace relationships never ended well. 

I sat back down at my desk and began reading through case files and taking notes. I’d only just started when Larry came in. I didn’t look up. I didn’t wish him a good morning. If I’d seen him approach, I’d have run to the bathroom. This was a discussion I didn’t want to have.

“Jayne, get in my office,” he said. “We need to talk.”
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Chapter 6
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I CONTROLLED THE TREMBLE in my hands but the hairs on the base of my neck stood on end. This didn’t bode well. 

“You passed the audition. Congratulations,” he said.

I could’ve lied except, I couldn’t. Lies don’t work for me. One more reason why I should never go undercover.

“Just like I thought, Larry, this case isn’t for me.” 

Larry raised his eyebrow and didn’t reply. 

“I mean it,” I told him.

“Not comfortable with the circus acts?” Larry asked.

I nodded but that wasn’t the problem at all. I was way too comfortable. Those skills had come back to me so readily, like they’d been lying in wait for a chance to pounce. And that almost-vision. That hadn’t happened to me in a few years. It’d be just the beginning too. I’d only had to get on the hoop for it to start. Then memories returning to me in my boxing class. All from one lousy audition.

I looked him straight in the eye and shook my head to reinforce my point. No matter how my insides felt, I couldn’t let him think I had any fear about this.

Larry leaned back in his chair as the noises of the office outside buzzed around us. The rest of the team had arrived at work. Phones rang, a tinny radio played in the distance and a couple of officers argued about this weekend’s football game. The usual. 

“You have over twenty officers you could assign to this case,” I said.

He nodded. “Not with these requirements, sweetie.”

I’d told Larry a million times not to call me sweetie. His use of the word came close to transgressing sexual harassment guidelines. Still every talk with him played out that way.

“You passed the audition,” he said again. “We’ve been waiting a long time to get someone in there. These guys are connected to the murders. I just know it. But knowing in your bones doesn’t hold up in court.”

I glanced down at my hands.

“We don’t have anyone else,” Larry said. “If you refuse, they’ll hand this case to another team.”

He didn’t have to say any more. Having a case handed off because we were unable to do it just didn’t happen around here. It looked bad, bad for the entire team. The disappointment showed clearly on his face.

“I could force you, sweetie.”

I knew he wouldn’t. My stomach knotted but I couldn’t agree to this just to win Larry’s approval or even the approval of the team. The things that happened at the audition scared the bejesus out of me.

I sat the file back on his desk and smiled. “I’m sure when you think about it, you’ll realize I’m not the best person for this case.”

“You’re saying you’re not the best person?” Larry’s voice had that edge, that friendly tone that meant anything but. The friendlier Larry got, the deeper you’d fallen into the shit. 

“I’m saying I’m not the most appropriate person for the job,” I replied.

He snorted. “You got through that audition. Akira won a hundred bucks off that. He’s the only one who believed in you. You don’t get more appropriate than that.”

I stared at the clutter on his desk, searching for a way out of this. Something that would give away nothing about my past or my real reasons. There had to be a loophole. 

I knew the rules. There were only a few reasons that an officer could refuse a case. Personal involvement was one of them. That wasn’t a reason I could use here. Even if told Larry my entire history, the tenuous links wouldn’t be strong enough. Not for him anyway. For me, those links were way too strong. The circus world was a small one and carnie folk have long memories.

The only other valid excuse was health reasons. 

“He threw knives at me,” I said. “Sharp knives. And I’m not sure he’s that good at it.”

Larry harrumphed. “You’ve been through worse.”

I had been but I wasn’t about to tell Larry that. I’d been through worse and it’d all been because of circuses.

“It’s not something I can take on.” That was all the explanation I could give.

Larry shook his head. “He said close of business today. You might change your mind.”

“I won’t.”

“I know there’s more to this than you’re letting on, sweetie. You don’t want to discuss your personal life so I’m not going to pry but you don’t get to do this more than once. It looks bad on your record and it looks bad for the team. You know how many of these guys have refused a case?”

He waved his hand at the windows that looked out over the office. I didn’t need to turn around to see them. Half the team were out working but I could hear Akira’s laugh from here. That was a question I wasn’t meant to answer. This team didn’t refuse jobs. 

I tried to smile. “Sorry, Larry,” I said.

“Sweetie,” he said, his drawling voice stretching the word out. “Jayne, I know what you’re trying but what I don’t know is why. We’ve had a few agents on this case in the past and this, ah, troupe or whatever you call them have, I don’t know what, some kind of charisma or some shit. Top officers have had their heads turned, coming back with nothing but praise for these weirdos. You’re the most level-headed officer I have. No one is more by the book than you.”

Larry didn’t know half of it. The “book” was my bible. I loved rules like a baby loves their mother’s milk. I’d been living in regular society for the last ten years but I still felt like a chameleon and, without a solid set of rules, that facade could easily slip.

“Look at the file on these guys,” he said. “Go on, take another look. We’ve had an eye on this... troupe for a long time. They did shows at a festival in Bundaberg and two bodies turned up in the cane fields, cause of death unknown. A month later, in Adelaide, more deaths and disappearances. One little girl found a while later with her brain all scrambled. Bendigo. Hobart. A trail of death and destruction wherever they go. This goes back to the time they first formed. We need information. We need hard evidence.”

He gave me that stare.

I’d justify myself no more. I’d said all I could and my mouth turned to cotton.

“No matter which way you cut it,” he said. “You have an almost preternatural ability on cases like this, the weird ones.”

I nodded. I got that. 

“You know why you’re part of this unit, while all the graduates from your year are still proving their worth?” he asked. He sat back now, folding his arms. 

“Because I didn’t dick around drinking and partying during training,” I said.

I’d never once in my life dicked around drinking and partying. 

“Because you’re good, Jayne. You’re really good. You don’t let emotion get in the way. We need a straight thinker in there.”

“I’m just not sure I can do it,” I said.

“You’re not going in to investigate the troupe member’s death. None of the deaths. You’ll be there to get intel on the troupe members. The slippery buggers have evaded all our efforts to trace them. Get that intel and feed it back to us.”

He gave me that smile that said he expected me to say yes. I didn’t. 

“You said I could refuse this case.”

“That’s your final word on it?”

I nodded.

He shook his head, started to talk then thought better .Nothing he could say would persuade me.

“Take the rest of the day off. You’re not going to be popular around here when the guys find out about this and maybe, with a bit of time to think, you might find some reasons to take this case.”

“But I’ve got to—”

“What? Catch up on your filing? You know it’s been quiet as hell. Any of those guys would jump at a juicy case like this and the chance of a promotion. It’s just a pity none of them would look good in spangles and feathers.”

“Akira would.” I hoped that would lighten the mood.

Larry just gave a wry laugh.

“Take the case file with you when you go,” he said. “You might want to give it another read before refusing it. There are a lot of innocent lives at stake.”

“We’re going for drinks after work,” Akira called to me as I came out of Larry’s office. “You want to join us?’

A couple of the guys laughed as I shook my head. Then they went back to throwing a stress ball to each other.

“I’ve got things to do,” I said. “Maybe next time.”

“Why do you bother asking her?” George asked. “Has she ever said yes one time since she started here? Jayne doesn’t socialize with us plebs.”

Of course I didn’t. I didn’t make friends at work. I didn’t socialize with my workmates and I sure as hell didn’t drink with them and let my guard down. 

But I gave Akira an apologetic smile. Even if I always said no, it was nice to be asked. One day he’d stop asking and, on that day, it’d be like another little piece of me had slipped away.
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AS SAD AS IT SOUNDED, I didn’t like unscheduled holidays. What did people do when they didn’t work? I couldn’t head to the gym this early and I hated shopping and movies. I could go home and clean. 

On the off chance, I messaged Buzz. I hadn’t caught up with him in a long time.

Before I got home, he replied saying he had the day free. Since he mainly worked nights, that wasn’t too big a coincidence. I kept on driving past my place and headed to Buzz’s.

Walking into his house brought back a flood of memories. It’d been way too long since I’d visited him. This had been the only place I’d ever called home. The caravan I’d grown up in sure had never been and even though I’d had my own place for a few years it was just somewhere I slept and ate.

“I’ve made some lunch,” Buzz said.

“Yeah, I can smell it,” I said with a smile. 

I walked into the kitchen and opened the lid on the saucepan. A thick, hearty soup. Just what I needed today, comfort food. No one made soup like Buzz did.

I grabbed a spoon so I could sample it.

“Don’t even think of picking at that before I serve it up,” Buzz said.

I grinned to myself. Somehow it felt good to have one person in this world who knew all my bad habits and could tease me about them.

I shoveled in two bowlfuls of that soup before even talking. With a few thick slices of bread on the side.

After we’d eaten, I handed Buzz the file to look through. Technically, I shouldn’t have. Privacy laws and all that. Even though Buzz was a cop too, he worked in a whole different world to the one I did. We didn’t share information. But Buzz would have insights that no one else would.

He took his time reading through the file.

“You’re working on this.”

“I said no.”

He gave me a searching look. “That wouldn’t have gone down well.”

“That’s why I have the day off. But I can’t. You know why.”

I’d never worked out what Buzz was, other than a cop and my foster dad. He understood all about my powers and things that other people dismissed as stupid fantasies. He’d seemed to know what I was before I’d even told him, like he’d been searching for me. 

Living with Buzz, I’d had a normal life for the first time ever. I’d gone to a regular high school, scraping by as best I could. I’d been settled for the first time in my life.

When it came to the “what do I want to do with the rest of my life?” question, I had one answer. I wanted to be a cop. Like Buzz.

It’d been Buzz who’d suggested I go for the federal police not state. 

“The cases are more interesting,” he said. “State borders can be frustrating.”

I think he’d been working on a case where the perp had fled to Queensland at the time. It’d annoyed the hell out of him.

So, I’d applied for the Federal police and got in. And things had gone well until now.

“What do you think?” I asked Buzz after he’d looked at the file.

He shrugged. 

His close-cropped hair had now turned almost completely silver and there were more lines around his eyes than I remembered. I really should make more of an effort to spend time with him. We were the only family we each had. Buzz’s wife and daughter had died in a car crash years before. He’d never told me about it but I’d seen it when I first came to his house, the vision coming to me so strong I almost cried. I made sure I never touched anything that had belonged to either of them after that.

“It’s not for me to say,” he said. “You know the risks.”

“Exactly. I’ve made the right decision.” I folded my arms and sat back.

“There aren’t many people who could take on a case like this without putting themselves at great risk. Not many cops have the skills you do. Any other officer is going to be putting their life on the line.”

“I’ve got a lot at risk too.”

I didn’t look up but grabbed another slice of bread from the plate, breaking off a small corner. Maybe I had more at risk than anyone else.

“If your mind’s made up, why did you show me the file?” Buzz asked.

I shrugged. Damn him. Why had I? Maybe I needed some confirmation that I I’d made the right decision. I sure didn’t want convincing to take it. 

“You carry a huge burden of guilt,” Buzz said. “I’m not sure if that guilt is deserved but maybe a case like this would make you feel like you’d atoned in a way.”

I still didn’t look up. I picked at more of that bread. Why had I even asked Buzz about this?

“I don’t need to atone.”

“You don’t. I’m sure, if you did something bad, you had your reasons and you were just a kid. But it’s there and it’s pressing on you.”

There’d be no atoning, no redemption. Not for me.

“I’m fine.”

Buzz snorted. “So, tell me about your relationships? Boyfriend, partner, friends even?”

“Don’t need them. And you know why I can’t get close to people. If they find out what I am, it’d be too dangerous.”

Buzz got up and gathered our dishes. 

“Is that the truth or just what you tell yourself? It’s a handy excuse to push people away.”

“I had a boyfriend,” I said. I followed him into the kitchen.

“In high school. For a week.”

“That was enough.”

There’d been a few guys since then but none that I’d tell Buzz about. They’d been convenient at the time but not the types I’d exchange phone numbers with. I wasn’t exactly a nun but it’d been a while.

We stacked the dishwasher and I checked the fridge for ice cream.

“Vanilla?” I said, getting out the container. “Is that it?”

Buzz laughed. “If I’d known you were coming over, I’d have gotten something special.”

I grinned back at him. “Vanilla will do.”

We talked about work for a while but I slipped that file back in my bag and didn’t mention it again. Buzz had the night off but I had to get to my gym class.

By the time I’d left Buzz’s place, it was dark. Way too late to accept the circus job now anyway even if I wanted to. The deadline had passed.
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I LEFT BUZZ’S AND HEADED straight to gym class. Not boxing this time but a circuit class. Pushing my body to its limits helped get all those horrible, niggly thoughts out of my head. It was only after I’d showered and got to lounging on the sofa with some Netflix that those thoughts came back. 

I’d have a hard week ahead of me at work. If you didn’t take one for the team, the team wasn’t shy about letting you know you’d let them down. I knew the drill. Silences and snide remarks. It’d only last a week or so, though. Then they’d move on to something or someone else. 

The guys weren’t particularly bitchy, it’s just that they were team players all the way to the bone, honed by years of sports and male bonding. For me, being a team player was a thin veneer of social camouflage. The only sport I’d ever done was gymnastics and the only bonding I did was with ice cream.

What worried me more was what Buzz had said - if I didn’t do this, the case would be given to someone who didn’t have the skills to handle it.

No amount of police training could prepare you for coming face-to-face with a demon. Any hesitation, any deer in the headlights, ‘what the fuck is this’ moment could mean a hideous death. I guess that made me a big ball of selfishness for refusing but I couldn’t look out for every single person on the force. 

I went to the kitchen and opened the freezer. Since Buzz only had vanilla ice cream today, I deserved something more special. Cookies and cream. That’d ease my worries.

As I bent down to get the container, my skin prickled. It was just the chilled air nothing more. I stood up and reached for a spoon. Soon I’d escape into my cookies and cream happy place.

That prickling sensation wasn’t going away, though. I swung around, telling myself I was being stupid. My house was a fortress. No one could get in.

Before I’d fully turned, a hand clamped over my mouth.

My heart pounded and I froze as something gross pressed against my back.

Fuck!

I screamed, the sound stifled by that hand, all cold and slimy like some kind of gunk covered it. 

This wasn’t happening. It couldn’t happen. The air around me buzzed as panic rose in my chest. A demon had entered my home, my fortress. This was supposed to be my safe place.

I clawed at that hand, trying to loosen the grip but all I got was slimy muck under my nails. The creature growled, low and threateningly near my ear.

I inhaled, trying to calm the thoughts racing through my head. 

The cold, sliminess pushed hard against my back and that fetid breath blew hot against my ear. Breath that reeked of sulfur and death and garlic. 

I rammed my fist into his arm, trying to break his hold. Shit. He just grabbed me all the tighter and his other arm wrapped around my waist, restraining me. 

What did he want? Did he plan to kill me? Toy with me?

This bastard sure as hell would not be having its way with me. Even with my arms restrained, I had to use what I could. 

I threw my head back, hoping to smash it into the beast. But nothing. Not even a thud or a whimper. My head just kind of sunk into him.

I shut my eyes, trying to think. There had to be a way to shake it off. 

He could not be here. It was against the rules. I didn’t think arguing rules with this beast would work though.

He removed his hand from my mouth for a moment. I twisted free and bolted for the door.

For a few seconds.

Then he grabbed me again. 

Red hot pain shot down my arm as his claws sunk into my skin. 

I screamed even though there was no one to hear me. No one to rescue me. Even if there was, I had to handle this myself. A well-meaning neighbor would just make things worse.

A voice whispered in my head telling me I could do this. I could defeat him easy. I had the power. I just had to reach for it. 

The thought tempted me. Give in, send this bastard back to whatever hell he’d come from. 

The beast slammed me into the cupboards, pressing his body into mine so that I couldn’t move. I reached out as best I could, hoping I’d left a knife sitting around. 

Wishful thinking. I never left knives sitting around. 

Would a knife even kill this thing?

The beast dragged me by the arms toward the door. I resisted, making myself a dead weight. Once he got me out of the house, who knew what he’d do with me. Dragging me rather than killing me suggested he was a flunky, not working for himself. That made it more imperative that I didn’t let him take me from my house. I could fight this dude but his boss had to be a whole lot stronger.

I thrashed my body around, hoping to loosen his grip. He grabbed me by the hair. Pain rushed through my body where he pulled but at least he’d left my arms free. This demon was no genius, just strong and rough.

I planted my feet, making it harder for him to move me, then I linked my hands together and slammed them into his arm, breaking his hold on me. The pull on my hair as I did that brought tears to my eyes but I quickly wiped them and looked around for a weapon. 

I ran to find one, the demon grabbing for me the whole time. I got a couple more scratches on my arms but nothing like the first ones. 

Knifes, where the hell were my knives? I was too damn neat. Before I could get to the knife drawer, I saw the salt pig. Salt. Salt worked on demons, that knowledge shot from the recesses of my brain. 

I grabbed the pig and spun around, flinging the contents at the demon. 

He roared. 

Well anyone would roar with a face full of salt. If it didn’t wipe him out, he’d end up twice as furious, though.

I needed something more just to be on the safe side. I wasn’t sure if salt killed demons or just slowed them down.

I reached up and grabbed one of my hex bags from the curtain rod. Did those things even work? Nothing else I had around the house harmed him.

I stuffed the bag in the bastard’s mouth. If it didn’t kill him, it’d at least make his breath better.

The demon roared again. 

Then he sizzled. 

Then he dissolved into a pile of mush on the tiles.

Yes. I’d won.

But, gross. That mush would take forever to clean up. Salt mixed in with the mush too. I sighed and went to get the mop. 

Before I went to bed that night, I did a circuit of the house. Every sigil appeared intact. Every hex bag I’d hung around the doors and windows remained in place. How the hell had that beast gotten inside? And if he’d gotten in, others could too. 

It took a lot to scare me but the thought that all those protections I’d used to hold the darkness away no longer worked scared the hell out of me.

I couldn’t sleep. Not with the knowledge that something else could attack. I sat bolt upright in bed, just waiting. A few times I almost got to sleep when a slight noise had me awake and ready to fight.

I checked the time. I’d get no sleep tonight.

Buzz would’ve knocked off work and wouldn’t be asleep yet. I called him. 

“I don’t want to explain but can I stay over at your place tonight?” I asked.
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THE WHOLE STORY CAME out. Buzz knew me well enough to figure I wasn’t easily spooked.

“I don’t understand,” I said. “I’ve got as much protection as I know on my house. I need to study more. I must be missing something.”

Buzz left the room and came back with an armful of books. I don’t know where he’d stored them. I’d never seen them around the house before. He set them down on the coffee table and I picked the first one off the pile.

“You’re going to read them now?” he asked.

“Yeah, it’s not like I’ll sleep anyway. I want to get to the bottom of this.”

“I’ll make coffee,” he said. “I’m not sleeping either.”

The two of us sat together, scanning through the dusty old books.

“Where did you get these?” I asked him.

“I’ve been building up a collection over the years. Never know when this type of thing’ll come in handy.”

I nodded and went back to my reading.

After a while, he put his book down. “They want me to take a desk job,” he said.

I snorted. “You’d hate that.” 

Then I gave him a closer look. He was considering it? I always assumed Buzz would be the same forever. Working on the streets was his life. He’d never struck me as a desk job kind of guy.

“I thought I’d hate doing anything else but this job wouldn’t be so bad. It’s doing outreach with young kids. The troublemakers.”

“I’d have thought you’d had enough of that in your life,” I said with a grin.

“You were never that much trouble, Jayne,” he said. “You had a smart head on your shoulders and you wanted to fit in. Have you found anything useful?”

“Not really. This is mainly about the different types of demons. Nothing about repelling them. There has to be something though. It makes me wonder. Did those sigils I had on my place ever work or were they just a placebo? I’ve never had a demon attack me at home before but maybe that was just because no demon ever tried. They might be total bullshit. The only thing that worked was the hex bag and I had to shove that right in his mouth.”

Buzz shrugged and took a gulp of his coffee. 

“Who knows? You know you always have the option of moving back in here.”

“And put you in danger too? No way.”

The offer tempted me, though. I’d moved out when I started working figuring I needed a place of my own and wanting to be independent but I knew I’d sleep better knowing Buzz was around. That was pure selfishness.

I kept leafing through the books, hoping there’d be an answer in one of them. I suddenly stopped flicking and stared at a page. Then I held it up to Buzz.

“These are the same sigils,” I said.

I’d only ever used the same marks my Ma had used. I’d watched her draw them as a kid. Sometimes I helped her. I had no idea where they’d come from or why she’d used them. I’d never thought much of it until I left home. 

The book said the sigils came from a secret order. No mention of what the secret order was or what they did or anything practical. Had my Ma been part of that secret order? More likely she’d seen the markings somewhere and copied them down to use herself. Secret orders weren’t her thing, not unless there was money to be made from them.

“It’s a starting point,” Buzz said. 

“I don’t want a starting point. I want protection,” I said. 

Buzz looked up from the book he had in his hands and reached out for my book.

“These are the sigils you use?” he asked.

I nodded. “Pretty much exactly.”

He looked from my book to his and back again, then nodded his head.

“The sigils contain demon names. Seems to me that those sigils of yours aren’t a catchall. If the demon isn’t named, then there’s no protection.”

I sucked in my breath. How could you name every single demon? That would be impossible. There seemed to be a helluva lot of demons in this world.

“That’s not all,” Buzz said. “Some of these marks aren’t to keep demons out but to invite them in.”

I reel back in shock. No way. Who would do that?

“There’s this one demon, Clauneck who gives out wealth. Looks like he’s one of the invited ones.”

That answered my question. My parents, that’s who’d invite him in. I should’ve known better than to accept anything they did without question. Wealthy was all well and good if earned in the right way but calling up demons to help you get it was so far from right.

I’d just mindlessly followed them in this since Ma had always said she did it to protect us. Instead, I’d been inviting those dirty bastards in to my home.

I looked at the markings again. “Is that a penis?” I said, noticing the particular marking for the first time. “I’ve drawn that sigil since I was a kid and never noticed it looked like that before. Ew, gross.”

Buzz laughed. “You need new sigils,” he said. “Ones without penises and open invitations.”

I picked up my coffee. It’d gone cold while I’d been reading but I drank it anyway.

“Or something to cloak myself,” I said. “I could be invisible to the demons. I thought I was doing that but it seems not.”

“Or you could fight them,” Buzz said.

“Or fight them?” 

I’d been hiding myself away for so long that fighting had never seemed like an option. I’d stayed under the radar, living my life but it’d only ever been half a life anyway. The only risky decision I’d made in years was when I joined the force. That’d been something I’d needed to do for my own sanity. 

I closed my eyes. Taking this case would be the most foolish thing I could do but I’d made myself a target regardless, and tonight would be just the beginning, one way or the other. 

Joining the Sequins & Daggers troupe would be nothing like going back to my old life in the circus anyway. They were hipsters. They’d probably never even come into contact with people from that circuit. They performed at festivals not dirty old fairgrounds. 

I had two choices, join them and fight or huddle in my house and wait for the demons to come to me. I didn’t like huddling. Even if we found something to protect me, it wouldn’t be enough. I’d never be safe while this demon was out there.

I picked up my phone, doubting Duke would answer this early in the morning. He picked up after a couple of rings.

“Is the position still open?” I asked. “If so, I’m in.”
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DUKE WAS WAITING WHEN I turned up at the rehearsal space two days later. He still had the annoying mustache and he wore a different velvet dress coat. There’d just be the four of us here, rehearsing all day. He didn’t need to dress like that.

I’d spent the previous day doing all the necessary paperwork and briefings with Larry then had collapsed in a heap when I got home, not even making it to the gym. A night of lost sleep will do that to you. 

All that had been achieved was that Larry had put someone onto tracing the money side of things and he promised to get another agent working at the performance site for back up. But I’d redone all the sigils at my home, replacing them with marks that held more protection. I wasn’t sure if they’d work any better but they had to do.

“We’ve got work to do,” Duke said, clapping his hands together when he saw me. “We’ve got a show in two weeks and we need to get you up to speed in that time. It’s not easy slotting an outsider into the show.”

I nodded. 

“Where did you train?” he asked. “You were very vague about that on your resume.”

“I’ve just picked up skills here and there.”

He raised an eyebrow. “From what I’ve seen, you’ve done more than just pick up skills. Some of those girls who auditioned had years of formal training and they were nowhere close to your level.”

I shrugged. “Some people got it, some people don’t.”

I wasn’t normally that cheeky but I’d say what I had to if it got him off my scent. When Duke’s mouth twitched, I knew I’d said the right thing. It wasn’t anywhere near a full smile but, like with most show folk, a bit of cockiness never went amiss. You didn’t survive long in this business without it.

To start off, he put me through a bunch of drills. Kid’s stuff but it got me warmed up. Then I checked all the equipment before we began training.

“Who does the rigging for your show?” I asked. 

There was no way I’d be getting up on that hoop without a qualified rigger working with me. The rigger was as much a part of the act as I was. It was one thing doing a few tricks for an audition but in a show, I needed to have full trust in the person working with me.

“Nuno.”

“He’s qualified?”

Duke nodded. “Best in the business.”

“You’re with us until we do this one show, got it? It’s a showcase and it’s essential we get everything perfecto. The only reason we’ve got you joining us is that we need a solo performer up there so that the rest of us have time to prep our acts. You’re here to make us look good. I like the hoop. Gets audiences looking upward so we can work on the ground without any other need to divert them. You’ll have two spots and the wheel. You don’t have to be earth shattering but we can’t be embarrassed either. Kapeesh?”

I itched to tell him that “kapeesh” wasn’t real Italian but a slangy deviation but hey, I wasn’t here to teach him Italian. Even if he was wrong.

“Understood,” I replied.

“Gretchen did a fire act. Can you do fire?”

I shook my head.

He had no hesitation in mentioning her name, no grief. I’d expected not to have to tiptoe around her death.

“You can do aerial stuff. What else can you do? Dance? Sing? Juggle?”

“I tightrope walk,” I said. Well, I had been able to. A long time ago. I just assumed that, like the hoop, it’d come back to me.

He shook his head. “We don’t have time to set up something like that. The aerial hoop we can do. That takes minimal equipment. I’ll think about it and get back to you. What about silks?”

“Never done them but I could.”

Duke shook his head and walked over to the sound system. “No time.”

“So, what exactly happened to Gretchen?” I asked. 

“Accident. Not on stage. Ready?”

The warehouse filled with music. A female voice sang out, a song of rowdy desires.

“You’ve got good base skills but you really lack the pizazz we need for this show. So, let’s see you move,” he said walking back to stand in front of me.

He’d seen me move at the audition. He knew I was no dancer.

“I’m not dancing,” I said. “It’s not my thing.”

“Well we can make it your thing.” His mustache twitched, making me wonder if this was important or if he was just toying with me.

I glared at him. He glared back.

“It’s this or fire eating.”

I rolled my eyes. “You know as well as I do that you need certification for fire eating.”

Even though I said that, if he wanted me to dance, I’d dance. I started swaying my hips. I wasn’t sure what other moves to make. Acrobatics were my forte. I added in some hand movements but I felt like a total fool.

The music stopped.

“No, no, no,” Duke yelled. “That’s terrible. You’re as stiff as a board. Give it another go.”

“I told you I’m not a dancer. Some people dance and some people don’t. I work on strength.”

“Well, think of this as skilling up.”

I’d skill him up. I’d skill him his damn... I took a deep breath. I was here to ingratiate myself into the troupe, not punch them.

The music came back on and I started moving again. This time he stood behind me and put his hands on my hips. If that was meant to loosen me up, he could think again. My entire body went rigid and the only thing on my mind was the heat of his body against my back. He stood way too close.

“I can tumble,” I said.

He began moving and his hips ground against me. I tried to hold myself away but his arms wrapped around my waist, holding me tight.

“Just relax,” he whispered in my ear.

Relax? I was as far from relaxed as I could get. I tried to match my hip movements with his but this was way too stimulating for my own comfort. His chin almost rested on my shoulder, his breath fluttering my hair. His hands burned against my skin, right through the fabric of my t-shirt. And what his hips did against my butt was almost criminal. 

“Relax,” he whispered again and as his head turned, his mustache tickled against my neck. 

I wanted to pull away from him but he gripped me too tight. My stomach fluttered in a way that made me want to run and hide and never come back. These feelings sure as hell weren’t part of the deal. 

If I fought against him, I’d never get this case solved. Part of being undercover was assimilating yourself with your target. That social side of things never came naturally to me and the way Duke moved against me was way more assimilating than I was comfortable with.

The door banged and Lilly burst into the studio. She looked us up and down.

“Am I interrupting a private moment?” she asked.

“No, not at all,” I said, taking the chance to pull away from Duke.

She nodded then stripped off her street clothes, if you could call them street clothes. She had on a vintage suit and her hair done so that she looked like one of those girls from a World War II movie. No yoga pants and t-shirt for Lilly. Even her underwear looked vintage. An old fashioned bustier and satin tap pants.

She pulled on a skin-tight dress. The sides were cut out to reveal even more flesh and to enhance her hourglass figure, which was extenuated by sequins and bling. If I wore something like that, I’d look ridiculous but, on Lilly, the spangles and bling seemed natural. 

Nuno arrived not long after she did. What was with these people and the way they dressed? Nuno wasn’t nearly as formal as the others but he had on one of those stripy tops like mimes wear and baggy pants. 

Didn’t these people know we weren’t actually performing today? We didn’t need to be in costume. 

I had a feeling Nuno didn’t like me. He didn’t look at me as he walked into the warehouse. He didn’t say hello. Maybe he had secrets he was hiding. But then, maybe we all did.

Nuno nodded at Duke and then went into the store room. He got out a folding table and set it up. Lilly headed into the kitchen and Duke grabbed some folding chairs. I wasn’t really sure what I should be doing so just stood out of the way.

What exactly had been going on earlier? That whole dancing thing had been weird. Maybe for him it wasn’t but the traces of his touch remained on my skin. I tried to shake it off. It’d been a while since I’d been with a man and was probably just frustrated. If he thought hitting on the new girl would work, he was completely wrong.

When Lilly came out of the kitchen, we all sat down at the table. 

Lilly had a notepad.

“I’ve got the running order of the old act here and I’ve crossed out the bits that need to be changed.”

For someone who looked so glamorous, she was highly organized. That chart was all color coded.

Duke looked at it and nodded. “I’m not sure if Jayne is ready for too much solo work yet. Jayne, that’s an awful name. We need a stage name for you. Get some suggestions to me by tomorrow. Something a bit less — suburban. We could possibly extend Nuno’s act here and here.” Duke pointed at the chart then looked at Lilly. “And you could do an extra song.”

Nuno made a little grunting sound. 

“Yes, I know it’s hard on you,” Duke said, “but it’s hard on all of us.”

Had I missed something? Had Nuno spoken? Duke answered him as though he’d said something more than a grunt. 

“I can’t just sling out another song that easily either,” Lilly said. “And Jayne was fine at the audition. Don’t underestimate her.”

I smiled at Lilly for her faith in me but she had her head down and didn’t see it.

“You knew this was a possibility from the time we found out about Gretchen. It’s not like I’m just springing this on you now.”

Lilly pouted. “Still doesn’t make it easy.”

“Yes, I’m sure Gretchen met with her untimely end just to inconvenience you,” Duke said.

The way they talked about Gretchen surprised me. She’d been with the troupe for months and then she’d been killed. I expected some kind of grief or regret but all their talk was matter of fact.

Then Duke turned to me.

“A lot rests on this performance. We need to be perfect. You need to be perfect. It’ll be a small crowd but the chance to get on the bill as part of the arts festival circuit sets us up for work for the season. If we come across as anything other than top level, it’ll be kid’s parties for the rest of the year.”

Lilly groaned as though she really was one step from having children’s grubby fingers mauling her outfit.

Duke brought his hand down on the table with a sharp bang. “I’ll keep working with Jayne until we have an idea of her skills and we’ll solidify the rundown at the end of the week. In the meantime, you two keep working on your acts in case we need to pad things out.”

Everyone stood up and Nuno packed the table and chairs back into the store room.

I wondered if I’d have to keep dancing with Duke but he lowered the aerial hoop. 

“I know you’re good with this but being good isn’t enough,” he said. “We need to choreograph a routine that fits in with the rest of the performance. That means sexy and it means fluid. So, for now, you show me what you can do and I’ll get to work on the finer details.”

That meant no more dancing. I hated the way that made me so disappointed.
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I THOUGHT REHEARSALS were over for the day so grabbed my bag and headed for the door but Duke blocked my way.

“Not so fast,” he said, then peered behind me. “You too, Lilly.”

Surely he didn’t expect me to do more training. There were only so many hours you could do a day before you got diminishing returns. And diminishing returns meant safety risks.

But nope. Duke handed us a bunch of posters. 

“These need to go up all over town,” he said. “And Nuno and I need to spend the next few hours doing some maintenance so you two have the job.”

Lilly groaned. “There are people you can pay to do that, you know. I’ve got things to do. Important things.”

“Nothing is more important than this,” Duke said.

The two of them glared at each other and even though I knew Duke would win, Lilly would be in a bad mood. It hadn’t taken long to work out that’s how things went around here.

“I’ll do it,” I offered. “I’m fine doing it on my own.”

“No, you’re not,” Duke said. “You need two people on it. Otherwise the posters get taped up all crooked and we look like rank amateurs.”

I could totally see his point on that. Crooked posters would look stupid.

“Fine. I’ll do it,” Lilly said. “But you’re totally doing the next poster run.”

I grabbed the roll of posters from Duke and followed Lilly out the door.

“He thinks he’s hot shit but he goes too far,” she said to me.

“I’m sure this won’t take long with us both working together.”

She turned back and smiled at me. “I’ve got a better idea.”

Lilly put her fingers in her mouth and whistled. A couple of schoolboys waiting at the bus stop looked around. Their eyes nearly fell out of their heads when they saw Lilly and, as she sashayed over to them, they both blushed and stared at the ground,

“Hey, boys,” she said. “Wanna make a few bucks?”

They both nodded.

“Run around town and put up these posters for me.”

I ran over. “No. You can’t. That’s wrong.”

Lilly sighed and punched me on the arm. “Oh yeah, it’s totally wrong. I’m a terrible person. The worst.” Then she winked. “I will be checking your work, boys. Make sure you do a good job. Don’t put them up crooked and don’t do a sloppy job.”

“We said we’d do it,” I hissed at her. She couldn’t. We didn’t even know if those boys would actually do the work.

“It’s delegating,” she said. “It’ll be fine.”

Fine for her. My heart raced at the thought of going back on my word.

The schoolboys took the roll of posters and the tape from her. She was really going to let them. I grabbed the posters back off them. We had to do this ourselves.

“Come on, Jayne, pick up your jaw. Those kids will do the work and I’ll take you to my beauty salon for a makeover. If anyone needs a makeover, it’s you. It’s like a community service.”

I stared at the posters in my hands. We’d promised Duke we’d do the poster run and I had to keep my word to him but then I was on the job to find out more about the troupe and there’d be no better way to do that than spending some girlie time with Lilly. 

Which was more important? My loyalty to Duke or my loyalty to Larry? Shit, I hated moral dilemmas. But, even if it meant makeovers, I had to take one for the team.

I smiled and handed the posters back to the kids. Lilly started to peel off a few notes but I grabbed her hand. 

“Don’t pay them upfront. They’ll dump the posters in the bin and we’ll never see them again.”

One of the kids held his hand out. “If we don’t get the money upfront, there’s no guarantee we’ll ever see you again.”

“Hey, our details are right there on the poster.” 

I couldn’t believe the kid was so mistrustful. I hadn’t actually seen the posters but it’d make sense to have our details on them.

Lilly held the money back out. “Take the cash up front and, if you do a good job, when you’re done, I’ll show you my boobs.”

“You did not just say that,” I said to her as we walked off. “They’re schoolboys!”

“Schoolboys are easily bought off with a flash of boobs. I should’ve just offered that and saved the cash. Now move along. This renovation project on you is going to take a lot of time.”

“Maybe we should skip the makeover.” I didn’t think I needed that much done. 

“You’re part of Sequins & Daggers now. We can’t have you walking the streets looking like that. It’s bad advertising.”

“What’s so wrong with the way I look?” I asked. Then instantly regretted it. Lilly would have no qualms telling me exactly what.

“You don’t exactly radiate glamour. You look... umm... serviceable. Practical. No makeup, flat shoes, comfy clothes.”

“Yep, I’m pretty happy with that.”

“Really?” She turned to face me. Scrutinize more like. “Really?”

“Yes, really. I mean I’ll wear makeup for the performance but I’d rather be practical when it’s just rehearsal.”

“I just wondered because Duke would pay you much more attention if you looked a little more feminine. Now move along, we’re wasting time.”

I’d suspected that Lilly and Duke were together but, from the way she said that, maybe not. I wasn’t even sure why I cared if the two of them were together. She dropped that on me then walked off. I ran after her. 

How the hell did she walk so fast in high heels?

“I don’t care what Duke thinks about me,” I called after her. “Not one bit.”

Over the noise of the traffic around us, I think I heard her snicker. 

Three hours of beauty torture later, I wondered why anyone willingly suffered through all this. 

“Are we done yet?” I asked Lilly.

I’d hoped that this bonding time at the beauty salon would be a chance to ask about the troupe’s history and maybe get some information about Gretchen, but we’d been dragged to different rooms. I’d had someone torture me with hot wax. Wax in places I’d never even imagined needed waxing.

Then we were in the same room but I’d had some gloop put on my face and it set hard so that I couldn’t move my face. I’d have been better off doing the poster run than this.

“We just need to get our nails done,” Lilly said.

I’d be able to talk to her while we got manicures. That didn’t involve your face at all. 

We sat down at the manicure table and I picked out a color. Something beige and plain.

“She’ll have the red,” Lilly said, pointing to the brightest red they had.

“I’m not sure—”

“Don’t be drab.”

I sighed. I could always remove the color if I hated it.

“So, how long have you been doing the burlesque stuff?” I asked her.

“A fair while,” she answered.

Whoa, talk about a vague answer. Vague answers made me suspicious.

“How long have you been doing acrobatics?” she asked.

“A fair while,” I told her. 

That’s the problem with asking people questions. They ask you back. And my acrobatic history was not something I ever planned on discussing. I decided to change my approach. Instead of asking her about herself, I’d ask about Duke.

“What about Duke? How long have you known him?”

She winked at me. “I knew you liked him.”

“I don’t...” 

Then it struck me that the best way to get information out of her was to play along with the whole Duke infatuation thing. If Lilly wanted to play matchmaker then she’d give up all the information.

I ducked my head so she thought I was being coy.

“We formed Sequins & Daggers together. I guess you could figure out for yourself, I’m the sequins, he’s the daggers. That was about a year ago. Nuno and Gretchen joined not long after.”

I nodded. “And you knew him before that?”

“We’d known each other for a while. We were all part of the same circle of friends.”

The manicurist motioned for me to change hands.

“Ah, at university?”

Lilly laughed. “Do I look like I’ve got book learning? Nope. Just from performing. It’s a small world.”

My heart gave a little jolt. Was she hinting she knew something about me? She had to be. Damn it. I knew this case would turn out badly. 

But Lilly stared into the middle distance with a strange smile. Remembering past sex kind of strange. She might not be with Duke now but there’d been some kind of history there.

“What’s he like?” I asked her.

“Bossy, demanding. You saw what he was like tonight. He’s a perfectionist and that drives me bonkers. I know what I’m doing and my act is fine. But he’s always like it has to be better, it has to be better.”

She really wasn’t telling me anything I didn’t already know. What more could I ask? Is he evil? Is he killing people?

“Is he involved with anyone?” 

“Just himself. I’m not sure if there’s room for anyone else. But seriously, we move around so much that we never get tied up with anyone for long.” She sighed. “Well, sometimes tied up but not in a romantic way. There was this one guy when we were doing the South coast circuit last year, assistant to an escape artist. That man knew how to tie knots...”

I tuned out all the talk of her sex life. Lilly definitely was a woman with a history but she wasn’t telling me the history I wanted to hear. This was why I rarely got asked to do undercover work. I wasn’t the type of person who could build camaraderie with others. People didn’t open to me. I guess, being so guarded myself didn’t help.

The manicurist was nearly finished with my nails although she seemed to be more focused on Lilly’s sexploits. Damn it. I still had things I wanted to know. I wanted to ask about Nuno for starters. Lilly talked a lot but she hadn’t really said anything I didn’t already know.

“So, Jayne,” Lilly said. “Are you planning on just doing this performance or are you staying with us long term? Because one of those cold, lonely nights, you might just get lucky.”

I didn’t know the answer myself. Maybe one of these cold, lonely nights, I’d be making an arrest and the three of them would be in jail. I wondered if I’d regret it.
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WHEN I GOT TO THE WAREHOUSE the next day, Duke stared at me for a long time. 

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing,” he said.

I walked away to check the carabiners on the equipment. You couldn’t be too careful about things like that. When I turned back around, Duke was still watching me. I looked away, that heat flushing through my body again. Damn him. He made things awkward acting like that.

Before we started, Lilly called for us to gather together and go through the new rundown.

“Why did we have a pair of schoolboys showing up here last night looking for you?” Duke asked her.

She shrugged. “No idea.”

On the new rundown, I had three slots where I’d be performing alone. During that time, the others would be doing set up for their own acts. Then the final slot was the knife throwing. We hadn’t rehearsed that. Duke had said there was no point in rehearsing since all I had to do was be tied onto the wheel. 

The first two of my slots were simple. The third one I didn’t really understand so Duke showed me some video.

“We want you to do this but with props. Nuno will be juggling and you need to scoop down to replace balls during his routine. It’s going to need pinpoint accuracy with perfect timing.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Lilly said. “We should keep it simple.”

I nodded. An act like that could easily go wrong especially with someone you weren’t used to performing with. I didn’t have that instinctive relationship established with Nuno. I didn’t have any relationship established with Nuno at all.

“Without something impressive, the show isn’t going to win hearts,” Duke said. “The last-minute change in the team isn’t helping our cause in any way so we need to pull out all the stops. We have to be spectacular.”

Lilly yawned. “If you say so.”

“I say so.”

“Umm, I’m not sure I can do that,” I said. Duke couldn’t get this act working just by demanding it.

“We’ll rehearse all week.”

“It’s not something you can just rehearse,” I told him. “It’ll be much easier if I did solo stuff.”

His eyes flashed. He put his hand on my arm. “You can do this.”

“I’m not sure I can.”

He glared at me. Lilly and Nuno dropped their mouths in surprise too. What had gone on there? 

He’d done that once before too. Put his hand on me and gave me a command. Larry had mentioned something about other undercover officers being charmed by the troupe. I’d heard about that kind of thing before. People with the power of persuasion, in a preternatural way. I squinted my eyes and appraised Duke. If he had that kind of power it explained a lot. 

But, for some reason, that power didn’t work on me. Nothing explained that.

“No point standing around talking. We have to try this out,” Duke said.

I groaned and Lilly rolled her eyes. 

As Nuno raised the hoop, I knew I could do this. If I opened myself up, let go of the tight control I kept on my powers, this trick would work but was it worth the risk? 

Maybe I could open the door just a little. Not all the way. Not enough to put myself in trouble. Just enough to get the timing right.

I’d never tried anything like that before but surely it was possible. I wanted to get this right and prove that I could do it.

A small trickle of those powers would come in mighty handy if another demon decided to surprise me too.

Once I got on the hoop, Duke threw me a ball and I caught it. I took a deep breath. Below me, Nuno began juggling. Just using balls. I only had to drop down, grab one of the balls from the air and replace it with the one in my hand. Piece of cake. Ha.

I began counting, getting the right rhythm. Once I got that focused in my mind, I hooked my legs over the hoop and swung down. I wanted to get my swings on the hoop timed with Nuno’s throws.

I shut my eyes and tried to draw on my power. Just a little. I imagined a tap slowly being turned on. A trickle of water flowing out. That’s all I needed, just a trickle. 

Then I counted... one, two, three, four... on five I grabbed the yellow ball and dropped the red ball from my hand. The problem was that the red ball just dropped. 

I swung back up onto the hoop.

“This isn’t going to work,” I said. “The ball isn’t going to go on the same trajectory as the others.”

“You have to make it,” Duke said. 

Then he picked up a ball and threw it in the air while Nuno juggled. It flew in one direction then changed course in mid-air, joining the others circling around. How the hell had he done that? It was against the laws of physics.

“That’s not possible,” I said.

“Yet I just did it. You can do it too,” he said.

I snorted. I wasn’t a juggler and this trick was stupid.

On the other side of the warehouse, Lilly practiced her routine. Even without a microphone, her voice was strong and clear. I didn’t have time to watch her but I envied her singing and dancing talent. If I had talent like that, I wouldn’t have to rehearse stupid tricks.

I tried a few more times. Every time the same thing happened. Even if I could get my ball arcing like Nuno’s, I didn’t have time to do that while grabbing one of the other balls. It just wasn’t possible.

“Stop telling yourself it’s impossible,” Duke said. “Open yourself up to the possibility.”

As much as I pictured that slow trickle of water, my powers didn’t kick in. I guess you can’t reject something for years then call it on command. But without them, I could practice this trick my whole life and not get it right.

I swung on the hoop trying to tell myself this was possible. I ignored the pain behind my knees. The skin had rubbed raw there from all this rehearsal. I’d rubbed cream on it and wrapped bandages around my knees but that didn’t give much relief when I had to hang from my knees for so long.

“Okay, go again,” Duke called out.

I plastered on a smile. How long would it take before he gave up on this?

Before I started, I slowed my breathing. Everything had to be in sync. I flipped down, watching and waiting. With every inhale, I told myself this was possible. I could do it. 

Nuno began throwing the balls in the air again. I counted and waited. The red ball almost fell from my hand. My palms were sweaty and that was the last thing I needed. 

I began swinging.

A chill ran through me, like some kind of weird electric jolt. My limbs felt disembodied. My whole reality shifted and the world shimmered.

Nuno kept juggling the balls but those balls moving through the air seemed slower. So slow that it seemed impossible that they could stay in the air. The balls traced a trail of light as though they were carriages on a Ferris wheel. Suddenly what I had to do became clear. It didn’t even seem that difficult.

I reached out and plucked a yellow ball out of the air while at the same time dropping the red ball from my hand into that trail of light. I didn’t have to throw it, I didn’t have to force it to move. All I had to do was sit it in the trail and let the light do its thing. How hadn’t I worked that out before?

As the ball joined the others, I heard Duke clapping below me. Then the room spun and I shut my eyes. It hit me in a rush, all the sounds and the smells. Human smells mixed with something more ethereal. I couldn’t filter it. Sweat and rubber from the balls and the paint on the backdrops and a million other smells lingered in the air. I opened my eyes, hoping that would help but the trail of light I’d seen earlier intensified. Everything had light. Duke glowed and so did Nuno. The room came alight with color and each of those colors meant something if only I could dig deeper. But it overwhelmed me. Pain dug into my temples like pointy fingers. I heaved, a sick feeling swelling up in my belly. 

Then everything went black.
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I OPENED MY EYES TO see Duke hovering over me.

“Are you okay?” he asked and lightly slapped my cheek.

“Mmm,” I said and tried to sit up. That made the whole room swim until I flopped back down. The sick feeling remained in my belly but all the scents and lights had gone. 

“You did it,” Duke said. “And then you fell. We need to work on the falling part.”

“Or we could just can this trick. It’s not so great and if she’s at risk of falling then it’s not worth it,” Lilly said.

I turned my head to look at her but even that made me swoony.

“It is great. Did you see it? The bit before the fall? It was everything I imagined.”

As usual, Nuno said nothing.

Nuno handed Duke a bottle of water and Duke cradled my neck, sitting me up a little. He held the water to my lips. The cool sensation of it trickling down my throat connected me to reality.

“I can’t do it,” I said.

“Of course, you can,” Duke said. “You just did it and you did amazingly well. Next time we’ll make sure you don’t fall.”

But I couldn’t do the trick without falling. I’d tried to limit my power but I’d been wrong. There was no way of just letting a trickle through. If that was possible, it was way beyond my capabilities. And there was no way I could let the whole rush of power hit me while I was on the hoop.

Lilly gave me a warm coat to cover myself. “You’re trembling,” she said, tucking the coat around me.

I smiled at her. Now that she mentioned it, I was trembling. The fall had shaken me but not really as much as that rush of power. I never wanted to go through that again. Not ever but especially not when I was suspended above the ground. Duke could be persuasive but he couldn’t talk me into that. I wasn’t here to impress him or to work this show. I was here to investigate them. I had to keep that foremost in my mind.

Maybe it was residue from the fall but my head went woozy again and my breathing became labored. No. The coat. Something about the coat.

“Who did this coat belong to?”

Duke and Lilly exchanged glances. 

“Gretchen,” Lilly said.

“She wore it the night she was killed.” That wasn’t a question. I knew it as fact.

Again, Duke and Lilly exchanged glances. Then Lilly tried to grab the coat back off me.

“Is it stained? But it was in the bag of stuff we got back from the police and none of that was evidence. It’d been stowed away in the corner.” She held up the coat, turning it to check all sides. “There’s no blood. I’m sure there’s no blood.”

Tears welled in Lilly’s eyes. I’d thought the troupe had been unemotional, disinterested even, in Gretchen’s death. They rarely mentioned her and they didn’t seem to be in mourning but maybe they’d pushed away their grief. People cope in different ways.

“I’m sorry,” Lilly said. “I didn’t think. I just grabbed the nearest warm thing I could find. Of course you don’t want this coat. We should throw it out. Why didn’t we throw it out, Duke? We shouldn’t hold onto Gretchen’s things.”

Nuno took the coat off Lilly then put his arm around her. She sobbed quietly against his shoulder.

The three of them stood around me as I lay on the sofa. I couldn’t move but it felt like I was intruding on a private moment. Something that should be shared just between the three of them.

“She knew the person who killed her,” I blurted out. I wasn’t sure if it was the right time to say a thing like that but the words came out of my mouth as soon as they came into my head. “Only she didn’t know him. He wasn’t who she thought he was. He wore a different face? Or a mask? Something like that.”

“How do you know that?” Lilly asked.

“She knows,” Duke said. 

He didn’t explain but he gave me a strange look. I shouldn’t have said anything. I’d revealed myself too much. It was just that the vision of Gretchen had struck me so strongly. I didn’t see the face she’d seen, just that sense of recognition, then the feeling of shock when the awareness hit her.

Being in someone else’s skin at a moment like that was far from pleasant. I’d sensed it all, the horror and the resignation. I wrapped my arms around myself, even colder than I’d been before but there was no way in hell I’d use that coat for warmth.

“Take the rest of the day off,” Duke said. “You can’t go back up there again today.”

“I’d rather stick around,” I said then tried to smile. “Anyway, I’d like a chance to see Nuno and Lilly’s acts. It’ll give me a sense of the entire show.”

I didn’t want to say that, right now, I’d rather be here with activity all around me than alone in my house.

Duke smiled at me. “Good idea.”

“Are you okay to sit up?” Lilly asked.

I tried raising myself. No swimmy head. Lilly put a cushion behind me then they left me to it.

As I watched the others rehearse, I wondered why Duke had been so insistent on that juggling trick. Lilly thought it wasn’t essential to the performance and he knew I didn’t want to do it. Surely, it’d be better to have a performance that was spot on than risk screwing everything up with something thrown in the last moment. 

I’d been getting too focused on the show and not my investigation. They were under suspicion of a trail of murderers. Maybe Duke didn’t have my best interests at heart.

The members of the troupe had all been ruled out as suspects in Gretchen’s murder. The three of them had been onstage. That gave them about five hundred people to use as their alibi. 

But, if Duke had used his persuasion powers, he’d have been able to get someone else to commit the murder while he stood onstage. It’d be the perfect murder. 

But, from what I’d learned of Duke, it didn’t gel. The one thing he cared about more than anything else in this world was Sequins & Daggers. Gretchen’s death had jeopardized that. 

Unless she’d discovered he was behind the other murders and he had to take her out to protect himself.

That didn’t fit either. 

While Lilly did her dance with the fans, I noticed Nuno sneaking out holding a garbage bag. He saw me watching and put his finger to his lips. Ah, he had Gretchen’s stuff and wanted to throw it out while Lilly wasn’t looking. Maybe I shouldn’t let him. Painful as it was, reading her things was the best way I had of solving this case.

I didn’t want to straight out ask him though. I’d find the garbage when I left for the day and fish that coat back out.

What was I thinking? No way could I do that. As much as I wanted to solve this case, inviting in my powers was the last thing I wanted. I’d done enough of that today.

I rested my head back down. There had to be other ways to do this. The investigations team had all the tests done. They were just waiting on some of the DNA results. And they were the best on the force. This murder would be solved without me needing to sacrifice myself.

Then it struck me. There was a reason Duke had made me do that juggling trick. He didn’t want to harm me, he wanted to test me. He’d set me a challenge that no normal human could do. He’d goaded me into performing it because he wanted to out me.

The bastard. I’d fallen straight into his trap. And then some.

I picked up the bottle of water Nuno had left, then glanced at it. Was it okay to drink? I’d let my guard down around these people. They weren’t my friends or even co-workers. I had a job to do and I had to keep my wits about me. From now on, I’d keep my powers hidden. I’d be so normally human that there’d be no question of anything else.

But probably the water was okay to drink. 

I took a swig.

I hadn’t had much of a chance to watch Lilly or Nuno other than stolen glimpses during my own practice. I’d known Lilly was good but the way she moved was sublime. I’d never dance like that if I trained for a hundred years.

She moved her body in a way that defied logic. Everything about her shimmered and shone. Her snaking hips became mesmerizing. Maybe that was a trick too.

If Duke had powers, who was to say she didn’t?

Lilly walked around, caressing the face of a pretend audience member. If most people did that, they’d look foolish but she made it so real. I almost felt at fault for not seeing the person she touched. 

Then the music changed and she belted out a torch song. The raw sexuality she’d been showing turned to something deeper, sadder but still equally sensual.

Lilly started her routine again. This time she did the full number. I hummed along to the song she sang. It wasn’t one I knew but I’d heard her sing it so often while I did my own training that it got stuck in my head.

Something cold pressed against my cheek making me jump and cry out.

“Sorry,” Duke said, holding the offering out to me.

“Ice cream!”

“I thought it might help you get your strength back.”

I took the ice cream off him and grinned. “Cookies and cream. My favorite. How did you know?”

He lifted my legs and sat down on the sofa. I didn’t shy away from him this time. It’d seem ungrateful after he’d been so considerate. I tried to bend my knees up so he had room to sit but he grabbed my calves and rested my legs on his knees.

“You look like a cookies and cream kind of gal. How are you feeling?”

“Much better,” I said, not taking my eyes from Lilly. “How does she do that?”

“Years of practice and a naturally high sex drive.”

Lilly went to change while Nuno practiced his piano accordion. He played a jaunty song.

I pulled the top off the ice cream tub and licked it like I always did. That had to be the first thing you did after you opened the tub. But Duke watched me with a strange look on his face and suddenly the whole process became awkward. Really awkward. Enough to make my entire body flush.

“What?” I asked.

He raised his eyebrows. “That’s sexy.” 

I put the lid down beside me. My tongue would stay firmly in my mouth. 
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I MADE IT TO THE END of the week without death or major injury but every muscle in my body ached like it’d never ached before. Even during police training, I hadn’t been pushed this hard. I had callouses on my hands, the skin rubbed almost completely off everywhere I touched the hoop — not just my knees but my ankles and my elbows and my waist. 

Apart from that one afternoon off, Duke had been a slave driver. When I wasn’t going through my routine, with him shouting directions to make my lines straighter or my turns more fluid, he made me do strength training and Pilates and dance training.

But then he hadn’t mentioned the juggling trick again which was something I was grateful for.

And, if that wasn’t enough, I had Larry on my back wanting information. 

I really hadn’t found out much more about the troupe than I’d learned from the files. Larry wasn’t going to be happy with that. He demanded results and telling him I’d been busting my gut just trying to keep up with training wouldn’t cut it. 

I had to find out something today.

The guys back at the office weren’t getting far on the Gretchen case and there were still the other unsolved murders. Larry called me every night on the burner phone he’d given me. He really wanted those murders solved, on both a personal and professional level. Kid murders always hit home with him.

Even though Duke was the most likely suspect, I couldn’t rule out Nuno or Lilly. Or the three of them working together. That terrified me the most since my life was literally in their hands. All it’d take is a slip up with the rigging on the hoop and I’d plummet to my death on the floor below. There were a million things that could go wrong and look like an accident.

But then, if they were behind all those weird murders, “accidents” weren’t their style.

I needed to get up to that mezzanine to snoop around but I never got left alone in the warehouse. I wasn’t sure if it was on purpose or not. A couple of times I’d tried to get up there, saying I needed a pen or to recharge my phone. Every single time, Duke would send Nuno instead.

When I arrived at the warehouse, Lilly handed me a bag.

“Try this on,” she said. “You can go in the bathroom if you’re modest.”

“Huh?” I looked in the bag, not sure what to expect.

“The costume for your acts,” she said. “You weren’t expecting to perform in sweats, were you?”

I wasn’t sure why she was the one giving me the costume. I’d planned on buying something, I just hadn’t had the time.

“Try it and I can make adjustments if necessary,” she said. “I make all the costumes.”

“Thanks,” I said.

I went in the bathroom and stripped off then tried to get into the fabric she gave me. At least it wasn’t a skimpy little bit of nothing like she wore. That’d be rubbish for the hoop anyway. Any skin contact with the hoop while performing burnt like a bastard and I was sore enough. 

Tiger stripes? I wasn’t sure what Lilly was thinking. Maybe she’d planned this with Duke but they hadn’t included me in any of their discussions. I wasn’t sure if there was anything tiger-like about me.

I squirmed my way into the cat suit. Was it a cat suit? Maybe tiger suit? 

I’d never actually performed in public before. I’d been too young to actually go in the ring so having a real costume was new to me.

When I got it on, I wasn’t sure if I could go out and face other people. This costume was tight. Really tight. It left nothing to the imagination. It wasn’t that I had a bad body. I trained hard every day to keep in peak fitness for work. But I wasn’t sure I wanted to share my body with the entire world. I hated even wearing a swimsuit. 

“Jayne, get yourself out here,” Lilly called. “Is there something wrong?”

I tried to hide myself behind the door when I walked out.

“It’s a bit tight.”

Lilly grabbed my hand and pulled me out into the main room. 

“What did you expect?” she asked. “It’s a performance. Get used to it.”

She walked around me, pinching at the fabric then stood back and clicked her tongue.

“You’re supposed to take your underwear off,” she said. “Surely you know that much. You have a panty line.”

“I know that but I’m just trying it on, right?”

She went back to pinching then made marks on the fabric. “Definitely needs taking in at the waist.”

I sucked in my breath. I knew I couldn’t argue with her. It wasn’t about showing off my body, it was a safety thing. This bodysuit might feel skin tight but when I was performing, any sagginess could be a danger.

“You really shouldn’t have been training in that baggy t-shirt,” she said. 

I nodded again. I knew that but I’d been embarrassed.

Duke raised his eyebrows when he saw me. “Nice tiger.”

Even Nuno grinned but he didn’t say anything. I’d seen him have conversations with Lilly while I trained but I wasn’t sure if he actually said anything. He’d never spoken to anyone in my hearing since I’d been with the troupe. I wanted to ask about it but wasn’t sure how to bring up the topic without it being awkward.

Nuno started setting up for the meeting.

“I’ll change,” I said.

I walked toward the bathroom but Duke grabbed my arm.

“We’ll do it in the costume today,” he said.

“Lilly said it’s not ready. She has to take in the waist.”

“It is still better than the t-shirt.”

I shrugged. “Why do we have the meetings down here?” I asked, trying to sound casual. “We could have them up there. Isn’t that the office area?”

“Not enough seats,” Duke said. “We don’t want to drag the chairs all the way up there.”

That sounded fishy to me but I didn’t want to seem too curious. 

We gathered around for the meeting, needing to work out the rundown for the performance. The clock was ticking to performance day and I wasn’t sure that I’d be ready.

“Will Jayne be doing just the two acts?” Lilly asked.

“Jayne will be ready to perform all four,” Duke said.

I did a double take. I would?

“I’m not doing the juggling act,” I said. 

He could say what he liked but I would not be talked into it. That act was way too dangerous in more ways than one.

“No, you aren’t ready but I have an idea for something simpler.”

Well that’d been easier than I expected. 

Then he took Lilly’s chart and grabbed a pen. He wrote all over it, moving blocks from one place to another with an intricate web of arrows.

“You know, it’d be easier using a spreadsheet for this. A lot less complicated.”

Lilly glared at me. She was obviously proud of her paper plans but they were a mess now. Nuno nodded. He agreed with me? That was something.

“Run up and get the laptop,” Duke told Nuno.

“We could just go upstairs,” I said. 

But Nuno had already run off. I wasn’t winning a thing today.

Once we had the run down sorted out, I got into training. Duke took me through the routine he wanted me to perform. He put on music, then Lilly complained because she wanted to practice her singing. 

“We need to get this right,” Duke said.

I noticed that when Duke talked, Lilly might pout but she always gave in. Nuno, of course, never argued either. 

I picked up the basics pretty quickly but Duke wasn’t happy with that.

“You can’t just go through the motions,” he called from the ground. “You need to feel it. Ramp up the sensuality. You’re not a robot.”

I tried it again. I understood what he meant but I couldn’t just force myself into the kind of fluidity he demanded. In the end, he called it a day. After I changed back into my street clothes, I called out my goodbyes.

“Not so fast,” Duke said, moving to block my exit. “It’s Friday.”

“Drinks day!” Lilly sounded happier than I’d ever heard her.

“Ah, that’s okay. I don’t drink and I’ve got a few things to do,” I said. I tried slipping past Duke but he moved faster than I did.

“It’s not optional,” he said. “You’re part of this troupe, you drink with us.”

My eyes darted around, trying to find an excuse to leave. But then, why leave? I needed some kind of lead on this case and if the others had a few drinks, they might let their guard down. This could be the perfect opportunity.
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“I CAN’T STAY LONG,” Lilly said. “I’ve got a date tonight.”

“Another loser?” Duke asked. But he laughed. 

“A rich loser this time. The best kind of loser,” Lilly said.

We sat on the sofas and Nuno had handed around cans of beer. I planned on nursing mine until I could get away without anyone making a fuss.

“What about you, Jayne?” Lilly asked.

“Huh?” I wasn’t sure what she was asking. 

“You got a date?” she asked. “You were in a rush to leave.”

Did I lie and say yes or tell the truth and look like a total loser? I hadn’t had a date in years. Before I could answer, Duke butted in.

“Jayne hasn’t been laid in a long time. You can tell by the way she moves up there.” He nodded toward the aerial hoop.

“Whoa, buddy, that is crossing the line,” I said. Maybe I’d drank more of that beer than I’d thought. It’d been so long since I’d had any alcohol that I had to be careful about my limits. Still, Duke could watch himself. “My personal life is my personal life.”

“When it effects your performance, it is no longer personal. You move like a woman who needs to get laid.”

Lilly huffed. “That’s just macho bullshit and you know it. It’s guys who get all fucked up if they don’t get laid, not us women.”

I nodded, glad she’d jumped in like that. 

“So, how long’s it been, Jayne?” Duke asked. “A few months? Longer?”

It’d been much longer but I didn’t want to discuss that. My face reddened and I looked away. 

“It’s been none of your business,” I said.

Nuno caught my eye and pointed to my beer. I was about to shake my head then I realized the can in my hand was empty. I’d drank that faster than intended. That wasn’t good but while Nuno got the beers, I had my chance to ask about him.

I leaned closer to Duke and Lilly.

“Ah... Nuno...” How did I even start?

“He can’t talk,” Lilly said. “Well, he can but he chooses not to. It’s a long story. Don’t take it personally. He communicates with Duke and me because we’ve known him so long that we understand him but strangers find him aloof.”

I wouldn’t have found him aloof if I’d known. Why hadn’t they just told me up front?

“Why does he choose not to talk?” I asked.

“Long story,” said Lilly. 

Then Nuno came back out with the beers and I had no chance to ask more.

In the meantime, Lilly started telling Duke a long story about a mutual friend. I tried to follow it in case she let something slip but it was a meandering story that included a lot of sex. That wouldn’t help with the investigation at all. 

Finally, she checked her watch and got up to leave.

“Good luck,” I said to her.

“I don’t need luck,” she said with a laugh and thrust her breasts forward. Then she winked.

“Lilly, give it a break. Save the vamp stuff for your rich old man,” Duke said. “Excuse me a minute, I’m going outside to make a phone call.”

When Lilly left, Nuno gathered up the empty cans and an assortment of dishes and cups from around the warehouse and took them into the kitchen area. I’d been planning on doing that myself but I’d been too exhausted.

Now I could get some snooping done. For a moment, I was tempted to give the office area a miss and eavesdrop on Duke’s phone call instead. He must have his reasons for going outside to talk in private. But that seemed a waste of good snooping time. I wasn’t sure how long Nuno would be in the kitchen, although once he finished washing up, he’d probably assume I’d left if I wasn’t around downstairs.

I rushed up the stairs, glad that I hadn’t put my shoes back on after training. Bare feet were much quieter. 

Now, where to start? The laptops were turned off and it’d take too long to hack their passwords. Instead, I opened the desk drawer and went through it. I squatted down so I couldn’t be seen from the floor level but craned my neck to check if Duke had come back yet. It was all quiet downstairs. 

The top drawer was all random office stationery — paper clips and staples and pens. So that’s why Duke hadn’t wanted me up here. Scared I’d steal his paper clip collection.

The second drawer had a bunch of paperwork. I flicked through it but it was all contracts for performances and that type of thing. Nothing at all unusual. 

Then I tried the bottom drawer. It was locked. No biggie. I opened the top drawer again and got out a couple of paper clips. I’d have that drawer open in a jiffy. Sure, evidence obtained like this was not legal and inadmissible in court but I needed a starting point. 

I gulped. Who was I becoming? Other people crossed those lines not me, yet now I did it so lightly.

Before I finished tweaking, the lights in the warehouse went out and the door slammed shut. Was I locked in? 

I’d worry about that later. For now, it meant I had all the snooping time I needed.

The light shining through the windows was enough for me to find my way around. There was a lamp on the desk so I put it on the floor and turned it on.

It didn’t take much to open that lock and I slid out the drawer, hoping to find something worthwhile. A firm link to the murders, for instance.

Nope. A locked cash box. 

That might stand further investigation but probably not. 

I stood up and turned on the laptop. The elderly machine wheezed into action. This might take a while.

As I waited for the laptop to start up, I looked through the papers sitting on the desk top. Again, nothing untoward. Just some sample fliers for the show. Older ones with Gretchen’s name still on them then some more recent that included my name. My fake name. 

Seeing my name on that flier filled me with mixed emotions. It was impossible that anyone would connect that name with my past. It’d been chosen at random. The images on the flier were all hand drawn, making the troupe look bold and sexy. The drawn person who was supposed to be me was the same image they’d used on the old fliers. Obviously, it wasn’t worth commissioning new art work. Yet, strangely, the old image looked like me. Similar hair, similar face shape and even something in the pose. I held the flier under the lamp to see it in better light.

At the audition, I’d overheard Lilly and Duke talk about that too. They’d said I looked like Gretchen. Maybe I did. Maybe it was bad art work. I had to get a photo of her when she was still alive.

Finally, the laptop beeped. The password screen had loaded. I bent over to start trying to get in.

“What do you think you’re doing?” The voice came from behind me.

Shit. Duke. I’d been sprung. 
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I SPUN AROUND TO FACE him. I needed to think quick. What was I doing?

“Ah, nothing...”

I reddened as his gaze focused on me. Even in the semi-darkness, I could sense the suspicion in that stare. I turned and fumbled on the desk top, then slid open the top drawer again.

“My shoe... the sole was loose so I wanted to see if there was any glue.” I glanced into the drawer. “Obviously not. Oh well, I’ll have to wear them as they are.” I gulped. My words sounded fishy even to my own ears. “Okay, I’d better get going.”

I moved away from the desk but the blue glow from the laptop made it obvious that I’d been doing more than looking for glue. Duke didn’t seem to notice, though. He nudged me out of the way and pulled out the computer chair to sit down. I tried to hover. If he entered the password, it’d make my job all the easier. He blocked my view with his body though and then turned back to me.

“I thought you were rushing off.”

“You might need the lights on,” I said. “It’ll ruin your eyesight otherwise.”

“Thanks for your concern.”

“Hey, if you’re going to be throwing knives at me, I don’t want you having any vision problems.”

“The knife throwing isn’t about vision. It’s about sensing. It’s like... ah, there’s no point in explaining. It’s something you get or you don’t.”

He wasn’t going to do anything useful on that laptop while I lingered around and I had no excuse for staying. It was probably best that I got out of there before he noticed anything else astray in the office.

“Oh, Jayne,” Duke said. “What are you doing tomorrow morning?”

“It’s the weekend, right? We get the weekend off.”

I smiled and he laughed. I didn’t like that one bit. He turned the laptop off.

“So, tell me what you were really doing here,” he said. He stood up so that I was trapped in the space between him and the atrium railing. 

He reached out and stroked my arm. Was he trying to use that persuasion power on me? He knew it didn’t work. Maybe I should’ve pretended it had so that now I’d be able to lie to him much more readily.

I needed to think fast and only one thing came to mind. Pretending I had a thing for Duke had worked with Lilly. Maybe it’d work just as well with Duke himself.

I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, a trick I’d seen Lilly use effectively. Actually, that was a great idea. I’d just pretend I was Lilly.

“We rarely get a chance to spend time alone,” I said, trying to make my voice all husky.

I waited for him to scoff. Of course he’d scoff. I was no Lilly. Like she said, I was practical and serviceable. Not a sex kitten. 

But he didn’t scoff, he just kept his gaze on me. I turned my head away.

He had both his hands on my arms now, a light hold. I could easily break away but wasn’t sure if I should. I’d started this thing, I needed to play it out. He just kept scrutinizing me. I needed to make the next move to keep this charade up, but I had no idea what the next move would even be.

Duke put his finger under my chin, lifting my face to his. 

Shit he’s going to kiss me. He’s going to kiss me. The words hammered to the beat of my heat, fast and loud. I hadn’t wanted to go that far. 

Had I?

“I’m going to check out the performance site tomorrow morning,” he said. “I want you to come with me. You need to check out the clearance for your act. Meet me here around eight. Then, after the site tour, more training. We don’t have weekends off. Not this close to a performance.”

I nodded. Then shook myself free of him and bolted from the warehouse.

What had happened there? I wouldn’t have let him kiss even if he’d tried. I was sure. But a small doubt tickled at my brain. Would I? Maybe it was all part of his persuasion powers. He’d charmed me, magically charmed me.

That had to be it. But that night in bed, I couldn’t sleep. I stared at the ceiling wondering whether his mustache would’ve tickled or not.

Which was stupid because I didn’t even like him. He was everything I hated in a man. He was way too bossy and a potential serial killer. He hadn’t even paid attention to me until after I had that stupid makeover, which proved he was shallow and weak. 

And he was vain. He wore those vintage frock coats every day. I could understand if he wore them onstage but every single day. That was way too much.

***
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WE MET AT THE WAREHOUSE the next morning. I hadn’t realized Duke had a car. But then I hadn’t thought about it that much either. If anything, I’d have assumed he drove some kind of vintage car as showy as the clothes he wore, but the white van was far more practical. 

I got into the passenger seat without talking. Duke didn’t talk either. We stopped at a red light and he side eyed me. I pretended I didn’t notice. The next red light I didn’t even try to catch him glimpsing at me. Whether he looked or didn’t, it was nothing to me. 

I had to stay impartial. Letting personal feelings mess with your investigation was the biggest no-no of undercover work. Only a fool would go there.

I saw the tent as we drove to the parking lot. It wasn’t so much a tent as a wooden structure, decorated baroque style in gaudy shades of red and blue and green all trimmed with gold. 

Everything about it thrilled me. It suggested mystery and excitement and glamour. The kind of place any performer would love to play.

Food vans lined the street leading to the tent. Most of them closed this early in the morning. 

“I hope that coffee van is open,” Duke said as we drove past one.

That was the first thing he’d said to me on the entire drive.

I nodded. I wasn’t much of a coffee drinker but having something to do with my hands would be a fine thing.

We parked and walked back to the tent. Even with the vans closed, the smells hung in the air. Stale popcorn dominated everything else but sweet and spicy mixed in with it. I stopped walking, closing my eyes. Those smells overwhelmed me, taking me back to when they’d been so familiar, I never knew a life that existed without them. 

A million memories rushed back to me, memories that I’d locked away for so long. Some of them happy but you couldn’t have the happy memories without the bad. I tried to block them all, to put them back in that place where they belonged but the surge was too strong.

There was no going back.
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“ARE YOU OKAY?” DUKE said. “You look pale.”

“I’m fine,” I said.

“If you’re having dizzy spells, I need to know. You can’t train if it’s going to impact your safety.”

I shook my head. “That won’t be a problem.”

But maybe it would. Back at the warehouse, I had no issues but if I was going to perform here, I didn’t want my past intruding. 

Duke flashed a pass at a security guard and we went inside the enclosed area. When we entered the tent, the smells receded and my memories got pushed back to where they came from.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Duke asked.

“Yep. Never been better.” I smiled to reassure him. 

The inside of the tent was just as grand as the outside promised. Of course, in the light of day with the place empty it lacked the atmosphere it’d have at night. But still, the structure was magnificent. I ran my hand down the beautifully carved teak struts weathered with decades of use and indented with mirrors. Velvet curtains canopied the ceiling giving the intimate stage an opulence you rarely saw. 

Booths lined the outer circle, each separated with velvet curtains giving the impression of deluxe train carriages. The kind of places for clandestine affairs.

In front of the booths, a promenade gave easy access to the bar at one side. I wasn’t sure I liked the bar idea. It meant audience members getting up and moving around during the performance. But I guess the money had to come from somewhere, and nothing made money like booze.

Rubber matting covered the promenade floor. The kind that had cables running under it. No safety risks there.

The area in front would be filled with audience seats later but now stood empty, the wooden folding chairs all stacked to one side. It seemed a shame to cover that gorgeous parquetry floor with cheap folding chairs.

I walked over and shook one of the struts. Solid and strong. Then I walked into the middle of the tent. The hoop would be much lower here than we’d used in rehearsal but oh boy, would I look good highlighted against that ceiling.

My belly tingled but not in a bad way. Instead, excitement bubbled up inside me. I’d be performing. Here. This place would be filled with people, all watching me. All thrilling to my performance. 

All of a sudden, Duke’s nagging didn’t seem like a bad thing. If anything, he wasn’t strict enough. I had to be perfect, beyond perfect. I had to take people’s breath away. I had to make them believe the impossible was possible.

As much as I denied it, as much as I’d pushed the thoughts away for the past ten years, this was where I belonged. The part of me right at the core of my being knew that and felt at home. 

I was born to perform.

“Everything looks fine,” I said, fighting to control the racing excitement inside me.

“You’ve barely looked.”

“I know,” I replied. “I mean, I know it’s fine.”

Duke walked into the center of the stage to join me. He looked up at the infrastructure.

“You can tell from looking?”

It wasn’t just that. I knew, deep in my bones that this place was right. I didn’t need to see the specs or test everything out. I couldn’t really explain that to him though. I gazed around and I could see how the show would play out. When we needed to raise and lower the hoop, where I’d be at each beat of the performance.

He took a step closer. I stepped back to keep the distance between us but he grabbed my arms. The heat of his hands flooded my body. For a moment, his gaze hit mine but I turned my head back to the ceiling, to the rigging running under the tented fabric up there. 

“It’s your life that will be held by those beams,” he said. “I don’t want us taking any risks.”

“You’ll be throwing knives at me,” I said and tried to laugh but the nearness of him made that difficult. 

“Around you, not at you.”

Even more risky than the aerial act and even more risky than the knife throwing was this man. The way he held onto me. It flustered my insides. He wasn’t someone I could get involved with. I knew what he was doing to me. He thought I’d perform better if I got laid. He’d said it himself. He had no interest in me personally, just the performance.

I shook myself free of his arms and took a run up, leaping into the air to grab one of the beams.

“See, it’s fine.” 

I hauled myself up so I sat on the beam, way above Duke’s head.

He walked around the perimeter of the stage. 

“Where will you set up the Wheel of Death?” I asked. “I guess it’s got to be the east side of the stage. You wouldn’t want to risk hitting an audience member if you missed.”

“I never miss,” he replied. “But yes, it will be on the east side.”

I nodded my head then realized I couldn’t stay up on the rigging for much longer and swung my way down.

“It all looks good to me,” I said.

“I’m still not convinced you gave it a proper look over,” Duke said, moving closer.

“Like you said about the knife throwing, it’s something you can’t explain.”

He put his arm on my waist and gazed at my face in a strange way.

“For someone with no experience, you really act like you know what you’re doing.”

“Good instincts,” I said and pulled away from him.

“Good instincts indeed.” But his voice sounded like he wouldn’t let go of this.

We both stood in the middle of the stage, a decent distance between us but that space buzzed with something. I didn’t like that buzzing but I couldn’t walk away either. Damn him. Just the way his eyes flashed made me hot and bothered. I wanted to say something, do something, anything to break this thing between us.

“Everything okay in here?” a voice called out.

I spun around. 

When I saw who’d called out, my heart lurched. I shrunk away, trying to make myself smaller, invisible.

That man, I knew him. 

Big Curly. Brother of Little Curly. Of course, Little Curly was over six feet tall while Big Curly wasn’t much taller than me. Carnie humor.

I ducked behind Duke even though I doubted Big Curly would recognize me after all these years. I didn’t want to take any chances.

Big Curly walked out before Duke could answer him.

“That guy,” Duke said. “He was there the night Gretchen died.”

He took off after Big Curly. I ran too. Big Curly was the last person I wanted to talk to but he might be a key in cracking this case.

My past was becoming way too close.
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WE RAN AFTER BIG CURLY. Did he have something to hide? Is that why he left so quickly? 

I made a quick mental note that Duke seemed as interested in questioning him as I was. Not the actions of a guilty man.

We caught up with Big Curly, leaning against a wall with an unlit cigarette in his mouth.

“Didn’t wanna interrupt your moment in there,” he said.

I wanted to explain there was no moment but instead tried to hide behind Duke’s back, not wanting my face seen. I’d let Duke do the talking.

“You worked on the show last month?” Duke asked.

Big Curly scratched his head. “Yep, I did. Terrible business, that. Poor girl getting mauled.”

“Did you see anything? Hear anything?” Duke crossed his arms.

Big Curly shook his head but his gaze shifted to the ground. He had something to hide.

“Nothing really.”

“Anything? Any little thing?”

“Are you cops?” he asked.

“No, you idiot. I worked with Gretchen. Sequins & Daggers. We want to find out what exactly happened.”

“Ah.” Big Curly scratched his head again. “There was something odd. I don’t wanna get mixed up with the cops, eh.”

That made sense. Big Curly probably had a string of outstanding warrants longer than my arm. And anyway, carnie folk didn’t like getting mixed up with the police at the best of times. The officers handing the investigation had been given the names of everyone working that night but Big Curly would’ve been a temporary hire, probably didn’t even give his real name.

“So? What did you see?” Duke asked.

“A man’d like a drink to jolt his memory.”

Before I could let him know that ten a.m. wasn’t a time for drinking, Duke had reached into the inside pocket of his coat and whipped out a flask. He handed it to Big Curly.

Big Curly took the cigarette out of his mouth, still unlit, tucked it behind his ear then grabbed the flask. He pretty near chugged down the entire contents of that flask in one gulp. Made me hope that he wasn’t still working on the rigging. No one wants a tipsy rigger.

“Ah, details are coming back to me.” He held the flask to his nose and sniffed. “What is this anyway?”

“A brew from the old country, my friend,” Duke said. He took the flask from Big Curly and tightened the lid before stowing it back in his pocket.

What old country? This conversation made no sense but Duke put his arm around Big Curly’s shoulder, the two of them best buddies all of a sudden. 

What had been in that flask? 

“Tell me the truth. What happened that night?” Duke asked.

A glazed look came over Big Curly’s eyes. That wasn’t just from the booze. Still, getting the truth out of a carnie like Big Curly would be near impossible. Guys like him lied as a default, especially to outsiders. And no matter how much Duke thought of himself as a performer, to old hands he’d always be an outsider. There was something far too genteel about him. Duke could dress the part and he could talk the part but he had something missing deep in his belly. 

“There was a man hanging around backstage that night. Never seen him before. All tall and stringy-like. I thought he was maybe a reporter so I didn’t say nuffin’ just kept my eye on him. He seemed mighty strange though, eyes darting around all over the place and a weird feel about him.”

The words rolled off Big Curly’s tongue as though he had no control over what he said.

“He was loitering while Gretchen went to her change room?”

“Right outside. I never saw him go in but at that point in the festivities, I didn’t have time for careful surveillance, you know. But yep, facts are he was in the right spot.”

Duke nodded.

“What did he look like?” I asked. I needed a description but that turned Big Curly’s focus on me. He screwed up his face in thought, peering at me like trying to place who I was. Maybe I was paranoid. Maybe he was just trying to recall the man’s features, but I didn’t like that close scrutiny.

“He had a big hooked nose,” Big Curly continued, his words rushing out. “Sharp-like. He could’ve cut paper with that nose. Little beady eyes. Kept his face in the shadows so I couldn’t get a good look at him but those beady little eyes kinda bore into you, you know what I’m saying. Those weren’t earthly eyes. And he wore a big coat, kinda like the one you’re wearing.”

Duke nodded.

A big coat, that’d let you get away with carrying a lot of stuff secreted on your person. 

“Afterward, in all the kerfuffle when your lady was found, he wasn’t around. Disappeared into the night.”

That wasn’t so strange. The whole crew would’ve been in disarray after the body had been found. In the shock and confusion, anyone not directly involved in the show would want to get the hell out of the place. It didn’t make them guilty, not of the murder anyway. There were a bunch of reasons someone would be loitering around backstage. Looking for a chance to pocket valuables left in the change rooms or a sexual interest in one of the performers. A bigger troupe would have backstage security but a small operation like Sequins & Daggers didn’t have the staff numbers for that. Venues had their own security but they protected the venue not the performers.

“Anything else?” Duke asked.

“He wasn’t human. He was one of them. You’d know what I mean.”

My stomach clenched. Talking to Big Curly hadn’t been a smart move. 

“One of what?” Duke asked.

“The others. The bad ‘uns. Ya girlfriend here knows all about them, eh?”

My chest tightened, the breath squeezed out of me. Big Curly knew who I was. He knew way too much. My worst fears crushed around me. I thought I’d been so clever, constructing this new life and putting up all kinds of barricades only to have them crumple at the slightest contact with the past.

I studied Duke’s face. The information that the killer wasn’t human didn’t seem to surprise him. 

I waited for it all to fall to pieces, for Big Curly to reveal everything he knew about me. Then a strange look crossed Big Curly’s face. Even though his eyes seemed unfocused, his gaze turned to me.

“It’s after you,” he said, in a voice much deeper than normal. “You have the blood.”

I shivered and took a step back. What the hell was Big Curly talking about? What blood? 

Everything about this creeped me out. What would a demon want with me?

Then I remembered the hip flask. Whatever Duke had given him must’ve been pretty darn strong to have Big Curly ranting like that. I turned to Duke, studying him for a minute. Had it just been booze in that flask? Because whatever Duke had given him had him singing like a canary. And Big Curly wasn’t one for talking.

Duke just smiled at him. 

“You’ll forget we ever spoke to you,” he said.

Big Curly gave a slow nod as Duke moved away from him. 

Then he shook himself as though he had something on him. He looked around and his eyes came back into focus. He reached up for the cigarette behind his ear and put it between his lips.

The persuasion powers, of course. Duke had used them and Big Curly had sang like a canary. All doubt about those powers was gone from my mind.

Big Curly got out a lighter then looked us up and down as though seeing us for the first time.

“Can I help you folk with something?” he asked.
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WE WENT BACK TO THE warehouse. Before we even entered, I could hear the strains of Nuno on the piano accordion. Unlike the tunes he usually played, the music coming from the warehouse stirred something melancholic in my soul. I wasn’t sure I wanted to intrude. Not with him in a mood like that. But Duke walked on in, not concerned at all.

“We need to pin down the routine today,” Duke said. “Time’s a ticking.”

When we got inside, I looked around for Lilly but she wasn’t there.

By the time I got changed and ready to rehearse, she’d arrived looking bleary-eyed from the night before.

“Are we going to do a full run through?” she asked.

“Not today but I want Jayne’s routine fixed. She’s made a lot of progress but we can’t rely on her the way we did Gretchen. Also, I think the performance space is smaller than we’d accounted for.”

“But we have the specs,” Lilly said. “How can it be smaller?”

Duke shrugged. “The rigging is set up differently to how I’d expected. That makes the outer perimeter less usable than I thought. It’s not going to be a big deal. You and Nuno need to go in and check it out though.”

Lilly nodded. Nuno stopped playing the piano accordion and came to join us.

“I don’t see you practicing the knife throwing,” Lilly said.

“That’s not something that needs practice. It’s instinct.”

I sighed and jumped up in the air, catching the hoop in my hands. I ignored the pain that had built up in my muscles. I needed to do a perfect swan. Even being 99% close to perfect wasn’t enough, not just for Duke but for me as well. 

Sounds mixed in the air. Duke had put on the music for my training but Nuno played the piano accordion at the other end of the warehouse and Lilly sang in the kitchen. Outside, metal scrapped like a chain blowing in the wind. I tried to block out all sounds except for my music.

I’d just done one perfect flip on the hoop when I began feeling it, the sharp pain in my temples, the chills in my body. I pushed myself up into a seated position, going through the routine to fight off the vision. I held on tight, the wooziness making it difficult. I tried creating the white light to protect myself but as much as I tried, there were holes in that light. I’d never known that to happen before.

Even if I wanted to fight this vision, it wouldn’t let me, as though what it had to tell me was too urgent. Fighting just weakened me.

I shut my eyes. I’d guarded myself against visions and all the other things for years, holding back that side of me but now I’d opened the door. Maybe there was no more holding back.

Something was coming. It approached the outside of the building. The scraping noise hadn’t been a chain or metal. It’d been claws against the walls.

When it got inside, there’d be blood. Lots of blood. The metallic smell of blood flooded the studio, making me feel like I was drowning. I needed to stop this thing before it attacked.

The pain left me as suddenly as it’d started. 

“Let me down,” I called out.

Duke glared at me but did what I said. As soon as I got close enough to the floor, I jumped and rushed for the door.

“Come back,” Duke called as I ran to the door.

I reached the entranceway as the door opened. What entered the room wasn’t human. I could smell it and I could sense it. He wore a cap that cast shadows over his face and a coat with the collar pulled up. I had no idea what the face he hid looked like and I didn’t want to see it.

Before I could stop him, he charged into the warehouse. He didn’t get far though, as I coathangered him around the neck. I had no issue with fighting dirty. He staggered under my hold, twisting and turning, but couldn’t free himself. Then he raised his hand and the claws came out. Long, sharp razor claws that’d make Freddy Kruger scream. 

I unhooked my arm and stumbled backward.

This demon was far stronger than the one who’d attacked at my house. It’d take more than a sprinkle of salt to stop him.

The demon rushed at Duke with those razors swinging. I blinked but didn’t have time to think too hard. 

I thought Duke would run from the demon but he stood his ground, feet planted ready to fight. He locked eyes with the demon and the demon stopped in its tracks. 

I froze too. What had Duke done? No demon stopped like that.

It didn’t take long for the demon to get back into action. If Duke stayed where he was, he’d get slashed.

“Move,” I screamed.

Nuno rushed for the atrium. He’d be trapped if the demon went for him up there but instead he threw something down to Duke. But the demon had spun around and came for me instead.

Flashes and shimmers bounced around my peripheral vision but I had no time to worry about them. This thing needed to be destroyed.

I couldn’t use my powers. Not now and not here. I’d fight but I’d do it my way.

The demon came at me but I jumped, using the hoop to swing from him. He slashed at me. Pain ripped through my thigh but I ignored it.

Duke rushed at the demon, spraying it with something. I had no idea what but it was ineffectual. The demon kept coming for me.

I flipped through the air, hoping my twists and turns would confuse the beast. But that pain in my leg made it impossible for me to land properly and I slumped to the floor. 

The demon advanced, seeing me weakened.

I struggled to my feet. The danger he’d done to me slowed me down. I couldn’t fight and I couldn’t escape. I’d hoped I had enough brute strength to defeat him but I’d been stupid. Those claws were deadly weapons.

The demon hulked over me, going for his final move. Before he could strike, he reared away.

Duke had climbed on his back, taunting him.

He’d done that to save me, to get the demon away. Only the demon shook him off and Duke tumbled to the floor. Now Duke was the one in danger. He couldn’t fight that thing. 

He’d surely die.

My chest hurt. It hurt so bad. Duke couldn’t die. I wouldn’t let him.

The power I’d hidden for so long rushed to the surface. I’d faced dozens of criminals without ever using that power but this beast was no human threat. It took power to defeat power.

My body trembled then a flood of words flew from me. I’d only ever done this once before and I’d never wanted to do it again. But I couldn’t stop.

The words seemed drawn from something beyond me, as though I was just a conduit for them. I sure as hell had no knowledge of the language coming from my mouth. I had no knowledge of their power or even how to stop them. The words spewed out with a force of their own.

My body shuddered. I grab hold of the sofa to steady myself.

The demon stopped in mid lurch, seeming to pause in mid-air for a few seconds before dropping to the floor. 

The words still flowed from me as the demon convulsed on the floor.

My arms ached and my legs shook. I wasn’t sure how long I could even contain this power. I’d done everything I could to repress it. I’d spent ten years making myself normal. And all it took was one little demon to ruin it all.

Then a flash of light flooded the warehouse, red light almost blindingly bright. I shut my eyes to stop the pain. When I opened them again, the demon was gone. Nothing left but his cap sitting near Duke’s chair.

Oh shit.

I looked around the room. Who’d seen that?

Lilly and Nuno stared at me while Duke wandered around, distracted. He picked up the cap and put it on his head. 

I’d known this was a bad idea. One of the worst. Call it a circus or a carnival or whatever the hell you want, it all means one thing. Bad news.

“I told you,” Lilly said to Duke. “I told you she was the one.”

I wanted ask what she’d told him but I lost all strength. I could barely stand.

“You’re bleeding,” Duke said.

I looked down and saw the blood spurting from a wound on my leg, my tights completely shredded. It was only when I saw the wound that the pain hit me. 
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“YOU NEED A COMPRESS to stop the bleeding,” said Lilly. “That’s a mess.”

“She needs more than a compress.” Duke put his arms around me, intending to scoop me up off the floor.

“I’m fine,” I said, pushing him away. “I can walk on my own.”

I made a move to stand on my own but my head swam so that I clutched out for something to steady myself. That something was Duke’s arm. My chest hurt and I couldn’t get enough air into my lungs. 

This wasn’t me. I didn’t get swoony.

This time I didn’t fight when Duke picked me up. He pulled me against his chest and wrapped his arms around me. Those arms felt so strong and secure. I held him tight around the neck, well I had to or I’d have fallen. That’s what I told myself. I tried to ignore the scent of him, so close to my nose and the warmth of those arms.

I groaned as he put me down on the sofa, the pain ripping down my leg.

“Are you okay?” Duke asked.

I nodded, the nausea rising in my stomach. “Are you okay?” I managed to say even though my mouth felt full of cotton.

“Nothing major. Just some scratches,” he said.

“Your shirt?” I asked, noticing the blood stains spread over the white fabric.

He’d been hurt. Cut by those razor claws.

“That’s yours not mine.”

“Sorry,” I whispered. I’d ruined his shirt. It looked expensive too.

He shrugged then knelt down beside me, fiddling with the waistband of my tights.

“Huh? What?” I tried to push his hands away.

“We have to get these off you. You don’t want the fabric sticking to the wound.”

“I think you’ll have to cut them off,” said Lilly. She ran upstairs.

“I’m fine. I really am,” I said. 

Did he realize I wasn’t wearing underwear under these tights? This fabric had wicking properties and those properties became useless if I had undies on. Either he didn’t know or he knew and didn’t care, but I wasn’t about to expose myself.

Lilly returned with scissors. She also handed me a scarf. “Put that over you to preserve your modesty,” she said.

I nodded and held the scarf up to block the view. 

I thought Lilly would cut through the fabric but Duke took the scissors from her. He raised my leg slightly and began cutting the fabric at the hem near my ankle, the metal of the scissors nudging against my skin.

It was so damn cold in this studio. I wished Lilly had brought me something warmer than that flimsy scarf. I wanted to ask someone to get the hoodie from my bag but effort of talking suddenly became too much for me.

As Duke turned my leg to snip across my thigh, I let out a yelp. 

“Sorry,” he whispered in a voice so low and tender I hardly believed it was his.

He cut across the thigh so that only one leg of the thighs was removed.

“You’re shivering,” Lilly said.

I nodded, still finding it difficult to speak. 

She got a blanket and wrapped it over my upper body. While she did that, Nuno got me something to drink. Hot, sweet tea. He held the cup while I sipped at it. As I drank it, the cold, shivery feeling lessened.

Duke returned with a first aid kit. “This might hurt a little.”

I nodded to let him know I was fine. He tried moving my thigh again and I bit into my lip to stop myself from crying out. I didn’t want a fuss made over me. His grip on my leg was firm but gentle. The movement didn’t hurt as much as expected. Then he began cleaning the wound. Again, he moved so gently, it surprised me.

When he was done, I looked down at my leg but regretted it. That was no clean wound. Most of my thigh looked like minced meat. 

I gagged a little.

“It’s a nasty wound,” Duke said. “Can you move your leg?”

I tried extending my leg but cried out again as pain shot through me. 

“It’s okay,” Duke said, helping me to put my leg into a comfortable position. 

He could say that but it wasn’t okay. I wanted to throw up. I really wanted to throw up. From the pain and the shock and the sight of my thigh.

“I think he’s severed a tendon,” Duke said.

He looked at Lilly and Nuno. The three of them did that thing where they talked without using words. I tried to interpret what their glances meant but it made no sense to me. 

Then the three of them all nodded.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

They didn’t answer but Nuno knelt down beside the sofa. 

He put his hands over the cut on my thigh. I tried to sit up to see what he was doing but Duke held me down.

“Don’t move,” he told me. “It’s going to be fine.”

He could say that but I’d seen the mess on my leg. There was no way that was going to be fine. I would not be performing in this show. I probably wouldn’t even walk properly for a long time. 

The air in the warehouse seemed to change somehow. A faint buzzing teased at my ears. Probably part of the aftershock. The buzzing moved around but seemed to settle in my thigh muscles. Not exactly painful but a tickling, itching feeling. I wasn’t sure I liked it. 

I inhaled, not wanting to pass out.

The throbbing feeling intensified. For a moment, I wanted to claw at my leg to get rid of it. The itching became so strong, it was like some kind of gross insect burrowed into my skin. 

I gasped, clutching tight to Duke’s arm. 

“It’s fine, just hold on a bit longer.”

I nodded and bit my lip again. What the hell were they doing to me? The weird sensation got almost too much for me to handle. I tried pushing Duke away but he held me too firm. 

Then nothing. The sensation stopped. The nausea that had settled like a rock in my belly disappeared with it. 

“Wiggle your toes,” Duke said.

I shook my head. I didn’t want to. It’d hurt. Why did he want me to cause myself more pain?

“Try it,” he added.

I sucked in my breath then slowly moved my toes. 

No pain. 

I wiggled them a bit stronger. Still no pain.

Then I tried moving my leg, just a little. It seemed fine. But barely seconds ago that same movement had been more than I could handle. Had they used some kind of super painkiller on me? If they had, it worked miracles.

I braced myself and looked down at my leg. The wound had gone! There was no blood, no broken skin even. 

“Huh?” 

I blinked then looked again. I looked up at Nuno then at Duke. Neither of them said a thing. 

What had Nuno done?

Nuno laid out flat on the floor in a beam of sunlight. He’d gone extremely pale and faded like an old photo.

“What did you do?” I asked him.

“Leave him,” Lilly said. “He needs to regain his strength.”

I looked back down at my leg. Had I been imagining things? There wasn’t even a scar or a mark. Maybe the wound had looked worse than it was, but it seemed to have completely disappeared. I sat up and glared at Duke.

“This show has to be perfect,” he said. “That’s not going to happen if you’re injured.”

He could say that but I’d been attacked by demons twice. This show wouldn’t be perfect if that happened again. I could use all the protection I could gather but that wouldn’t be enough.

I’d denied it up until now but there was a master demon behind all this and he wasn’t going to stop.

I had to face facts. I could no longer hide from what I was. I had to fight this bastard and I had to win but there was no way I could do that until I learned to control my powers. 
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NO MATTER HOW MANY questions I asked, I got no answers. The troupe acted like none of it happened. The demon attack and the healing. I’m pretty sure that if he could, Duke would’ve wiped the whole thing from my memory. 

That helped me none with my investigation, though. I couldn’t exactly tell Larry that Duke and Nuno, maybe Lilly as well, had magic juju powers. All I’d get for the information would be major scoffing.

I had told him my theory that Duke could’ve convinced someone else to do the killing but it didn’t pan out in my mind. Duke wanted to find the killer as much as I did. He could’ve let that demon destroy me too instead of putting his life at risk. 

That afternoon Duke wanted me to work with Lilly. There was no sitting around being all shocked about the demon attack. Not this close to performance time.

“You need to loosen up a whole lot more,” he said. “Watch Lilly. Copy how she moves.”

I scoffed. I could watch Lilly until the end of never and I’d never have the moves she had. Lilly was a seductress, through and through. The core of her being was pure sensuality. I’d never have that in a million years.

“I’ll try,” I said. “But don’t bank on it.”

Duke shrugged. “Nuno and I have to head off to meet with the festival manager. We’ll be gone all afternoon so it’s the perfect opportunity for you to work with her.”

I wanted to ask what use Nuno would be in a meeting since he couldn’t speak but figured there was no way to say that without it coming across as rude. Maybe some time alone with Lilly would get me answers. 

After they’d gone, Lilly put on some music.

“Copy me, huh?” she said. “I’m not even sure why Duke is so hung up on this. You move fine, just acrobatic fine not burlesque fine, if you get me.”

I nodded.

We both danced the number. I had no problem with the actual dance steps, it was the attitude I didn’t have. Lilly moved like a slinky cat. I moved like a stray cat pouncing on a bird.

“Duke might be a jerk about these things but really, how long has it been since you got laid?”

I shrugged. I didn’t want to go into that.

“Look, I don’t want to tell you to go out and have a quickie to improve your dance or anything but maybe you need to get in touch with something inside you.” She winked. “Not in that way, but even if you’re not doing it, you must think about it sometimes. It don’t matter if your dream guy is the barista at your local coffee shop or Justin Bieber, just think of someone. Think of how you wanna move your body against his.”

I nodded.

“Don’t just nod,” she said. “Shut your eyes and think about him.”

I shut my eyes. The sad fact was there was no one like that for me. A few times I’d thought that Akira would be ideal boyfriend material apart from the workmates thing but he wasn’t the kind of guy you had those kinds of thoughts about. I dug down deep. The last guy I’d had sex with had been good looking but it’d been so long ago, the details of his face had grown hazy. Not only was I not sexual on the outside, I had nothing deep inside me either.

Duke.

His face appeared in my mind. I tried to push it out. Even Justin Bieber would be better. But I couldn’t forget the way he’d caressed my thigh when I’d been injured and that gentle voice he’d used. The strength of his arms. The glint in his eyes. The way my body heated when he stood close to me.

No. I had to push that away.

“Rightio,” Lilly said. “All juiced up now?”

I blushed. Did she have to say it like that?

“You were thinking about Duke, right?” she asked.

“Was not.”

“Was so too. There’s no need to be embarrassed about it.”

She turned the music on then sat on the sofa to watch me dance. 

I tried to think less, feel more but then I just kept thinking about thinking less.

“That’s a huge improvement,” she said as the song finished. “We’ll make a dancer out of you yet. Say, can you keep practicing that routine on your own? I’ve gotta pop out for a while.” She grinned at me. “We don’t need to mention me popping out to Duke, right?”

She tapped the side of her nose to emphasis the secret.

I nodded. “No problem. I’m fine and Duke doesn’t need to know.”

She grinned wider. “I owe you one.”

There I was, breaking the rules again. I’d become a total rebel since working with these guys. Well, breaking their rules meant keeping Larry’s so not too much of a rebel.

Lilly grabbed her jacket and rushed off. 

It was almost like they wanted me to search the place. I wouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. As soon as she was gone, I grabbed my phone, headed upstairs and switched on the laptop. While it started up, I took another look through the drawers. Along with the flier designs for the show, I found a drawing of a mark. That mark looked a lot like the sigils I had in my house.

I took a photo of the drawing with my phone and put the paper back in the drawer. Then I connected my phone to the laptop and ran the password cracking program I had on it. Not standard police issue but it was standard Larry issue. He wanted me to find evidence, no matter what. When I’d told him it’d be evidence we couldn’t use, he shook his head. Even if we couldn’t use it, it’d give us a place to start looking.

It didn’t take me long to get into the laptop. I opened the documents folder and began searching. I had no idea what I was looking for but I found a bunch of files, each with the murder victims names. I quickly downloaded them to my phone. No time to waste reading through them here but, one way or another, those files proved there was a connection between the troupe and the murders. A clear link.

My heart thudded. 

It didn’t mean a thing. It didn’t make them guilty.

While I waited, I kept an eye on downstairs. The last thing I wanted was Duke catching me snooping around again.

I checked the computer. That percentage bar seemed to barely move. I glared at it, willing it to move faster. Then I clicked on their email program and gave the emails a quick peruse. Most of them were business related, booking dates for the troupe, ordering props and that kind of thing. I scanned through them. There were some newsletters from a mustache wax company. That made me grin.

I guess most people don’t send details of their killing sprees over email.

The files still hadn’t finished copying so I poked around the room. Serial killers liked to keep souvenirs of their kills, although I’d started thinking that, no matter how strong the link with the murders, Duke and the others weren’t the ones doing the actual killing. They couldn’t be. 

There was nothing in the rest of the office that looked out of place. By the time I’d finished snooping, the file download had finished. I unplugged my phone and headed downstairs in case Nuno and Duke returned. Then I sent those files to the server back at base. 

Curiosity burned at me so I opened one of the files - Annie Connor. She’d been the first victim connected to the troupe.

It mostly contained scanned newspaper clippings on the murder. Standard stuff anyone could have. It didn’t prove a connection, and could even be written off as a morbid interest. 

I scanned down the document further. Notes had been added after the clipping had been pasted into the document. The victim’s personal details. Then particulars of the case. Right at the bottom, the injuries had been detailed like they were on the medical report.

Those details had never been released to the public. There was no way the troupe would know that information unless they had access to the police reports, or they’d been involved. 

Still didn’t make them killers but that was more than just a casual interest.

After I left rehearsals, I met with Larry at a coffee shop in the city.

“Good work getting those files,” he said. “I knew you’d be an asset in there. The guys are going through them now. Just collecting information about the killings doesn’t mean much though. Could all be circumstantial.”

I reached for the sugar bowl. “Sure. Lots of people have a macabre interest in local murders. Especially murders in small towns. Did you notice the medical details?”

“Hey, how much sugar are you putting in that coffee?” Larry asked.

I looked down at the cup then picked it up and tasted it. It was a bit sweet but tasted good to me.

“I need energy,” I told him. “I’m rehearsing this stuff for hours every day.” 

Larry grabbed my hand, looking at the callouses. 

“You aren’t joking about that training,” he said. “Your hands are a mess.”

“Yeah well I was never going to win a beautiful hands contest,” I said, looking at my ragged nails. That manicure had been a waste of money. “You should see the bruises on my legs. I’m basically rolling my body over a bit of hard metal. That isn’t exactly painless. Hey, did you find out how they pay for that space?”

Larry grimaced. “We’re following up but getting information from the Tax Department is always a pain. You’d think they’d want to help us. We’re on the same side and we’re fighting the good fight. We did find out that they’re renting the space and paying well below market rates for it. Maybe one of them has a rich parent.”

“Seems the most likely explanation.” Although it seemed to me like none of them had parents.

Larry sat down his coffee and looked me in the eye. “Tell me, flat out, sweetie. Do you think they’re killers?”

I couldn’t let emotion cloud my judgment. I knew the troupe weren’t what they seemed and I knew they had secrets but I shook my head.

“I really don’t think so.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 22

[image: image]


THAT NIGHT, I WENT to see Buzz. I showed him the mark I’d found. I suspected it was a sigil and it’d been used to summon a demon. I also wanted to talk to him about unblocking my powers but that could wait. It wasn’t something you could just blurt out.

Buzz took hold of my phone and stared at the photo.

“I need to find out what this means,” I told him.

“Something to do with your case?” he asked.

“Yep.” I didn’t say any more. I didn’t need to. Buzz knew if I didn’t give him details, I had reasons for it.

We got out the old, dusty books and began our search.

“How’s the case going?” he asked.

I shrugged. I didn’t have much to tell him. Everything I’d found so far just led me in circles. 

“What do your instincts say about this troupe?” Buzz asked.

“My instincts say they are clean but I’m not sure I can trust my instincts on this case.” I told him about Duke’s persuasive powers.

“You think he’s used them on you?”

“I can remember him trying to use them, which makes me think they don’t work on me. Otherwise, I wouldn’t know about it. But I can’t be sure. Maybe they do work but just to a lesser extent.”

I wanted to trust Duke. I wanted to trust all of them but that wasn’t an option I had.

“Never ignore your instincts, even if you think they’re flawed. But never ignore logic either.”

I kept leafing through the book. “Jeez, it’d be nice if this stuff was in database form. How did people survive in the olden days with their paper books?”

Buzz laughed. “We survived just fine.”

“I dunno about that. All that risk of paper cuts and dust inhalation.”

Buzz grabbed my phone and looked at the mark again. 

“You think this is a sigil to call a demon?”

“That’s the obvious answer. It could mean that the troupe travel around, identifying victims and leaving the mark as an identifier for the demon. Like a big arrow pointing to the kill. Or it could’ve been used by someone else and the troupe copied it down because they wanted to investigate themselves. It’s hard to know.”

Buzz sat his book down. “Is there any link between the victims?” he asked.

“The boys back in the office are checking into that. They haven’t found anything. No connection between the murder methods either. Gretchen had her blood drained. The other victims didn’t.”

“Could be two demons,” Buzz said. “One doing the killings and one taking revenge on the troupe.”

“Could be,” I said.

I went to the kitchen, returning with a tub of ice cream and two spoons.

“Two spoons?” Buzz said. “What’s the second one for?” He grinned, thinking he was funny for saying that.

I scowled at him. “I thought you might like some.”

“Nice token effort.”

He wasn’t wrong. When I got worried about a case like this, the chances of Buzz getting near my ice cream were minimal. All the thoughts spun around in my head until I was scraping the remnants from the side of the tub not even realizing I’d eaten the whole thing.

We kept looking through the books but I’d put off my other reason for coming for long enough.

“There’s one thing I need to tell you,” I said. “According to my sources, the demon isn’t just after random victims. He’s after me in particular.”

“You?”

“They mentioned something about my blood. It seems this killer, demon, whatever it is, doesn’t just drain the victims’ blood because he’s a sicko serial killer. The victims have something special about them. Gretchen was one, and I’m one.”

“We can look for more protections,” Duke said. “I can ask people. What we’ve used so far has been strong enough to protect you but maybe not strong enough now this demon is on the lookout.”

“I need more,” I blurted out. “I need to learn. I can’t bury my powers any more.”

His head spun to me so fast. I guess I’d just dropped that on him with no warning. For the past ten years, I’d insisted on blocking these powers but blocking them did nothing to protect me.

“What’s brought on this change?” he asked.

“I got attacked by a demon the other day,” I told him. “I ended him but not before he gouged out a big chunk of my leg.”

As I rolled up my sweats to show him, Buzz’s gaze went to my uninjured leg.

“Doesn’t look too bad to me,” he said.

“It was. My whole thigh was a mess. Then one of the troupe healed it. More magic juju. I wouldn’t be walking now if he hadn’t done his woo-woo thing. But it made me realize how vulnerable I am. I can’t rely on instinct any more and can’t rely on staying hidden. When I took on this case, you said maybe I’d need to fight. Okay. I’m ready. These things are after me. They’re coming after me whether I use my powers or not. I don’t know if it’s because I’m performing or if there’s something about that troupe or if it’s just coincidence but I’m a target. The power is oozing out of me whether I like it or not so I need to learn to control it rather than have it control me.”

Buzz slowly nodded his head. 

“Once you start on that path, there’s no going back,” he said. “You know that.”

“Well if I get killed by one of those bastards, there’s no going back from that either. That’s it. End of the line.”

I didn’t want to think that maybe there were worse things than death, and those things were inside of me. Then I remembered Gretchen’s crime scene report. Being killed by a demon wasn’t exactly fun and games either.

“If that’s what you want to do then we can do it,” Buzz said.

I nodded. Then I sighed. “Damn it, I’d have loved to have lived a normal life.”

“Jayne, you’ve never lived a normal life,” Buzz said. “You think you did but you’re repressed so much of yourself.”

“And that’s not normal?” I asked.

He shook his head and laughed.

“The first thing we have to do is identify what powers you have.”

“Well, for starters, I talk in weird voices and that kills demons,” I said, drawing my legs up and hugging them to me. “That’s pretty freaky.”

“It’s also very rare,” Buzz said. He looked at me like he was seeing me for the first time. “There are people who can fight demons but they don’t kill them. They banish them, sending them back to the hell dimension. Demons are immortal. But you can kill them.”

That confused me. “How do you know? Maybe I just banish them too.”

Banishing or killing, I didn’t really know the difference. So long as they were gone and not killing me, it was all good.

“I saw you, remember? Before you decided to block your powers.”

I’d been a runaway kid when I first met Buzz, living on the streets and not sure how I’d survive. There’d been an incident when I’d stupidly let a demon know my real name. He’d come for me and I’d destroyed him. End of story. Then Buzz had taken me in.

“I killed that guy? I didn’t just banish him?”

“You ended him. Good thing too. He knew your name and that gave him power. If you’d just banished him, he’d be back for you. Is there anything else you remember?”

“I used to be able to touch people and know if they’re good or bad. It’s probably a good thing I repressed that one since the only people I touch nowadays are bad.”

Buzz raised his eyebrows.

“I mean, crims. When I cuff them. That kind of thing. Also, I had visions of the past and the future when I touched things. That’s the only things I remember. I hated those powers. They only caused trouble.”

I didn’t want to go into the details of the trouble they caused. That was something we’d never discussed; the reasons I’d run away from my parents and the circus I’d grown up in. That whole world seemed like it hadn’t even existed and I was happy to keep it that way. 

“So, what do we do now?” I asked him.

“Now we tread very lightly. We have to be careful. The thing is, before you become stronger, you need to go through a stage where you’ll be vulnerable.”

“I can’t afford that right now,” I told him. “I don’t have time.”

Buzz screwed up his mouth. I didn’t like the way he did that. He always did it just before he said something unpleasant.

“There’s no way to speed this up. What exactly do you remember about your time before you came here?”

“Bits and pieces. I keep remembering more lately.”

“You have to open that side of you. You’ll remember everything. Every little part of your past.”

I shook my head. “I don’t want that. Can’t I just filter some of the power without doing that?”

“I’m afraid not. You need to deal with those things. You’re going to be vulnerable. More vulnerable than you are now. It’s not going to be easy. Before you can control what you are, you need to purge all those emotions and memories. You can’t cherry pick this stuff. There’s going to be a lot of bad with the good. It might help if you moved back here for a while.”

“Not possible,” I told him. “Not while I’m working undercover. It’s risky enough just coming here.” 

I’d thought that might be the case but had been hoping for an easy solution. Then Buzz left the room. He returned with a necklace.

“It’s an amulet,” he said. “Wear this and it’ll give you some protection.”

I turned the necklace over in my hand before putting it on. It was a chunky thing with a red stone in a gold casing.

Where had Buzz gotten this and how long had he been holding onto it? I didn’t ask, I just put the chain around my neck. As the stone nestled against my skin, a warm glow seemed to radiate through my body.
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AT THE END OF THE WEEK, we had a technical rehearsal in the performance space.

“The festival director and a couple of big wigs are going to sit in,” Duke said. “That means we have to be beyond perfect. This isn’t just a run through, it’s an audition. It’s going to determine the future of the troupe.”

Lilly groaned. “There’s a limit to how perfect we can be.”

“Only if you accept that limit,” Duke said.

Duke had totally forgotten about the juggling trick. It was way too close to the actual performance date to add in anything new and he hadn’t mentioned it in ages. That just reconfirmed that he’d done it to test me.

The four of us loaded all our gear into the van and headed for the tent. As we drove there, my stomach clenched at the thought of seeing Big Curly and him blabbing more about my former life.

The whole time we loaded in, my gaze flittered round the site, looking for him. I needed to relax before the performance. I couldn’t do it with my muscles all tense and my insides messed up. We got everything set up then I wandered the site. There was no trace of the guy. I’d got all twisted up for nothing.

I did a walk through, checking all my equipment. 

It seemed strange to check the floor for any obstacles or protrusions when the biggest risk to me was a demon attack but I had to make sure there was nothing that would cut me when I landed off that hoop with bare feet.

I checked the carabiners were all closed, the strop holding my hoop was intact and that nothing had changed since I’d visited with Duke.

Once I was sure everything was safe, I headed to the dressing room. 

“Your spot is down the end,” Lilly said, nodding her head in that direction.

Both Lilly and Nuno sat on stools at the mirrors, their props behind them. I squeezed my way down to the end. The feathers of Lilly’s fans tickled my back as I brushed against them. Then I almost knocked down Nuno’s unicycle. I sidled down onto my stool with barely enough room to put on my makeup without bashing Nuno with my arm.

“Is there somewhere else for us to change?” I asked. I meant somewhere with privacy.

Lilly laughed. “Well, aren’t you la-di-dah? This is it.”

I got out my leotard for the first act then glanced around.

“Maybe there’s a bathroom...”

Lilly looked at me and laughed. “Wow, you sure are coy. I’ve never seen someone bother being so modest in a dressing room.”

Yeah well it was okay for her. She’d finished putting on her makeup and, as she spoke to me, peeled off her undies. Whoa, that was more of Lilly than I ever wanted to see. I turned away.

If I stripped off facing the wall, I wouldn’t have to see any of her. But then I’d expose my naked butt to the two of them. But then if I faced the other way, I’d expose my front side.

“No one’s looking, Jayne.”

I spun around to answer her and had the sense to not actually look. Except then I got an eyeful of Nuno’s butt. Yikes, neither of them had any modesty. 

Maybe for the actual performance, I’d change beforehand. Put my street clothes over my outfit. I wasn’t sure how comfortable that would be but it’d be a whole lot less naked.

I wiggled into my leotard, trying not to bash into Lilly or the flimsy wooden walls. Those walls looked like I only needed to bump them and I’d crash right through. And if being naked in front of Lilly and Nuno was bad, it’d be a million times worse in front of the street full of strangers outside

The amulet Buzz gave me hung down my chest. I tucked it into my neckline out of the way. But just turning my head was enough to make it swing loose. I unclasped it and put it in my bag. The danger of getting it hooked on something while I performed far outweighed that of any demon.

When I’d finally squirmed into my costume, Lilly gave me the once over.

“You could pad that outfit, you know,” Lilly said. “It’d do wonders.”

That did nothing for my confidence although some padding around my knees would help more than my boobs.

“I’m not sure anyone’ll notice when I’m up on the hoop.”

“True,” she said and grinned. “Just offering, you know.”

I wrapped myself in my coat and grabbed an energy bar out of my bag then headed out of the dressing room. Lilly still sat at the mirror doing her makeup. I’d figured I didn’t need to get all made up just for the rehearsal.

“Hey,” Lilly said as I walked out. “Want me to do your makeup on show night?”

I hadn’t been that confident about doing it myself and I hadn’t wanted to ask her so I was super-happy she’d asked.

“Sure thing,” I told her. “Thanks.”

I walked into the arena, unwrapping my energy bar. That damn bar tasted like sawdust but it’d see me through the performance, otherwise I’d crash halfway through.

I finished it off and thrust the wrapper in my pocket then began my stretches. It was hard to stay warm in here even wearing my big coat. With the place empty, it became a wind tunnel.

Duke approached me, his footsteps echoing through the empty space.

“All ready to go,” Duke asked, checking his watch. “I expected the director to be here by now.”

Ever since I’d found those files, I’d been wary of Duke. Well, more wary. The guy did have weird powers after all.

I nodded. I’d been through my routine so many times, I wanted to actually see how the show fit together.

“Ah, there they are,” Duke said.

A couple of men walked into the tent. They stood in the shadows. Duke approached them but I didn’t need to meet them so I kept on with my warmups and Nuno came out of the change room to join me. The two of us stretched in silence.

“Time to start,” Duke called.

I peeled off my coat and put it on a seat with my shoes, shivering in the cold room despite my warm ups.

The four of us stood to the edge of the stage. Butterflies buzzed in my stomach but I ignored them. This was just a rehearsal. Even though the success of the troupe wasn’t really my concern, I didn’t want us looking like idiots in front of the director. Still, I’d been through my routine so many times now, I had nothing to worry about.

Nuno ran over to the sound system then, as music blared into the room, ran back to join us. 

Duke started with his opening spiel, his voice booming out through the space. 

He welcomed everyone to the show and made a bunch of promises. Then Lilly shimmied her way out to the stage, lights reflecting off her sequined dress that rippled as she walked. She circled the stage, blowing two handed kisses into the non-existent crowd. 

I sighed when it was my turn to move. I didn’t like this part of the performance. It seemed a little too personal. I walked onto the stage and did a series of flips before landing on my feet, my arms in the air. Nothing too complex, just enough to give a teaser. Duke had wanted me to sit on the hoop as it raised up into the air but I needed Nuno to work the winch for that and he needed to be onstage for this intro section too.

He came in after me, riding his unicycle. On the first circuit of the stage, he pretended to stumble and almost fall, the contraption rising up in the air only to be caught by him.

When we’d finished our introduction, we left Lilly onstage while she went into her first number. I hurried to put my coat back on. I wouldn’t be back on stage until after Nuno’s act and that was about ten minutes of sitting in the cold.

While I waited, I moved from side to side, stretching out my thigh muscles. 

A movement in the back near the booths caught my eye. The only people in here should’ve been us and the three guys Duke met up with. I glanced over. All three of them still sat on the other side of the tent. 

Then I turned back. Someone definitely moved. He was in darkness but I could see his form.

The stage lights moved as Lilly left the center stage for the part of the song where she teased the audience. 

When the light hit the intruder, I reeled. Hooked nose, beady eyes. Shit, just like Big Curly had described.
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I SPRANG INTO ACTION. That damn demon planned to attack while we were onstage. That’s when we’d be most vulnerable. I had to stop him before he could do that. 

He rushed through the stalls and I closed the distance between us. I’d take him down.

Onstage, Lilly kept singing, the slow beat of the song contrasting with the rapid thud of my heart. 

The demon spotted me running after him but didn’t change his pace or direction. He just kept moving in the direction of the stage. 

This was it. I’d destroy the bastard and this case would be closed, even if I could never tell Larry what had happened. I knocked over some wooden chairs in my rush to get to him. He strolled down the promenade separating the booths from the stall seats as though he had all the time in the world. I guess you do when you’re immortal but this guy’s immortality was about to come to an end. 

I jumped some of the chairs. The demon was so close, I could almost touch him now. I wanted to make sure he didn’t escape me before I attacked. 

I waited for my power to surge, the familiar tingle in my head and the buzz in my fingers. That was nowhere to be found though. Had those powers deserted me now when I really needed them? 

Even without them, I’d give this guy a good pummeling and stop his attack. And surely they’d kick in any minute now.

I lunged out and grabbed him around the neck. He made a weird gurgling sound that was most undemonic. Huh? Was that just to cover up his unearthly nature?

The gurgling continued as I threw him to the ground. My powers still didn’t appear but I straddled the demon, punching him hard in the face. He struggled but not enough. That lack of struggle made me pause. Surely any demon would be able to fight back just as strongly?

Was anyone coming to help me? I glanced around. Onstage, Lilly strutted around, flicking down her shoulder strap and doing a shimmy. It’d take more than banishing a rogue demon to put her off her act. Nuno stood at the lighting desk playing with the controls.

The only ones moving were Duke and his bigwig guests. The four of them walked toward me. 

I punched the demon again, not wanting him at full strength when they got near us. If I could, I’d spew out the words I needed to kill the beast but those words didn’t come and I had no idea why. 

Was this what Buzz meant? Were my powers weakening already?

Before I could punch him again, Duke grabbed me and pulled me off him. I lashed out, arms blazing. Couldn’t Duke see what I had to do here? The demon planned on attacking us during the show.

“Settle down, Jayne,” he said. He pulled me close to him, pinning my arms behind me.

“Why are you attacking our lighting guy?” one of the bigwigs asked. “What’s up with this woman? Is she emotionally unstable?”

“Lighting guy? Lighting guy? He’s no lighting guy. He’s a —” 

Duke pulled my arms tighter, a clear sign to shut up. I inhaled. He was right. Blurting out things about demons wouldn’t help here.

“Jayne, you need to get ready for your act.” His words were almost hissed out. Then he turned to the bigwigs. “I’m so sorry about this. I’m not sure what’s wrong with her. She’s normally very demure. Of course, we’ll do what we can to compensate for this incident.”

I wanted to protest but the supposed lighting dude got up and dusted himself off. I looked into his eyes. Even though they seemed dull, they did look human.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Duke whispered to me as we walked back. “You could ruin everything.”

“He was going to attack,” I said, keeping my head down. 

The thought that I might’ve screwed up crept over me. Every other time I’d confronted a demon, I’d had these feelings deep in my belly and in my head. A sense that something was wrong. But with this guy, I’d attacked him based on pure human logic. None of those other things were going on.

“He matched the description,” I muttered. “Beady eyes, hooked nose.”

“A lot of people match that description,” Duke said. “You can’t beat up all of them.”

I gave a curt nod then bit the inside of my lip. I really had fucked up.

Duke grabbed my arm. “You need to be up there and ready to hoop in two minutes,” Duke said. “No delays, no gaps. This show has to be as good as any we do for a full crowd. I thought I’d hammered that into you.”

I nodded but didn’t answer.

“Now I’m going to have to go back to those guys and kiss ass big time.”

I side eyed Duke. We both knew he wouldn’t be kissing ass. He could handle them a lot easier than that. A friendly touch on the arm with a suggestion that the show was brilliant worked so much better. Hell, we didn’t even need to do this run through for them. Duke could’ve done that from the start.

Before I could get to the side of stage, one of the bigwigs approached us.

“I think she needs to make an apology,” he said. “Brandon’s talking about pressing charges. He might have a broken nose and needs medical help.”

Demons don’t get broken noses. I didn’t know much about demons but I’m pretty sure they didn’t.

Duke sighed then plastered a brilliant smile on his face.

“No need to worry about that. One of my troupe has medical training. We’ll see to it after the performance. In the meantime, I hope you can settle back and enjoy the rest of the show. Jayne’s about to go on but she’ll make all the necessary reparations later.”

It seemed like an easy fix. Nuno fixing up the guy’s injuries, Duke rearranging their minds. A little too easy. It almost seemed like they’d done this kind of thing many times before.

Meanwhile, with that adrenalin rush messing with my energy, my performance would be lackluster at best. I’d only be going through the motions.

I turned back to check how Duke fared with the bigwig and got a glimpse of his face. That guy. The festival director. I’d seen him before. Not here though. Not in connection with this carnival.

It was just before I went on that it hit me. I did know that guy. At the gym, in boxing class, the guy who’d completely wussed out because I hit him too hard. Shit. 

That same guy was the festival director? That had to be some weird coincidence, right? It couldn’t mean anything more.
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I GOT THROUGH MY PART of the show okay and headed to the change room to get ready for the finale. Getting changed in the empty room was much easier until I remembered this was the part of the show where Gretchen had been murdered. I glanced at the door. Had she stood here like this, stripping off her leotard in preparation? Thinking of nothing but the act to come? 

The door would’ve been firmly shut like it was now but someone had entered. That wouldn’t be difficult. Even if it was shut, it wasn’t locked.

When the demon entered, had he been in human form? He must’ve been. Maybe he was able to change forms. I needed to research that. 

She’d seen someone she’d recognized then he’d revealed his true form.

There’d been no sign of struggle according to the reports. He must’ve struck so quickly after revealing himself. Maybe he’d crept up behind her. Or maybe he’d been one of the crew, like the lighting guy. She’d assumed he’d come in to give her a message or something. Everyone involved in the production had been investigated. A few had been suspects but they’d had alibis or had come out clean. But then if Big Curly had escaped detection on the crew maybe there’d been others.

In all the cases I’d worked on, I’d never put myself in the victim’s shoes before. I’d gone at them like puzzles that needed to be solved, ignoring the human side of the crimes. Now I was only too literally in the victim’s shoes. Somehow that made getting the hell out of this empty change room and back on that stage a heap more appealing.

I smiled at the irony. Feeling safer having knives thrown at me. That was a good one.

I flinched as a loud bang echoed through the room. What was that? Something coming? I grabbed for the nearest weapon, ready to attack. No one could blame me for defending myself.

The banging sounded again. 

I crept out to check, staying on tiptoes so whatever it was couldn’t hear me and keeping my weapon at the ready.

Then I found it. A loose bit of board flapping around in the wind. The tent wasn’t nearly as strongly constructed at the back as it was in parts the audience could see.

I sat down my weapon. A hair brush? Huh? Thankfully no one had seen that. What had I intended to do anyway? Brush the demon to death? Offer to braid its hair?

My costume for the Wheel of Death was a slinky dress, more like something Lilly would wear. For this act, I kinda wished that I’d taken her offer of padding me. At least that would be a level of protection. I hadn’t rehearsed this other than at my audition because Duke said it wasn’t necessary. I just had to be strapped in. It wasn’t like I was an active participant.

A sheen of sweat covered my skin. I grabbed a towel and wiped myself down. I had to get my shit together instead of being so skittish.

As I walked out onto the stage, Duke glared at me. I raised my eyebrows and he glared even harder. He was pissed about me attacking the lighting guy. I got that. But really, he could try to be a bit more reassuring. No one wants an angry person throwing knives at them.

The stage had become darker now with a big spotlight shining on the wheel and a smaller light on Duke. I gulped. Even without the knife thing, I didn’t like the idea of this act. Being strapped to that wheel made me vulnerable as hell and then I came off it so dizzy that I was rendered ineffectual. 

Even if that lighting guy hadn’t been the demon, him and the festival director were up to no good. I didn’t want to be vulnerable around either of them.

While Nuno strapped me to the board, Duke entranced the crowd as it were, holding up his knives to get that sparkle of light reflecting off them, then chopping through things to prove their sharpness. Nuno pulled the leather firmly around my wrist, fastening the buckle. He looked at me to ask if that was okay. I was getting better at interpreting his meanings and I nodded so he moved to the second one. 

Duke’s voice rumbled through the empty room. Those three men still sat in the crowd. Why had that guy been at my gym? The more I thought about it, the less it seemed like a fluke.

I shook my head as Nuno tightened the strap on my left ankle.

“A little tighter,” I said. 

Thinking back now, that guy had been trying to provoke me. If someone wrote a manual on ‘how to provoke Jayne Hudson’ then he’d have followed it step by step. I’d been stupid to fall for it. So stupid. The question was why. It seemed an awful lot of trouble to go to when I had no real link to the troupe at the time. 

He’d been strange, acting like an asshole in that class. And then, at the end of the class, he’d stolen the gloves. The ones with my blood on them.

I wasn’t completely sure that the rat-faced lighting guy was so innocent either. He matched Big Curly’s description. He worked with the dodgy festival guy. I needed to get his name and have the guys check into him. Was he working the night Gretchen had been killed? And in the other towns with the murders? 

Nuno gave the wheel a spin and I closed my eyes. Less than five minutes and this would be done. The motion made all my thoughts drop from my head apart from that one. Five minutes. Three hundred seconds. That’s all.

My fists clenched and my jaw tightened. I counted the thud of each knife hitting the board around me. 

Shit, one of those knives went awfully close to my skin. It’d almost grazed me. Duke had told me not to worry about things like that but it wasn’t him strapped to this board with knives flying at him. I wanted to open my eyes and look but I knew if I did, the blurriness of the room as I spun around would make me nauseous.

How many minutes had it been? Surely the five minutes were up. Was the wheel slowing? I thought so but it was hard to tell.

Finally, I heard applause, weak and in the distance. We were done.

Nuno unstrapped me and helped me off the stage. My legs had turned to jelly and my head spun. He sat me down to recover offstage before I went back to the dressing room. I still had my head buried in my hands when Duke approached. 

“We need to talk,” he said.

I looked up at him but my stomach lurched and I lowered my head again.

“The guy matched the description,” I said.

That sounded so lame. A kid’s excuse. I’d been so sure of myself at the time but running off half-cocked like that didn’t just make the troupe look bad, it could jeopardize the whole investigation. I sure didn’t want to get the wrong kind of attention and have people asking questions about me. I had no intention of telling Duke about creepy director guy being at my gym since that might get him asking questions I didn’t want to answer. 

“Don’t ever do that again,” Duke said. “Luckily, I’ve smoothed things over but I can’t always do that.”

I sucked as much air into my lungs as I could then looked up again. I’d say what I had to say without vomiting.

“What is that that you do, anyway? It’s freaky and unnatural. Is it some kind of mind control? Do you do it onstage too?”

He sucked in his cheeks and turned away. Discussion over, on his part, but I grabbed his arm before he could walk off.

“You have to tell me. I’m part of this troupe, aren’t I?”

“Tell me your secrets and I’ll tell you mine,” he said. “I’m not sure what you are and you don’t seem ready to discuss it.”

I dropped his arm. 

When the van pulled up at the warehouse, I left quickly. Once I was in a safe space, I called Larry and gave him the information on the director.

“Most likely a coincidence but we’ll check it out. Did anyone outside the team know about your audition with the troupe at that stage.”

“Nope. Not a word. I wasn’t even going to take the case, remember.”

Larry sighed. “I thought as much. And you’re not really one for talking shop with the guys at the best of times. So, I knew, you know and a couple of the higher ups knew.” He made a whistling noise. “This could mean a serious breach in security.”

“It might, or it might mean he’d hung around the audition, looking for more victims.”

“Hopefully that’s it.”

After I hung up, I headed to Buzz’s to train with him. I’d have to tell him what happened today and he’d be disappointed. 

I wasn’t wrong about that either. Buzz gave me that look, the one that said I’d done something stupid. He didn’t even need to use words.

“My powers don’t work unless it’s an actual demon?” I asked. “I get that feeling, all wavery and weird. I need to tune in on that.”

He nodded. “Looks that way. Which is a good thing because you can’t attack innocent humans.”

“I’m not sure if that guy was so innocent but there’s something I’m worried about.”

“Other than the risk of death and injury?”

“If the demon does attack during a performance, I can’t use my power to destroy him. Not in front of a full audience. That’d be a disaster. I need some way to attack or weaken the demon that doesn’t involve me revealing myself.”

I wasn’t sure the demon would attack while I was onstage but that was a possibility I’d have to take into account. I couldn’t let myself be caught out. And, unlike Gretchen, I knew too much to trust anyone offstage.

“I’ve been thinking about that myself,” Buzz said. “There’s someone you need to see.”
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I FOUND THE ADDRESS Buzz had given me. It wasn’t in the most upmarket area of the city, it wasn’t even in the better part of a down market neighborhood, but in a dingy alley off a street filled with discount stores and sex shops and greasy food places.

I wove my way through the dumpsters and junkies until I found her door. This was the place. I rang the doorbell and waited while trash blew down the alleyway and one of the junkies murmured incoherently.

Finally, she answered. An older woman with a shawl over her head, obscuring her face. The long cardigan she wore had been stretched out with wear, the front much longer than the back and was covered with nobbles like she’d slept in it for years.

“Come in, come in,” she said, her voice raspy.

She shuffled off and I followed her down the dark hallway.

“Shut the door,” she barked. “Don’t let the trash in.”

I wasn’t sure if she meant the actual trash or the junkies but I closed the door behind me.

She led me to a room at the back. A few lamps lit the room, filling it with strange shadows. It had all the trappings, the things women like her used to give the illusion of mystic gifts. From the stuffed owls sitting on the shelf looking like they’d swoop down to peck your eyes out to the crystal ball and the tarot card decks littering the table in the middle of the room. The heavy lacy curtains hanging at the windows suggested decades of dust. That was confirmed by the knick knacks sitting around the room.

Woo-woo music played from somewhere. Smells of herbs and oils wafted through the air - sage and rosemary and something way too cloying. The kinds of things you use to make love potions for stupid people who believe in such things. For a few cents in ingredients, you could whip up a potion that sold for dollars. 

She swept some things off the table and told me to sit down. I sat on the rickety chair and folded my arms. Was this woman going to read my palm? Offer to sell me some cheap trinkets to improve my luck? 

I wasn’t sure why Buzz had wanted me to come here. Surely he wasn’t sucked in by her obvious scams.

After sitting on the seat opposite me, she studied my face. I wouldn’t speak first. She wanted to read me, to pick up clues so she could hurl them out as psychic fact. I knew all the tricks and I wasn’t here to play those kinds of games. If there was one thing I hated in life it was charlatan fortune tellers. I’d had enough of those to last me a lifetime.

“I’ve heard about you,” she said.

“From Buzz?”

The woman screwed up her face. “Buzz? Who is Buzz? That is not where I get my information. You are the one who fights the demons, yes?”

I didn’t like this woman knowing too much about me. She reminded me of people I wanted to forget. And she was full of shit. She obviously did know who Buzz was since he’d been the one to send me here. But she had to talk in riddles. That was their way.

I nodded. I had to give her some information in order for her to help but I wasn’t going to feed it to her. She could’ve known that from the way Buzz had approached her. It wasn’t hard information to decipher.

“You are right to come to me. This demon is very powerful. You are powerful too but you put limitations on yourself. That means you can’t defeat him. He wants you. He wants you dead. That’s what the spirits tell me.”

That’s what Big Curly had told me, too. That the demon was after me. I had no idea why.

“Well if I can’t defeat him, I’m pretty well screwed. He wants my blood so that’s not going to be a life enhancing experience.”

“I can help you.”

She adjusted the shawl, still making sure her face stayed obscured. I’d learned never to trust someone who doesn’t show their face but I’d work with her for now.

“So, tell me, why does he want me specifically? I’m no big deal.”

That was the question I wanted answered. Something kept drawing those demons to me, well either to me or the troupe. I wasn’t sure which.

The woman waved her claw-like hand in a sweeping motion. Clunky silver rings glittered as they caught the light. I wasn’t sure what that waving motion meant. 

“But you are a big deal,” she said. “You. You are gifted and you have the blood he seeks. He already has two. With you, it becomes three.”

Again, the riddles. He had two? Two what? Two victims?

“Wait, you mean he’s killed two girls already?”

She nodded. There was another besides Gretchen? That was something I’d have to tell Larry. He needed to run through the records and see if there was a case with a similar M.O.

“It’s the blood,” she said.

“And what’s so special about my blood?”

I was pretty sure that was all a load of bull dust.

“You come from an ancient line. You are an heir. You have never been told this?”

I shook my head. I’d been told nothing. I’d never asked. If I’d been wary of her before, this whole heir thing made it a hundred times worse. I was heir to nothing but bullshit and illusions.

“So, this protection you can offer...” I wanted to get her back on track. The hippie smell in the place made me a bit queasy. The sooner I got out of here and got some fresh air, the better. Even the junkie vomit in the alleyway would be an improvement.

She stood up and shuffled to a bureau with a number of small drawers. She offered me a powder in a bag. Speed? Cocaine? Most likely some kind of laundry powder that she sold to the junkies outside.

“This won’t defeat him but it will weaken him. It needs to contact his skin.”

I wasn’t so sure about this. It seemed like a scam. But then Buzz wouldn’t have sent me here for nothing. I reached out for the powder but she swiped it away and put it in her cardigan pocket.

She smiled. God help me, the woman had a gold tooth. She looked like she’d read a children’s book on gypsy fortune tellers and had developed her whole look from that. 

I waited for her to name a price. She reached for a calculator on the table and keyed in a figure, then held it up to show me.

“No way. That’s far too much for a dodgy powder. How do I know that stuff even works?”

“You have no faith. I understand why. Your mother.”

What the hell did she know about my mother? I scratched my leg. This place made me itch with all its licey looking stuffed animals.

Then I grinned at her. The mother thing was a stab in the dark. I mean, a lot of people have mother issues so she could safely trot out a line like that and know it had a fair chance of working. She could fish all she liked, I wouldn’t take the bait.

I named a price. Half the amount she asked for.

She tapped the calculator screen. “No negotiations. I take credit cards.”

I sighed. It wasn’t like this would come out of my pocket. Investigation expenses and all that.

She grinned again as she swiped my card.

“It works for maybe five, ten minutes,” she said. “That’s all the time you’ll have.”

“Which is it, five or ten minutes? Because that makes a huge difference when you’re fighting for your life.”

She shrugged and I stood up.

“Be careful,” she said. “This thing won’t stop until he has what he wants.”

Before I left, I thought of something. I got my phone out of my pocket and brought up the demon mark to show her.

“Does this mean anything to you?” I asked.

“Ah, the second seal. You will be the third.”

“Seal to what?”

She shrugged. “There are some things I can’t see.”

“So where do I find this demon?” I asked.

“I can tell you but you shouldn’t go there. It’s a place he’s created and that’s where he’s most powerful.” She found an envelope on the table and a pencil stub and wrote down an address. “But you’ll go because you’re foolishly overconfident.”

I’d go because I didn’t really believe anything she said. This address would probably lead me to a vacant lot or a regular house.

Walking down the alley from her house, the smell of a souvlaki van hit me. My stomach rumbled since I hadn’t had dinner. I couldn’t resist.

While I waited for the guy to prepare my food, I leaned against the van. Normally I wouldn’t buy a souvlaki from somewhere that wasn’t busy. No one wanted to eat meat that had been sitting on a spit for days, but I was way too hungry to care. 

Figures flickered around me in the shadows. I didn’t fit in here and I knew it. I wondered who the souvlaki van catered to. Junkies didn’t have money to spare but then hookers drew in men from all around and those men got hungry.

I grabbed my kebab and wolfed into it as I walked. 

I got the sense that someone followed me. Could be a junkie thinking I was an easy target. More fool him. 

I turned and scanned the alley. I couldn’t see anything. Still, I walked carefully. I could fight if I had to but I wanted to conserve my energy. And, if I had to fight, I’d most likely drop the rest of this kebab before I finished it which would be a damn shame.

I ducked around a corner, hoping my follower would reveal themselves. I had no sense of it being anything evil but I wasn’t taking chances. 

Most people wouldn’t have noticed but I caught a glimpse of him lurking in the shadows, my eyes easily adjusting to the darkness. 

Nuno. 

He’d been following me? For how long? What had he seen? I didn’t plan to let him know I’d seen him but I’d make sure I lost him. He shouldn’t be here.
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I DROVE AROUND TOWN, trying to lose Nuno. I wasn’t sure if he even had a car. Or where he lived. Or any personal details of his life. I’d focused my attention on Duke mostly with some of it on Lilly. I tended to overlook Nuno. I wish I’d paid more attention to him now. Unless he drove the troupe van or was on his unicycle, I wouldn’t even know if he followed me.

I hit up a drive through coffee place and picked up a coffee. 

When I left, I didn’t see anyone on my tail. Fine, I could confront this demon without having to worry about him. The last thing I wanted was to have to look for Nuno on top of everything else. Sure, the guy had awesome healing skills but that wouldn’t help defeat something this evil.

Even if that woman was a complete fraud, it worried me that she’d said that I put limitations on myself. She wasn’t wrong there. I had limitations. I’d been trying so hard to get over those restrictions in my work with Buzz but I’d kind of reached a plateau and Buzz said it’d take some real emotional purging to get to the next stage. As much as I wanted to progress, I wasn’t really at a place in life where emotional purging worked for me. After the performance, and hopefully after this case was done and dusted, I’d get into that purging, but for now, I wanted my life on an even keel.

Still, what did she know? I had no choice in this thing. He wanted to drain all the blood from my body so it was either fight or be killed. It wasn’t like I could say “Hey mister demon, let’s reschedule this blood draining thing to a time that suits me better.”

I found the address she’d given me. A bar. A dodgy looking bar on the outskirts of town. 

I wasn’t sure what I was looking for when I headed into the bar. I had no handle on this demon at all. Even the description I had wasn’t a guarantee. That could’ve been anyone Big Curly had seen. Hopefully my belly would give me the heads up. I just had to look for someone who got my stomach clenching and he’d be our man, or our demon. 

I looked around. This bar was seedier than any place I’d ever been in. Walking from the door to the bar, my stomach tightened and my head buzzed. The guy near the door, he was the demon. No doubt about that. Every cell in my body told me that. I kept on walking. 

Only, I had the same symptoms with the next guy I saw. This time even worse. So, he was the demon, not the other guy?

But then it happened a third time. 

All three guys were demons? Three demons in a bar, what were the chances? It sounded like the beginning of a bad joke. Except it got worse and worse. A couple of those guys didn’t even attempt to look human. They were out and proud demons complete with slimy bits and extra limbs. One had horns. Actual horns on the sides of his head.

This was a demon bar? I never knew such things existed. By the time I reached the bar, my head throbbed and my belly went topsy turvy. 

Was everyone in this dive a demon? I glanced around the room. Surely not all of them. Some of them looked human but weren’t and some I think were humans. Maybe some folk liked to hang out with demons. The one with the horns had two women hanging off him. They might be demons themselves or maybe demon groupies.

How did I identify which one I needed to kill? I couldn’t kill everyone in the place. Maybe some of them were nice demons, if such a thing existed. I needed to check into that. I thought it was possible. In those books Buzz and I had looked through, some demons could be summoned to give you wealth and other good things. I didn’t want to kill decent demons only the one trying to kill me. 

My only experience with demons so far involved them trying to kill me — and them losing. I’d never thought about what they did between times. If anything, I assumed they went back to a hell dimension or something, not a neighborhood bar for drinks. 

“Drink?”

I spun around to the barman. “Just a Coke,” I said.

The power pulsated in my veins but it settled enough for me to function. Maybe that was a sign I was in no immediate danger. I sipped on my drink and appraised my options. This demon was after me and I’d walked straight into the midst of him and his cronies. 

That old witch had set me up, leading me here. Which meant the powder she’d given was ineffectual. Great. Just great. But, to be fair, she had told me not to come here.

I didn’t need to stick around long. I’d check the place out, note if anything untoward was going on and leave when I finished my Coke.

Now that I’d relaxed a little, I noticed the classic rock playing on the jukebox and the lingering smell in the air like meat just about to turn bad. Not rotten or anything, just slightly on the turn. As well as the door I came in, there was a fire exit to my right just behind the pool table. Handy to know.

Before I even finished my Coke, I noticed a change in atmosphere in the bar. A few of the guys kept inching closer to me. I didn’t like that at all. I didn’t want to be boxed in so I strolled over to the pool table as though waiting my turn.

“You new around here?” one of the guys on the table asked. “I’d have noticed you.”

A woman, obviously a demon woman judging by her extra breast, prodded him with her pool cue in a friendly-like manner.

“Keep your eyes on the table, Charlie.”

I grinned then looked over my shoulder. Those demons had closed the distance between us. I didn’t like that one little bit. I kept the grin plastered on my face. Even Charlie and the three breasted woman kept glancing around. They finished up their game extra fast and left the bar. Other patrons were paying up and leaving. That never bode well.

Panic wouldn’t help anything at all. I’d edge around the tables and out that fire door into the street. All the while, I felt in my pockets for my car keys. It’d be a quick sprint to the car but I could handle that. It was the fighting off four or five demons at once that I’d struggle with.

I finally made it to the door and reached behind me to press down on the latch. The door flung open, almost causing me to tumble out. The cold night air hit me even before I could break into a run. My car was only a couple of minutes away at a fast sprint.

I took off. Going to this bar alone had been a stupid idea. Stupid. Stupid.

My legs pounded against the asphalt surface of the parking lot but I heard no footsteps behind me. I’d thought for sure those guys would give chase. 

The lock on my car clicked open. Only a short distance now. Sweat ran down my forehead even in this cold weather. I might be fit but I wasn’t Usain Bolt fit.

Just as I was about to lunge into the driver’s seat, a scream pierced my ears. An unholy scream. Not a noise a human would make. Not even an animal. Maybe a cat in heat intensified a zillion percent. 

I covered my ears while searching for the source. 

On the steps of the bar, some of those demons had Nuno, and they were dragging him inside.

So much for freedom and so much for safety. If I had to fight, bring it on. 
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AS I WALKED BACK TO the bar, even more of the customers were leaving. The place was almost empty. I had no idea where the hell they were going. Maybe literally to hell. All I knew is they were scared shitless.

The three guys who’d grabbed Nuno had him trapped by the bar. Those guys had seemed almost human looking before, now they were all grotesque.

“Oh, you’re back.”

I spun around to see another demon sitting in a chair. Yikes, this had been a set up. I’d fallen right into their trap. Shit was about to go down. That’s why everyone had left. That demon had to be the killer. Even in demon form he had beady eyes and a hooked nose. He looked nothing like that lighting guy though.

“Yeah, I’m back. Now let go of my friend.”

The demon steepled his demony fingers and gazed at me. “Are you sure he’s your friend?”

Nuno struggled against his captors but he had no chance of getting free. The silence of his struggle just made it harder to watch.

“Yeah, I guess so.” I stared him right in the beady eyes, letting him think I had no fear of him.

That feeling came back to my belly ten-fold. This demon wanted my blood. He wanted to drain me. And maybe Nuno too. There’d be no escape from here until the fighting was done.

The demon slowly pulled himself to his feet without taking his gaze from my face.

I projected calm. I’d been in worse situations than this and had survived. I had been in worse situations, right? I tried to remember but dragging through my past wouldn’t help here. I couldn’t call for back up. I couldn’t use all those police resources I’d relied on. It was just me and the demon.

I had the power to kill him. I just had to get those words out. I tried to dig deep inside myself, getting that power all juiced up.

“Think that’s going to work?” the demon said, with a low chuckle. “Your feeble powers don’t work here.”

They didn’t? But I’d been able to identify the demons. I guess I just couldn’t kill them. Hell, that really ruined my plans. 

I had a plan B though. The powder in my pocket. She’d said it wouldn’t kill the demon but it’d weaken him. I hated having to rely on that woman’s crappy magic but it was my only chance.

The demon moved. I side stepped, waiting for him to pounce. There was no pouncing. He moved to the jukebox.

“It’s way too quiet in here,” he said then put on a Bon Jovi song. “Let’s liven the place up a bit.”

He moved slowly, with all the intention of a cat stalking a bird. 

While I waited for his move, Nuno screamed. That ear drum shattering scream I’d heard in the car park had been him. For a mute, that guy sure had a scream on him. I covered my ears, looking around with the hope that the demons would do the same. They didn’t have their hands over their ears like I did but they had pained expressions on their faces. Not the same torturous pain I felt but enough to affect them.

“Run, Jayne,” Nuno yelled. Had he said that out loud or did I just hear it in my head? I wasn’t sure.

I shook my head without turning to look at him. 

I wouldn’t be leaving him to their mercies. I’d rescue him and I’d save myself. I just needed to be sure of the lay of the land. Making it look all casual-like, I put my hands in my back pockets feeling for the bag the old woman had given me I balled it into the palm of my hand.

“Come on, boss,” one of the demon minions said. “Let’s get this party started. Drain her fast so the ritual can begin.”

Ritual? What ritual? The old woman had talked about opening seals. I had no idea what she’d meant by that. My demon lore knowledge was as weak as piss and this was no time to bone up on it.

“You want to drink my blood?” I asked. “I thought that was vampires, not demons.”

The head demon laughed. “I’m not going to drink it.”

He sidled around, moving toward me. I sidled too, putting a table between us. That was reassuring, right? He didn’t want to drink my blood. 

“The boss is going to open the gates of hell and all the demons are coming out to party,” the flunky demon said. Then he laughed like crazy.

“Shut your mouth,” the killer demon said, his voice low and cold.

The flunky opened his mouth to respond but, almost faster than my eyes could process, the killer demon moved across the room. Before he could get a word out, that flunky had been reduced to a puddle on the floor.

Hells. 

I froze, staring at the scene in front of me and trying to make sense of it. 

He’d liquefied his own flunky. That was hard core. 

On the plus side, that meant one less demon for me to deal with. On the not so plus side, well, everything. Not only was this demon a crazy strong motherfucker, opening the gates of hell didn’t seem like something anyone would want.

The seal was to the gates? My blood would open it. I was the third. As that knowledge descended on me, it seemed like icy hands squeezed my heart and all the air got knocked from my lungs. I grabbed hold of the back of a chair, needing to steady myself. 

No way. Surely not.

I needed to get out of this place. I’d become the danger.

The demon boss moved again, this time standing so close to me that I could smell his breath. Again, that smell of meat on the turn hit me.

He grabbed for me, those razor claws out. I jumped back. As I jumped, the amulet I wore swung out. The demon’s claws made contact with it and missed my skin. 

Then the demon spun around, his attention on Nuno.

I turned too. Nuno had freed himself from his captors and ran for the fire exit. The two remaining flunkies raced after him. 

I started to run too, but stopped. I had the powder in my hand. Now was my best chance to slow this bastard down. All I had to do was sprinkle it over him like sugar over a donut.

Damn bag was one of those Ziploc kinds and I fumbled with the fastening. What the actual hell? Why put a lifesaving magic powder in something so hard to open?

While I struggled with the bag, the two flunkies caught Nuno and dragged him back into the bar.

I tried to signal to him with my eyes to let him know I had a plan. I wasn’t sure if he got me. He had all that secret eye language stuff going on with Duke and Lilly but I’d only just started working out how that worked.

Finally, I got the damn bag open, just as the killer demon turned back to me. Nuno had provided the perfect distraction but it was time for me to act.

I pretended to bolt, stumbling forward and tossing that powder at the demon boss. A puff of white dust floated through the air, seeming almost suspended in time. 

The demon boss reeled and coughed as the powder hit him.

That was a good sign. Surely it was.

I bit the inside of my mouth, waiting. I should be running. I had to get out of here. But I needed to see if that powder worked. 

The demon laughed, a dry and evil sounding chortle. 

That woman had tricked me. The powder had no effect on him. 

He lunged at me. I flinched, trying to get away. I couldn’t rely on that amulet again and I couldn’t rely on the powder. I could only rely on good, old-fashioned running. But his movements were slow and lurching. Nothing like his super speed of before. He slumped to the ground with a groan. 

It worked. It really worked.

I stomped over to him, nudging him with my foot. He gave a feeble swipe. Nothing fiercer.

With him powerless, I could drag him into the parking lot where my powers would work. This demon would be deader than a dodo in no time.

Five to ten minutes the woman had said. I’d count on five. Still plenty of time to take him out.

But, Nuno. The flunkies had him up against the bar, nicking cuts into his skin with their claws. Nuno’s eyes widened in pain. He didn’t scream this time. He seemed to be holding it in.

One of the flunkies chuckled with glee as he slashed at Nuno again and again.

Nuno or the demon. I had to make a choice. I could drag this bastard out of here and finish him off but those other bastards would kill Nuno while I did it. They had nothing to lose. They’d dragged him here to bait me. 

But, if I killed the boss demon now, he’d be dead and gone. The world would be safe.

Nuno made a weird gurgling noise. He’d been the one to heal me. I couldn’t let him die.

I had to make them stop. That noise cut to my soul. Nuno was in pain, no matter how much he tried to hide it.

I rushed at them, the two demons so distracted with torturing Nuno didn’t even notice.

I grabbed one around the neck and wrestled him to the floor. Without my power and without that magic powder, I had to use brute force on him. I straddled him and slammed my fist into his face but it seemed to do nothing, sinking into his flesh rather than pounding him.

Shit, I needed to get us out of here.

I glanced around to see Nuno struggling with the other demon, trying to free himself of its grip. I had to trust him because I had my hands full. I kept punching and fighting well aware that I had limited time. And limited strength. The demon boss crawled across the floor to get to us and that powder would wear off very shortly. I couldn’t keep punching. I was just tiring myself out and accomplishing nothing. 

“Get outside,” I yelled to Nuno.

Nuno didn’t answer. I couldn’t see him but the thumps and thuds of his fight could be heard over the Bon Jovi. Next thing I knew, Nuno appeared beside me, helping me nail this demon to the ground. 

The weakened boss demon was almost on us. We had to get out.

Nuno held something in his hand. I couldn’t see exactly what it was, hidden in his palm but he pressed it to the demon’s chest. With a strange sizzle, the demon yelped and then was gone.

What had Nuno done? His face held no clue and I had no time to ask.

We needed to get out of here. Now. 

I jumped up and grabbed Nuno’s hand. We ran from the bar, jumping into my car. It was only when we’d put a few miles between us and the bar that I stopped to think that Nuno might’ve had a car of his own. We could get that later.

“The rehearsal space?” I asked Nuno, not sure where to take him.

He nodded and then the two of us drove in silence.

I’d planned on dropping him off and heading home. Not that I was sure of being safe in my home. I wasn’t safe anywhere and wouldn’t be until that demon was dead. He knew where to find me. He could lay in wait. 

No matter. I needed to sleep.

When I pulled up outside the warehouse, though, I realized it wasn’t going to be so easy. Duke and Lilly waited outside and Duke walked over to my window. 

“We need to talk,” he said.
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THE FOUR OF US WENT into the warehouse. Lilly and I sat on the sofa while Nuno settled on the floor. Nuno had taken his top off and Lilly applied some cream to his cuts. Apparently Nuno couldn’t heal himself.

Duke paced the floor.

“What happened tonight?” he asked. 

With his hands folded behind his back and the stern expression on his face, he seemed like a headmaster about to lecture a misbehaving student. How did he even know anything had happened? Did he have psychic powers? 

Nope. Nuno had been on his phone in the car. He must’ve texted Duke. I flashed a look at Nuno. He could’ve kept quiet about this. 

“I went to a bar and got into some trouble,” I said, not wanting to go into details.

Nuno waved his arms about, an obvious signal that I was downplaying things. I sighed.

“There were some demons...” I added.

No point avoiding it. I figured by now that the troupe knew that much.

“And?” Duke asked.

“One of them wants to drain my blood to open the gates of hell.” Even saying that out loud sounded ridiculous. I thought the others would laugh. Well, except for Nuno because he’d been there and heard it all.

Duke and Lilly exchanged looks.

“I knew she was the one,” Lilly said. “I told you so.”

“And I told you having her in the show would only invite trouble.”

He wasn’t wrong. I had invited trouble. Although, the trouble had started before I even arrived. 

“We need to work out how to keep Jayne safe for the performance,” Duke said.

“Nope. We need her out of the show altogether,” Lilly said. “We can’t risk it. It’s not safe for us, it’s not safe for her and if this demon succeeds, it’s not safe for the entire world.”

I closed my eyes. I could understand her thinking that was way more trouble than it’d be worth but that seemed extreme.

“In fact,” Lilly continued, “We should cancel the show. Call Jason first thing in the morning and tell him that.”

Duke paced while Lilly folded her arms and glared at him.

Could they do that? Could they just cancel? Duke had been the one who kept insisting this show decided the future of the troupe. 

“You can’t cancel the show,” I said. “You could rearrange things without me.”

Duke stopped pacing. He stood in front of me.

“We’ll do the show and we’ll do it with you. We just need to protect you.”

“Duke!” Lilly’s glare intensified.

I thought of something. “What did Nuno use on those demons tonight? He had something in his hand.”

Lilly and Nuno did that silent conversation thing.

“It’s better you don’t know,” Duke said. “It doesn’t work that easily on all demons. Anyway, we can only banish these guys. You can kill them.”

He knew that? He’d worked it out from when I’d fought the demon, I guess, but I wasn’t sure how you could tell the difference.

I knew I wouldn’t get an answer out of Duke if he didn’t want to tell me but I’d find out. Maybe not tonight but I’d get it out of them. 

“It’s not so simple,” Lilly said. “She needs to go into hiding. If this demon gets hold of her, all hell will literally break loose. The best way to stop that is for him to never find her.”

Lilly had a point even if she talked about me like I wasn’t there.

“He needs my blood. Surely there are a zillion options for him though. My blood isn’t so rare.”

The others stared at me.

“It is rare?” I asked.

“So rare,” Lilly said. She rubbed my arm. “There are maybe half a dozen people who share it. Less now since Gretchen and that other girl are dead.”

Everyone seemed to think so. I’d been walking around my whole life with this blood in my body without even knowing. I’d never wanted to be anything special. Plain Jayne, that’s who I wanted to be.

“We need to do this,” Duke said. “You know we do. The quota...”

I hated that they seemed to know so much about me but then talked in riddles. I was the investigator here. I should be the one with all the information.

“We decided to push ahead with Gretchen even though we knew he was after her,” Lilly said. “Look how that ended.”

I rested my head against the back of the sofa. Sure, my life, and the world, was in danger but I just wanted to sleep. It’d been a long, long day.

“We need to draw him out of hiding,” I said. It’s the only chance to kill him. “If we don’t kill him he’ll just keep trying.”

Duke folded his hands behind his back again. “That’s right.”

“Yes. If he’s not after me then he’s going to go for someone else. There are others even if it’s rare. This guy needs to be completely annihilated.”

Lilly shook her head. “The risks are so great. Not just to you. Do you understand the “opening the gates of hell” part of this? That’s nothing to be unconcerned about. You can’t play hero and give him that chance.”

She had a point. A very good point. I closed my eyes, trying to think this over. Maybe I was doing the stupidest thing possible but I couldn’t let this demon keep trying, and the inkling of an idea was forming in my head.

“Do you think you can defeat him?” Duke asked. “You did with the other demon.”

I shrugged. “I’m not totally sure. This demon is much stronger and my powers are weak at the moment. It’s going to take a lot more to defeat him. He was able to block my power at the bar tonight but I’m not sure if he can do that in a space he doesn’t control.”

The old woman had said I couldn’t defeat him and Buzz told me I couldn’t have my power at full strength until I had done all that emotional purging. I couldn’t go through that now. Being weaker before I got stronger made sense but I didn’t have time for it. But maybe the combination of my power and the magic powder the old woman gave me would be enough. I could’ve finished him at the bar. I knew it.

“You aren’t seriously thinking of letting her do it?” Lilly asked. “That would be a suicide mission. Not to mention that you’d be putting the entire audience at risk. The whole world. We can’t protect them all.”

That was the thing. The audience. There’d be innocent people watching. A whole load of them. 

“If he appears, I can bait him, get him outside the tent. He went for Gretchen in the change room not in public. He’ll probably try the same thing.”

“We can’t count on that,” Lilly said. “We can’t count on any of it. And he’s not going to kill you like he did Gretchen. That would be just plain stupid. He’ll have a whole new way of killing you.”

“He may not even attack at the performance,” I said. “We’re just assuming that.”

Duke glared at me. “It’s a pretty safe assumption. He knows where you’ll be. He knows that you’ll be vulnerable. It’ll draw him out.”

“I vote for hiding,” Lilly said.

“Is there anywhere I can hide where I’ll be safe?” I asked. “It’s not like this demon is going to give up that easily. I’m pretty sure that even if I go into hiding, if I change my name and dye my hair, he’ll still be able to track me down. He probably has special demon tracking powers so even if I went to some remote village in the Himalayas he’d find me. And I really don’t want to go to any remote village. I want to stay here.”

“There are ways of cloaking yourself,” Lilly said. “It’d take him a long time to find you.”

“Yeah well he’s a demon and immortal. A long time is nothing to him and I’d have to be on constant alert. All the time waiting for the moment he did find me. That’s no kind of life. Plus, I’d probably have to slaughter my own goats for food and it’d be really cold and I’d hate it.”

My voice started to get a hysterical edge as it does when the realization hits that you’re going to be the starring attraction in a demon ritual. But hiding did no good. I’d spent most of my life hiding and I was damn sick of it. I needed to fight back. Otherwise, I’d be running and hiding forever.
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NUNO CAME BACK FROM the kitchen with cups of tea. I hadn’t even seen him get up but he seemed to know that was exactly what I needed. I wrapped my hands around the warm cup and it grounded me. Then I took a sip. Way too sweet for my normal tastes but that was what I needed right now. Nuno seemed to have a sixth sense for that kind of thing. Pity he didn’t have a sixth sense for not falling into demon traps.

He did that weird eye thing with Duke. Duke nodded and scrunched his face up in concentration.

“How did he get your blood?” Duke asked.

“Huh? He doesn’t have my blood. Isn’t that the whole issue here?”

“He needed to sample it. To know that you were the one. Has anyone done anything strange lately?”

I screwed up my face. Of course I knew how he got it. It all made sense.

“The gym. That guy at the gym.” I told him about the boxing class and how the guy ended up being the festival director.

“Jason?” Duke asked.

“Is he the meathead guy? The one who’s a bit of a douchebag?”

“You could say that,” Duke said.

“You could totally say that,” Lilly said. “I knew that guy was evil from the start.”

“I’d bled on one of the boxing gloves and he stole it. I wondered at the time why anyone would want a manky old boxing glove with layers of other people’s sweat on it. Why do people even use the gym gloves? That’s just gross.” Duke glared at me as if to say to get back on the subject. “Come to think of it, how did I cut myself? There’s nothing sharp on a pair of boxing gloves. That’d be totally unsafe.”

“But Jason isn’t a demon,” Duke said. “I’d have known.”

“Would you?”

Duke just raised his eyebrows as though there were no question about that.

“He could work for the demon. He doesn’t have to be a demon himself. He could even be the one summoning the demon.”

Duke screwed up his face. “What would be in it for him?”

Lilly rolled his eyes. “Maybe he’s more than a festival director? People do things for all kinds of fucked up reasons. Maybe he thinks opening the gates of hell would get him laid. Guys have done worse things to get laid.”

They had?

“We have no evidence Jason is the one,” Duke said.

“You think that because you lurve Jason,” Lilly said. “He’s your bro and all that shit but he’s evil. His eyes are too close together. And think about it, if he wants to get to the society, being a festival director is the right way to do it.”

Huh? Maybe I was overtired but I could make no sense out of what Lilly said. The society?

Duke glared at her and Lilly clamped her hand over her mouth.

“He took the glove with your blood on it,” Duke said, returning to the subject. “That’s worrying.”

“But he didn’t know then that I would be joining the troupe. I didn’t even know myself.”

Larry hadn’t been able to find out more either. The only person who had enough knowledge to leak was his boss and that seemed unlikely. The only possibility was the one I’d suggested. That the festival director had watched me go to the audition.

“It has nothing to do with you joining us,” Duke said. “The demon wants you and he’d have been after you no matter what you did. You were just lucky you ended up with us.”

“Why did you audition?” Lilly said. The way she appraised me was scary. “If you weren’t that sure you wanted the job. It’s not like you’d done any performance work before that.”

What could I say? That I loved to perform? That I’d done it on a whim? Enough had been revealed tonight. I didn’t need these guys knowing I was an undercover cop on top of everything else.

“I needed the money.” That seemed like the safest answer. People do things for money. Stupid things, dangerous things. “I’ve got a ton of bills to pay and it seemed the fastest way to get some cash.”

Lilly looked at me like she didn’t believe me.

“There are a lot of ways to make money,” she said. “You don’t just wake up one day and decide you want to perform. You had next to no experience on your resume.”

“Ah, um, I’d been injured so I couldn’t perform for a long time. I needed time to recover. Anyway, that’s beside the point. The point is, I think we should go ahead as planned. We can do this. I’m sure of it. I have an idea.”

I actually did have an idea. While we’d been talking, the idea had brewed in my head. I couldn’t defeat the demon on my own but with a bit of help it was possible.

“I hope that idea is running and hiding,” Lilly said.

“Quiet, Lilly, I want to hear this. We need to trust in Jayne.”

“I can get ahold of this stuff, powder that reduces the demon’s strength. If we get a ton of that stuff, we can neutralize him for long enough to destroy him.”

“And how are we going to do that?” Lilly asked. “There’ll be way too many people at that show for us to get to him.”

I gave a nod then got up and walked to the props room. Wheeling out the glitter cannon, I smiled at the three of them.

“This is how we’ll get him,” I said. 

Duke’s eyes sparkled. “You may well be right,” he said. “The show will go on.”
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LILLY DID MY MAKEUP before she did her own so I had a bit of time to kill. I looked amazing. You’d hardly recognize me. I bet it wasn’t disguise enough to fool the demon though.

I wouldn’t get into my costume until the last minute. I had time to double check out the venue.

“The glitter cannon is in place?” I asked Duke.

“It’s all ready to go.”

I’d gone to the old woman, buying up her entire supply of demon powder.

She’d shaken her head. “It’s a fool mission you’re trying.”

Again, probably a lucky guess on her part. If someone is buying up your whole supply of demon weakening powder, chances were they were on a fools’ mission.

I’d put my hands on my hips. “You want my money or don’t you?”

That gold tooth had sparkled at me as she grinned at the thought. She handed over a bag of the stuff about the size of a small orange. 

“That’s it?” I’d asked.

“I’m just one woman and this isn’t in great demand.” She still grinned. She’d be making a fortune off this. “That’s enough to take out a dozen or more demons.”

I shoved the powder in my backpack and got up to leave.

“Trust in your friends,” she’d said as she saw me out. “You have doubts but for this, you have to trust them.”

Nuno and I had mixed the powder with a bucket of glitter and loaded up the cannon. At least if we died, we’d die sparkling.

Duke pointed to where Nuno had set the cannon up.

“When the cannon fires, it’ll cover the whole room?” I asked. We only had one shot at this.

“I’m pretty sure. Without doing a test run, we can’t say for certain and I’m not bombarding this place with glitter before we even start.”

That wasn’t good but I could see his point. This was a long shot but it was our only shot. We had to hope the cannon worked and that one of us could get to it in time. Nuno would man it between his slots and one of us would be there while he was on but that still left gaps. 

While we studied the cannon, a man approached us, red-faced and out of breath.

“You can’t use that thing,” he said, pointing at the cannon. “No glitter.”

“Yes, we can,” said Duke.

“We’re doing the late show after you and we do not want a stage covered in glitter. There is no room for glitter in our show. I demand that you clean up any mess you make.”

Duke raised his eyebrows and gave the man a look that made him shrink away. 

When the man left us, Duke turned to me. “He’s going to be a lot angrier if the stage is covered in blood.”

“Yeah but we can’t tell him that.”

“Go back and get changed now. There’s nothing more you can do out here.”

I nodded and headed to the dressing room. Lilly and Nuno had already changed for their acts so it didn’t take long to get into my leotard. My other two costumes hung on a rail. I sighed as I hung my street clothes up beside them. I only hoped I’d be putting those clothes back on at the end of the day and they wouldn’t end up in a dumpster like Gretchen’s had.

I opened the dressing room door.

Shit!

Clown!

Evil clown.

I screamed.

He didn’t have his face painted but a grotesque mask hid his features. He did a little dance as though that would reassure me. That dance just made him look all the more evil. I had enough to deal with without a dancing clown.

I pushed past him and ran to join Lilly and Nuno.

“Clown!” I said.

“Yeah, he’s part of the late show,” Lilly said.

“You don’t think that’s suspicious? Why is he here already, dressed in that outfit? And why the mask?”

Lilly’s gaze met mine. “You don’t think he’s...”

“Yeah, I think. What better disguise for a demon than a clown outfit?”

I shivered. 

We watched from backstage as the audience trickled in, holding back the curtain just enough for us to see out.

“Good crowd tonight,” Lilly said. “None of them look like demons though.”

“Because the clown is the demon,” I said. “It’s obvious.”

“The clown isn’t the demon,” she said. “The clown doesn’t smell demonic. The clown is just a clown.”

She could say that but she would never convince me that clown wasn’t demonic. Why would he pop up at the dressing room door like that?

Nuno looked at Lilly questioningly. 

“We’re not sold out,” she told him. “Well we weren’t but with door sales we just might be. It’s going to be a big crowd tonight.” 

Then she sighed. I sighed too. A sold-out audience might be a good thing for the show but it made looking for a demon difficult.

“There are kids at this show?” I asked.

I’d just seen a family come in with two young children. They sat in the front row and the little boy gazed around him in wonder, pointing out things to his sister.

“Not often but sometimes. There’s nothing in the show that’s not kid friendly.”

Not unless I’m brutally slain in front of the crowd, I thought. That would make the show extremely kid unfriendly. I wasn’t sure little kids should be watching most of Lilly’s act either.

“Those brats had better stay seated and quiet or a demon will be the least of their worries,” Lilly said. “I don’t like children in the audience.”

I gave her a look and she laughed.

“Just kidding. Well I don’t like them but I don’t wish them harm. But maybe we could send the clown out to entertain them.”

Just the thought of that bought back my shivers.

“That couple walking in look suspicious,” she said. “Way too in love.”

I spotted the couple she meant, holding hands and laughing at some joke. There was nothing suspicious about them. I got the feeling Lilly thought everyone was suspicious.

“Do you think he’s going to pretend to be part of the crowd?” I said. “Isn’t it more likely he’d be one of the crew, lurking around backstage. Or maybe that barman? He looks super dodgy.”

Lilly glanced over at the bar. “More like super-hot. I wonder what he’s doing when he finishes work. Maybe I need to give him my phone number.”

I rolled my eyes. At least she could make plans for after the show. I couldn’t even be sure there would be any afterward for me.

As the buzz of the crowd revved up, we started on our warmups. The butterflies in my stomach went crazy. 

I could always turn and run. Get out of here and hide. Lilly had been right. Hiding was the best option. Then the demon wouldn’t have his sacrifice and I’d be safe. Except I never would be. I’d either have to live my life on the run and that was the last thing I wanted to do or he’d find someone else to sacrifice and the gates of hell would open anyway.

I bent over, stretching out my side and tried to concentrate on the performance. Nothing more. 

“Hello, cutie,” Lilly said. She’d gone back to the curtain. “Check this one out.”

I peered out from the curtain, following where she pointed. A man moved through the crowd trying to find his seat. I almost didn’t recognize Akira in his casual clothes. That tight white t-shirt and leather jacket really suited him. 

Lilly nudged me.

“Maybe I’ll go for him instead of the barman,” she said.

That gave me a twinge. She couldn’t do that. Not Akira. It’d be bad. Bad for the investigation.

“He’s not that cute,” I said. “He seems to have a weird growth on his chin. And he looks really poor.”

I spot a couple of other team members in the audience. George wore some weird hat. I bet he thought that hat was really hipster and cool. It wasn’t.

That couple in love sat in the booth directly across from George. I could barely make out their features in the dark but they gazed at each other, all loving and sweet. Those kids in the front row jumped around in their seats as their anticipation of the performance grew. Three women sitting behind them clasped fruity cocktails while chatting. One of them threw back her head. Laughing.

Those were the people I had to think about. The audience who’d paid to be here. I needed to keep them safe and I needed to keep them entertained. Hopefully they’d get through the show without every realizing their lives were at risk. Hopefully we’d get through the show and the world would stay intact.

The music started and the four of us walked out onstage with smiles masking our fears.

Duke started his spiel and I turned around, smiling at the crowd. That smile had to dazzle, no matter what. The audience cheered and clapped. Regardless of what happened, I needed to perform tonight. I didn’t just need to. I wanted to. I’d been born to this, no matter how much I’d tried to deny it. This stuff was in my blood. Those people had paid to see this show. Our personal issues like demon attacks shouldn’t affect that.

I was about to get ready for the first in my series of ground moves when it started. The buzzing, the tingling, the pounding head. He was here. That demon was here somewhere, and I bet he was that damn clown.
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I COMPLETED MY INTRO routine then it was another circuit of the stage to the cheers of the crowd. I kept the smile on my face as I waved my arms in the air, but the whole time I scanned for the demon.

Not just the demon either. I looked for Akira, trying to catch his eye. When I did, I raised my eyebrows, hoping that could convey enough for him to know there was actual danger in the crowd. He gave me the thumbs-up. Damn. That wasn’t the reaction I wanted.

I walked back to the center, standing close enough to Duke to whisper to him. 

“He’s here. I can sense the demon.”

Nuno did his intro, a short stint on the unicycle and Lilly slipped off to get ready for her first routine.

“Can you sense where?” Duke asked.

“Nope but there was a freaky clown backstage. That’s got to be the demon.”

“You can’t assume that all clowns are evil. That’s clownist,” he hissed at me between smiles.

“Maybe so but what makes someone decide to be a clown in the first place? It’s not normal. We need someone backstage checking on him.”

“That might be true but who do we send? It’s not like we have a huge crew here.”

Nuno did his circuit of the stage then it was time for us to get off for Lilly’s act.

Duke walked off to check on the sound desk but he’d given me an idea. I slipped my coat over my costume so I wouldn’t look too conspicuous then wrote a note and moved around to Akira. He could check out the clown backstage. Luckily, his seat was on the aisle so I sidled up beside him without causing too much disturbance. I squatted down and tried to hand him the note.

He didn’t notice me. His eyes were glued to the stage.

“Akira,” I hissed.

Lilly had mesmerized him. She had that effect with the way she moved her hips but he was here to work not to watch the show. He turned and I slipped him the note.

“It’s important,” I whispered. “The killer is here.”

Then I rushed off. By the time I got into position to go onstage, Akira had left his seat. It made me sick that I might be sending him into danger but someone needed to keep watch on that clown.

Applause and whistles filled the air as Lilly finished up. Duke would come back on for two minutes then Nuno. 

I watched the crowd, just in case the evil wasn’t the clown. He was the obvious choice but he might not be working alone. I searched for the festival director, Jason, or anyone else suspicious.

People walked around the crowd, most of them going to the bar. This would be way easier if they just stuck to their seats.

Maybe I’d been wrong. Maybe that tingling had been just nerves. It seemed to have lessened as the show went on. The demon might’ve just gotten bored and gone home. Maybe he got distracted and decided opening the gates of hell was a pretty lame plan and he’d rather sit around playing Nintendo and eating ice cream.

Nuno rode around the small stage, performing tricks on his unicycle. I jogged on the spot, trying to keep warm while I waited to go on. Lilly joined me, in another of her spangly costumes, this one more revealing than the last. She had her fans with her.

The audience watched Duke, spell bound. He seemed to be able to work crowds like that without actually doing much of anything. He built them up, got them on the edge of their seats just with his words. His voice rumbled around the tent, offering so much.

Then, my cue.

I shrugged off my coat and walked into position. Duke needed to keep the audience enthralled until Nuno had changed into his black clothes and moved to work the winch for my act. That seemed to take much longer than it had at rehearsal. I shut my eyes, praying nothing had happened to him. When I opened them again, Nuno was at his spot by the winch and Duke introduced me.

When my music started, my worries left me. I knew this routine so well. The hoop had been lowered. I sat on the edge, anchoring my foot on the ground to start spinning before Nuno raised it in the air. As the hoop raised, I moved from sitting to standing then flipped around into a handstand. It didn’t take long for the hoop to reach maximum height. This stage wasn’t so high. The hoop twirled faster and faster as I twisted my body. 

As I moved into the next position, something exploded below me. At first, I thought it was the glitter cannon. Nuno had spotted the demon?

I waited for the storm of glitter but that wasn’t it. There was no glitter, just lots of smoke.

The little boy in the front row started crying and climbed onto his mother’s lap. The women behind him laughed, thinking it was all part of the act but their gaze flittered around. 

Something flashed in the corner of my eye. Flames. This structure was made of wood and sure, there was a ton of fireproofing done to it but that didn’t make fire any less dangerous. 

Had Duke seen it? Had the venue crew?

The flames burned higher and a few people nearby left their seats. Others stayed seated, watching. Smoke billowed around them. 

Why weren’t they leaving? I wanted to shout out, to tell them the fire was real, not a stupid trick.

I signaled for Nuno to lower the hoop but before I got to the ground, the crew had dealt with the fire, smothering it with blankets.

I jumped from the hoop but Duke signaled for me to extend my act. I’d come to the ground way too early but I wanted to stay on the ground too until I knew that fire was completely out. Fire in a place like this would spread so fast and I didn’t want to be suspended in the air if that happened.

Then, bang! Another explosion. Shit. On the other side of the tent. Duke gestured for me to get back on the hoop but fear choked me. The smell of smoke became stronger and I could feel the heat.

There was only a canvas strop holding up my hoop, and that canvas wouldn’t take long to burn.

I did as Duke wanted though and Nuno raised the hoop.

More of the crowd moved out. The remaining audience barely watched the stage. Their heads turned from the fire on one side to the other, watching the crew trying to smother it.

The family sitting at the front had gone. Thankfully. I didn’t want those kids sticking around for this. Even if the fire got put out, even if the demon didn’t appear, smoke damage posed a real danger.

Whole sections had cleared out.

Was it even worth continuing?

I swept the tent. Sitting there, right at the back of the empty seats was Jason with someone in a hooded coat sitting beside him. 

And that someone started walking toward the stage.
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I GESTURED WILDLY FOR Nuno to lower the hoop while trying to get Duke’s attention at the same time. Then Duke spotted the demon-man. 

The remaining audience gasped. Again, they seemed unsure if this was part of the act or not. 

It seemed to take forever for the hoop to reach the ground. I wanted to stop Duke. I couldn’t watch him get attacked while trying to protect me. But Nuno had stopped lowering the winch and I was stuck up here.

Duke rushed toward the demon-man and reached out, putting his hand on the demon’s wrist. I could see him talking. He’d be telling the demon to leave. Trying to use his persuasion but it wouldn’t work. Not on that demon.

Duke kept talking but the demon shook his hand off and threw Duke aside.

Why wasn’t Nuno firing the glitter cannon? It was the perfect timing.

Lilly walked onstage and down the steps into the crowd, blocking the demon’s way. She kept eye contact with him until he had to look at her. 

As he gazed at her, she shimmered and shone, then she changed. She completely changed. She was no longer herself but had become me!

She walked like me, she wore my costume. Her hair, her face, everything was the same.

I blinked. Had she really done that? She glowed now, sort of blurring between being herself and me. Wowsers, that was some kind of magic. 

I sat on the hoop, watching what she did, open mouthed with shock. 

Then I realized what she was doing. The demon would go for her, thinking he was attacking me. 

She couldn’t. She just couldn’t.

As the demon got closer to her, his claws grew. His features changed. The nose became more hooked, the eyes beadier. His skin took on that slimy appearance.

Lilly took another step forward, luring him in.

I had to get down. Where was Nuno? Where was Duke?

I searched for them and found them moving through the crowd, directing people to the exits. George remained in the audience. There was no mistaking his ugly hat. He should get out. His police training wouldn’t help here.

That meant I was on my own here. Bastards wanted me to remain up on the hoop out of harm’s way but I couldn’t let Lilly sacrifice herself. I had no idea why she’d put herself out for me. Well, maybe not so much for me but to stop the gates of hell opening. I guess that’s what she was doing.

Still, I couldn’t just watch. Not when I could kill that bastard demon. The rumbling in my stomach intensified. The buzzing in my head grew louder. Maybe I could do this but first I needed to get down from the hoop.

Duke kept leading people toward the exit. Nuno moved to the glitter cannon. About bloody time too. We needed that demon incapacitated.

Before he could shoot the glitter though, the guy from the next show came running out.

“What do you think you’re doing? My show will be ruined.” He ran toward the stage then turned when he saw Lilly and the demon. “You have to stop this nonsense. You have to —”

His sentence finished with a gurgle as the demon flicked the edge of his claw across the guy’s throat. There was no questioning the sharpness of those claws. The guy dropped to the ground, twitching and screaming.

The demon moved closer to Lilly, blood dripping onto the floor boards from his claws. Lilly closed the distance between them. She never broke eye contact with him. Not looking away for even a second. All her focus was on the demon.

Did she need to do that to maintain her illusion?

I grabbed the bottom of the hoop and swung myself down so I hung from the bottom edge. It was a long drop from here to the ground.

The demon swung at Lilly. She dodged his claw. He swung again. She didn’t fight, she just kept dodging. That would hold the demon for a while but it wouldn’t stop him. She’d tire herself out but he could fight forever.

I swung then let go of the hoop, arcing through the air. Nuno must’ve fired the glitter cannon at the same time. I flew through a rain of glitter, the world turning silver and gold and oh-so shiny. If it wasn’t for the encroaching danger, it’d be so beautiful.

I wanted to stay suspended up there forever, in a world so sparkly and pure that it was like a dream. 

But the screams around me got louder and the glitter got in my eyes.

Hitting the ground with a thud, I couldn’t focus for a few seconds. Then the glitter cleared. 

Lilly had returned to being Lilly and the demon kept advancing, not slowed in his steps at all.
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GLITTER COVERED THE demon, sticking to the slime of his skin. He laughed.

“Fool me once,” he said. “You know the rest. Any spell you can use has an anti-spell.”

Shit. I hadn’t intended fighting with him at full strength. That wasn’t in the plan at all. 

The old woman had said I couldn’t defeat him. She’d also said this was a stupid plan. I looked around, hoping for a means of escape. A way I could get everyone out of here and safe.

Nuno knelt on the ground with the guy from the late show. I hoped that meant the guy wasn’t dead and Nuno was trying to heal him. Lilly glowered at me.

“I could’ve taken him,” she yelled at me.

“You’d have died.”

“I can’t die,” she yelled back.

She couldn’t? That would’ve been a useful thing to tell me earlier. I’d file that away to process later. Hopefully. There might be no later. Not with the demon advancing on me. 

Lilly moved closer to me. I knew she wanted to help but there was nothing she could do. Even if she couldn’t die, she could suffer horrific injuries. 

There was one thing she could do though. 

“The dressing room,” I hissed. “My amulet.”

If I had that, I’d have some protection from the demon. I wasn’t sure if she’d make it there and back in time and I wasn’t sure how much the amulet could do but I clutched at straws.

“Big red necklace?” she asked. “Ugly and clunky?”

I nodded. I wasn’t about to get into a discussion about jewelry tastes. She ran off. The demon ignored her, not taking his focus from me.

“You can do this easy,” he said. “Just stand still and it’ll be far less painful.”

Yeah, right. Like I’d believe him.

He’d shed his human clothes and all vestige of his human self. The gunk covering his body had a sliminess to it and the claws on his feet clacked on the parquetry floor as he walked.

“I’m not really ready to have the gates of hell opened today. I’ve got other plans.”

I backed away further, hoping I wasn’t too close to the edge of the stage. Not many people remained in the audience now but there were a few distant claps around me. I thought it’d been a pretty cool line too but those people should not be here. Damn, I could see George’s stupid hat.

“You say that like it’s a bad thing. Hell is fun.”

I backed away further. The clacking of his toe claws got louder.

“It’s not something I can see the positive side of, to be honest.”

The demon roared then charged at me. I jumped to the side, spinning through the air before landing on my feet. He spun around to face me, his roar becoming fiercer.

He charged again, those claws aiming for my face. But he wouldn’t slice me. If he did, he’d waste my blood — and I had a feeling he didn’t operate that way. There’d been no blood at Gretchen’s murder scene. He’d taken it all. 

As he approached, I backflipped, slamming my feet into his chin as I spun over. My ankles took most of the impact and it barely slowed him down, but it bought me time. 

A glimmer caught my eye but I ignored it. The whole stage shone from the glitter. Then I realised Nuno had lowered the hoop. 

I dived across the stage, the demon’s claws almost grazing me. I reached out, I had to get the hoop. I couldn’t dodge this guy forever.

My palm connected with the metal and I closed my fist around the edge. A firm hold with my left hand. I twisted to grab it with my right as well but didn’t quite reach it. Nuno raised the hoop. I could do this one-handed.

The demon rushed but I kicked him in the head before pulling myself up. I floated, way above that demon.

He roared and stomped, looking around for a way to get me. I couldn’t stay up here forever but I could regroup for a moment. I held tight, waiting for my heart to stop pounding.

From up here, that demon looked like a cat pawing for a cat toy. I almost laughed. 

But something moved in the seats.

That damn festival director rushed for Nuno. If he got Nuno out of the way, he could lower the winch and I’d be back in the demon’s reach.

“Nuno,” I cried out.

When Nuno saw the director, he screamed. He really screamed. If I thought his scream the other night had been something, this one really turned it up to agonizing levels. The director stopped in his tracks, covering his ears and hunkering down into a squat as though being lower would help. 

What the hell was that noise? It became more than a scream. It split my head almost wiping out any thought I could contain.

The scream intensified and the pain became more than physical. There was something in that scream. The sound of forgotten memories, of times when life seemed almost too painful to bear. The things I’d locked in that box in my mind became loosened. It took all my might to hold on to the hoop and not plummet to the ground. 

I tried to fight against the stream of memories. I’d locked them away for a reason. I didn’t want to think about my life in the circus at all. Even the best times, when I’d had the chance to train with the other acrobats. Or when Fat Sally let me sit in her lap and string beads. Or Freddie letting me help train the animals. On their own, they were happy things but in the big picture, they’d become part of the lie that had been my life then. I hadn’t been able to see it because I was a dumb kid but later, the badness hit me. It’d all been an illusion and I’d been pampered for a reason. 

The memories came thicker and faster. My head swirled and that scream cut at me. I wanted it to stop. I sobbed and my belly heaved.

My grip on the hoop loosened. I willed myself to hold on, to hold tight but those thoughts didn’t seem to make it from my head to my hands. They kept flickering like cheap Christmas lights.

If I moved to the side a little, I could link my arms around the hoop and anchor myself. 

I swung but, instead, that put me off balance.

I stretched out, grabbing for that edge, knowing I’d never reach it.

I went tumbling, straight to the ground.
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MY BODY ACHED AND NO wonder. Falling to the ground more than once would do that to you. The demon bellowed and laughed. He’d not let me escape on the hoop again. Before I could get to my feet, he’d slashed the strop causing the hoop to fall to the stage. It bounced several times then rolled into the seats.

I’d run out of options. Fight. That was the only thing I could do.

I had to push every doubt and every fear from my mind. I’d have to fight him and I’d have to win. There was no other option.

He rushed at me and I dodged but much slower this time. I’d done something to my ankle when I’d fallen. Just what I needed right now. A twisted ankle.

“You can do this, Jayne,” Duke yelled. He’d come back into the tent and was with the guy from the next show, obviously clearing any memory of what had happened. 

I liked his vote of confidence. If the demon had been weakened from the glitter, that’d be one thing but my secret weapon had been a bust. I could only rely on myself.

Nuno stopped screaming. The absence of that sound created a void inside me. The memories settled like debris on the ground. I’d have to deal with the aftermath but that was a job for later. Right now, it was kill or be killed.

The demon’s eyes bore into me, his gaze like laser beams. Is that how he did it? He created some kind of freaky paranormal pipeline? I needed to get out of his range of vision. I couldn’t let him suck me dry.

I jumped off the stage and ran into the seating area. The demon pursued me. I looked to the exit but if I fled, I’d be out in public with that demon. Other lives would be at risk. This tent was the safest place for a fight.

Ducking down between the seats, I listened for his footfalls. I could feel the solid thud, even hear the sound of his breathing. Keeping low, I raced along the line of seats. 

“Not going to work,” the demon called out. “I’ll find you. You can’t hide. I can hear the thumping of your heart. I can hear the blood move through your veins. I’m going to find you and then I’m going to drain that precious blood from your body until you’re just an empty shell.”

That sounded pretty gross but he was right. I needed to stand up and face him. That took a whole world of faith. I’d never tested my powers. Even if the old woman said I wasn’t strong enough, I didn’t have to believe her. 

I’d never backed down from a challenge. Ever. Why start now?

“You’ll never beat me,” the demon said.

I stood up with my hands on my hips. “Oh yeah.”

I remembered the cocky kid I’d been. Never knowing fear. Never backing down. That kid was still inside me. I’d pushed most of her aside in my quest to blend in but she’d never completely gone away.

The demon laughed. 

“Jayne,” Lilly yelled. 

She threw me the amulet. I caught it in my left hand and put it around my neck.

“It’s a pretty trinket,” the demon said. “But it has limits.”

I shrugged. “And so do you,” I said. 

Pity I didn’t know what they were. But nothing in this world was all-powerful.

I put my hand on the amulet. I wasn’t sure if this would work but I shut my eyes and stilled myself. It took a lot of will to keep my eyes shut when I could hear that demon advancing but the warmth of that gem flowed into me. My powers began to well up and blossom. I didn’t try to hold them back. 

My body shook. The vibrations seemed too strong for my weak flesh to contain. Maybe the demon wouldn’t need to kill me. Maybe I’d break apart from the inside.

I grabbed hold of one of the struts to steady myself. The strut shook, the mirrors attached to it rattled. One fell to the ground and shattered. 

Even the ground beneath my feet and the tent around me wobbled. My vision blurred and my stomach seemed filled with razors. The world seemed to change color, as though a gloss of some unknown shade had been painted over everything.

I couldn’t stop now, not even if I wanted to. The force I connected to had taken over.

My mouth moved. That was how it felt. Not the sensation of speaking but of my mouth being moved. The words didn’t come from me. I was a mere dummy.

They tumbled out, almost becoming visceral. Words I never knew, swirling around me, filling up the air. They sounded Latin or something just as ancient.

The demon’s laughter turned to a roar. Not a mocking roar this time but one of pain and defeat. 

I could do this. 

If my body didn’t shatter and I didn’t fly into a million pieces, I could actually do this.

Everything went black. The tent around me with its gaudy colors and baroque art and its seats and mirrors and bars all disappeared. There was nothing but blackness. And only one of us would come out of this blackness alive. I knew that in my soul.
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THE DEMON REACHED FOR me with a pull like octopus tentacles. That pull ripped at me. Not at my physical body but something inside me.

I kept chanting, the words banging against the tentacle arms. Some of the words became razor sharp, others strong like oxen. The tentacle arms tried to choke me, to strangle off the words. I couldn’t let them. I had to be stronger.

I gagged, strangled by the pull from the demon. A sensation gripped me like he’d twisted my windpipe, blocking off my oxygen supply.

How long did this chanting take anyway? Surely he should be dead by now. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold on.

The demon snorted. “Just give up,” he said. But his voice no longer roared. 

He was growing weaker. I was growing weaker too. I couldn’t keep going when I could barely breathe. Dizziness threatened to drown me. All the time that pull, at my internal organs, at my blood, at my soul.

My voice grew deeper, changing tone, and the twisting of my windpipe stopped.

I gasped, drawing in as much air as I could.

That demon had powers I’d never imagined. I could breathe now but I had human weaknesses. 

Pain struck my belly like fire. I doubled over, clutching at it. That pain ripped through me. It hurt like nothing had hurt me ever before. The kind of agony that makes you want to die just so you no longer have to endure it.

I scrunched my eyes up tight and tried to ignore the pain. 

If I could focus on one small thing, I could survive.

Buzz. He needed me. I had to stay alive for him. 

The pain struck harder and my body crumpled. I ignored it and tried to straighten myself.

Buzz wasn’t getting any younger. He had to have someone around to look after him. I couldn’t die and leave him alone.

As I chanted now, it seemed like the words choked out of me, wringing themselves free.

The power that used me would surely want to keep me alive. If that was the case, it could give me a helping hand right about now. Some extra strength or a power surge to topple the demon, that’d be nice.

My voice became weaker, like a tap turned back to a trickle. 

The fight drained my body. 

I needed to get strength from somewhere but that wasn’t an option. Not here. Not in this darkness. I couldn’t stand, I could barely talk and all around me was nothingness.

Pain struck in my back now, a fiery intense blow, like my vertebrae had been set on fire and then pulled apart. I writhed. I needed to get to my feet but I could only writhe in pain. 

Then it moved to my shoulders. 

I cried out. 

I didn’t want to show weakness but I couldn’t control myself now. I couldn’t fight. Pain piled upon pain. And each strike left me weaker as the desire to escape this hell grew. 

I struggled on even while my body became flayed, the words merely a gurgle now. My body weakened much faster than the demon’s did. I fought with pure will, with nothing more to cling to.

I crumpled down, lower and lower. 

Before I hit the ground, a strange sensation flowed through me. A power linking with my own. A power different to my own but one I could feed on and use to rejuvenate myself.

I couldn’t see them here but I sensed them. Duke and Lilly and Nuno. Somehow, they’d connected to me, their strength flowing to me.

The demon struck out again and I whimpered but, when he struck, my voice became stronger. No longer a trickle or a gurgle but sturdy force. 

The more power they gave me, the louder my voice became. As I chanted, the darkness fell away around me. 

At first, it was only a murky outline like the bare beginnings of sunrise. 

My chanting became more powerful. My awareness of my surroundings grew. I knew where I was. I knew what I was doing. I had a purpose. 

I rubbed my hands against something smooth. The wooden strut of the tent. Reaching up, the coldness of the mirror. Beneath my feet, the rubber matting covering cables on the floor.

A cold breeze blew around me.

The bar had a faint smell of stale beer and from outside, I could smell popcorn, hear people waiting for the next show.

I was part of this world. I was alive.

The demon groaned and I kept chanting. 

Duke and Lilly and Nuno stood by me, their hands touching me. I could feel them now, not just sense them.

More words came from me, thrown out like the bellow of an ox. 

Then silence. 

I fumbled around, not sure of what happened. Had my power gone? I waited for the demon to strike again but that strike never came. Instead, my surroundings filled with color, flashes so bright I could barely stand them.

I blinked. I blinked twice.

“He’s gone,” Lilly said.

“He’s dead,” Duke added.

The demon was dead. I’d won. But I felt like I’d been hit by a truck and I wanted to sleep for a week. 

Arms enclosed around me. Hugging me so tight that they squeezed the breath out of me. 

“You’re alive,” Duke said.

I couldn’t answer him but he didn’t stop hugging me. He felt warm and solid and strong.

Soon, Lilly and Nuno joined him. All hugging.

“We won,” Lilly said. “I can’t believe it. We won.”

Even Nuno gave a little cry of joy.

They’d saved me. The three of them had worked together to save me. I shuddered to think what would’ve happened without them.

Then I did something I’d never done before in my life. I reached out and hugged them, drawing them to me. The feeling of their arms, and their bodies against mine seemed so right.

The guy from the next show ran in, full of beans now, and broke up the group hug.

“You need to be out of here,” he said. “We have to set up.”

Duke broke away and approached him but I grabbed his arm.

“It’s okay,” I said. “I want to get out of here.”

Lilly got my coat and they led me to the van. I felt useless but there was nothing I could do to help with the load out. I could only sit in the van wondering what the hell had happened. I’d wanted to use my power and I’d got that wish. The demon was gone. But it’d come at a helluva price. Maybe, with some rest and a decent sleep, my body would recover but it’d take a lot longer for my mind.

But what about Sequins & Daggers? They’d helped me. I wouldn’t have survived if it hadn’t been for them. Still, they had secrets. A lot of secrets. So much of what they’d said didn’t make sense. Even if they weren’t the killers, I needed to get to the bottom of what they were.

I needed to get to the bottom of what I was too. I needed to accept myself as this weird, freaky being that could do things others couldn’t. .

Duke slid open the van door.

“Are you going to be okay?” he asked.

I nodded. I would be okay.

“We won’t be much longer,” he said and handed me a hot drink.

I pulled my coat tighter around me. The sooner we got out of this place, the better. More than anything right now, I needed to sleep. Exhaustion overwhelmed me. All the questions, all the secrets, they could wait. I needed to sleep for about two days solid then I’d get to work.

It didn’t take long for the others to finish up and join me in the van.

As we pulled out of the car park, someone watched me. Akira. I’d forgotten about him after I’d sent him to check out the clown. He kept watching as we drove away, the expression on his face impossible to read. How much of that had he seen anyway?
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A FEW DAYS LATER, I did a debriefing with Larry. Well, as much of a debriefing as I could without mentioning demons and things.

Duke had asked me to stay with the troupe when they moved on. They had shows planned interstate. I’d told him I’d think about it. I didn’t tell him that I couldn’t make that decision. I needed to keep my undercover cop identity hidden. I wanted to go with them. I wanted it so much.

Since that night, I found it hard to be around other people. Even coming into the office had been difficult. No one else understood. And my connection with the troupe had become so strong that it’d hurt to sever it.

But I figured Larry would want me off the case now.

“As far as I can tell, they aren’t mixed up in the murders,” I said, when Larry asked about the troupe.

“But you have no hard evidence.”

“Nothing either way.”

I couldn’t exactly tell him that the troupe had assisted me when I battled the demon. I couldn’t even put a spin on that since we hadn’t apprehended any suspects. On paper, we’d done nothing. 

The only arrest of the night had been Akira’s. He’d found that creepy clown leaving the dressing room with a haul that included a few valuables and a couple of pairs of panties. I’d known that clown was weird and wrong.

I waited for the inevitable. That Larry would say he was closing down the case since I’d gotten nowhere. Funding was a huge issue for him and no results meant no money. That meant I’d never see Sequins & Daggers again. A sadness settled on me but I couldn’t decide my actions based on emotions. The tax payers would hardly pay for me to hang out with people just because I liked them.

That thought struck me hard. I did like them. I’d so seldom let people close to me that the idea of liking or not liking them had no meaning to me. 

I’d never see Duke again. I’d never hang out with Lilly or do whatever it was I did with Nuno. And I’d never gotten the chance to perform properly.

“We need hard evidence, Jayne. We need you to stay on this case.”

I jumped. I hadn’t been expecting that. 

“Sure. No problem. They’re moving to Brisbane next and they’ve asked me to stay on with them.”

Larry nodded. “I’ll organize a contact for you up there. Do you feel safe with them?”

I grinned. “Well apart from having knives thrown at me and that kind of thing, yeah I do.”

“That’s good. Excellent.” He nodded, a sign that I was dismissed.

As I walked out, George grabbed hold of me, his eyes shining.

“That show was amazing. Just amazing. You were great. The creepy demon guy, how did he do that? He seemed to literally transform before my eyes. It was a trick of the light, right? Smoke and mirrors?”

I grinned but didn’t answer.

“Tell me when you’re performing again. I want to see it again. I never knew you could do stuff like that.”

People will believe anything when confronted with the supernatural.

I went straight to the warehouse to let Duke know I’d stay with the troupe. We had a ton of rehearsing to do before we moved on. 

On the drive there, I ran through my routine in my head. In the end, I never got to do any of the pieces I’d rehearsed. That seemed like a terrible shame but for these next shows, I’d be better and stronger. I’d already thought of improvements to my act. Adjustments I could make to improve things.

Duke needed to know about that.

As soon as I walked into the warehouse, I sensed something was wrong. Lilly and Nuno both jumped up when I walked in but they slumped when they saw it was me.

“Have you seen Duke?” Lilly asked.

I shook my head. “Not since the other day.”

Lilly looked at Nuno, the two of them exchanging one of their looks.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. “I need to talk to him.”

“We all need to talk to him. He’s disappeared,” she said. “Completely disappeared. He said he needed to go out yesterday and he hasn’t returned.”

It could be one of a million things, surely. Lilly loved drama. Then my heart dropped. From the look on Nuno’s face, this was bad. Real bad.

...

THE END

...

Thanks for reading Smoke, Mirrors and Demons. For more carnival fun, join Jayne and the Sequins & Daggers troupe in book 2 - The Demonic Wheel of Death - out soon.

For all the latest news, freebies and special promotions:

>>> Join my VIP list <<<
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AND DON’T FORGET TO check out my Clem Starr series.

#1 Demon Child

#2 Moonlight Virgin

#3 Vampire Prince

#4 Undead Alchemist

#5 Mystery Widow

#6 Super Starr

Extras:

Merry Clem-Mas – join Clem and the gang in this fun Christmas short.
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ABOUT ME:

I write character-driven Urban Fantasy with kick ass chicks and pretty boy vampires.

I’m a digital nomad, although I hate that term because it makes me sound like a wanky hipster. Which I’m not. Okay, I am a bit snobby about coffee and I sometimes wear twee vintage dresses but that doesn’t make me a hipster.

On my travels, I love visiting weird and macabre places. Mummified hands that remove curses, museums of infectious diseases, collections of taxidermed frogs riding Penny Farthings - hell yeah! And, I can’t really talk about it but one time I even did ninja training.

I love hearing from readers so if you’ve got questions about my books, cool locations I can visit or just want to say hi, email me - admin@katcotton.com or visit my website – http://www.katcotton.com.
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