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Prologue
Thirty years ago
“I can help you.”
Max Anderson felt lost as he regarded the woman in front of him with impassioned eyes and a heavy heart. Katie Denton was the love of his life. He was sure of that. He was also sure that she didn’t love him – at least not in the way he wanted her to. That realization was both frustrating and hurtful, and he had no idea what to do with the overwhelming feelings.
“You can help me, Max,” Katie agreed, nodding her head and causing her brunette ponytail to bounce as she kept her tone even. “You can agree to sign these papers and then … I don’t know … go away.” Katie extended her arm, a file in her hand. “It will be better for everyone if you don’t make a scene.”
Max knit his eyebrows, confused. He was used to being in charge. In fact, he enjoyed being in charge. He wouldn’t have taken the huge risk of starting his own business if he didn’t want to be the boss. That worked out well for him. Mystic Caravan Circus was thriving in a time when other businesses failed. Max took pride in that. He liked being a success. He didn’t like someone telling him he had no say in a situation – especially when it involved his unborn child.
“But … .”
Katie firmly shook her head, biting her lower lip, cutting off whatever argument Max was about to mount. “You’re a good man, Max,” she said. “You really are. You’re strong and you have a good heart. You’re not father material, though.”
Max frowned, shifting his eyes to Katie’s nondescript front door as he decided how to respond. “You don’t know I’m not father material,” he argued. “You can’t say what kind of father I’ll be unless you give me the chance to do the job.”
When Katie called him over for an early lunch visions of an afternoon dalliance floated through his mind. He wasn’t in town often – only once a month or so – but Katie seemed fine with their arrangement … until now. He flew out to be with her whenever his schedule with the circus allowed and she always appeared thrilled to see him. That clearly wasn’t the case today.
Max Anderson wasn’t a man who could settle down. He had a serious case of wanderlust. Katie Denton wasn’t a woman who wanted to live on the road. She found joy in her home and garden. Despite the fact that they had nothing in common Max found she owned his heart. She apparently didn’t feel the same way, and the realization was making Max bitter.
“Max, I think you’re one of the kindest men I know,” Katie said, opting for a different tactic. Max recognized it for what it was, though. She was trying to shine him on and then shove him out of her life. “A father is someone who stays in one place, though. A father is someone who wakes up in the same bed every morning and returns to it every night.”
“I … could do that.” Even as he uttered the words Max knew he they weren’t true.
“No, you can’t,” Katie said, her eyes filling with sympathy. “This isn’t your fault, Max. It was an accident. I let this situation go on longer than I should have because you’re so charming and larger than life. I knew it would end badly. I guess I just didn’t foresee it ending this badly.”
“So you … regret it?” The realization stung. Max loved her, and she regretted being with him. A kernel of anger flared and caused his chest to warm. “If you regret it so much, why did you ask me to drop everything and fly out here? Why didn’t you tell me when I arrived yesterday?”
“I … meant to,” Katie replied, holding up her hands and shrugging. “When I saw you I couldn’t help but spend one more afternoon with you. I knew you weren’t leaving until tomorrow. When I woke up this morning, though, I realized I had to tell you. It’s not fair to lead you on.”
“I don’t understand why it has to be over,” Max pressed, digging in his heels. If there was a chance he could salvage this situation he would gladly take it. “I can send money and make my visits more frequent. In fact … yes … I can come out every other weekend. That’s plenty of time to spend with our child.”
Even though her stomach was still flat Katie, instinctively ran her fingers over her midriff, almost as if trying to calm the new life growing inside of her. “That’s not nearly enough time to spend with a child,” she argued. “Max, I know you don’t understand this because it’s not the life you want to live, but a child needs a father who is going to be there for every baseball game … and nightmare … and to have campouts with in the back yard.
“You would try to be that kind of father,” she continued. “I know you would. You would fail, though. Your heart isn’t in this life. It’s in the circus. It’s on the road.”
Max still didn’t understand. “So you’re choosing a fatherless life for your child instead of one with a part-time father? How is that better?”
“I’m going to tell the baby that its father died, Max,” Katie explained. “I won’t raise a child to sit around waiting for someone to visit when that person should be here from the start. If the baby thinks you’re dead it won’t rely on you.”
“But … I’m the father,” Max said. “I deserve to see my child.”
“This isn’t really about what you deserve, Max,” Katie said. “This is about what the baby deserves. This child deserves a stable life. That’s the one thing you can’t give to anyone – including me.
“I know you love me,” she continued. “You love the circus more, though. That’s where your heart truly is. I don’t want my child coming in second to a job. I can’t have that.”
“But … .” Max tugged a restless hand through his graying hair. “This is not what I want.”
“It’s not about you, Max,” Katie said, her eyes shining with unshed tears. “We created a life and it’s our job to do what’s in the best interests of this child. You dropping in unannounced is not what’s best for my child.”
“But … .”
“No.” Katie’s frustration bubbled to the surface. “I don’t expect anything from you, Max. Somewhere down the road – maybe in a few years – we might be able to introduce you to the baby. You can be an eccentric uncle or something.”
“But not a father,” Max muttered, his stomach twisting. “Why can I be an uncle and not a father?”
“An uncle isn’t the person who is supposed to always be there for you,” Katie answered. “An uncle is someone who loves you but isn’t always there. You won’t always be here, Max. We both know that.
“If you’re an honorary uncle you can stop in for visits when the mood strikes, but you won’t be setting unrealistic expectations,” she continued. “This child will never sit around crying because it’s missing a father. He or she will be excited when their uncle comes to visit every few months, though.”
“And that’s it?” Max prodded. “That’s all you want from me? What about money?”
“I don’t expect money from you,” Katie replied. “I will raise this child on my own. I think that’s only fair.”
“I don’t care about fair,” Max huffed, taking a step from Katie as his heart shattered. Something inside told him this wasn’t the solution to the situation but his pride forced him to beat a hasty retreat rather than remain in Katie’s presence so his ego could take another bruising. “I will send you money every month. I don’t want my child to want for anything.”
Katie’s expression softened and she reached out a tentative hand. “Max, I know you’re hurt … .”
Max jerked his arm away before she could touch him. He was sure he would burst into tears at her touch. “Keep me updated on doctors’ visits,” he choked out, taking a step down the sidewalk. “I … we’ll talk later. I need time to think about this.”
“Max, I need you to sign these papers,” Katie reminded him, shaking the file for emphasis. “These papers give me sole guardianship of the baby. It’s important.”
Max eyed the file for a moment, anger coursing through him. He realized too late that the anger managed to take on a life of its own and he didn’t get a chance to call out a warning to Katie before the file erupted in flames. She quickly dropped it, shaking her hand as she cried out.
“Are you hurt?” Max asked, hurrying back in her direction. “I … didn’t mean to do that.”
Katie narrowed her eyes as she studied her fingers. Max didn’t hide his magical abilities, but he didn’t broadcast them either. Katie was aware he was different. She had no idea he was that different, though. “What was that?”
“I … nothing,” Max replied hurriedly. “It must’ve been the sun or something.” It was a lame excuse but Max could think of nothing else. “I’m sure it was the sun.”
Katie wasn’t convinced. “Max, I know you’re upset, but … this is the right thing to do. You know that, right?”
Max knew nothing of the sort. He was already retreating into his head – and closing off his heart to the woman who owned it. “I’ll be in touch,” he said after a few beats. “I’ll call you and we’ll set up a regular payment schedule. I … I’ll be in touch.”
Katie was frustrated but she didn’t want to push him. “Max, you really need to sign those papers.”
“We’ll talk,” Max repeated. “I just … I need some time to think about this.”
“Nothing is going to change,” Katie argued. “This child is never going to know who you are. I won’t allow it.”
The tone of her voice set Max’s teeth on edge. “You can’t control the world, Katie,” he said. “I thought I could until today. You’ll find you can’t either. No matter what we decide, things will never play out how we want them to.”
“You’re going to sign the papers, though, right?” Katie pressed. “You’re going to do the right thing, aren’t you?”
Max shrugged. “I always try to do the right thing,” he said. “I need time to decide what the right thing is. I think you owe me at least that much.”
Katie sighed, resigned. “You have two weeks,” she said. “I’ll be calling you again after that.”
Max wasn’t bothered by the deadline. He had no intention of abiding by it. He never bowed to anyone’s deadlines. “We’ll talk,” he said. “Once I wrap my mind around this I’ll be in a better place. I just … we’ll talk.”
Katie exhaled heavily as she regarded him. Despite his attitude she still loved him. Unfortunately, she knew she could never live a good life with him. “I’ll be waiting for your call,” she said. “Just … hurry. I know it seems like we have forever but we really don’t. We need to get all of this in place before the baby arrives.”
“Time is the one thing we do have,” Max countered. “I’ll give this some thought and be in touch.”
“Yeah, you do that.”



1
One
“I think it’s time someone buttered my corn.”
I pressed the tip of my tongue against the back of my teeth and forced myself to remain calm. People say the Midwest is “God’s country” and delightful to visit because it’s relaxed and normal (whatever that is). The people who say that clearly aren’t forced to spend time on a flat highway with nothing to look at but farmland while stuck in what feels to be a shrinking truck cab with an annoying best friend.
I tilted my head to the side, my long dark ponytail shifting as sweat rolled down my neck thanks to the oppressive summer heat, and fixed my best friend Luke Bishop with what I hoped was a friendly expression. “Excuse me?”
If Luke read anything to worry about in my tone he didn’t let on. Instead he merely ran a hand through his blond hair and evenly met my warning gaze with a challenging one of his own. “You heard me,” he said. “Don’t give me that look. I know exactly what I said, and I meant it.”
Luke is the king of double entendre and sexual conversational shifts. He’s a maestro of words … at least he thinks he is. I find his off-the-wall euphemisms annoying. Apparently I’m the only one, though. As the resident social media guru – he gave himself that title – Luke fancies himself the center of all things entertaining at Mystic Caravan Circus. That’s where we work. Today we are landing at the outskirts of Lincoln, Nebraska, where we are to spend the next week performing – amongst other things, of course – for the locals.
As one of the few remaining traveling circuses in the country, Mystic Caravan is something of a curious oddity. Kids today are much more interested in their cell phones and iPads than acrobats and trained animals, but their parents are another story. They remember a time before technology overtook our lives, and enjoy visiting the circus. In another generation, though, I think all circuses will be relegated to memory.
My name is Poet Parker and I’m the resident psychic and second in command of Mystic Caravan. Every year we plot the same course across the country, seemingly heading west until we hit the ocean and then picking our way back east to take a three-month break in New Orleans over the winter months before starting our trek over again. It’s a nomadic life, but you only join the circus if that’s how you want to live. There’s a freedom in movement, and the circus offers just that to wandering hearts.
Most of the people in Mystic Caravan have been with the troupe for years. We’re co-workers but family, too. We’ve known each other for a long time, which means we know how to help one another through trying times – and, of course, hinder one another when we’re in a bad mood. That doesn’t mean we don’t see upheaval in our ranks, though, and it was Mystic Caravan’s newest member – Kade Denton – who caught my attention and distracted me from Luke’s corn conversation.
Kade is quite possibly the finest specimen of the male form I’ve ever seen. Don’t ever tell Luke I said that. I’ll never hear the end of it. While Luke is strong and fair, Kade is built like an action movie star. He boasts short-cropped dark hair and vibrant blue eyes. His skin is soft and smooth – yes, I’ve touched it – and his chest is well muscled and hard. When he’s intent on a task – like now – his expression is all business. When he’s playful, though, and his smile comes out to play … well … I almost go weak in the knees. Yeah, I said it. The man is hot. Sue me.
I’ve never considered myself the type to swoon but there’s something about Kade that makes my heart flutter and my stomach twist. Yes, I know how ridiculous I sound. If I were the type of woman who wrote poetry, Kade would force me to pen a poem … or at least write a dirty limerick.
“Are you even listening to me?” Luke smacked his hands on the tailgate of his truck as we unloaded our belongings, dragging my attention back to him and forcing me to scowl as my cheeks flooded with burning embarrassment.
Crud. What was he talking about again? It had something to do with corn, right? “You were saying that you wanted me to buy butter so you could have corn tonight,” I supplied, hoping I was on the right track.
Luke rolled his eyes in dramatic fashion. “Yes, that’s exactly what I was saying,” he drawled. “I was saying that I need you to buy me butter so I can eat some corn.”
His sarcastic tone told me that wasn’t even remotely what he’d said. “I’m sorry,” I offered lamely. “I got distracted. I’m listening now, though. Tell me about your corn problems and I’ll fix them.”
“You got distracted?” Luke arched a challenging eyebrow and shifted his blue eyes in Kade’s direction. “I see what has you distracted.”
Luke is the best friend I’ve ever had. He’s almost like a sibling. That’s how close we are. He also knows how to needle me with a simple glance. “I wasn’t staring at Kade.” It was a weak lie and I regretted it the moment it left my mouth. It was too late to haul it back, though. “I was staring at Naida’s hair. It looks pretty under the sunlight here.”
“Oh, my … whatever,” Luke intoned, barking out a hoarse laugh as he shook his head. Naida, one of our fellow performers, had hair a pastel aquamarine color. I’d known her long enough that pretending to find the odd color pretty at this point probably wasn’t my best move. “You were looking at Mr. Muscles in his T-shirt.” Luke narrowed his eyes as he watched Kade carry a large trunk from the back of a truck to Naida’s trailer. “Do you think he has a better body than I do?”
That was a loaded question if ever I heard one. There was no way I was answering that. “I think you’re the handsomest man in the land,” I answered smoothly. “There’s a reason you’re the most popular circus performer we have here.”
Luke puffed out his chest. “I am the most popular performer,” he agreed.
Whew. Crisis averted.
“I’m also not an idiot,” Luke added, causing my stomach to roll. “I know you’re hot to trot for our new head of security. Denying it is … well … beneath us both. You two spend every night together. It’s … annoying.”
It was true. Ever since Kade joined the circus we’d been like magnets, seemingly drawn together by a force neither of us could identify nor fight. It had been only two weeks since our introduction (and subsequent fight) but we were already inseparable. In fact, Kade asked me to ride to Lincoln with him before breaking camp this morning, but because Luke’s nose was out of joint and he claimed I was neglecting him, I opted to placate my best friend instead of heeding my protesting girl parts. What? That’s a thing. It’s a gross and weird thing, but it’s still a thing.
“We don’t spend every night together,” I argued. “We just … um … enjoy each other’s company.”
“You’re so full of crap we’re going to need a plunger to get you in your trailer tonight,” Luke shot back, the absolutely disgusting visual causing me to make a face.
“I wasn’t looking at him,” I argued. “I was just … looking at the beautiful scenery.” That sounded more plausible. Well, kind of.
“Yes, you were looking at the mountainous peaks of his pecs and the lush valley of his butt,” Luke said. “The scenery is surely delightful in this part of the country.”
“Fine,” I muttered, giving in to my embarrassment. “He’s just so … pretty.”
Despite his irritation, Luke couldn’t help but smile. “He’s very pretty,” Luke agreed, staring at Kade for a moment and drinking in the man’s fine form. Because he’s gay, Luke understands Kade’s appeal. That doesn’t mean he’s a member of his fan club. “I’m going to beat him up.”
I fought the urge to roll my eyes … and lost. “You are not. He would kick your butt from here to next Tuesday if you tried.”
Luke scorched me with a look only years of friendship could sustain. “I am in better shape than he is,” he countered. “He has bulky muscles … like he does steroids. I have leaner muscles and I run five miles a day. He doesn’t run. He sits in your trailer with you and gazes adoringly into your eyes. He’s getting fat because of all that cooking you do.”
“He doesn’t gaze adoringly into my eyes,” I scoffed. What? You can’t do that when you’re making out with someone nonstop. “Also, he doesn’t use steroids. He’s all natural … and perfect.” Ugh. I have no idea when I turned into such a girlie girl, but I’m aware of how annoying I sound. I just can’t seem to stop myself from saying goofy things. I blame Kade’s muscles. Apparently Luke does, too. That’s why we are constantly bickering these days.
“He could use steroids,” Luke said, grabbing two lawn chairs from the back of the truck and setting them on the communal area between our trailers. We always parked our trailers adjacent to each other. At first it was because we adored spending time together. Then it became habit. Now, well … no matter how annoying I find him, I still love Luke. That’s the definition of family. “You wouldn’t know if he used steroids and it ended up giving him a small package because you two are still kneading the dough instead of baking the loaf.”
“I … what?” I knit my eyebrows. Some of Luke’s phrases were hard to comprehend, especially if you are listening with only half an ear.
“Oh, you know exactly what I’m referring to,” Luke said. “You two are kissing … and hugging … and petting every chance you get. You’re also sleeping in the same bed every night. What you’re not doing is anything else.”
“What do you mean?” I knew exactly what he meant. That’s not a conversation I wanted to embark upon, though. I hoped Luke would have the grace to back away before things got out of hand.
He didn’t. “I mean the lips are locking but the trailer isn’t rocking,” Luke replied, not missing a beat. “You two are stuck on second base when you should be rounding third and sliding home.”
“You know I hate it when you use sports metaphors,” I groused, kicking his tire as I moved around the back of the truck with our tabletop grill in tow. “Besides, you have no idea what we’ve been doing.” Sadly, we hadn’t been doing anything more than Luke suggested. I didn’t want him to know that, though. Kade’s refusal to make a move – and, yes, I know I could make a move, too, but I don’t want to seem too forward – was driving me insane. My hormones were about to stage a coup.
“Oh, I know,” Luke said. “If you were doing that you would’ve told me. You always tell me.”
“I do not!”
“You do, too.”
“I do not!”
“You do, too! Stop denying it!” Luke planted his hands on his hips and stared me down. “If you finally hit a homerun you would’ve run to my trailer the first chance you had and forced me to give you a standing ovation. I know you. Don’t deny it.”
Crud. I hate it when he’s right. “Stop talking and start working,” I snapped. Whenever I’m faced with an uncomfortable situation my first inclination is to be mean to the person challenging me. What? It’s a personality defect. I’m not proud of it. Okay, I’m a little proud of it. Wait … what were we talking about again? Oh, yeah, right. “Get the grill ready. We need to cook dinner before it gets too late.”
“Whatever,” Luke grumbled. “You’re the mistress of denial, though. You know that, right?”
I did know that. I wasn’t admitting it to him, though. “Shut your trap for five minutes. You’re giving me a headache.”
“You’re the only reason I ever get headaches,” Luke retorted.
“What are you two arguing about?”
We were so lost in our fight I didn’t notice Kade detach from Naida’s trailer and head in my direction. He was on top of us before I registered his presence. Crud on toast. How much did he hear?
“Um … we were just arguing about the stuff we always argue about,” I replied lamely.
Kade didn’t look convinced. “Uh-huh.” He shifted his attention to Luke. “What were you arguing about?”
“Baseball,” Luke replied, not missing a beat. “Help me set up the grill, will you?”
“Sure.” Kade amiably bobbed his head. His relationship with Luke was a work in progress. They liked each other, but they still had growing pains when it came to sharing time with me. They got along more often than they fought. “As soon as you tell me what you were arguing about I’ll help you.”
I sent Luke a mental warning but he ignored my pointed stare.
“We were arguing about the fact that Poet would rather watch you work with a moony look on her face than listen to me,” Luke replied, unruffled. “There was actual drool and everything.”
I was mortified. “Shut your mouth!”
Kade grinned as he slid a mischievous look in my direction. “Is that true?”
“No.”
“Yes,” Luke interjected. “I pointed out that she doesn’t have much choice but to look at you because you won’t make a move and give her something else to fixate on. You should really find your courage, by the way. She’d be much easier to deal with if she weren’t so sex deprived. Forcing her to share a bed with you but not fluffing her pillows during the process is just plain cruel.”
Now it was Kade’s turn to be mortified. “What?” He shot me an incredulous look. “Is that what you were really talking about?”
I didn’t want to answer, but I didn’t see a way out. “Luke was talking about it more than I was,” I replied, shrugging. “He’s obsessed with the trailer rocking.”
“Yes, which it never does,” Luke said, grinning as Kade’s expression darkened. “I’m starting to think you play for my team and don’t want to admit it. That’s probably good for me because it’s always harder finding dates in these flat states in the middle. They’re all out buttering corn on the sly – or in special bars I’m not aware of.”
“Oh,” I intoned, realization dawning. “Buttering your corn. I get it.”
“You sure are quick on the uptake, Ma,” Luke drawled. “I’m so glad my emotional needs are at the forefront of your concerns.”
“We’ll find you someone,” I offered, my stomach untwisting as I realized Luke’s bad mood revolved around a lack of men rather than dwindling time with me. That was a problem I could fix. “I bet it will be easier to find someone than you think.” Luke is always happiest when he has a new crush. If I could point him in that direction instead of my non-rocking trailer things would be better. “We’ll start looking tomorrow.”
Luke brightened at the suggestion. “That’s the best news I’ve heard all day.”
I returned his wide grin. “I’m glad we worked this out.”
“Me, too.”
I shifted my attention back to unpacking his truck. “Let’s get this done, shall we? I’m starving.”
Kade didn’t immediately respond, and when I risked a glance in his direction I found him standing with his hands on his hips staring at me. He made quite the impressive sight when he was angry. Heck, he made quite the impressive sight when he read the newspaper … and woke up in the morning … and pretty much did anything. Wait, what were we supposed to be doing again?
“You and I are going to have a long talk tonight,” Kade warned, finally snapping out of whatever reverie briefly distracted him. “I’m going to be rocking your head before we’re done.”
“Not her head,” Luke argued. “You need to rock something else. Do I need to draw you a diagram? Would that help? Do you prefer crayons or markers?”
Kade ignored him. “We’re definitely going to have a talk.”
I swallowed hard. Crap. I should’ve known he wouldn’t let that go. “I can’t wait.”



2
Two
“You really didn’t have to come out here with me. I’m fine on my own.”
After the uncomfortable conversational turn while unpacking, I was looking for any excuse to put some distance between Kade and myself before dinner. I wanted to collect my thoughts and think of something – anything really – that could explain away Luke’s words. That’s why I volunteered to walk the perimeter before our moving night ritual. I didn’t expect Kade to volunteer to go with me and ruin my plotting session.
“I know you’re fine on your own,” Kade replied, his eyes busily scanning the surrounding area as he walked beside me. “I’m head of security, though. This is technically part of my job.”
What we were doing had nothing to do with his job. When Kade first accepted his position with Mystic Caravan Circus he had no idea we were really circus folk by day and monster hunters by night. We spent the better part of a week hiding our true identities from him … and failed miserably. When the truth came spilling out in the form of a dead monster, he’d been flabbergasted and angry because we’d kept a secret from him. Since then he’d come to accept everyone at the circus – and their magical abilities. While he was still getting used to the way we did things he managed to refrain from being judgmental, instead seeming keen to learn. Unfortunately, I didn’t think he was out here this evening to learn, but to question me about Luke’s big mouth.
“I just need to make sure there aren’t any unseen caves or anything,” I said, pushing a decaying branch out of the way and scanning the dense tree line. “I don’t think we have anything to worry about, though.”
“That’s good to know,” Kade said. “I would hate to think we’d have something to worry about other than rocking trailers.”
Of course. He just couldn’t let it go. I exhaled heavily as I turned to face him, biting the inside of my cheek as I decided how to respond. Instead of recrimination, though, I found Kade grinning. The expression threw me for a loop. “Why are you smiling?”
“Because you’re cute when you’re trying to avoid confrontation,” Kade replied, brushing a strand of flyaway hair from my face. Summer humidity in the Midwest can be brutal, and it was supposed to be a scorcher of a week in Nebraska. I wasn’t one for makeup or caring how I looked, but now that Kade studied my face regularly I couldn’t help but feel self-conscious. “Are you really upset about … that?”
On the surface Kade was smooth and debonair. When it came to emotions, though, he occasionally stumbled. I liked that about him. If he didn’t have at least one flaw I would be certain he wasn’t human. As it was, I was beginning to have my doubts – and it wasn’t just because he appeared perfect on the surface.
“I’m not upset about anything,” I replied. I mostly meant it. Luke teased me about our lack of physical intimacy, but in truth, I was thrilled with the pace of our relationship. Just getting to know him was fun. “Luke was in a mood – he’s the one who brought it up.”
“I figured that out myself,” Kade said. “You’re usually not chatty when it comes to that stuff. Still … if Luke and you are talking about this, perhaps it’s something we should discuss because we’re the ones in the … um … relationship.”
I sighed, frustrated. I hate heavy conversations on an empty stomach. Okay, fine. I hate heavy conversations at all times. “Are we in an ‘um relationship’ or an actual relationship?” I challenged. I have no idea why I always see a problem and feel the need to make things worse. It’s a natural gift.
“Oh, don’t do that,” Kade chided, wagging a finger in my face for emphasis. Apparently he wasn’t going to let me bait him. That was probably a good thing. “That was the wrong way to phrase that. I’m not going to let you derail this conversation. Do you want to talk about this?”
I wanted those huge worms from the movie Tremors to come out of the dirt and swallow me whole. “I … don’t know,” I hedged. “I think talking about it is going to be uncomfortable and I’m not sure I want to be uncomfortable.”
“Life is messy sometimes,” Kade said, shaking his head. He has a pragmatic side that’s occasionally annoying. “Do you want to know why I haven’t made a move on you yet?”
More than anything. “I’m good.”
Kade rolled his eyes. “You’re work. You know that, right? You’re a lot of hard work. You make me laugh, but you also make me want to scream sometimes … and I’m not a screamer.”
“That’s good to know in case we ever start rocking the trailer,” I teased, forcing my eyes back to the perimeter and reminding myself that we actually had a chore to do that didn’t revolve around our personal lives. I wasn’t lying when I said I was glad Kade hadn’t made a move yet. No, really. Whether he wanted to keep me at somewhat of a distance and grow the relationship organically or not, I had my own reasons for not initiating the final step.
A week earlier, my boss Maxwell “Max” Anderson admitted the real reason he hired Kade to head security for Mystic Caravan. Because we are a group of supernatural beings hunting monsters it made sense for the head of security to be supernatural, too. Kade was introduced as a human, though. He had Special Forces training, don’t get me wrong, but he was human … or so I initially thought.
Max was like a father to me. My parents died when I was a teenager, and after a disastrous stint at a foster home I took to the streets. I made my way by picking pockets and using my magical gifts – I can read minds and bend wills when the mood strikes – to make people give me things to survive. That’s when Max found me. Instead of turning me in to the police or giving me a handout, though, he taught me a trade. I joined Mystic Caravan Circus and never looked back. It’s my home and I never wanted to leave.
That’s why Kade’s arrival was such a surprise. The previous head of security was human, but he went out of his way to pretend he didn’t notice the magic taking place around every circus turn. I’m hardly the only supernatural being. Luke, for example, is a wolf shifter. None of the circus’s animals are real. They’re all shifters of one form or another, including a tiger and bear. We also have magical pixie twins – one of whom can control the weather and another who can shrink evildoers into voodoo dolls and sell them at a profit. We boast a cross-dressing dwarf masquerading as a bearded lady, a petulant lamia running the house of mirrors, and Max himself. My boss is a mage, for lack of a better definition, and even I have no idea the extent of his powers or his true nature.
Kade’s arrival sent everyone into a tizzy – and his looks set all the females panting. I may have joined in the panting but I was suspicious of everything else. That’s when I started watching Max and his interactions with Kade more closely. Kade claimed Max was his “funny uncle” (not that way) and they knew each other because Max was tight with Kade’s deceased father. That timeline never synced for me and eventually I put two and two together and came up with one. One father, that is. I realized that Max is Kade’s father and Kade has no idea.
Ever since confronting Max – a man I love more than life itself – I found myself in a quandary. I gave Max one week to tell Kade the truth. I couldn’t fathom getting involved with Kade while harboring a secret that could blow his life apart at any moment. Max reluctantly agreed to my demand. Still, here we are. A week had passed and Max still hadn’t told Kade the truth. The longer the secret remained hidden the more precarious my position became.
“I know you’re joking to cover up how you really feel,” Kade said, playfully poking my side. “I haven’t made a move because I don’t want to rush things.”
“And here I thought it was because you were still having nightmares about when I disguised myself as a clown,” I said.
Kade inadvertently shuddered. A week ago our clown went rogue and tried to kill me (and a few others). I used my glamouring power to disguise myself as a harlequin during the ensuing fight. Despite his tough guy persona, Kade harbored a fear of clowns and couldn’t quite shake the memory.
“Don’t bring up the clown thing again,” Kade warned. “That completely freaked me out.”
“I noticed,” I said, slipping my hand into his as we resumed our trek around the circus grounds. We needed to make sure everything was clear before setting the dreamcatcher, a magical net meant to draw evil beings into our midst and alert us so we could dispatch them under the cloak of darkness. “You wake up every night screaming, ‘Please don’t put another clown in that car.’”
“Ha, ha,” Kade intoned, although his smile was impish. “You’ve got a sick sense of humor. You know that, don’t you?”
“It must be the clown in me.”
“Cute,” Kade muttered, briefly pressing his forehead against mine before squeezing my hand and falling into step with me. “I’m not going to let you skirt the issue at hand, though. You should probably listen to what I have to say.”
“Fine,” I muttered, moving to snatch my hand back. Kade refused to let it go, though. “Tell me.”
“I don’t want to rush things,” Kade admitted, opting for honesty. “I’m happy getting to know you. We’ve only known each other about three weeks. I like taking our time. If you don’t like that, though … .”
“I didn’t say I didn’t like it,” I interjected. “I’m happy with how things are. I don’t want you to think I’m not. It’s just … most people don’t sleep in the same bed with someone and not let their hands wander. It’s a unique experience.”
Kade chuckled. “Well, I can see that,” he said. “Do you want me to start sleeping in my own trailer?”
“I didn’t say that.” That was the last thing I wanted. The idea of losing his warmth – and even his snoring – was depressing. We hadn’t been together long, but I was already at the point where I would miss him should he leave. How did I let myself get in this position?
“It will happen when it’s meant to happen,” Kade said. “That’s what I believe, anyway. I just don’t want you feeling as if there’s another reason for it. I want to keep spending time with you and let this progress in a natural manner. If you don’t want that, we need to talk about it.”
“I’m completely happy letting things progress in a natural manner,” I said. “Luke is the one who brought it up.”
“Yeah, Luke takes his cues from you,” Kade argued. “If he said it he must think you feel it. He’s a pain in the keister but he’s loyal to you beyond a fault. I think in his own way he’s trying to help.”
“I love Luke dearly but he wasn’t trying to help,” I countered. “He was trying to see whether he could agitate you.”
Kade stilled. “Why would he want to agitate me?”
“Because you’re infringing on his time with me,” I replied. “Before you came along it was him and me against the world. Now we’re kind of a trio.”
“Yeah, well, he’ll have to get used to that,” Kade said. “I don’t plan to go anywhere, and I know he’s not going anywhere. We’re all going to have to figure out a way to coexist.”
I couldn’t help but briefly wonder whether Kade would still sing his “I’m not going anywhere” anthem once he found out I knew the truth about Max before he did. “Everything will work out,” I said, hoping I wasn’t lying to bolster my flagging confidence. “I have faith that everything will be fine.”
“Well, I have faith in you,” Kade said, lifting our joined hands and pressing a quick kiss to my knuckles. “How about we finish our perimeter sweep and get some dinner? Then I shall wow you with a movie of your choice and a walk around the grounds before bed.”
“That sounds great,” I said, rolling to the balls of my feet so I could press a quick kiss to his cheek. “I was thinking we could watch It. I know how you love clowns.”
“You’re not so cute anymore,” Kade warned, his attention drifting to the cornfield on the south side of the circus grounds. “Ugh. I hate corn as much as I do clowns.”
“Why?”
“Haven’t you seen Children of the Corn?”
“Something tells me your mother let you watch too many Stephen King movies as a kid,” I said, laughing at the horrified expression on Kade’s face as he scanned the acres of tall stalks encompassing the expanse of land that buffeted our makeshift home. “It’s just corn. There aren’t any demented kids living between the rows and plotting our deaths.”
“What if they’re demon kids?”
“Then the dreamcatcher will lure them in and we’ll take care of them,” I replied. “Don’t worry about it. I won’t let any demon children get you while you’re sleeping.”
“You’d better protect me from the clowns, too,” Kade said, narrowing his eyes. “What is that?”
I followed his outstretched hand with my eyes and focused on the lone item standing above the shuddering stalks in the field. “It’s a scarecrow.”
“Seriously?” Kade didn’t look thrilled at the prospect. “Have you ever seen Jeepers Creepers? You think it’s a scarecrow in that movie, too, and it turns out to be a demonic killer.”
“You definitely watch too many movies,” I said, giggling at his serious expression. “This is farm country. You’re going to have to get used to scarecrows. While we’re at it, this is the circus, so you’re also going to have to get used to clowns.”
“No, I don’t,” Kade argued. “The clown is dead.”
“Yes, but we still have other clowns,” I pointed out. “We’re also interviewing some guy this week to take on the open clown position, so odds are we’ll be adding to the clown cadre relatively soon.”
“Why?” Kade sounded like a whiny child. “Clowns are creepy.”
“Like scarecrows?”
“Make fun of me all you want,” Kade said. “I still maintain that clowns and scarecrows are inherently evil. They should both be outlawed.”
“I’m so glad you’re our head of security,” I teased. “Not only are you handsome and strong, you’re also on top of things when it comes to protecting us from imaginary evil. I don’t know what we did before we had you.”
“Apparently you went to sleep alone every night,” Kade challenged.
“Point taken,” I conceded. “I much prefer the new order of things.”
Kade’s expression softened. “Me too.” He leaned over and gave me a sweet kiss before playfully swatting my rear. “Let’s finish our perimeter sweep and get some dinner. Then I’m going to make you watch Jeepers Creepers so you can understand why scarecrows are just as bad as clowns.”
“Okay,” I said. “After that I’m going to make you watch Beaches to realize there are scarier things than clowns … like chick flicks.”
“Oh, the horror!”
Kade’s mocking tone caused me to wrinkle my nose. “I’ll let the scarecrow eat you if you’re not careful.”
“As long as it’s not dressed as a clown I’ll take my chances.”
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Three
“So what’s on the agenda today?”
Kade sat at the picnic table the next morning, relaxed and smiling as he sipped his coffee and flashed me flirty looks whenever he thought no one was looking. He appeared well rested and eager to begin a new week at the circus. I couldn’t help but grin. He was still in the heady honeymoon phase of enjoying everything because it was new and exciting. He hadn’t gotten to the part of the job where it felt like work yet.
“We have set-up work to do,” I replied, wrapping my fingers around my coffee mug. “We have interviews, too.”
“Interviews for what?”
“My new man,” Luke replied, sitting across from us and grabbing my coffee to drink while I shot him a dirty look. “Poet promised to help find me a distraction this week. I know you’re used to getting all of her time these days, Security Studmuffin, but she’s mine today.”
Kade narrowed his eyes, his good mood practically evaporating in an instant. I thought he was going to argue with Luke’s assertion that the amount of time we spent together was excessive. I was wrong. “Don’t call me Security Studmuffin,” he snapped. “I don’t like it.”
“Do you prefer Safety Sexpot?” Luke challenged, not missing a beat.
“I prefer Mr. Denton, where you’re concerned.”
I patted Kade’s knee under the table and fought the urge to laugh. I didn’t think he’d appreciate it, although Luke would be a big fan of the response. “Actually my work for today can coincide with Luke’s plan of action,” I offered. “We have to interview new clowns.”
Kade made a comical face that made him even more adorable – if that was even possible. I was expecting that. Luke’s expression of disgust caught me off guard, though.
“I am not dating a clown,” Luke said, immediately shaking his head. The morning sun glinted off his ashen highlights, momentarily distracting me. “I cannot date a guy who wears a red nose to bed.”
“That’s what you’re upset about?” Kade asked, wrinkling his nose. “I would be more worried about the white makeup and razor-sharp teeth. He’d probably try to rip your throat out while you were sleeping.”
The fact that Kade approached Luke’s dating life like anyone else’s made me happy. I knew he wasn’t judgmental, don’t get me wrong, but he seemed to go out of his way to encourage Luke’s romantic efforts. Of course, to be fair, if Luke were otherwise engaged, that would mean more time for Kade and me. That was a different argument for another time, though.
“Clowns aren’t always in makeup and costumes,” I reminded Luke. “You’re not always in your master of ceremonies outfit, are you?”
“No,” Luke sniffed. “I would be if people didn’t find it weird, though. I look good in that outfit.”
Luke thought he looked good in every outfit. “Well, if you don’t like any of the clowns we have lined up for interviews we can drive around Lincoln when we go into town for supplies later tonight,” I offered. “I’m sure they have a basketball court or something. That way you’ll be able to see everyone without shirts and make sure we don’t make another hairy chest error like that time in Minnesota.”
Luke shuddered. “Ah, yes, the Great Yeti Incident of 2014. No one wants a reoccurrence of that. Ugh.”
“I’m almost afraid to ask, but … what is a hairy chest error?” Kade asked, moving his hand to the back of my neck so he could lightly rub it.
“Luke doesn’t like hairy chests,” I replied.
“I figured that out myself,” Kade said dryly. “For some reason this story is memorable, though. Why?”
“Um … .” How much did he really want to know? “Well, you see … .”
Luke cut me off. “Let me tell it,” he insisted. “You always tell it wrong.”
“There’s no way to tell that story wrong,” I argued.
“There is when you make me look like a goofball,” Luke shot back. “It’s really not a very interesting story. I was feeling low one day … .”
“He just found out that Calvin Klein was discontinuing his favorite fragrance,” I supplied.
“No one asked for comments from the peanut gallery,” Luke said, shaking his head. “Anyway, I was feeling low and Poet decided to brighten my day with a trip to a nearby lake. It was hot, and we expected to find a lot of bulging muscles and droopy swim trunks. It’s easier making a decision after seeing what someone looks like wet.”
“Thanks for the tip,” Kade said, rolling his eyes until they landed on me. “I’m going to hate this story, aren’t I?”
I honestly had no idea. “I guess we’ll have to wait to find out.”
“The lake was full of people, as we expected, but mostly teenagers,” Luke continued. “I’m gifted when it comes to dating, but even I can’t make a teenager interesting.”
“He just doesn’t want anyone looking at him and saying he’s the ‘seasoned’ half of the couple,” I said.
“Shut up, Poet,” Luke chided, making a face. “No one could ever call me seasoned. You take that back. I am the maestro of moisturizing.”
“I’m sorry,” I said, feigning contrition. “You’re young and handsome.”
“Thank you … and I know.”
“I’m going to be old and seasoned if you don’t finish this story,” Kade warned. “I’m already losing interest in it.”
“It’s not a big story,” Luke said. “There was a hot dog stand, and I met a guy there – I love a good hot dog stand – and he was in shorts and a T-shirt, and he looked perfectly normal.”
“I’m going to let the ‘hot dog stand’ comment go,” Kade said. “If you don’t finish this story in the next sixty seconds, though, I’m leaving you to fight off Poet’s clown posse on your own.”
Luke scowled. He was a masterful storyteller under normal circumstances but I was beginning to think this story was a dud. I remembered it being funnier.
“We went out to dinner and had a lovely time,” Luke said. “We did the same the next night and … well … one thing led to another and we decided to go back to his place. That’s where I got the shock of my life.”
“He was hairy?” Kade didn’t look impressed with Luke’s tale. “Yup. I’m officially sorry I asked.”
“It gets funnier,” I said. “Luke was mortified when he saw the amount of hair on this guy’s back … what was his name again, by the way?”
“Randy,” Luke said, causing Kade and me to snicker in unison.
“That’s right,” I said, grinning. “We made a lot of randy yeti jokes for days after the event.”
“What event?” Kade asked. “The dude was hairy and Luke kicked him to the curb.”
“Actually, the dude was hairy and Luke was so horrified he snuck out of Randy’s house when he was in the bathroom and didn’t even say goodbye,” I clarified.
“That’s horrible,” Kade said. “You couldn’t even tell him why you were running?”
“You don’t understand,” Luke argued. “There was enough hair on his back to braid … and not a French braid either. We’re talking an actual ponytail braid.”
“I don’t know what to say to that,” Kade said. “Mostly because I had no idea there were different types of braids.”
Luke ignored the dig. “I tried to put the matter behind me and move on but … alas … it was not in the cards.”
Kade shifted his confused eyes to me. “What am I missing?”
“Randy didn’t take Luke’s jilting well,” I explained. “He showed up at the circus – we still had two nights in town – and asked what the problem was. It seems he had some … um … codependency issues.
“Luke tried to be nice and lied,” I continued. “He said he thought he would get too attached to Randy and because we were scheduled to leave town he didn’t want to take things to the next level and then be upset when he was forced to leave Randy.”
“Okay.” Kade rubbed his chin. “What happened then?”
“Randy refused to go away,” Luke answered. “He showed up during my weekend show and yelled out when I was on the trapeze. He caused me to miss my grab … which never happens … and I fell in front of a packed crowd.”
“Almost never,” I clarified. “It happened that night.”
“I will cut your hair in your sleep if you’re not careful,” Luke threatened. “Anyway, he caused me to miss my grab and I kind of lost it and … well … I told him the truth.”
I snorted. “He told him that Bigfoot would demand a wax before touching him with the Abominable Snowman’s ten-foot pole.”
Kade finally cracked a smile. “I see. How did Randy take that?”
“He started crying and fled,” I replied. “That made Luke feel bad … for exactly one hour.”
“What happened then?” Kade asked, curious despite himself. “Did Randy do something horrible?”
“He did,” Luke confirmed, bobbing his head. “He did the worst thing imaginable.”
“Did he kill himself?” Kade asked, worried.
I shook my head. “It wouldn’t be a funny story if something like that happened.”
“Okay, I’m losing my patience,” Kade said. “What did Randy do?”
I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing, ultimately failing as a snicker bubbled up. “He … .”
“Oh, let me,” Luke said. “He showed up outside of my trailer and dumped a bag of … something … on the front walk. He started screaming about doing it for me and loving me more than anything. He said we belonged together and he would do anything to make sure we were happy. He made such a scene that security had to drag him off. It was only after that we realized what was in the bag.”
“What was in the bag?” Kade asked, leaning forward. “Did he kill an animal and leave it for you?”
“Kind of,” I said, smiling at the memory. “He shaved his entire body and put the hair in a bag for Luke as a gift. He thought he could join the circus and come with us.”
Kade ran his tongue over his teeth, tilting his head to the side as he considered the tale. “That was the worst story I’ve ever heard. It wasn’t even remotely interesting. I want the past five minutes of my life back.”
“I’ll try better next time,” I said, rolling my eyes. “You asked.”
“All you had to say was that Luke dated a hairy guy and doesn’t like them,” Kade said. “I just … what a stupid story.”
I patted his shoulder as I pushed myself to a standing position. “I got you to forget that we’re expecting twenty clowns on the premises for auditions, though, didn’t I?”
Kade’s normally tan face drained of color. “Twenty?”
“Yeah, now the story isn’t sounding so bad, is it?”
“Twenty?” Kade was beside himself. “I can’t deal with twenty clowns.”
“Oh, don’t worry,” I said, smirking. “I’ll protect you if things get out of hand. Stick close to me. I won’t let any of the clowns hurt you.”
“You might think that’s funny, but that’s exactly what I’m going to do,” Kade said. “If one of them so much as honks a horn in my direction … .”
“Oh, there are so many dirty thoughts going through my head, I don’t know which joke to lead with,” Luke muttered.
“None of them,” Kade snapped.
“Come on, Studmuffin,” I said, grabbing his hand. “I promise you’ll be safe with me.”
“Until tonight when my story and today’s interviews collide in your dreams and you have a nightmare about hairy clowns,” Luke added.
Kade’s eyes widened. “Oh, man! You just ruined my happy day. You know that, right?”
“Glad to be of service,” Luke said, slinging an arm over my shoulders. “The story is a dud, Poet, but the outcome is pretty hysterical.”
“Live and learn,” I said. “Live and learn.”
“THANKS for coming in. We’ll get back to you as soon as we make our decision.”
Ronald “Slappy” McGovern honked his horn in my face one more time for emphasis and then exited the main tent through the side opening. I waited until he was gone to make my disdain known.
“I hate clowns,” I muttered. “We’re not hiring him. That horn is beyond annoying.”
“I told you,” Kade said, shaking his head as he leaned back to stare at the ceiling. “I’m going to have nightmares. Big ones. And now that Luke has mentioned hairy clowns, that’s all I can think about.”
“Oh, stop being such a baby,” Luke said. “It was just hair.”
“I didn’t hear you saying that when you were convinced Randy’s leftover back hair was moving on your porch that night,” I pointed out.
“It was moving,” Luke snapped. “I just know he had some poor misbegotten animal living in there or something. It was at least mutant lice. You have to admit there was something creepy about that hair.”
“Are you talking about that guy in Minnesota who shaved himself and stalked Luke?” Raven Marko twirled a strand of her silver hair around her finger. As one of the primary members of the circus – and one of the people almost killed by our last deranged clown – she insisted on being present for the interviews. “That hair wasn’t moving. You kept kicking it, and that gave it the illusion of moving.”
Luke screwed his face up into an annoyed frown. “No one asked you.”
Raven’s disposition was hardly likable – or maybe that’s just me – and it was on full display today. “Stop being a baby,” she said. “It was just hair. You made that situation worse than it had to be. All you had to do was explain why you were leaving instead of sneaking out of that poor guy’s house. You created that problem.”
“That’s what I think, too,” Kade said, causing Raven to flash him a flirty smile as my stomach twisted. I hate it when she flirts with him – which is always. I hate it even more when he seems to like it.
“Whatever,” I muttered. “We have one clown left to interview. I’m still leaning toward the guy who makes balloon animals.”
“That didn’t look like a giraffe,” Luke argued. “It looked like a penis.”
“Only in your world,” Raven shot back. “I thought it looked like a snake.”
“Which also resembles a penis,” Luke said.
“He clearly needs to get some,” Raven said, shifting her eyes to me. “I liked the guy who kept miming he was in a box.”
“He wasn’t even a clown,” I challenged. “He was an actual mime.”
“That’s why I liked him,” Raven said, unruffled. “Clowns are creepy. I don’t see why we need another one.”
“I agree,” Kade said. “Let’s go with the mime dude. At least he didn’t honk any horns or flap big feet around.”
“And he was bald so we won’t have to worry about hair issues,” Luke added.
“We’re not hiring a mime,” I said. “This is a circus. We need a clown.”
“Then I vote for the one who kept hitting himself on the head with the bowling pins when he was trying to juggle,” Kade said. “At least that way if he turns evil there’s a good chance he’ll knock himself out before he eats anyone.”
“Why do you think all clowns are evil?” I challenged, irritation flaring. I wasn’t agitated with his attitude as much as the fact that he took Raven’s side. What? I’m petty. I can admit it.
“Because any grown man who dresses like that has to be evil,” Kade answered, his eyes thoughtful as they rested on me. It was almost as if he read my mind. “I’m fine with whatever clown you want,” he said finally. “You know what you’re doing.”
Raven snorted. “He’s only saying that because he knows you’re jealous about him siding with me,” she said. “I guess your insecurity wins again.”
“I am not insecure!”
“You are so,” Raven said. “You still think he’s interested in me. I don’t blame you. I’m way hotter than you. I would be worried if I were in your shoes, too.” She patted my hand in a condescending manner. “Don’t worry. I’m not after your man. I don’t need a man.”
“That’s what every bitter shrew who can’t catch a man says,” Luke said.
“You should know,” Raven snapped.
“Okay, this is getting us nowhere,” Kade said, sighing as he leaned forward. “Let’s see the last one and take a vote.”
“I’m still voting for the mime,” Raven said. “He had … personality.”
“Yes,” I deadpanned. “He pretended he was trapped in a box and couldn’t get out. It was a fantastic personality showing.”
The sound of a man clearing his throat near the flap drew my attention. The figure standing there, a purple wig in one hand and a horn in the other, looked nothing like a clown. He was tall, a set of broad shoulders indicating how often he worked out, and he was dressed in an expensive suit. His hair was a dark blond and his green eyes were mischievous when they locked with mine.
“Am I in the right place for the clown auditions?” he asked, his British accent taking me by surprise. “My name is Percival Prentiss. I’m here because I absolutely love being a clown and think I would make a fine addition to the Mystic Caravan family.”
Anyone else uttering those words in such a manner would’ve earned derision. For some reason it sounded melodic coming from Percival’s mouth. Before I even realized what was happening Raven hopped to her feet and plastered a sultry smile on her face.
“You’re hired.”
I shot her a look. “Excuse me?”
“Oh, come on,” she muttered, keeping her voice low. “Listen to that voice … and look at that body. We have to hire him.” Raven turned back to Percival. “When can you start?”
“Is today too soon?” Percival asked, beaming.
That sounded good to me. I … wait … what?
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Four
“What just happened?”
I couldn’t wrap my head around the turn of events. Not only had Raven announced Percival was hired without seeing what he could do, she’d also proceeded to lead him outside to take him on a tour of the grounds.
“Raven hired the hot British guy without talking it over with anyone and you just sat there like a lump,” Luke replied, studying his fingernails. “Do you think we can get manicures when we go into town tonight?” He’d seemingly lost interest in the conversation – and interviews.
“He wasn’t that hot,” Kade argued. “Trust me. I know hot and he was not hot. Wait … that came out wrong.”
“Don’t worry. You’re hotter.” I gave his wrist a reassuring squeeze. “I still don’t understand how we hired that guy before he even auditioned.”
“I think it has a little something to do with his accent,” Luke said. “Women go weak in the knees for a British accent. I like to think of it as James Bond Syndrome. You can’t seem to help yourselves. The way they talk makes you think of being snogged and such.”
I arched a challenging eyebrow. “Snogged?”
“You know … sex,” Luke replied, unbothered. “It doesn’t hurt that this guy is smoking hot. Alas, since I find him attractive, he’s obviously straight. If I didn’t have bad luck I would have no luck at all.”
“He wasn’t hot,” Kade argued. “He was … average … at best.”
“Oh, someone’s nose is out of joint,” Luke teased, flicking the end of Kade’s nose before moving out from behind the table where we sat. “Let’s go to town. This whole clown thing was a bust. I knew it would be.”
“We can’t go to town yet,” I said. “I have to fire the clown, interview him and then possibly rehire him. I don’t have time to stalk the unsuspecting residents of Lincoln to help you find a crush right now.”
“You promised you would find something to distract me,” Luke reminded me. “I’m bored. You spend all of your time with Captain Can-Do here, and I need someone to entertain me.”
“I think that says a little something about you,” Kade said.
“It does. It says my mind – and other parts of me – need constant stimulation,” Luke said. “Come on, Poet. Forget the clown. No one cares about the clown. Pay attention to me.”
“While I don’t agree with Luke’s suggestion about spending time with him, I do agree about the clown,” Kade said. “No one cares about the clown.”
“I care about the clown,” I countered.
“Well, then watch him during this weekend’s show and fire him on our way out of town,” Kade suggested. “There’s no better audition than seeing how he interacts with the crowd.”
“I really don’t want to agree with Bishop Biceps, but he has a point,” Luke said. “We can fire him Sunday if he’s not any good. As it stands, I can’t tolerate another interview. Besides, Raven seems to like Prince Clown of Wales, and that’s good news for you because it means she won’t be drooling all over your boyfriend.”
I think Kade fancied himself above petty jealousies and female fights. I couldn’t help but notice the way he puffed out his chest, though. “Fine,” I said, giving in. “His accent was pretty interesting. I don’t blame Raven for being blinded by the hearts flying around his head.”
Kade stilled. “I’ll bet that accent is fake,” he said finally. “Have you ever seen a British clown? I haven’t. He’s just doing that to schmooze the women.”
“Oh, right,” Luke intoned. “Dressing up like a clown is a surefire way to reel in the chicks. He’s probably beating the women off with a stick – or those big floppy shoes – at every turn.”
Kade narrowed his eyes as he locked gazes with Luke. “You’re really starting to bug me.”
“Pay less attention to me and more attention to your girlfriend,” Luke suggested. “If you’re not careful she’ll fall for that accent and leave you for the clown. How do you think that will be on your ego?”
Kade shifted his eyes to me. “Do you really like his accent?”
His accent made me forget where I was for five minutes. What does that tell you? “Of course not,” I replied. “I’m not the type of woman who falls for accents.”
Luke snorted. “Oh, whatever.”
Kade flicked his ear. “Stop causing trouble or I’ll buy a wig and terrorize you with it.”
“Don’t even think about doing anything of the sort,” Luke warned. “I’ll make you pay if you do.”
“I’m shaking in my shoes,” Kade said.
“Are they big clown shoes?”
“Knock it off,” I snapped, pinching the bridge of my nose to ward off a potential headache. “You’re both bugging me.”
“And on that note ... I have work to do.” Kade dropped a quick kiss on my lips. “I’ll see you for dinner. Try not to swoon when you give the clown his tour.”
“I never swoon over clowns,” I said.
“Just big, beefy security guards,” Luke muttered.
“And don’t you forget it,” Kade said, poking Luke’s chest and causing me to smile. I think they’re really starting to warm up to each other. No, really.
“HOW many circuses have you traveled with?”
Finding something mundane to discuss with a hot clown (wow, those are words I never expected to think) is harder than one might envision. Ten minutes into the tour – one Raven was miffed about not being able to lead herself – I found myself grappling with topics to discuss with Percival. For his part, he remained oblivious to my discomfort.
“I’ve traveled with three different circuses,” Percival replied. “The first was Montgomery & Simms out of London. I hopped the pond when I was twenty-two, though, and I never looked back. I joined Dobson & Clark out of Washington not long after I arrived and have been working in various capacities of a freelance manner for the past six years.”
What was that supposed to mean? To me it sounded as if he was unemployed and picking up odd clown jobs – whatever those might be – but the accent threw me. He could’ve said he plunged toilets for a living and I would’ve found it delightful just because I liked listening to him talk.
“A freelance manner?”
“I struck out on my own,” Percival replied, following me across the busy midway as the barkers and game station workers toiled away erecting Mystic Caravan’s most profitable endeavor. Yes, that’s right. While the animals and shows are a decent draw, we make the bulk of our money off of games and liquor sales. I try not to let it depress me too much so I can pretend that artistic integrity really does pay off. “I thought I wanted to put down roots but ultimately realized that I’m built for a nomadic life. Does that make sense?”
Yes … and no. “But what did you do?” I pressed, determined to get an answer. “Did you work local events?”
“Sometimes.” Percival’s gaze remained trained on the busy workers. “I love the energy here. Don’t you love the energy here?”
“Sometimes,” I replied, realizing after the fact that my response sounded jaded. I decided to take a different tactic. “Do you think you’ll be able to keep up with our hectic schedule? If you think you’re going to want to stay in one place you should probably tell me now.”
“I have no intention of settling in one place again,” Percival replied. “I thought I was tired of traveling and then realized I missed it dearly. I’m excited to be part of your group.”
“Well … okay,” I said, unsure of how else to respond. “We’ll make sure you meet the other clowns this afternoon. There’s kind of a … segregation … here. I’m not sure why it happened, but most of the clowns tend to set up their own digs and mingle only during shows. It’s entirely up to you whether you want to eat with them or us, though.”
“I think I’ll stick with you guys,” Percival said. “I’m not really in the mood to be segregated. Besides, have you ever hung around with a bunch of clowns? They’re very annoying.”
I wasn’t sure whether he was being funny or honest, but when I risked a glance in his direction I found his eyes twinkling. I decided to set him straight on a few things. “You should probably know that the clowns don’t like us any more than we like them,” I offered. “Don’t get me wrong, nobody is at war or anything, but I wouldn’t say the clowns enjoy spending time with anyone but each other.”
“I believe Mystic Caravan is like any other circus,” Percival said. “It’s a microcosm of society when you really break it down into its base parts.”
See, that right there makes me think there’s something off about this guy. Er, well, other than being a clown, that is. The accent serves as a nice distraction, but Percival seems out of his element. “A microcosm of society?”
Percival didn’t appear concerned with my tone. “Yes,” he said, bobbing his head. “Any small group of people reflects society as a whole if you take the time to break the interaction down. I’m guessing the clowns aren’t the only ones to form their own splinter group. Am I right?”
“Yes,” I replied, seeing no reason to lie. “The midway people tend to make up their own little group, too.” I pointed toward the row of trailers at the east end of the Lincoln fairgrounds. “Whenever we come to a new location we have the same basic setup. The circus is at the center, with the parking lot serving as the open front of the square. Then, on one side you have the row of trailers where I live with most of the other performers. The animal trainers, acrobats, sideshow attractions and other big show mainstays tend to group together there.
“The clowns take up residence along the back,” I said, pointing. “They have their own barbecue pit, and entertain themselves rather than join in with us. On the other side you have the midway performers. They don’t particularly like us and we don’t particularly like them.”
“Do the clowns like them?” Percival asked, seemingly fascinated with the layout lesson.
“No one likes the clowns,” I answered. “People find clowns creepy.”
“Is that so?” Percival looked amused by my honesty. “Why do you think that is?”
“Because grown men shouldn’t wear makeup, make balloon animals, put on floppy shoes and cram themselves into a car with one another.” Kade took me by surprise when he joined us. I hadn’t seen him lurking behind one of the games and couldn’t help but wonder how long he’d been eavesdropping.
“What are you doing?” I asked, glancing around. “I thought you were making sure the animal area was secure.”
“I did that already,” Kade replied, never moving his gaze from Percival’s face. “I left you an hour ago. You probably didn’t realize you’ve been giving our new … friend … a tour for that long.”
If I didn’t know better I’d think he was jealous. Because I regularly found myself jealous of Raven – and subsequently hated myself for it – I couldn’t help but enjoy Kade’s mild reaction. Yes, I know how that makes me sound. I’m shallow. Sue me.
“Ah, no need to worry, old chap,” Percival said. I could swear his accent thickened with Kade’s arrival. “I won’t take up much more of her time.”
“I’m not worried,” Kade said. “I just … thought I would check on you and see how things are going.”
“Quite smashingly,” Percival said. This time I was sure the accent thickened.
“We’re almost done,” I said, narrowing my eyes briefly before shifting my attention to Kade. “I know you’re worried about me spending too much time on tours so it’s nice you showed up when you did. I don’t suppose you could take care of the last leg for me, could you?”
It was a trap. I couldn’t help but wonder whether Kade would figure it out before agreeing.
“I would love to help you,” Kade replied, gracing me with a flirty grin. “That will allow you time to finish up whatever work you have before lunch. I figured we could head to town to pick up supplies.”
I balked. It was a sweet offer but I always made town runs with Luke. If I ditched him now I’d never hear the end of it. “We have to take Luke with us.”
I expected an argument. “I know,” Kade said, unruffled. “Luke and I already talked about it. He’s fine if it’s a threesome today.”
That was surprising … and suspect. “Luke said that?”
“He did,” Kade confirmed. “Go ahead and check with him.”
“I’m sure that’s not necessary.”
“We both know you’re going to do it anyway,” Kade said. “I’ll take over clown duty … er, I mean tour duty … and you can finish up everything else before lunch.”
I was dubious but opted not to dwell on a potential Luke meltdown before it became necessary. “That sounds great,” I said. “I don’t have more than an hour of work left to do.”
“Okay.” Kade was in an agreeable mood. “What do you need me to show Percival?”
Ah, and here came the trap. “You need to show him the free trailer on clown row,” I answered, quickly averting my eyes. “Percival needs a place to stow his gear.”
“That would be lovely,” Percival enthused. “It will also give me a chance to get to know the head of security. That’s always a priority when I start a new job.”
That was an odd revelation but I decided to let it go. “So … have fun!” I mustered as much faux enthusiasm as I could and slapped Kade’s arm. “I’ll meet you at your truck in an hour.”
“Oh, you might see me before then,” Kade gritted out, although he flashed a tight smile at Percival to ease the tension. The one place Kade avoided whenever possible was clown row. I couldn’t say I blamed him. There was a lot of honking … and flying buckets of water … and, well, drinking ... along that part of camp. “I can’t wait to thank you for this chore.”
“I look forward to that,” I said, grinning. “I … .” I didn’t get a chance to finish my statement because an ear-splitting scream pierced the morning air, causing everyone to cease what they were doing and scan the surrounding area.
“Where?” Kade asked, instantly alert.
That was a good question. I was fairly certain the scream didn’t originate from inside the fairgrounds. The dreamcatcher would’ve alerted if something bad happened on our turf. I tilted my head to the side and reached out with my mind, brushing against something terrified almost instantaneously. I pointed toward the cornfield on the far side of clown row. “There.”
“Of course,” Kade muttered, breaking into a run when another scream rocked the Mystic Caravan brethren. “That does not sound good. Hurry!”
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“Where?” Kade’s face was a mask of concentration when we hit the back of clown row.
“I’m not sure,” I said, biting my lip and closing my eyes. After the second scream we hadn’t heard a sound other than our own beating hearts as our blood pressure ramped up. I opened my mind, looking for the source of terror from a few moments earlier, but this time I was met with a loud buzzing sound.
“Oh, is this my trailer?” Percival stood behind us and stared at the white home on wheels in question. “It looks quite posh.”
I ignored him and forced my mind to stretch, searching for a way around the buzzing. It was as if a hive of angry bees cut me off from the destination I sought. I was flummoxed but determined to focus before worrying about the mental barrier.
“Perhaps I should check out my trailer,” Percival suggested. “You two seem to have this … thing … in hand. You’re security, after all. No one wants a clown reacting to an emergency. I would probably only get in the way.”
“That sounds great,” Kade spat, grabbing my hand and jerking me toward the cornfield. “You stay here and we’ll handle the screaming.”
“Right,” Percival said, bobbing his head. If he detected Kade’s sarcasm he didn’t acknowledge it. “Good luck.”
“What a stupid ponce,” Kade muttered as he tugged me behind him. “I can’t believe you find that accent hot. He’s a complete and total tool.”
“Yeah, and I don’t know how posh he’s going to find that trailer once he finds out that the former resident sucked souls to stay alive and created a mutant army to do his bidding,” I added, narrowing my eyes as I scanned the cornfield. “It has to be this way. The dreamcatcher would’ve alerted if something happened on our side of the line.”
“Then let’s go to the other side of the line,” Kade said grimly, squeezing my hand once before releasing it. “You stay close to me. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Dad.”
“Cute,” Kade said. “Come on.”
I followed Kade over the dreamcatcher’s barrier, a magical line he couldn’t see but which sparkled brightly for me. The moment we touched ground on the other side, another scream assailed my ears. This time I could pinpoint the location. It was directly in front of us.
“There.” I pointed, but Kade was already moving. He was in good shape, years in the military transforming his body into a mass of muscle. I struggled to keep up, worried something paranormal would await for us as we cut through the corn. Briefly I wondered whether Kade’s fear of cornfields – and the ensuing murderous children – was a legitimate worry, but I shoved the thought out of my mind the moment it entered. Someone was in trouble. Now wasn’t the time to let my imagination run wild.
The fourth scream, this one seemingly shriller than the previous three, was close, and when we pushed through a final row of corn we found two blond girls standing in the middle of a small clearing, their faces white as one of them covered her eyes and the other stared with grotesque fascination at a lump on the ground.
“What’s wrong?” Kade barked, causing the girl covering her eyes to jerk her head up. She jumped back when she saw us, her eyes darting to her left as if contemplating bolting.
“It’s okay,” I said, holding up my hands in a placating manner. “We’re here to help. What’s going on?”
“There’s something over there,” the girl replied, lifting a shaking hand and pointing toward the lump.
“Okay,” I said, giving the child a wide berth as I circled behind Kade and approached the unmoving object. Instinctively I knew what it was before I even got a gander at the horror on the ground. “Oh, my … .”
“What is it?” Kade asked, moving up behind me. “Is it an animal?”
I shook my head, horrified by the tableau in front of me. “It’s not an animal.”
“It’s a man.” The other girl finally spoke, her voice solemn as her blue eyes latched onto mine. “He has corn for eyes.”
“Okay,” Kade said, letting out a pent-up breath. “Okay, I … holy hell! I think we need to call the police. Everybody stand back and … don’t look at the dead guy!”
“AND you just found him like this?” Detective Lance Brewer flipped open his notebook and fixed Kade and me with an expectant look. “How did you even know to look out here?”
“We heard the girls screaming,” I replied, watching with grim fascination as the coroner zipped closed the body bag and gave the okay for two paramedics to transport the body out of the cornfield. Kade had placed a call to law enforcement right away. They kept us on the outskirts of the crime scene for what felt like forever before approaching. In real time it was probably only about an hour, but it was still a painful wait given the upset children. “Speaking of that, where are the girls?”
“One of the uniformed officers contacted a social worker and arranged for them to be taken home,” Brewer replied. “This isn’t their land. It belongs to a neighbor. Someone needed to explain the situation to their parents.”
“I don’t envy the person having that conversation,” Kade said, his hand landing on my hip as he moved closer to me. “Do we know who the dead man is?”
“I don’t know who you are,” Brewer replied. “Let’s start with that.”
“I’m Poet Parker,” I volunteered. “This is Kade Denton. We’re with the circus.”
“I figured that to be the case,” Brewer said, jotting something in his notebook. “And … what? You heard the kids screaming and ran out here?”
“Pretty much,” Kade confirmed. “We were watching them put the midway together when we heard the first scream. It took us a moment to get our bearings. They kept screaming, though, and we followed the sound.”
“I didn’t realize what they were looking at right away,” I offered. “At first I thought it was just a … lump … of something. It wasn’t until I got closer that I realized the body had no arms or legs … or that the eyes were gone and the sockets filled with corn husks.” It was gruesome to think about, but there was no sense glossing over what I saw. It would revisit me in my nightmares when I tried to drift off this evening as it was. Getting this part of the conversation out of the way now would be a benefit later.
“Yeah, the body looks to be in rough shape,” Brewer said. “We’ll conduct an autopsy to nail down a time of death, but just so I have all of my ducks in a row, when did you guys arrive?”
“Yesterday afternoon,” I answered automatically. “Wait a second … you don’t think we’re suspects, do you?”
“Probably not,” Brewer replied, his tone clipped and serious. “We have to ask, though. It’s part of the job, ma’am.”
He said “ma’am” like I said “asshat.”
“That guy has been out here for at least two days,” Kade said. “He died long before we came to town.”
“Perhaps,” Brewer said, narrowing his eyes. “How do you know when he died?”
“I served in the military. This is hardly the first dead body I’ve seen,” Kade replied, not missing a beat. “I know a body couldn’t have gotten in that kind of shape in less than twenty-four hours.”
“I would tend to agree with you,” Brewer conceded. “I’m not an expert on these things, though. I’ll let the medical examiner do his job and we’ll take it from there. Until then, you two should plan on staying in town. We’ll talk to the girls’ parents … .”
“Mary and Grace,” I interjected. I’d managed to get that much out of the girls before they clammed up. They were obviously traumatized. “Did they say what they were doing out here?”
“Just that they like playing in the corn,” Brewer replied. “I’m hoping our people can get some information out of their parents … or at least force them to get some answers from the kids. I’m not sure how that will go.”
“Do you know who he is?” Kade asked. “Do you know why his body would’ve been dumped out here?”
“We don’t know anything yet,” Brewer said. “That’s why we conduct investigations. Thank you for your time. We’ll be in touch if we need anything else.”
And just like that we were dismissed.
“YOU poor dear! I just heard. Do you need a hug?” Percival didn’t wait for me to respond as we approached the midway, instead dragging me in for an unwanted embrace and causing Kade to scowl. “It’s okay if you want to cry.” Percival petted the back of my head. “I’m here for you.”
“Well, that’s just great,” Kade muttered, tugging a restless hand through his hair. “That’s just … awesome.”
I wedged my hand between Percival and myself and forcefully pushed him away, taking a step back and narrowing my eyes as I regarded him. The man was good looking – there was no doubt about that – but he was also annoying. There are some things an accent can’t overcome, and being a royal douche is one of them.
“I’m fine,” I said finally, shifting my gaze to an approaching Raven. No one had discussed how we were going to handle Percival and conversations about magic, but I desperately needed to talk to Raven without Percival’s prying ears making life difficult. “The police aren’t sure what happened. It’s probably a farming accident.”
Kade widened his eyes. “A farming accident?”
“Yes. A farming accident.” I kept my voice firm as I scorched Kade with a look. “There’s no reason for anyone to freak out. In fact, Percival should probably get settled in his trailer. I have circus business to talk about with Raven.”
Kade didn’t look convinced. “I … okay.” He briefly shook his head before turning his attention to Percival. “Come on. I’ll help you carry your bags so you can get settled.”
“That would be great,” Percival enthused, falling into step next to Kade. “I have a bad back, and you look as if you could carry a horse.”
“I’ll try that tomorrow,” Kade replied dryly.
I remained silent until I was sure they were out of earshot before turning to Raven. “We have a problem.”
“I figured,” Raven said, unruffled. “You couldn’t get rid of Percy fast enough.”
I wrinkled my nose. “Percy?”
“That’s what I’m calling him,” Raven explained. “I think he’s adorable. He’s mine, by the way. Don’t even think of moving in on him. I put up with it when Kade came around because I knew you were in the middle of a dry spell, but I won’t put up with it a second time.”
“I thought you didn’t need a man,” Luke interjected, joining the small group of interested onlookers. “Didn’t you just say that an hour ago?”
“No one was talking to you,” Raven snapped. “What’s the deal with the body?”
“Someone mutilated it,” I replied. “I mean … cut the arms and legs off and gouged out the eyes.”
“Hmm,” Raven mused, her expression thoughtful. “Did they replace the eyes with anything?”
“How did you know that?”
“I’m not sure,” Raven answered. “I … something about that sounds familiar. I can’t remember what, though. I’ll have to do some research.”
“It sounds like that scary movie to me,” Nixie said, bobbing her aquamarine head as she shifted from one foot to the other. “There was a monster living in the corn, and there were these demented kids killing adults and worshipping it.”
“Yes, Children of the Corn,” I supplied. “I’ve seen that movie, too. Don’t bring it up in front of Kade. He thinks that could really happen.”
“How do we know it didn’t really happen?” Raven challenged. “Kids drew you out there, right? Maybe the kids killed him.”
“The kids were traumatized,” I argued. “They didn’t kill him. Plus … well … Kade thinks the man was killed a few days ago.”
“It sounds ritual,” Raven said. “If he was killed a few days ago, though, that probably doesn’t have anything to do with us. I’ll conduct some research just to be on the safe side.”
“That sounds like a good idea,” I said. “If it was ritual, though, why dump him so close to where we’re camping? People had to know we would be here. You saw the signs when we were driving into town. Our arrival has been well publicized.”
“I don’t know,” Raven said, shaking her head. “We’ll have to figure it out as we go … like we always do. What we need is some information on the dead guy. That might make the research easier.”
“The cops didn’t haven an identity yet,” I said.
“Or so they told you,” Raven countered. “They might be keeping that information to themselves. People in town might know who is missing. Lincoln is a big city for this area, but in the grand scheme of things it’s really not big at all.”
She had a point. I glanced at Luke. “Do you want to make a run into town with me?”
Luke’s handsome face split with a wide grin. “Always!”
“Then let’s do it,” I said. “I don’t like a body being discovered this close to us. I have a bad feeling this is going to bring trouble to our doorstep.”
Luke didn’t appear bothered by the observation. “What else is new?”
What else indeed. Sadly, this was just another normal day with the Mystic Caravan Circus.
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“Move over.”
“I have nowhere to go. You move over.”
“You’re sitting on my leg.”
“Did you ever think you wedged your leg under mine on purpose?”
Luke met my challenging gaze from the passenger seat of Kade’s truck and made a face that would’ve been comical under different circumstances. Because it was stifling inside of the truck and Kade refused to turn on the air conditioning (he cited some nonsense about polluting the environment that would’ve been nice if I wasn’t in danger of sweating to death), there was nothing about these circumstances I found funny.
“We’re taking my truck next time,” Luke announced, finally ripping his gaze from me and focusing on Kade as the quiet man navigated the main highway that led into Lincoln. “This sitting here and sweating all over each other thing isn’t remotely tolerable.”
Kade blew out a weary sigh. “Air conditioners are bad for the environment.”
“You’ve told us that twenty times since we left the circus grounds,” Luke said. “We don’t care.”
“I care a little,” I argued.
Kade arched a challenging eyebrow. “A little?”
If he thought his disdain would shame me into saying I cared a lot he was about to be disappointed. “I think the environment is an important concern,” I replied. “I also think I’m going to die if you don’t turn yours on. Do you want me to die?”
“Not particularly,” Kade answered, unruffled. “I don’t think you’re really going to die, though. The windows are down. We’re getting a nice breeze.”
“You’re getting a nice breeze,” I clarified. “I’m stuck in the middle, so I don’t get any breeze. Only the people sitting next to the windows get breezes.”
“Don’t worry,” Luke intoned. “I’m not getting a breeze either. Turn on the air conditioner.”
“It will only take us five minutes to get to town,” Kade said. “You’ll live.”
Luke locked gazes with me, something unsaid passing between us. I was a mind reader, but I didn’t need magic to know what Luke was thinking.
“You need to turn on the air conditioner,” I said finally, licking my lips as I glanced at Kade. “If you don’t do it … well … there’s going to be a mutiny.”
Instead of fearing my declaration Kade appeared tickled by it. “A mutiny? Are you going to use pirate talk and make me walk the plank?”
I opened my mouth to answer, but Luke did it for me.
“No,” Luke said. “She will stop letting you sleep in her bed, though. I know there’s nothing going on but heavy petting, but you’re going to lose that if you don’t stop this nonsense.”
“Excuse me?” Kade’s irritation was evident. When he insisted on driving to town with us so we could get some information – and groceries – I don’t think he realized what he was in for. “Are you threatening me with a lack of … snuggling … if I don’t turn on the air conditioning?”
I wasn’t a fan of the way he phrased it, but … . “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”
Kade ran his tongue over his teeth as he tilted his head to the side and considered the threat. “Are you firm on this?”
“You have no idea,” I replied, crossing my arms over my chest and blowing a burst of air up to my forehead in an attempt to dry my sweaty bangs. “I can’t take one more second of this. I really will die.”
“I can’t let Poet die,” Luke said. “That means I’m going to kill you to protect her.”
“You and what army?” Kade scoffed, biding for time as he decided whether he was going to let me shake him down.
“Did you forget I can turn into a wolf?” Luke challenged.
“I … no,” Kade answered. “I don’t care what you say, though, you’re not going to shift and kill me over air conditioning.”
“It’s hotter than an all-male burlesque show during Fleet Week,” Luke shot back. “Turn on the air conditioning!”
Instead of kowtowing to Luke’s demands Kade directed his attention to me. “Are you really going to kick me out of your bed if I don’t turn on the air conditioning?”
I hate being put on the spot, but if he was going to press the issue I really had no choice but to answer honestly. “No.”
Kade shot Luke a triumphant look as my best friend uttered a low growl that suspiciously sounded like a string of curse words.
“I will, however, demand you pull over so I can get out and use my feminine wiles to get some perverted truck driver to stop,” I added. “I don’t want to kick you out of my bed, but I really will die if you don’t turn on the air conditioning.”
Kade blew out a sigh. “Fine,” he said, rolling up his window before turning the knob on the dash and allowing a gush of cool air to blow from the vents I’d conveniently directed at my face. “I want you to know I’m doing this under duress, though.”
“Duly noted,” I said, closing my eyes and leaning forward so I could enjoy the comforting cool air. “Oh, I’ve never been happier.”
Kade made a disgusted face before turning his attention back to the road. “Where do you want to go once we hit town?”
I pointed toward a huge billboard as we passed. It advertised a farmers market on the outskirts of town. “That will be full of local farmers,” I replied. “We’ll be able to get good food and hopefully some gossip.”
“And what do you think that’s going to get us?” Kade asked.
I shrugged. “I don’t know. I just have a feeling this is going to get worse before it gets better.”
“I would argue with you, but I have a feeling you’re right,” Kade said, hitting his turn signal and following the sign that pointed toward the farmers market. “Let’s see what we can find, shall we?”
“WHAT is with the heat in this place?” Luke asked twenty minutes later, blotting his brow with a napkin he acquired from the lemonade stand in the middle of the farmers market. “It’s hotter than nickel night at a whorehouse.”
Kade made a face when two elderly women sitting at a picnic table shot dark looks in our direction. “Will you keep your voice down?”
“What?” Luke was annoyed, which meant he couldn’t control his volume. “I didn’t make that one up. I only repeated it. You can’t hold that against me.”
I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing, but when Kade shifted his expressive eyes in my direction it became increasingly hard to swallow my giggle.
“He’s not funny,” Kade chided. “You encourage him when you laugh. Don’t laugh.”
“I won’t laugh.” I had every intention of following through with that promise even though Luke proceeded to make a series of faces engineered to break my resolve.
Kade rolled his eyes. “Go ahead and laugh,” he said. “You look as if you’re about to pass out from the effort you’re exerting to hold it in.”
I did just that, earning a haughty look from the women at the table. They clearly didn’t like me, although they seemed enamored with Kade when he winked in their direction. The scowls they directed toward me shifted to smiles in the blink of an eye.
“What is it with you and women?” I asked before I had a chance to think better of the question. Being jealous of two women old enough to be Kade’s grandmother probably makes me seem petty. Oh, well. That’s never stopped me before. “Women just fall all over you whenever you smile. It’s a bit distracting.”
“He has the gift,” Luke supplied. “He can’t help it. It’s like magic.”
Kade chuckled at the suggestion. “I think I’ll leave the magic to Poet. I’m happy being completely normal.”
The statement caught me off guard. When I heard Max hired someone without paranormal abilities to head Mystic Caravan’s security I was thrown because I didn’t think a common human would be capable of doing the job. Despite his magical limitations, though, Kade had proved worthy (and I don’t believe that simply because he’s hot). As Max’s son, though, he could boast a magical birthright. Could it be possible he had powers that had yet to manifest? It was far more likely he showed signs of power throughout the years and then made excuses when he couldn’t explain them. I would have to test that later … much later, when he knew the truth and had forgiven me. What? I’ve chosen to be an optimist today.
“You’re not normal,” I said, forcing a smile. “You’re better than that.”
“Oh, well, thank you,” Kade said, his cheeks flushing with color. “That’s the nicest thing you’ve said to me all day.”
“Ugh. I may puke.” Luke wrinkled his nose. “You two might not be groaning and moaning yet, but you’re definitely making me sick to my stomach.”
“And on that note … .” I shook my head and focused on the task at hand. “We need information, and this place could be a goldmine if we approach it correctly.”
“I still don’t understand what you hope to uncover here,” Kade said. “Why do you think the dead body has anything to do with us? You saw it. Whoever killed him did it days before we arrived. It might’ve been weeks depending on how much it has rained here recently. The cops aren’t going to share information on that, though, so what do you expect to get?”
“I’m going to wager that these people already know who that body belongs to,” I replied. This time the smile I flashed was genuine. I love when I get to put my intuition on display. “This is a relatively small community. Gossip spreads fast when everyone knows everyone else.”
“We should know,” Luke intoned. “We live in the same kind of community.”
“Oh, poor Luke,” Kade said, grabbing my best friend’s cheek and giving it a good jiggle. “Are you feeling down because everyone knows you’re in the middle of a dry spell?”
Luke jerked his cheek from Kade’s annoying fingers and narrowed his eyes. “I may be in the middle of a dry spell but at least it’s not by choice,” he snapped. “You’re sleeping in the same bed with a beautiful woman – and I’m not just saying that because she’s my best friend, she’s genuinely the prettiest woman in the world – and you refuse to make a move. Which is worse?”
“I’m not having this discussion with you,” Kade warned, his voice low. “She and I have already talked about this. You may be her best friend, but this is none of your business.”
Most people would have the grace to apologize, or at least be embarrassed. Luke is not most people. “My poor Poet,” Luke said, shaking his head. “You’re not just on a dry run, are you? You’re lost in the middle of a desert and the only source of water is surrounded by crocodiles.”
Kade scowled. “Let’s just start asking questions, okay? I think I’ve had just about enough bonding for one afternoon.” He shifted his conflicted eyes to me. “Do you want to come with me or go with Luke?”
It was a pointed question. Unfortunately for him I was still dwelling on Luke’s previous statement. “Why would there be crocodiles in the desert?”
Luke shrugged. “Maybe they like the sun.”
“Oh, good grief,” Kade muttered, grabbing my hand. “We’ll go this way. You go the other way, Luke.”
“Fine,” Luke said, unruffled by Kade’s tone. “Whoever gets the better information wins.”
“It’s not a competition,” Kade snapped.
“Everything is a competition,” Luke countered. “You’re falling behind in the race, man. You might want to figure out a way to catch up … or at least cheat so no one realizes you can’t even finish the race.”
“Thanks,” Kade muttered, gripping my hand as he tugged me away from Luke and toward the fruit and vegetable row. “You go and win your race over there. We’ll win our race over here. I don’t want to see you again for at least a half hour. Do you understand?”
Luke’s face was triumphant when I risked a glance in his direction. “I love winning.”
Kade made a disgusted sound in the back of his throat as he pulled me behind him. I watched him for a moment, loving the way the muscle in his clenched jaw quivered. He was handsome even when mortified. That was an impressive feat. Despite my entertainment level, I decided to help him out. “You need to stop letting him bait you,” I offered. “He’s doing it on purpose because he knows he can get to you.”
Kade shifted his eyes to me, his face unreadable. “He wouldn’t be saying it if he didn’t think it was true.”
“Oh, you shouldn’t believe that,” I said. “He may love me, but his joy in irritating people is boundless. You have to ignore him … or pay him back.”
Kade stilled, intrigued. “How do I pay him back?”
I shrugged. “I’m sure an opportunity will present itself,” I said. “As long as he knows he’s getting to you he’ll keep saying things like that. He can’t help himself.”
“And why are you guys best friends again?”
“Because he’s the most loyal person I know, and no matter what, I never doubt he’ll always be there for me.” I answered simply and honestly, and the sentence was enough to soften Kade’s expression.
“I’ll try to keep that in mind,” he said. “Let’s check out that vegetable stand. Those women have been gossiping since we got here, and I have a feeling they know everything that happens in this place.”
“Now you’re thinking,” I teased. “Plus, they’re women.”
Kade lifted an eyebrow. “So?”
“Women can’t help themselves from falling all over you,” I replied. “I doubt these women will be the exception to the rule.”
“I am charming.” Kade puffed out his chest. “I’ll schmooze them until they surrender any and all information they have.”
I smirked. “And when that doesn’t work we’ll bring Luke in to finish the job.”
Kade’s mouth tipped down at the corners. “You’re downright obnoxious sometimes. You know that, right?”
“I had a feeling that was why you hadn’t made your move yet.”
“You suck,” Kade muttered, although he didn’t relinquish my hand as we moved toward the women. “I don’t need this abuse.”
“You’ll live.”
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Seven
“This looks amazing, ladies.”
Kade flashed his winning smile in the direction of the two women sitting behind the counter as we approached the stand.
“It’s carrots and corn,” one of the women replied dryly. “You must not get out much, huh?”
Kade stilled. “I … um … .”
“He’s sheltered,” I interjected, pasting my best “I’m trustworthy so there’s no need to be suspicious” smile on my face. “He’s from California so he’s used to getting his vegetables in big supermarkets.”
“They have farmers markets in California,” Kade argued, annoyed.
I ignored him. “This looks like a great place,” I said. “I love farmers markets that have permanent locations like this. That proves they’re important to the community.”
“I get the feeling you’re trying to shine me on.” The woman, her short gray curls reminding me of a belligerent poodle, looked me up and down. “You’re with the circus, aren’t you?”
“How could you tell?” Kade asked, grabbing a tomato to check its firmness before adding another ten to a bag. “Do we look like clowns or something?”
“No, but this one looks like she’s Romani,” the woman replied.
I stilled, surprised.
“Annette, there’s no reason to be rude,” the second woman chided. “Ignore her. She thinks she knows everything.”
“What a coincidence,” Kade intoned. “My friend thinks she knows everything, too.”
I fought the urge to smile as I met Annette’s thoughtful gaze. “It’s okay,” I said finally. “Some of my lineage – on my mother’s side – is Romani.” In truth I didn’t know a lot about my own heritage. My parents died when I was a teenager and I was never allowed to speak about my abilities as a child. It was only after they died that I found out my parents knew about them. I never got a chance to ask the important questions, and I was still annoyed by that fact. “I don’t know a lot about my family tree, though.”
“And why is that?” Annette asked.
“Because my parents died when I was young, and then I was moved into the foster care system for a bit,” I replied, opting for honesty. “I didn’t have any other family. Well, I guess that’s not entirely true. I have uncles somewhere, but I haven’t seen them in more than fifteen years.”
“That’s too bad,” Annette said, wrinkling her nose. “It looks like you have strong bloodlines.”
“How can you tell that?” Kade asked, casting a sidelong look in my direction. “She looks like a normal woman to me.”
“Thanks,” I said dryly, rolling my eyes.
Kade balked. “What did I say?”
“No woman wants to hear she’s normal, boy,” Annette said, shaking her head. “You may be a looker, but you’re clearly not a thinker.”
“Hey!” Kade rested his hand on my shoulder. “That’s now what I meant! I happen to think she’s extraordinary.”
“That’s better, but your complimenting skills still need work,” Annette said. “So do your undercover skills, for that matter. What are you really doing here?”
She was sharp. I had to give her that. Instead of continuing the game I decided to be straight with her. “We want to know what gossip is going around about the body found in the cornfield by the circus grounds,” I replied, catching Kade off guard as he widened his eyes. “The cops didn’t give us much information. We figured we could learn a few things and get dinner supplies at the same time.”
“Kill two birds with one stone, so to speak?” Annette asked.
I nodded. “We’re understandably … curious.”
“Yeah, I don’t blame you on that front,” Annette said, blowing out an exaggerated sigh. “That’s all anyone has been talking about since the body was found this morning.”
“Do you know anything about the victim?” Kade asked, leaning against the counter. “Do you know who he is?”
“The police around these parts aren’t known for being generous with information,” the second woman said.
“The police around these parts are known for being controlling buttheads, Kathy,” Annette corrected, making a face. “They have leaks in their department, though. And, well, people have been looking for Frank Ryland for days.”
Now we were getting somewhere. “Frank Ryland? Is that the dead man?”
“I don’t think they’ve confirmed it yet,” Annette replied. “I heard the coroner wouldn’t make a positive identification until later today. Frank has been missing, though. The paramedics said the body had tattoos on the chest … and so did Frank. It’s not much of a stretch to realize it’s him.”
Something about Annette’s matter-of-fact delivery didn’t make immediate sense, but I let it slide for the time being.
“What can you tell us about him?” Kade asked.
“Why do you want to know?”
If Kade was surprised by Annette’s question he didn’t show it. “Because we’re understandably curious,” he answered. “We don’t often find eyeless and limbless corpses in cornfields next to where we stay.”
“We’re just trying to find out whether there was a reason for him to be out in the cornfield,” I added. “We were the ones who ran into the field when we heard the girls screaming. We’re kind of … invested.”
“I’m not trying to be difficult,” Annette said. “Don’t get me wrong, I understand why you’re asking questions. From our perspective, though, you’re suspects. It happened right next to you.”
“You’re also circus folk,” Kathy said. “That makes you weird in general. Oh, but … don’t take that personally.”
“Why would I take that personally?” I asked, working overtime to rein in my bubbling snark.
“Because you’re a woman and you can’t help yourself from taking everything personally,” Annette replied, not missing a beat. “That’s why you’re still internally fuming that this one thinks you’re normal, which essentially means you’re average. You don’t want to be average.”
“I am not fuming over that!” Okay, I might be fuming a little. No one has ever called me normal. That’s just about the worst thing you can say to a person, especially one in my position.
“Whatever,” Annette said, rolling her eyes. “Despite the fact that you’re circus folk, you don’t look like murderers. I get feelings about people, and the sense I get when I look at you two is that you’re trustworthy – although you both have secrets you’re keeping from each other.”
Well that was just … crap. “Everyone has secrets,” I said, opting to change tactics. “There are personal things no one wants to share with anyone else.”
“Yeah, well, you’ll both get over that eventually,” Annette said, seemingly unbothered that she’d hit a nerve. Because I’m familiar with magical abilities part of me wondered whether she really had the sight or if this was just a show she put on for farmers market shoppers. “As for Frank, well, he was something of a local legend.”
“What does that mean?” Kade asked. He didn’t seem remotely bothered by Annette’s “secrets” comment. I made a mental note to feel him out about that later. I didn’t want him suspecting me of hiding something – even though I was. I couldn’t help but wonder whether he was hiding something from me, though. What? I’m curious. Sue me.
“Frank is … well … .” Kathy screwed up her face as she decided how to answer.
“He was a big jackass,” Annette supplied, causing Kade to swallow a snort.
“That’s a bit harsh, Annette,” Kathy chided. “She’s not wrong, though. He was a complete and total jerk.”
“Do you want to be more specific?” I asked, curious despite myself.
“Well, let’s see,” Annette said. “How can I put this delicately?” She glanced at Kathy for support.
“Frank fancied himself a ladies man, but the ladies thought he had more in common with the creepy guy on the corner who scratches himself in public when he thinks no one is looking,” Kathy supplied.
Unfortunately, I knew exactly what kind of guy she meant. When you live and work with the circus you see all types. A lot of those types like to feel themselves up in public. What? I don’t do it. I can’t explain why people want to do it. “So … would you say he was aggressive when it came to women?”
“Is that what they’re saying?” Kade asked, wrinkling his nose. “I thought that’s what they were getting at but I wasn’t sure and didn’t want them calling me a jerk, too, if I admitted I didn’t understand.”
“It’s a good thing you’re handsome,” Annette said, shaking her head but winking to let Kade know she was teasing him. “Frank wasn’t a rapist or anything, if that’s what you’re getting at. He also didn’t understand about personal boundaries.”
“Meaning?” Kade prodded.
“Meaning he was the type who would whistle at a woman as she crossed the street – maybe toss in a sexually suggestive comment – but not grab her butt if given the chance,” I offered. “Am I close?”
“Actually, he had no problem squeezing a butt or two,” Annette replied. “He’d apologized afterward and claim it was a mistake.”
“Oh, nice,” Kade said, rolling his eyes. “So you’re saying this Frank guy was a serial groper? I guess we know why he ended up in the cornfield without his hands.”
That was an interesting observation. “It sounds like everyone knew what kind of guy Frank was,” I said. “If that’s the case, cutting his arms off seems a bit of an overreaction.”
“Just for the record, if someone accidentally grabs your butt I’ll probably cut his arms off,” Kade said. “I won’t consider it an overreaction.”
“Does that go for you, too?” Kathy challenged, causing Kade to balk.
“I … .”
I grinned. He was cute when flustered. “Don’t worry. Groping is only a problem if you’re not invited to do it. You’re invited to … touch my butt,” I said, my cheeks burning as I realized what I said. “Wait … that came out wrong.”
“I think it came out perfect,” Luke said, appearing between Kade and me and leaning forward to snag a cucumber. “This stuff looks good. Let’s get the ingredients to make that vinegar salad everyone likes. We haven’t had that in ages.”
“Oh, good, it’s another one,” Annette said, her eyes narrowing as she looked Luke over. “This one is even cuter than the other one.”
“Thank you,” Luke said, raising his chin as he shot a haughty smirk in Kade’s direction. “Did you hear that? I’m cuter than you.”
“She didn’t say that,” Kade argued. “She said ‘the other one.’ That doesn’t mean she was talking about me. She could’ve been talking about Poet.”
“Thanks,” I said, grimacing. “I can’t tell you how great that makes me feel.”
“Nice one,” Annette snorted, causing Kade to blush. “You’re really sticking your foot in it at every turn, aren’t you?”
“I … didn’t mean that,” Kade protested. “I was still worked up about the butt comment.”
Luke snickered. “I think my work here is done,” he said. “Are you guys done asking questions? I’m ready to go. I didn’t find one guy to cruise. They’re all straight … or at least pretending to be straight. There’s nothing worse than an all-straight farmers market. It’s sacrilegious or something.”
Annette raised her eyebrows. I was sure she was about to say something nasty to my best friend. “They’re probably pretending to be straight,” she said. “You’re a cutie. If they weren’t pretending to be something they’re not to make sure the local rednecks don’t thump them when they get drunk, I’m sure they’d volunteer to shuck your corn.”
My mouth dropped open. Did she just say what I think she said?
“Thank you,” Luke said, not missing a beat. “I like you.”
“Right back at you,” Annette said, grinning.
“Oh, good grief,” I muttered, annoyed. Only Luke could charm persnickety women at a farmers market in the middle of Nebraska. “Back to Frank,” I prodded. “It sounds like he was a pervert who didn’t get a lot of action. Did he have any enemies?”
“Oh, no,” Kathy said, solemnly shaking her head. “The only people who didn’t like Frank were the ones he hit on, their boyfriends and fathers, and the people he hustled playing cards at the bar. That’s how he made his living … playing cards.”
“That sounds like a big suspect pool,” Kade pointed out.
“Oh, well, a suspect pool is different from enemies,” Kathy explained.
“How?”
“What she’s saying is that Frank ticked a lot of people off, but he still managed to make friends because he had a way about him,” Annette supplied. “Kind of like your friend here.” The smile she graced Luke with was nothing short of flirty, which was disturbing on several levels. “Frank pissed people off every single day. No one would’ve killed him, though.”
“Someone killed him,” I reminded her. “That doesn’t sound like he was loved by everyone.”
“Which means he was killed by someone who didn’t know him,” Annette said.
That was an interesting suggestion. The more I talked with Annette the more I was convinced she might really have the sight. I couldn’t help but wonder whether she realized it. She could think she was simply overly intuitive. Or she could know and enjoy messing with people. I was leaning toward the latter. “So you think he was killed by someone who isn’t part of the regular Lincoln social circle,” I mused.
“That’s why we suspect it could be you,” Annette said.
“But we weren’t here when he was killed,” Kade said. “Also … what motive could we have?”
“You’re circus folk,” Kathy said. “You don’t need a motive. Circus folk kill because it entertains them. I saw it on television.”
“Really?” I arched a challenging eyebrow. “What show taught you that?”
“Bones.”
“I … what?”
“Never mind,” Kathy said, rolling her eyes. “It doesn’t matter. Whoever killed Frank was a stranger, though. Annette is right. It couldn’t be anyone who actually knew him.”
“How do you know that?” Kade asked. “Frank sounds like the kind of guy who angered a lot of people. Just because most of those people forgave him doesn’t mean someone didn’t snap in the moment.”
“And cut his arms and legs off and drop him in a cornfield?” Annette challenged. “Something about your little scenario doesn’t make sense.”
Something about all of this didn’t make sense. I rolled my neck until it cracked, Annette and Kathy’s gossip wandering through my mind as my gaze caught a woman about twenty feet away. She looked young, barely out of her teens, and the sun glinted off her dark hair as she stared at me. I had no idea why my attention was drawn to her, but once we locked gazes I had trouble looking away.
“What about Frank’s family?” Kade asked, finally dragging my attention away from the woman and back to the conversation at hand. “Did he have siblings? It doesn’t sound as if he had a girlfriend, but what about his parents?”
“His family is still around, but I wouldn’t call them close or anything,” Annette said. “Like I said, Frank wasn’t a good guy. His family won’t miss him for anything other than the money he supplied whenever he won at cards. They also wouldn’t kill him, but that’s mostly because it would mean they’d have to get up from the couch to do it.”
“And where did he play cards?” Luke asked, his eyes gleaming. He loved a good card game. He fancied himself playing professional poker one day, despite the fact that he couldn’t bluff a class of blind kindergarteners.
“There are lots of places to play cards around here,” Annette replied. “We’re surrounded by crop fields. People need to get their entertainment somewhere. They just do it at seedy bars around these parts. Frank switched locations all of the time.”
“Well, thanks for the information,” I said, reaching for some potatoes. “We’re going to need some vegetables before we go.”
“Sure, honey,” Annette said, her expression thoughtful. “You should be careful, though. If you’re not guilty then you’re possible victims. My gut tells me something odd is going on out there. Now that Frank’s body has been found, someone is going to be desperate to make sure the murder isn’t tied to them.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, shifting my eyes to the spot where the young woman stood moments before. She was gone. “You’ve been a big help. Thank you.”
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Eight
“What do you think?”
Kade navigated his truck onto the rural road that led from the farmers market to the main thoroughfare that would take us back to the circus grounds. The bed of the truck was filled with fresh vegetables, and we’d stopped at a nearby grocery store to get steaks for the grill. That would get us through the night until we could find a big box store to stock up on other items.
“I think they were wise,” Luke said, his arm resting over the back of the seat as he kept his gaze focused out the windshield. “They said I was cute. Only a wise person would notice that.”
“Not about that,” Kade said, his patience clearly wearing thin. “I was talking about Frank Ryland. They had a lot to say and yet … .”
“They didn’t tell us anything,” I finished. I’d noticed that, too. Annette and Kathy gave the appearance of being helpful, yet they offered very little in the way of actionable information. “I think it’s weird.”
“Yes. I think finding a body without arms, legs and eyes is weird, too,” Luke said, reaching forward so he could mess with the air conditioning vent. “Seriously, dude. Crank up the air conditioning. There’s barely any air coming out.”
Kade ignored Luke’s demand and focused on me. “You’ve been quiet since we left the market,” he said. “What are you thinking?”
That was a good question. I had no idea what I was thinking. My mind was so jumbled I wasn’t sure where to start. “I’m thinking that Annette has the sight.”
“I don’t know what that means,” Kade said. “The sight? Like the magical sight you have?”
“There are a lot of different psychic manifestations,” I explained. “She seemed to be able to read feelings and emotions when she felt like it, and she knew I was of Romani heritage. If she is a true mind reader she didn’t press the issue. I would’ve been able to feel her if she tried to invade my brain.”
“That’s one of those things I’m not sure I’m going to be able to wrap my mind around,” Kade said. “Continue, though. Why does it matter whether she’s a mind reader?”
“Because she was feeling us out for information in the guise of answering our questions,” I replied. “She’s as curious as we are. She acted cool and collected, but I think the body discovery upset her more than she wanted to let on.”
“She knew about Frank Ryland being missing, though,” Kade pointed out. “We didn’t have a name to go on before and now we do. She did answer some of our questions. We have more information now than when we started.”
“And what good is that going to do us?” Luke asked. “We have a name, but we don’t have a clue what to do with it.”
“We can ask questions once the circus opens,” Kade suggested. “We can get information from guests.”
“How does that work?” Luke challenged. “If we start asking questions we’ll draw attention to ourselves. Annette might have been joking when she said we were suspects, but I’m willing to bet a bottle of Cuervo Gold that a lot of people have been whispering just that all day long.”
Cuervo Gold? This was getting serious.
“But … we weren’t here when Frank was killed,” Kade said.
“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “We’re outsiders. You heard them. We’re circus folk. That automatically means we’re suspect. The town hasn’t turned on us yet, but it could be only a matter of time if we’re not careful. If we ask questions, well, we have to be smart about it.”
“So … what?” Kade asked, keeping his eyes on the road as he leaned forward and directed an air conditioning vent so it blew directly on me before settling back in his seat. “Do you want to just let it go?”
I shook my head. “We can’t let it go,” I said. “That murder had ritualistic overtones.”
“Is that supposed to mean something to me?”
“Just that supernatural beings often kill in a ritualistic manner,” Luke replied. “If there’s something supernatural out there killing people, it will be drawn to us because of the dreamcatcher.”
Kade blew out a frustrated sigh. “So you’re saying that we’re potentially calling out to a killer.”
“Yes.” I bobbed my head up and down, the memory of the staring girl momentarily filling my mind. “We could be targets of a supernatural killer – or enticing victims. We have to be vigilant.”
“Aren’t we always?” Kade asked.
I shrugged, noncommittal. “We have to be more vigilant,” I explained. “Everyone will be watching us.”
“Well … great,” Kade muttered.
“Welcome to the big show,” Luke intoned “We’re either the center of suspicion or targets. That’s how it always is for us. Now hurry up. You drive like an old woman, and I’m starving.”
DINNER during the set-up process is generally a group affair. We’re a family, so we eat together when we can. On busy show nights everyone fends for themselves. The time in between, though, is a combined effort.
“Did you find out anything?” Nelson “Nellie” Adler, Mystic Caravan’s bearded lady, appeared at my elbow as I unwrapped the steaks. He’s really a dwarf with a penchant for evening gowns, but he doesn’t like being pigeonholed. He also likes carrying an ax and chopping evil things’ heads off. He’s multifaceted and complicated. I can’t help but like him.
“We found out the dead guy’s name is Frank Ryland,” I replied, handing several steaks to Nellie before reaching for another package of meat. “He was apparently a serial groper and jackass who was hypersexualized because he wasn’t getting any. Oh, he also hustled cards at various bars for a living.”
“That sounds like a guy with a lot of enemies,” Nellie said. “Gambling debts might be a reason to chop off a guy’s hands.”
“Yes, but this guy had his arms and legs chopped off, and his eyes gouged out,” I said. “That seems like overkill.”
“Yeah.” Nellie stroked his scraggly beard as he considered the conundrum. “Plus, if you’re trying to get money from someone it’s generally best not to kill them in the process. You’ll never get your money back.”
“It sounds personal,” Percival announced, moving up to my other side and shooting me a flirty grin. The accent remained divine. In order to drown it out I had to remind myself that he purposely dressed as a clown for a living, which made him automatically suspicious. Oh, and there was also the way he hung back in the face of screaming children a few hours earlier. That didn’t exactly give me a warm and fuzzy feeling either.
“I think murder is always personal,” Nixie said, batting her aquamarine eyelashes at Percival as she moved to help him shuck corn. She was a regular fixture at dinner preparations, while her twin sister, Naida, often preferred disappearing when the prospect of manual labor became evident. Nixie obviously liked Percival’s accent, too. I had no idea whether the clown thing bothered her. She shrinks evildoers with magic dust and then sells the husks left behind as voodoo dolls. She has her own issues. “You have to really hate someone to kill them.”
I didn’t believe that for a second. We killed terrible creatures all of the time. We devised the dreamcatcher as a way to draw evil to us so we could dispatch it from a place of strength. It was almost never personal. “I’m not sure that’s true,” I hedged.
“How so?” Percival asked. He appeared genuinely curious.
“Well, take hitmen, for example,” I said. “They’re hired to kill people, but they don’t have a personal vendetta. The only thing in it for them is money.”
“That’s true,” Percival said. “It doesn’t sound as though that’s how this murder went down, though. Hitmen usually shoot someone in the head. Their kills are clean and efficient. They don’t want to hang around to torture someone by cutting off their limbs while they’re still alive.”
That was an interesting – and weird – way of looking at things. “We don’t know he was alive when he was dismembered,” I said. “We only know the state in which the body was found. All of the really bad things could’ve been done after he was killed.”
“I guess.” Percival didn’t look convinced. “I would think that dismembering a body like that – and taking the eyes – has a purpose, though.”
For someone so unruffled when screams rang out hours earlier, he seemed eager to talk about the ins and outs of ritualistic murder. That can’t be normal, right? “I honestly don’t know,” I finally said. “We need to keep our eyes open, though. If there is a murderer out there he could come back to check things out now that the body has been discovered. That could be dangerous for us.” And him, I silently added.
“It could’ve been a message,” Nellie suggested, his eyes cloudy as he shifted them to the cornfield. “Maybe the message was for us.”
That was a sobering thought. I’d had it myself, though, so I wasn’t surprised Nellie considered it, too. “The placement of the body does seem convenient,” I conceded. “We can’t jump to any conclusions.”
“I’m not jumping to conclusions,” Nellie countered. “I do think we should make sure our … lines … are intact, though.”
That was code. He wanted Raven and me to test the dreamcatcher and make sure there were no holes in the perimeter. We were diligent when setting the magical trap, but that didn’t mean the occasional lapse didn’t occur.
“That’s a good idea,” I said. “I’ll take a walk with Kade later and make sure that our boundaries are secure.”
“I’ll talk to Dolph,” Nellie said, referring to our resident strong man as he nodded and locked gazes with me. “We’ll walk the perimeter before bed, too. It can’t hurt to have multiple eyes on the boundaries. You know … better safe than sorry.”
I did know. We were in an uncomfortable situation. Percival’s arrival – and insistence on staying close to us rather than hanging with the other clowns – meant that we had to veil our magical proclivities. It wasn’t a problem before Frank’s body was found – er, well, at least it wasn’t a huge problem – but now it seemed a nuisance. “It will be okay,” I said, forcing a bright smile for Percival’s benefit. “It’s just bad luck that Frank was killed and dumped so close to our visit.”
“Yeah, bad luck,” Nellie intoned dryly, rolling his eyes. “I hate bad luck.”
He wasn’t the only one.
DINNER was a festive affair, everyone enjoying the fresh corn and cucumber salad as the group settled in for a long night of stories and drinking. Luke and Seth, our tiger shifter, built a bonfire while Nixie and Naida cleared the dishes and bagged up the garbage. Circus life is like camping in some respects, which means leaving garbage around to draw scavengers is a big no-no.
I was lost in thought, my mind busy as the sun set and serious conversation turned to revelry. No matter how I tried to wrap my brain around it, I couldn’t come up with an acceptable scenario in which Frank’s death didn’t have something to do with us. Someone would have to be an idiot to dump a body so close to the circus grounds given the fact that our arrival was on every billboard between here and the city. No, Nellie was right. This was a message directed at us. The question was: Who specifically was it meant for?
“What are you thinking?” Kade asked, moving up behind me and resting his hand on my hip. “You seem lost in thought.”
“I’m thinking that … something bad is going to happen,” I said.
Kade pursed his lips and brushed a strand of hair from my face as he leaned forward and fixed me with a serious look. “Like what?”
“I … don’t know. It’s just a feeling. Don’t laugh. I can’t explain it.”
“I’m not laughing,” Kade said, holding his hands up in a placating manner as the corners of his mouth twitched. “If someone else had said the same thing to me a month ago I would’ve laughed. I’ve seen a lot since then, though, and I’ve seen what you’re capable of. I have no intention of laughing.”
“Oh, you want to laugh,” I countered, narrowing my eyes. “I’m just a normal woman, after all. Normal women are dramatic. I know what you’re thinking.”
“I wasn’t thinking that,” Kade said. “I didn’t mean anything when I said you looked normal. I simply meant you looked as beautiful as you always do.”
“Nice save,” I said, fighting the urge to laugh and failing. “It’s fine. I’m just … antsy.”
“Because of the body?”
I nodded. “Because of the body,” I confirmed. “Also because we can’t talk openly in front of Percival. I know it’s weird, but he seemed really interested in talking about the murder. It made me … uncomfortable.”
Kade shifted so he could study the bonfire area where Raven, Nixie and Naida fell all over themselves to entertain a tickled Percival. “What do we know about him?”
I shrugged. “There’s not much to know,” I replied. “The man dresses as a clown for a living. That makes him suspect.”
Kade snorted. “You said there was nothing wrong with dressing as a clown.”
“I only said that to mess with you. We both know it’s weird.”
“Well, at least we finally agree on something,” Kade said, slipping his arm around my waist. “I guess I don’t have to worry about you falling for the accent, huh? The clown thing probably cancels it out.”
He was cute, but I wasn’t above teasing him. “I don’t know,” I hedged. “That accent is … magical.”
“I’ll show you magical,” Kade muttered, snapping my body flush with his so he could drop a scorching kiss on my upturned mouth. I was breathless when he finally released me. “How was that?”
I checked my clothes to make sure they were still in place before answering. “Fantastical,” I said, gasping to regain my breath.
“That’s what I thought,” Kade said, puffing out his chest before grabbing my hand. “Come on. Let’s check the perimeter and then enjoy the bonfire. It’s a nice night. Let’s have some fun.”
“Will you talk in an accent for me?”
Kade scowled. “Seriously, clowns are nothing but trouble. They suck.”
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Nine
The night was warm and quiet as Kade and I made our way to the outskirts of the Lincoln fairgrounds. I could hear the clowns hooting and laughing along their stretch of camp – and the barkers and game mavens settling in for a rowdy evening along their trailer row – but the only other sounds I could make out came from the winds as they rustled through the corn stalks.
“This place is creepy,” Kade murmured, linking his fingers with mine as his eyes scanned the field. We weren’t in the same location where the body was found, mostly because that would entail hanging with the clowns – never a good idea when liquor is involved, and I’d seen them wrestling a keg toward their common area when we returned from town earlier – but we were close enough that memories of this morning bombarded me every time I jolted at the sound of rattling corn fields.
“It’s not creepy,” I said finally, determined not to let my imagination get the better of me. “It’s a field of corn. I happen to like corn.”
“I happen to like corn, too,” Kade said. “What I don’t like is dead bodies, missing arms and stolen eyes.”
He had a point. Still … . “I think you’re overreacting,” I said, moving to disengage my hand from his. He didn’t let me, and I couldn’t help but smile when I saw his knuckles turning white under the pale moonlight and limited illumination of the nearby trailers. “Are you frightened? Do you need me to protect you? I’m willing to do it, but it will cost you a massage when we get back to my trailer.”
I was messing with him, but he didn’t seem to be in the mood for games. “I’ll massage you no matter what,” he said absentmindedly, his eyes fixated on dark fields. “Are you saying you don’t feel that?”
I stilled, surprised. I was usually the one spouting off about feelings while he fought the urge to laugh. “I … no.” It was an honest answer. “I don’t feel anything but the night air. It’s almost stifling because of the heat. It’ll be worse tomorrow. I can feel that.”
This time Kade did crack a smile and the expression lit up his handsome face under the ambient light of the midway rides to our right. “You can feel the weather now? Surely you are a witch.”
“I’m not a witch,” I scoffed. “That’s Raven, and I would hate to think you can’t tell the two of us apart.”
“Oh, I can tell you apart,” Kade said, releasing my hand so he could move his fingers to my waist and pull me closer. “I would never mistake you for the likes of Raven.”
“That was a good answer.” My tempestuous history with Raven was well known, and even though I’d recently saved her life we weren’t exactly what I would call friendly – and that had only partially to do with the way she threw herself at Kade when he arrived.
“I’m full of good answers,” Kade said, briefly rubbing his nose against mine – giving me a small thrill at the thought he was going to kiss me – before turning his attention back to the field. “I don’t like the way this place is laid out.”
So much for taking advantage of the moment. I mean … for crying out loud … we had the moon and were alone for the first time all day. What more did he want? Wait … what were we talking about again?
If Kade noticed my distraction, he didn’t mention it. Instead he remained fixated on the field. “That scarecrow bugs me, too,” he said, nodding in the direction of the straw man sentry to our left. “It’s like he’s watching us.”
“You know he’s really nothing more than hay stuffed in clothing and mounted on a pike, right?” I couldn’t help but be dubious. Kade’s dislike of clowns was one thing – everyone understood hating clowns – but the scarecrow was an inanimate object. The clowns walked, talked and honked really annoying horns as they threw buckets of water on unsuspecting guests and crammed themselves in tiny cars. That’s a mountain of things to hate. Scarecrows did only one thing: annoy birds. “He’s not real.”
“I know he’s not real,” Kade shot back, scowling. “It still feels creepy knowing he’s out there where a body was found with corn husks shoved in its eye sockets.”
I was missing something. “Do you think the scarecrow did that?”
“I just … feel as if he’s watching me,” Kade said, involuntarily shuddering. “He feels unnatural.”
Given the fact that he worked for a supernatural circus that featured shifters, pixies, mind readers, a cross-dressing dwarf and a mage no one dared cross, his scarecrow fear seemed almost comical … and adorable. I squeezed his hand and smiled. “I’ll protect you from the scarecrow.”
“Make fun of me all you want. I can take it.” Kade’s tone was grim but his expression softened when he saw the mirth in my eyes. “I can put up with you teasing me, but only you.”
“I’m glad to hear that,” I said, flashing a flirty smile as I nuzzled a little closer. “I would hate to think you’d want someone else to tease you.”
“Just you,” Kade said, slipping an arm over my shoulders as he cast one final look at the scarecrow. “I can’t believe that thing doesn’t bother you.”
“I’ve seen real monsters,” I reminded him. “After a while … after so many times of being attacked by things I’ve only read about in books … a fake monster simply doesn’t have the ability to work me into a terror-stricken frenzy.”
“Ha, ha,” Kade intoned, falling into step next to me as we continued our perimeter sweep. “I still don’t like him.”
“Duly noted.”
“I like you, though, so let’s finish this up,” he said. “The faster we’re done the faster we can enjoy the campfire.”
I couldn’t help but smile. “What did you have in mind?”
“Oh, no,” Kade said, wagging a finger in my face. “It’s a secret until we’ve completed our work. If I tell you now you’ll be distracted.”
“And no one wants that,” I said, giggling as I let him lead me away from the scarecrow. “Pick up your pace. I’m dying to see what you’ve got in store for me.”
“Your wish is my command.”
TWO HOURS later I left Kade in Nellie and Dolph’s capable storytelling hands so I could grab two beers from the bucket near the picnic tables. I pulled up short when I found Max sitting there, his smile bright as he watched everyone cavort and have a good time.
“What are you doing out here?” I asked, rummaging for beers in the ice before straightening. “You usually don’t come down to mix with the peasants unless you’re really bored.”
“That’s not true,” Max replied, shaking his head. “I enjoy mingling with my subjects whether I’m bored or not.”
He appeared to be in a good mood, which instantly put me on alert. “Uh-huh. What are you really doing here?”
“I just wanted to touch base with you,” Max replied, patting the open spot on the bench next to him. “We didn’t get a chance to talk earlier. What do you know about the body?”
I exhaled heavily. Of course he was here to talk about the body. That made sense. Still, I was a bundle of nerves whenever he came around these days. I ordered him to tell Kade the truth and now I dreaded the day he would finally get up the nerve to actually do it. “We know the victim was named Frank Ryland,” I answered, sitting next to Max and offering him one of the beers before popping the top on the other. “He was a ladies man and card shark. He was well known and somewhat well liked. Supposedly he didn’t have enemies, but I’m not sure I believe that.”
“He died in a horrible manner and was left disfigured in the middle of a cornfield,” Max said. “He had at least one enemy.”
I nodded as I swigged from the bottle, waiting until I swallowed before speaking again. “I didn’t get a chance to look around the scene for very long – for obvious reasons – but it felt ritualistic.”
Max didn’t appear bothered by my observation. “What creature murders in that manner? We might be able to set a specific trap if we know what we’re looking for.”
“I don’t know of any creature that murders that way,” I replied. “I’ve heard stories about humans who do, though.”
Max arched an eyebrow, intrigued. “Do tell.”
“There isn’t much to tell,” I said. “If it was just the arms and legs missing I wouldn’t be worried. The eyes are a different story.”
“Witches,” Max murmured, knitting his eyebrows. “I’ve read the same stories. Witches are known for stealing eyes and using them in spells. The runners we sent ahead didn’t mention any abnormal witch populations in this area.”
“No,” I agreed. “That doesn’t mean something isn’t out there, though.”
“Do you think it spells danger for us?”
“I can’t imagine why a body would be dropped so close to the fairgrounds if it wasn’t a message for us,” I answered. “It feels too … coincidental … otherwise. You know how I feel about coincidences.”
“That’s a good point,” Max said, sipping his beer as he considered the situation. “Nothing has tripped the dreamcatcher since our arrival?”
“No.”
“Well, we can’t worry until we have something to worry about,” Max said, his pragmatic side taking over. “The body is troublesome, but until something else happens we can’t do anything.”
Sadly, I couldn’t find a reason to argue with him. That didn’t mean I was above picking a fight. “When are you going to talk to Kade?”
Max didn’t so much as raise an eyebrow at the shift in topics. He also didn’t acknowledge it. “Tell me about the new clown.”
I bit off a hot retort and silently reminded myself that Max was technically my boss, even though before the big Kade lie I often thought of him more as a father than anything else. “His name is Percival Prentiss and he’s kind of a tool.”
Max chuckled. “He’s a clown, my dear. They’re all tools.”
“He has a great accent, but something seems slightly off about him,” I said. “I’m watching him. I can’t identify any one thing I specifically don’t like about him, but there’s just something … off.”
“He seems popular with the female crowd,” Max said, inclining his chin toward the far side of the fire, where Raven, Naida and Nixie struggled for Percival’s attention. “Is that because of the accent?”
I shrugged. “It’s certainly not because of the clown thing.”
“Good point,” Max said. “I’ll see whether I can find out any other useful information about him. He’s a clown, which automatically makes him odd. We don’t turn our backs on people just because they’re odd, though. You should know that.”
“I wasn’t suggesting turning our backs on him,” I countered. “I just want to keep an eye on him. Eventually we’re either going to have to let him in on the big secret or cut him loose. That’s how it is with everyone we bring in. You know that.”
“I do.”
“Speaking of big secrets … .” I wasn’t ready to let the Kade question go without pressing Max.
“I’m doing the best I can, Poet,” Max said, finally dragging his eyes from the fire and focusing on me. “I haven’t forgotten our conversation. I haven’t forgotten your ultimatum.”
“Yet it’s been more than a week and Kade still doesn’t know the truth,” I reminded him. “You’re putting me in a bad position, Max.”
“Because you love him?”
Well, that was a pointed question. “Because I care about him,” I clarified. “I hardly know him well enough to love him.” What the heck? I hadn’t even seen him naked yet. I could hardly commit to loving someone if I hadn’t seen him naked. What? I’m shallow. I can’t help it.
“Still, your feelings for him are quite … cute,” Max said, grinning as I scowled. He knew I hated being called cute. I was terrifying and mean. Everyone knew that. “I’m trying to figure out the best way to approach him. He’s still … standoffish … with me.”
Kade wasn’t thrilled when the truth about our paranormal abilities came out. He was royally ticked off when he realized everyone had been lying to him. Still, he found a way to get over it and forgive us. We didn’t know him, after all. We were merely lying to protect ourselves, and he understood that. Max was another story.
Kade knew Max his entire life. He was the gregarious friend of his deceased father who dropped in to see him several times a year. He took him on grand adventures and told him entertaining stories about the circus. Max’s betrayal stung the most and Kade still struggled with his feelings regarding the lie. I understood Max’s trepidation. That didn’t mean I could overlook the lie.
“You have to tell him, Max,” I said, keeping my voice low. “I know you’re afraid to do it, but each day you wait will make hearing it that much harder on him. He’s already going to hate me for keeping the secret.”
“So this is about you?” Max challenged. “Why do we have to tell him at all? He never has to know … or get angry with anyone. We can just let it go.”
“Because he deserves to know where he came from,” I replied, not missing a beat. “And, yes, part of this is about me. I do care about him. We’re trying to build a relationship. I know that means very little to you, but my betrayal is going to crush him.”
“And his anger is going to crush you,” Max said, blowing out a sigh as he tugged a hand through his snowy hair. “I don’t know what to do.”
“Tell him the truth,” I prodded. “He’s going to be angry, but he still deserves to know.”
“And what happens if he leaves?”
I’d considered the question myself. The last thing I wanted was to say goodbye to Kade. That didn’t mean I could keep up Max’s charade forever. “If he leaves it will be his decision,” I said, sucking in a breath as I forced my voice to remain even. “He might surprise us and want to get to know you as a father instead of a family friend. You could have a better relationship.”
“Do you really believe that?”
I shrugged. “I want to believe it,” I replied. “It doesn’t matter, though. He deserves the truth and you have to tell him. You’re his father. You owe him that.”
“I know.” Max exhaled shakily. “I’m working on it.”
“Work faster, Max. I can’t let this go for much longer. It’s not fair to him … and it’s not fair to us.”
“What are you saying?”
I gripped my beer tighter as I stood. “I’m saying that you have until we leave Nebraska Sunday night. After that … well … I’ll have to tell him.”
Max was frustrated when he met my gaze. “Do you think he’ll thank you for blowing his life out of the water?”
I shook my head. “No, but I want to move forward, and I can’t do that if a lie is holding us back,” I explained. “I don’t want to hurt you, Max, but I won’t continue to hurt him. I don’t have it in me.”
Max made a disgusted sound in his throat as he leaned back against the table. “I hate that you’re so loyal.”
“No, you don’t,” I said, a smile playing at the corners of my lips as I brushed a soft kiss against Max’s cheek. “I’m loyal to you, too.”
“Not in this instance.”
“I believe I’m doing the right thing for both of you,” I countered. “I won’t argue about it again, though. You have until we leave town Sunday. After that … well … I’ll take matters into my own hands.”
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Ten
“What were you and Max talking about?”
I heard the question, but seeing Kade’s shirtless form in the doorway between my bathroom and bedroom momentarily distracted me. “Um, what?”
I dragged my eyes up to Kade’s face and found him smiling. It was if he knew exactly what I’d been thinking, which was R-rated and not fit for discussion given his admission about wanting to get to know me better before taking the next step.
“Do you want me to put my shirt on?” Kade asked, his eyes twinkling.
That was the last thing I wanted. “I wasn’t thinking anything dirty,” I lied. “I was just … thinking about the body. The dead body, mind you, not your body.” That was entirely plausible.
“I asked you a question,” Kade pressed. “What were you talking about with Max?”
I opted not to lie. “You.”
“I figured,” Kade said, using the towel in his hand to wipe the beading water from his face. He was a stickler about skin care. “What did he want to know?”
“Just how you were doing,” I replied. “He said you’re still standoffish with him.”
“I don’t mean to be,” Kade said, tossing the towel into the bathroom and killing the light before crawling into the bed next to me. He was in his boxer shorts but he might as well have been naked because I couldn’t stop my eyes from roaming his impressive torso. “I’m just … annoyed … where he’s concerned.”
I didn’t think “annoyed” was the correct word. “Do you want to know what I think?”
“Not unless it’s in regards to wherever your mind went when you saw me shirtless a minute ago,” Kade replied, rolling to his back and staring at the ceiling. He seemed resigned to a heavy discussion. “Fine. What do you think?”
“I think it hurts more that Max lied to you than the rest of us,” I supplied. “Don’t get me wrong, I don’t think you’re happy about everyone else keeping the truth from you, but you didn’t know us and you understand why we lied.”
“It hurt that you lied to me,” Kade said, causing my stomach to flip. “I know why you did it, but I still didn’t like it. I understand, though. You had to protect yourselves, and you didn’t know you could trust me.”
“I think part of me always believed I could trust you,” I said, rolling so I could slip under the flimsy sheet and settle next to him. The trailer had air conditioning, but I preferred a fan at night. “I think I was more afraid of how you’d react than anything else.”
“And how did I react?”
“Like any normal human being would,” I replied. “You were confused and couldn’t believe what you were seeing. It didn’t take you long to come around, though.”
“Normal?” Kade cocked a challenging eyebrow. “Is this payback because I said you looked normal earlier? I’ll have you know I’m anything but normal, honey.”
“Oh, I know that,” I said, resting my head against his shoulder as he got comfortable. “I’ve seen you with your shirt off. I could never mistake you for normal after that.”
“That was a marvelous answer,” Kade said, pressing a quick kiss to my forehead before closing his eyes. “I’ll try talking to Max tomorrow. Part of me is still angry. The other part thinks it’s stupid to hold onto a grudge for something like this.”
“Really?” Hope coursed through me. Perhaps Kade would take the truth about his parentage better than I initially envisioned.
“I approached the situation as a man betrayed by a family friend,” Kade explained. “I wasn’t the only one involved. Max had all of you to protect. I think deep down he knew I could be trusted. He wanted me to get to know you guys before the truth came out. I can’t fault him for that.”
“That’s … good.”
“It would be a different story if the secret had something to do with me,” Kade continued. “You guys needed to be protected. I understand that.”
Well, crap. “I … .”
Kade kissed my forehead a second time. “I’m exhausted,” he said, blowing out a weary sigh. “Can we table this discussion until the morning? I’m not in the mood for a big thing. We’ve got a busy day tomorrow.”
“Sure,” I said, my heart clenching. “Goodnight.”
“Sweet dreams,” Kade murmured, already drifting off. “Remind me to give you that massage I promised in the morning.”
“I won’t forget.”
KADE drifted off right away, leaving me alone with my busy mind as he frolicked in dreamland. I had no idea where his subconscious went, but he had a small smile playing at the corner of his lips, so I knew he enjoyed his time there.
Because the bed was relatively small I couldn’t toss and turn until I got comfortable. Instead I was forced to remain close to Kade, his light snores filling the room until I couldn’t stand it, and I carefully disengaged from his arms. There would be no sleep for me tonight … at least not yet.
In an effort to calm my tumultuous thoughts I slunk out of the trailer, being careful to quietly latch the door before embarking on a walk around the fairgrounds. I wasn’t worried about traversing the area alone. I had magic on my side and the dreamcatcher would alert me in plenty of time should someone cross the boundary. That didn’t put my mind at ease, though. Kade’s words haunted me, as I knew they would.
He was right. Keeping the secret about our origins and mission was completely different from hiding the truth about his parentage. The big secret affected many. Max being Kade’s father affected only the two of them – and tangentially me, of course, because I stuck my big nose in Max’s business when I figured out the truth. I had no reasonable explanation for keeping it from him.
It wasn’t even midnight, but the grounds were silent as I walked the empty pathways, my flip-flops clapping against the occasional rock. Most of the games and rides were still in sections. Everything wouldn’t be erected until the following day, just in time for opening night festivities the day after. Mystic Caravan is one of those machines that runs without someone watching every move and task. Everyone knows what they’re doing. Even the people I disliked – like most of the game barkers – know how to get things done.
Before I realized where I was heading I ambled in the direction of the cornfield, listening carefully to make sure the clowns were down for the night before walking through their common area. I stopped before the edge of the dreamcatcher, tilting my head to the side and listening for the telltale signs of heavy feet in the cornstalks before taking a deep breath and crossing the barrier.
Was it a smart move? Probably not. Something drew me to the area, though, and I was capable of taking care of myself.
The field was dark, the only light coming from the muted moon. It would be full in a few days and it offered some illumination, except when clouds crossed it. I picked my way to where the body was discovered, slipping under the police tape and scanning the area as I approached.
It was quiet … and empty. There was nothing there. I don’t know what I expected to find, or even whether I was truly looking for anything other than escape from my guilt, but the area was vacant and still.
The police paid little heed to the crop as they tromped around looking for evidence. Many of the stalks were bent and leaning. I had a feeling the farmer who owned the land couldn’t be happy, but I’d never seen him despite the heavy police presence. That was odd, right? If a dismembered body showed up on your property, wouldn’t you come out to see what the hullabaloo was about? I made a mental note to research the owner the following day.
After a few moments of fruitless searching I gave up. When I shifted back in the direction of the fairgrounds, my heart skipped a beat as my eyes landed on a dark figure watching me from the waving corn.
It was too dark to make out any features. The figure wasn’t overly tall or built, the shoulders diminutive rather than broad. I knew immediately that I wasn’t looking at Kade. He hadn’t woken up alone and come looking for me. This was someone – or something – else.
I licked my lips, refusing to take a step back and give the appearance of fear. “Nice night, huh?” As far as opening lines go, it probably wasn’t my best effort.
The figure didn’t move, instead remaining unearthly still as I shifted from one foot to the other.
I decided to try a different tactic. “Are you lost? The circus doesn’t open until Thursday. I don’t think there’s anything out here for you, unless you have a late night hankering for corn.” And dead bodies, I silently added. “The highway is that way.”
I gestured for emphasis, but the shadow didn’t bother glancing in the direction I pointed. This was getting downright eerie.
“I should probably get back,” I offered. “People will be looking for me.” The lie sounded desperate to my own ears, and the figure didn’t move … or cease the relentless staring. I couldn’t see actual eyes, yet I could feel a pointed gaze crawling all over me. The clouds over the moon were thick and I couldn’t make out details in the occasional reflective sheen the limited moonlight offered.
I reached out with my mind, refusing to close my eyes for fear the figure would pick that moment to attack. It was hard to separate my growing terror from the angry mind emanations of my friend, and when I tried to zero in on his feelings I came up with nothing but … dread. Whatever found its way into the cornfield was not human. I wasn’t sure of much, but I was sure of that.
“Well, okay,” I said, offering a shaky laugh. “You have a good night.” I took a large step to my left, keeping the figure in front of me and to the right. If I could create a large enough circle I would be able to make a break toward the dreamcatcher. I might not make it all the way to safety, but the dreamcatcher would alert and help would come if my silent companion crossed the line.
I was relieved when the figure remained still, although I could feel its eyes on me as I took another step. The only thing between me and the carnival camp was corn stalks, and I loathed the idea of stepping into them because they’d put me at a disadvantage if I had to run. I was in danger of tripping, but the alternative was worse.
“Enjoy your walk in the cornstalks,” I said, taking another step. This time the figure shifted in my direction. I had a choice, and I didn’t take more than a split second to make it. I broke into a run, bolting into the stalks and heading straight for the dreamcatcher line. I didn’t risk a glance over my shoulder; the sound of heavy footsteps and rattling stalks told me the figure was giving chase.
I increased my pace, lashing out with my mind in an attempt to disorient my foe. It was probably a wasted effort, but I didn’t have many options. Whether real or imagined, I felt something grasp at the ends of my free-flowing hair as it streamed behind me. I wasn’t much of an athlete, despite being in good shape, but I pushed myself to the brink and crossed the dreamcatcher before I stumbled over my own feet and careened toward the ground.
The dreamcatcher alerted, the magical net lighting up as my stalker followed. He raised his head to stare at the lights, giving me the opportunity to focus on his features. I couldn’t be sure, but I swear there was nothing there – including a nose. Holy … what the heck is going on?
As if on cue, the wind picked up and the sky opened up to allow a deluge of rain. Naida! The water sprite could control the weather, and she’d been known to whip up a tornado or two when the mood struck. Interrupting her beauty sleep was definitely a tornado-worthy event.
My assailant took an involuntary step back as a bolt of lightning streaked across the sky. He glanced at me, seemingly conflicted about continuing the fight or fleeing. Self-preservation won out, and when I heard voices approaching from the fairgrounds I knew I was safe.
The creature – and now I was certain it wasn’t human – made a guttural sound before disappearing into the cornstalks. I rolled to a sitting position, rubbing my sore knee as the voices grew closer. Nellie was the first to reach my side.
“What happened?”
He was dressed in a pink nightgown and sleeping hat and black combat boots, and carried an ax to complete the ensemble. It was surreal, yet somehow comforting. “There was something in the corn.”
“What were you doing in the corn?” Kade, still dressed in only his boxer shorts, appeared at my side. His forehead creased with concern as he dropped to his knees and ran his hand over my sore leg. “Are you okay?”
“I tripped,” I replied. “I’m fine.”
“What were you doing out here?” Luke asked, his hair sleep mussed. He was shirtless, too, and I couldn’t help but smirk when I saw him puffing out his chest as he compared his muscles to Kade’s.
“That’s a really good question,” Kade said. “I thought you were asleep with me.”
“I … couldn’t sleep,” I said, holding my hands palms up. “I decided to take a walk. I couldn’t get the body out of my head, so I wanted to take a look at the area where we found it. It’s not as though we can wander around out there during the day.”
“So you left the safety of the dreamcatcher?” Kade looked as if he was working overtime to keep himself from shaking me. “What were you thinking?”
I was thinking that the guilt about lying to him was going to eat me whole. I couldn’t tell him that, though. “I only wanted to look around. I wasn’t thinking.”
“It’s okay,” Luke said, grabbing me under my arms and helping me to a standing position. “She’s clearly in one piece and safe. There’s no need to yell at her.”
Even though I’d interrupted his beauty sleep he still had my back. That’s why he’s the best friend I’ll ever have.
“That’s not the point,” Kade snapped, brushing off the seat of my track pants. “She could’ve been hurt. She was hurt.”
“It’s just a bruise,” I said. “I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.”
“What was it?” Nellie asked, his eyes busily scanning the cornfield. “Could you tell what it was?”
“I only know it wasn’t human,” I answered. “I tried scanning it and felt … nothing. It was dark inside of its head. Plus – I know this is going to sound weird – but I got a better look at it when the dreamcatcher went off. It didn’t appear to have a face.”
Kade furrowed his brow. “It didn’t have a face? What does that mean?”
I shrugged. “I have no idea.”
Kade ran his tongue over his teeth and tugged a frustrated hand through his hair as he scanned the cornfield, pulling up short when his gaze reached the far side of the grounds. “The scarecrow is gone.”
“What?”
Kade pointed. “That scarecrow we saw earlier. It’s gone.”
I followed his finger with my eyes and frowned. He was right. “I … huh.”
“Do you think the scarecrow came alive and went after you?” Nellie asked, intrigued. “Because, if it did, that would be really … .”
“Horrible,” Kade finished, slipping his arm around my waist.
“I was going to say cool,” Nellie said. “I would love to hunt a wicked scarecrow.”
“No one is asking you,” Kade muttered, locking gazes with me. “I told you it was evil.”
“We don’t know it was the scarecrow,” I cautioned. “It could’ve been something else.”
“You’re right,” Kade conceded. “I’m sure there’s some other explanation for the scarecrow being gone … and you thinking the thing chasing you didn’t have a face. I’m sure I’m barking up the wrong tree.”
“I … crud.”
“Yeah, I was right,” Kade said. “Again.”
I would never live this down. First he was right about the clown being guilty and now he looked to have pegged the scarecrow as evil. I was really off my game.
“Speaking of barking, I was having a really nice dream about chasing a stick,” Luke said, waggling his eyebrows for comic effect to alleviate the tension. “How about we talk about the scarecrow tomorrow so I can get back to it?”
“That sounds like a good idea.” I cast a hopeful look in Kade’s direction. “You’re not angry, are you?”
Kade sighed. “No, but you’re massaging me in the morning. I’m not rewarding you for bad behavior.”
I could live with that. Well, maybe. “We’ll negotiate over breakfast.”
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Eleven
I woke to find my head resting on Kade’s chest, his arms wrapped around me. We were in the same position when we fell asleep. I took the opportunity to study his handsome face, the angles of his strong jaw causing my heart to flutter as the early morning light filtered through the blinds and cast a warm glow over his features. He really was breathtaking … and I was lying to him.
I’ve never been one for feeling guilt. I mean, when I do something wrong I apologize (most of the time) and try to make amends. Even when I was a teenager stealing from others I rationalized my actions because I would starve otherwise. The guilt I felt now, though, was excruciating.
“I can feel you staring at me,” Kade murmured, his eyes still closed. “I take it your busy mind is already at work this morning.”
“How did you know I was awake?”
“I have no idea,” Kade admitted. “You’re extremely warm and cuddly in the morning, though, so I want five more minutes of … this … before we have to start our busy day.”
“I can live with that.” I pressed my cheek against his chest again. “You’re really hot in the morning. You know that, right? It should be against the law to be as hot as you in the morning. I wake up with my hair standing on end and I’m paler than usual. You wake up looking as if you could walk down a runway.”
Kade chuckled, his chest rumbling. “I see you’re full of compliments this morning,” he said. “Is that because you’re trying to head off an argument?”
“Why would we argue?”
Kade finally wrenched his eyes open. Instead of the flirty expression I’d grown to love I found legitimate anger reflected back in my direction. “You snuck out of bed and almost got yourself killed.”
“Oh, that.”
“Oh, that,” Kade mimicked, making a face as he cupped the back of my head and tilted it up so I had no choice but to meet his accusatory gaze. “Why?”
I wanted to look somewhere else – anywhere else, really – but he didn’t give me that option. “I couldn’t sleep.”
“Why?” Kade pressed, refusing to give in. “Why were you so restless last night? You usually sleep like the dead.”
That was an interesting way to phrase it. “I don’t know,” I said. “I just … couldn’t sleep. My mind was really busy and I wanted to clear it. I couldn’t toss and turn without waking you – and that was the last thing I wanted to do because you’re adorable when you sleep – so I took a walk.” That wasn’t a total lie.
“I can understand that,” Kade said, exhaling heavily and releasing his grip on the back of my head. “Seeing that body the way we did was jarring. That doesn’t mean you can put yourself in danger, though.”
So many things about that statement bugged me that I didn’t know where to start. “I’ve seen dead bodies before,” I said finally. “I’ve seen worse things than that … believe it or not.”
“I have, too,” Kade said, not missing a beat. “I saw some truly horrible things when I was overseas. Still, something about this body bothers you. I saw it on your face when we found it.
“Now, I’ll admit I’m new to the magic game and I’m not sure what to think about all of this, but I am sure you’re convinced this has something to do with us,” he continued. “It might help to talk it through.”
“See, that’s just it,” I explained. “I’m not sure it has anything to do with us. The timing makes me suspect all is not right in our world. If it doesn’t have anything to do with us, I have a feeling we’re going to be drawn into it anyway. If it does have something to do with us … well … I have a feeling it’s only the beginning.”
“What do you mean?”
I shrugged, the realities of the day setting in as our cozy morning time ticked away in the small trailer. “I don’t know. I know this is hard to believe, but I have this inner … um … danger alarm. I don’t know how to describe it.”
“You’re magic. I get that. What is your inner danger alarm telling you?”
“That something bad is going to happen.”
Instead of hopping out of bed and attacking the day with gusto as I expected, Kade tightened his arm around my back and kissed my forehead. “We’ll figure it out,” he said. “We’re going to do it together, though. There will be no more running off on your own in the middle of the night. If you can’t sleep, wake me so I can go for a midnight stroll with you.”
Something about his words grated. “Because you’re big and strong, and I’m a weak female?”
Kade barked out a coarse laugh and snuggled closer. “No, because I would cry if something happened to you. I know you’re capable of taking care of yourself. I’ve seen you do it. That doesn’t mean I want you to take unnecessary risks.”
Well, crap. How was I supposed to work myself into a snit when he says sweet things like that? “Ugh. You make it impossible to be angry.”
“That’s good,” Kade said, resting his cheek against my forehead. “We still have three minutes of bliss before work calls. Close your trap and enjoy it.”
“Oh, well, I was wrong,” I muttered. “I can be angry about that. Close my trap?”
I could feel Kade’s lips tip up into a smile against my skin. “Shh. You’re ruining the morning ambiance.”
His sweet nature apparently comes and goes.
“OKAY, we have a lot going on today,” I announced, pointing toward two workers as they shuffled in the direction of my tent. “I need that set up first thing so I can get working on the internal setup. I have to do readings tonight for the soft opening.”
Sonny, the older of the two workers, mock saluted. “Yes, ma’am!”
He’d been with the circus since Max took me in, and I was used to his attitude. That didn’t mean I liked it. “There will be no food breaks until my tent is done,” I warned, extending a finger. “Don’t push me today. I’m crabby.”
“I can’t see why,” Luke said, appearing at my elbow. He was shirtless and sweaty, which meant he was helping with the manual labor and taking the opportunity to show off his impressive physique at the same time. He loved to multitask. I could never call his work ethic into question. His vanity was another story. “You got to wake up with your love muffin while I … alas … woke up alone.”
I hate it when he feels sorry for himself. “We’ll focus on finding you a friend tonight.” I patted his arm, frowning when I realized just how sweaty he really was. “Have you been rolling in someone else’s sweat? You smell like a gym locker.”
“And thank you for that,” Luke said, rolling his eyes. “Unlike you, I’ve been working all morning. Not all of us can get away with sleeping in – and I stress the word ‘sleeping’ because I know nothing else is going on yet. Someone had to do the heavy lifting … and I mean that literally.”
“I’m sorry,” I said, instantly contrite. “We didn’t sleep in, though. We took an extra five minutes to … talk … about the serious nature of our situation.”
Luke made his disgusted face. “You always phrase things in weird ways to distract me,” he argued. “That’s not going to work this time. I know exactly what you’re doing.”
We’d see about that. “It was a very heavy discussion. Much like me, Kade is worried about what the body discovery could mean for us. We could be in danger.”
“That was smooth,” Luke said, pinching my elbow to let me know he wasn’t going to let me play games. “That was very smooth, in fact. I’m not falling for it, though. You spent the morning cuddling with your boy toy while I worked like a dog.”
“Arf!” Kade barked out the short taunt as he passed behind Luke, grinning as my best friend scorched him with a dark look. “See, that’s funny because you’re really a … .”
“Hound dog when it comes to women,” I interjected hurriedly, cutting Kade off before he could mention Luke’s shifter ways.
Kade’s forehead crinkled as confusion washed over him. “What?”
I nodded my chin to the spot over his shoulder, gesturing toward Percival as he chatted up an obviously enamored Nixie. He was far enough away that I didn’t think he could overhear our discussion but close enough that I didn’t want to risk it.
“We need to deal with that situation,” Kade said, lowering his voice. “We’re either going to have to tell him the truth or cut him loose.”
“We haven’t even seen him work yet,” Luke pointed out. “We can’t tell him the truth if he’s a dud. We don’t want to hire him, tell him we’re magical monster hunters, realize he sucks and then fire him. That’s opening us up for discovery if he has a big mouth – which he obviously does because he won’t stop talking about himself.”
“Oh, you’re so wise,” Kade deadpanned.
Luke turned his wide eyes to me. “Tell him I’m right.”
I did not want to be a part of this conversation. “We’ll watch Percival over the weekend shows and make our decision.”
Luke puffed out his chest. “See. I’m right.”
“That’s not what she said,” Kade shot back. “Stop putting words in her mouth.”
“Poet!” Luke’s voice was shrill. “Tell him I’m right.”
See, this is what sucks about having a male best friend. When you finally get a new boyfriend after a long drought – don’t ever tell Luke I owned up to the drought – you’re forced to choose between them because their egos won’t have it any other way. Luke might be gay. That doesn’t mean he isn’t over-laden with testosterone – or doesn’t fancy himself in competition with Kade – so I had no choice but to intervene.
“Did you hear that?” What? I’m bad with confrontation when it comes to people I care about. Sue me.
“Oh, I’m not letting you get away with that,” Luke snapped. “You tell him I’m right – and that I smell like a dream – or I won’t be your best friend ever again.”
We both knew that was an empty threat. “No, I’m serious,” I said, scanning the pathways of the rapidly growing circus. Our workers know how to get things done. In two hours everything should be erected. In five hours everything should be put away. In eight hours the carnival would open the midway for a short preview before the next day’s full operation gets into swing. “I swear I hear something.”
I didn’t hear anything. I was desperate for some crisis – real or manufactured – to get me out of this conversation, though. I didn’t want to be put in a position to choose between Kade and Luke. My stomach flipped just thinking about it.
“You don’t hear anything,” Luke scoffed. “You’re just trying to avoid an argument. Tell him I’m right or … .”
I had no idea what threat he was about to unleash but I wasn’t worried in the least he would end our friendship. He loved me as much as I loved him. Some things are forever.
“Tell him I’m right or I’ll show him those photos I took of you in the cheerleader costume,” Luke said, an evil grin washing over his features as my heart sank.
And some things are better left forgotten. Crud on toast!
“W-what?” I’d forgotten about those photographs. Okay, that’s not exactly true. I didn’t forget about them. I tried to forget about them. When that didn’t work – and multiple searches of Luke’s trailer didn’t turn up the incriminating evidence – I forced the photographs out of my mind.
Everyone has a low point when drinking, a rock bottom, if you will. That’s when the fun stories switch from “I laughed so hard” to “I will never live down the shame.” The cheerleading photographs are my moment of shame.
“What’s he talking about?” Kade asked, intrigued. “What photographs?”
I licked my lips as I ignored Kade’s question and focused on Luke. “You wouldn’t dare.”
Luke arched a challenging eyebrow. “Wouldn’t I?”
He would. Crap! “You promised me you would never show those photographs to anyone,” I reminded him. “You … swore an oath.” That was laying it on a little thick, but I was desperate.
“Well, now I must see these photos,” Kade said, pursing his lips as he glanced at Luke. His mind was clearly busy. “I concede you’re right and agree to wait on the Percival situation.”
I was flabbergasted. How could he give in that easily? “What?”
Kade held his hand up to silence me. “In return, I need to see these photos you’re holding over her head. They’ve got to be good.”
Luke’s impish grin caused my heart to sink. “I’m sure we can work something out. Thank you for admitting you were wrong, though. More importantly, thank you for admitting I was right.”
I expected Kade to balk at Luke’s words. He was too distracted by the thought of the photos to even notice Luke’s swelling ego. “Where are the photos?”
I was about to lose my infamous cool if I wasn’t careful. “Luke, you promised me … .” That sounded a lot less whiny in my head.
“And you promised me help finding a man, and that you would always be on my side,” Luke countered, clearly enjoying his position of power. “I think you need a lesson in being a good friend.”
“Luke!”
Kade slung an arm over Luke’s shoulders, almost as if they were best friends. “I cannot wait to see these photos!”
I’d lost. I could feel it. “I … .” Whatever argument I was about to mount died on my lips as a shrill yell filled the morning air, causing everyone’s heads to snap in the direction of the midway.
“Did the dreamcatcher go off?” Kade asked, confused as he glanced around. “I didn’t hear it.”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I … .”
The yell returned, louder this time.
“That’s Raven,” I said, pushing past Luke and breaking into a run. “She’s in trouble!”
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Twelve
By the time I reached the House of Mirrors I realized Raven wasn’t screaming as much as yelling. I slowed my pace as I went through the open door, pulling up short when I saw Raven standing in the center of the room. Her silver hair was swept back in a simple ponytail – which meant she was in work mode rather than gearing up for a seduction – and she looked annoyed.
“What’s going on?” Kade asked, brushing past me as he moved to Raven’s side. “What are you screeching about?”
Raven generally put on a show for Kade’s benefit. Quite frankly, she often puts on a show for any man’s benefit. She didn’t look as if she was in the mood to perform now. “Good morning to you, too,” she drawled, her voice positively dripping with sarcasm. “By the way, I don’t screech.”
“Then you were doing a delightful impression of a screech owl in the hopes of adding it to your repertoire,” Luke said dryly as he moved to Kade’s side. “What were you yelling about?”
Raven rolled her eyes until they landed on me. “Men are … annoying.”
She wasn’t wrong, especially when referring to these men. I was beyond annoyed with both of them. “What happened?”
Raven didn’t immediately answer. “I don’t screech.”
I collected on my limited patience and reminded myself that Raven’s high-pitched wail – that’s not a screech, mind you – saved me from having to explain about the cheerleader costume and the unfortunate photographs. I was happy with her histrionics – at least for the time being. “You don’t screech,” I agreed. “You yelled, though, and given what’s been going on … .”
Raven made a face that would’ve been comical under different circumstances. “Why do you think I yelled? It certainly wasn’t for my health. I swear I’m surrounded by morons.”
I wasn’t sure how much more I could take this morning. “Raven, would you like to share what’s going on with the class? If not, I can leave you here with Luke and Kade to debate the difference between screeching and yelling. I have work to do.”
“And I have photographs to see,” Kade said, my stomach churning as he winked. There was no way he would forget Luke’s threat now. I wasn’t that lucky. “Why were you … calling out … to the Mystic Caravan masses?”
“Oh, that was a nice way to phrase it,” Luke said, his eyes twinkling. I will never understand men. One minute they’re fighting for alpha supremacy and the next they’re buddies without a care in the world. How does that even happen?
“Look in there,” Raven said, pointing toward the adjacent room. “I just came in to get things settled for tonight and found … that.”
I didn’t like her tone as I pushed between Kade and Luke and walked in the direction she indicated. I sucked in a breath when I glanced inside, frowning at the shattered glass littering the floor. It was everywhere. “What the hell?”
Kade moved in on my right, his eyebrows knitting as he took in the destruction. Three mirrors were smashed, shards of glass strewn in every direction. Even more disturbing was the discarded cornhusks tossed on top of the splinters. It was almost as if someone was decorating a Halloween display rather than destroying a circus attraction. “Who did this?”
“Ugh.” Raven made a disgusted sound. “Would I have yelled for help if I knew who did it? Of course not. I would’ve sought revenge on my own. I wouldn’t have called for you. Good grief.”
“Hey, I’m trying to help,” Kade snapped. “There’s no need to be a pain in the ass.”
Raven had the good sense to look abashed. “I’m sorry,” she said, adopting the pleasing tone I was used to hearing when a man was in her general vicinity. “I’m out of sorts. It’s a busy day and … this is my attraction. I’m understandably shaken.”
Luke and I snorted in unison as Kade’s expression softened.
“It’s okay,” Kade said. “I understand you’re worked up.” He’s such an easy mark. He hadn’t spent enough time with circus folk yet to know when they were shining him on.
“She is so transparent,” I muttered, causing Luke to offer me a sympathetic hand squeeze.
“I heard that,” Raven hissed, narrowing her eyes.
I ignored her and knelt down, resting my fingertips on one of the glass shards. It was cool to the touch, the edge jagged, but it didn’t emit any malevolent energy. “I don’t understand how this happened.”
“Oh, gee, someone alert the media,” Raven deadpanned. “Poet doesn’t understand something. Someone call Ripley’s Believe it or Not. This is surely a watershed moment. Someone snuck in here and broke my mirrors. What’s to understand?”
I fought the urge to pull her hair, and remained focused on the glass. “That’s not what I meant, you whore,” I seethed. Okay, maybe I wasn’t that focused. “How did someone get in here without tripping the dreamcatcher?”
“Don’t call me a whore!”
“All right, that will be enough of that,” Kade said, stepping between us and extending a hand to keep Raven from attacking. “We shouldn’t turn on each other. We’re a unit. We’re in this together.”
What a load of crap.
“You’re right,” Raven said primly, smoothing the front of her sparkly tank top and jutting out her boobs so Kade would have no choice but to look at her impressive cleavage. “I’m sorry. I’m just … out of sorts.” She rested her hand on Kade’s forearm. “I’m frightened. This has been a shock for me.”
“And I’m going to puke,” I said, brushing my hands off on my cargo pants as I stood, and shooting Raven a warning look for good measure. Apparently testosterone-fueled men aren’t the only ones with territorial issues. “If something supernatural crossed the dreamcatcher we would’ve known it.”
“What about someone human?” Kade asked.
“The dreamcatcher can alert in some cases,” Raven explained, her hand still touching Kade’s arm and causing my temper to flare. “They have to be really evil, though … like soulless evil. Poet generally senses when an evil human crosses the borders. Of course, she’s been distracted lately, so she’s not exactly on top of her game.”
Distracted my ass. She definitely wanted me to yank her hair.
“And you didn’t? Sense anything, I mean?” Kade shifted his eyes to me as I shook my head. “Are you sure? You said you were restless last night. Could this have been why?”
That was an interesting question – and would make a convenient excuse – but guilt kept me up the previous evening. I didn’t sense danger, not even when the figure was almost on top of me in the cornfield. “I didn’t sense anything,” I said. “The corn husks obviously tie whatever happened here to the field, though. Perhaps it happened when that … thing … chased me.”
“You mean the scarecrow, right?” Kade was adamant the scarecrow attacked me. I still wasn’t sure.
“Sure,” I said, opting to avoid a fight. “The dreamcatcher alerted when the thing in the field followed me over the boundary. Maybe something else crept over the line at the same time.”
“Is that possible?” Kade didn’t look thrilled with the prospect.
I shrugged. “Anything is possible,” I said. “I can’t get any psychic flashes off this stuff, though. I don’t … sense … anything.”
“Someone was obviously here, though,” Kade said. “Someone broke the mirrors.”
“I said I couldn’t sense anything, not that anything wasn’t here,” I reminded him. “I don’t know what to tell you. Whatever was here is gone now.”
“We need to double the wards,” Raven said. “We have to do it before we open the circus.”
Because she refused to increase the distance between Kade and herself I wanted to disagree with her. The safety of the circus was more important than my petty insecurities, though. “We’ll do it after lunch,” I said, nodding curtly. “Until then … I don’t know what else we can do.”
“I guess I’ll clean up then,” Raven said, heaving a frustrated sigh. “I’m still uneasy, though. I don’t suppose … .” She bit her lip as she regarded Kade with wide eyes. “Would you stay and help me for a little bit? I can’t quite let go of my nerves, and I know I would feel safer if you were around.”
I wanted to punch her.
Kade didn’t hesitate. “Of course,” he said, casting an uneasy glance in my direction. “I’m head of security. That’s my job.”
Okay, now I wanted to punch him, too.
I AM not a jealous person.
That’s what I kept telling myself as I set arranged my tent during the next two hours. I am not a jealous person. So why did I want to rip Raven’s stupid hair out of her stupid head and shove it down her stupid throat?
Yeah, I’m starting to think I’m losing it, too. I cleaned my tent in a flurry, channeling my anger into dusting the chairs and unpacking my props, including my crystal ball, Ouija board and tarot cards. In my head I knew that being angry with Kade for doing his job was unreasonable and petty. In my heart I still wanted to punch Raven in the boob and make her cry.
Raven and I have never had the easiest of relationships. She feeds off the attention of men while I prefer taking care of myself. Sure, Luke and I have an unbreakable bond, but I don’t thrive on his attention because he’s a man. I bask in his love because he’s the best friend I’ve ever had. There’s a difference.
Before Kade, I never focused on one man for more than a few dates. I simply wasn’t interested in risking my heart. After losing my parents I let only a select few people into my world – mainly Max and Luke – and I was happy living my life that way. If you don’t take a chance, you can’t ever face a broken heart.
Don’t get me wrong, I’m close to quite a few of the Mystic Caravan performers. Nellie, Seth, Naida and Nixie are particular favorites. Those bonds formed slowly, over time, though. My connection with Kade came out of nowhere and hit me like a hockey player going after the puck along the boards. I didn’t know how to explain it.
Because I had trouble wrapping my head around the relationship – and the ramifications of lying to him – I struggled to admit Raven’s hijinks irritated me. She wasn’t acting any differently than she usually did. The difference was me. I didn’t like her flirting with Kade. She could flirt with any other man in the world and it wouldn’t bother me. He was a different story … and it killed me to acknowledge my weakness where he was concerned.
I was so lost in thought, my dust rag practically a blur as I wiped down the legs of the chairs, that I didn’t notice I wasn’t alone until the sound of a throat clearing drew my attention to the open tent flap.
Percival was dressed in simple jeans and a T-shirt as he stepped in my direction, his brow quizzically furrowed as he watched me work. “Am I interrupting something?”
Just an emotional snit only a teenage girl could be proud of. “No,” I replied, forcing the unkind thoughts out of my mind. “I was just … cleaning.”
“Like a madwoman, too,” Percival said, his accent smoothing my frazzled nerves as he moved closer. “Do you always clean with such … purpose?”
That was a loaded question and I couldn’t help but momentarily wonder whether Percival was trying to feel me out regarding the circus. It wasn’t the first time my suspicious nature pinged where he was concerned. I pushed the thought out of my head, though. I had no reason to be suspicious. He hadn’t done anything to warrant it.
“You have to be efficient when you live on a timetable,” I explained, returning to my dusting as I watched Percival approach out of the corner of my eye. “Are you excited for tonight? It will be your first show with us, although it obviously won’t be a big one.”
“Yes, I’m curious about that,” Percival admitted, running his hands over the top of my wrought iron table. “Why are we having a soft opening tonight? I would think you’d want a big opening to take advantage of higher profits.”
“It’s not that simple,” I said. “We make the bulk of our money off the midway and through liquor sales. We can’t always get a liquor license. It depends on the location. We don’t have a liquor license for this location, which happens a lot in some of the Midwestern states, so offering a hard launch won’t bring in more money.”
“Because liquor boosts how much people will spend,” Percival supplied.
“Exactly.” I bobbed my head up and down. “Don’t worry, though, you’ll be able to put on a full show tomorrow. You only have to entertain kids on the midway tonight.”
“I’m actually looking forward to it,” Percival said. “What about you?”
“Oh, er, I’m looking forward to it, too,” I lied. I would rather watch professional golf on television – which I hate – than clown performances.
“Not that,” Percival said, chuckling. “I was asking whether you are performing this evening.”
Oh, well, that made more sense. “My tent will be open,” I confirmed. “Fortune tellers are big draws whether liquor is involved or not.”
“And … what do you do?”
That was an odd question. “I tell fortunes.”
“I know that, but how?” Percival pressed. “Are you psychic?”
This was a sticky situation and I wasn’t sure how I wanted to handle it. “I see things through the cards, board and ball,” I finally answered. “You know how it goes.”
“We didn’t have a psychic at my other jobs,” Percival said. “I have no idea how it goes.”
His attention made me nervous. It was as if he suspected me of lying – which I technically was – and wanted to back me into a corner so I would have no choice but to admit the truth. If he thought he was smart enough to do that, he was in for a rude awakening. “Then I guess you’re going to have to watch me perform one night this weekend,” I said, forcing a bright smile. “That way you’ll be able to see how everything works.”
“Uh-huh.” Percival’s expression was thoughtful. “I look forward to seeing how you work your magic.”
I shifted my focus back to my chores as my heart hopped. That was an interesting choice of words. “I’m glad,” I said. “It’s always fun when you get to see something new.”
“I couldn’t agree more.”
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Thirteen
“Are you ready for tonight?”
Kade appeared in my tent opening shortly before six. He was dressed in jeans and a simple button-down shirt, his eyes bright as they roamed my body. On non-performance days I dress down in shorts or cargo pants. When I have to play to the crowds, though, I have to dress the part. Today I opted for a bohemian ankle-length skirt with pink sequins and a billowy white blouse. I tied my long hair up in two loose buns on either side of my head before securing a brightly colored scarf over my hair. Kade always gets a kick out of my costumes, and even though he won’t admit it, I think they kind of turn him on. Of course, that could be wishful thinking.
“I’m always ready,” I said, flashing a small smile. I hadn’t seen him in hours. “Did you get everything cleaned up in the House of Mirrors?”
Kade nodded. “It was only three mirrors, and we’ve already replaced them. I guess it’s good we keep spares in storage. I stayed with Raven until we got everything in order.”
“I’m sure she insisted on that,” I said, tightening my waist sash and letting the strings – which were topped with small bells – fall in front of me. I made small tinkling noises when I walked, which is great for my act but terrible when I want to go incognito.
Kade surprised me when he closed the distance between us and tilted up my chin. “You look cute,” he said. “I’m a big fan of the bells. I’ll be able to hear you coming for a change. You generally surprise me when you pop up out of nowhere.”
My cheeks flushed under his studied gaze. “Thanks. You look cute, too.”
“I prefer being called handsome, but I’ll take that,” Kade said, pressing his lips together as he looked me up and down. “Do you want to tell me why you’re angry or would you rather stew for the next few hours and then pick an unnecessary fight?”
I stilled, surprised by his fortitude. “What makes you think I’m angry?”
“Well, I’m not blind, for one thing,” Kade replied. “You’re … standoffish.”
“I’m standing right here,” I protested, although I couldn’t help but avert my eyes. I knew I was being petulant, but I couldn’t seem to help myself. Ever since Kade arrived I found myself going through the teenage romantic hijinks I thankfully managed to avoid when I was an actual teenager and struggling to survive on the street. “Everything is fine. Don’t worry about it.”
“I am worried,” Kade said, carefully tucking a flyaway strand of hair beneath my scarf. “Does this have something to do with Raven?”
Of course not. That would be undignified. “She’s a total whore!” Wow. Where did that come from?
Kade chuckled, amused instead of annoyed. “She knows how to push your buttons and you let her do it every single time,” he said. “She didn’t really need protection this afternoon. She simply wanted to mess with you.”
“You’ve got that only half right,” I clarified. “She didn’t need protection. Her act wasn’t for my benefit, though. It was for your benefit. Irritating me was a side bonus.”
“And do you think I’m going to fall for that act?”
“I have no idea,” I replied, opting for honesty. “I don’t know you all that well. I would like to think you’re smarter than that, but … well … I watched you try to figure out how to level the trailer for two straight hours when we got here the other day. Your intelligence has been called into question. Not by me, mind you, but others think you might be a little slow.”
Kade snorted. “I see you like to get your digs in whenever possible, too,” he said. “Fine. I guess I deserved that. For the record, though, I’d never seen a leveling mechanism like that before. It was a learning experience. I’m generally not that incompetent. It wasn’t my fault.”
“Duly noted.”
“Also, for the record, I’m not interested in Raven,” Kade said. “I only have eyes for one woman here, and she’s really cute tonight … and jingles when she walks.”
The last vestiges of irritation washed off of me as the corners of my mouth tipped up. “You make it impossible to have a go at you sometimes. You know that, right?”
“On the contrary,” Kade replied. “I always want you to have a go at me. It’s important that you realize you’re the only one I want to have a go with. No matter what show she puts on, I’m not interested in Raven.”
I blew out a sigh. “Fine. I’m sorry for being pouty.”
“That’s okay. You’re cute when you’re pouty.” Kade pressed a soft kiss to my forehead before glancing over his shoulder and scanning the fairgrounds. “They’re opening the gates in ten minutes. I need to get down there.”
“Do you want to have a late dinner with me? I have steaks marinating in my refrigerator.”
Kade smiled, the expression causing my heart to warm. “That’s the best offer I’ve had all day.”
“Good.” I rolled up to the balls of my feet and brushed a soft kiss against the corner of his mouth. “I’ll see you in a few hours.”
“You will,” Kade agreed, gathering me close for a brief hug. “And then you can tell me about these photographs of you dressed as a cheerleader. I can’t wait to hear that story … and search your closet to see if the costume is still around.”
Well … crap.
TWO HOURS later I managed to push the cheerleading costume discussion dread from my mind (well, mostly) and focus on my work. Because the daylight hours this week in Lincoln were sweltering and miserable, people seemed excited to take advantage of the sundown respite, and arrived in droves to check out the fair.
We were packed, which meant we were busy. The line snaking outside of my tent was long and the young couple making their way to my table didn’t appear to be keen on hurrying things along. I forced a smile for their benefit all the same.
“Welcome to Mystic Caravan Circus,” I said, adopting a theatrical tone. “Are you interested in hearing about your future?”
The girl nervously played with the ends of her long blond hair as she sat across from me. Her skin was tan, her eyes bright, and she exuded nervous excitement as she got comfortable. “My name is Debbie.”
“Hello, Debbie,” I said, shuffling the tarot cards as I studied her boyfriend. While Debbie seemed open and friendly, the man accompanying her was another story. His smile was forced, as if he was putting on his own show instead of enjoying a night out with a loved one, and his aura was dark. I frowned as I reached out with my mind, my senses brushing against something cold … and unnatural. I hadn’t seen an aura this dark on a regular human in quite some time. That generally signified I was dealing with a sociopath. They are exceedingly dangerous, because they know the difference between right and wrong and don’t care. “Who is your friend?”
“Don’t you know that already?” The man flashed a smile most would call charming. I recognized it for what it was, though. He was hiding behind a mask.
“Don’t be rude, Dakota,” Debbie chided, giggling as she playfully slapped his hand. “You don’t have to ruin my fun. I know you don’t believe in this kind of stuff, but I do.”
Debbie and Dakota? Yuck.
“I’m just messing around,” Dakota teased, his smile warm and friendly as his dead eyes locked with mine. “I didn’t mean any offense.”
“It’s fine,” I said, refusing to let his attitude unnerve me. “You don’t have to believe me. Debbie does. That’s all that matters.”
“I do,” Debbie said, enthusiastically rubbing her hands together. “So … how does this work?”
“I think we have to pay her first,” Dakota said. “I’m willing to bet that the psychic juices don’t flow unless we grease the wheels.”
I hated his attitude, but he wasn’t wrong. I kept my smile fixed as I extended my hand. “Your boyfriend is right,” I said. “I need twenty-five bucks.”
Debbie handed the money over without complaint as I went back to shuffling the cards. She seemed oblivious to the pointed staring contest Dakota and I were locked in while she happily tapped her acrylic fingernails against the tabletop. I finished shuffling the deck and extended it across the table. “Cut.”
“Which one of us?” Debbie asked, her eyes flitting toward Dakota and giving me the distinct impression she was nervous. There was something about him that made her uncomfortable, even if she didn’t recognize why.
“It doesn’t matter,” I replied. “The reading will be different depending on which one of you cuts the cards. The outcome will ultimately be the same, though.”
“And why is that?” Dakota asked, leaning forward. “Shouldn’t we have the same future?”
He was baiting me. “Are you the same person?”
“No.”
“Then you couldn’t possibly have the same future,” I replied.
“But … we’re engaged,” Debbie said, lifting her left hand so I could see the simple solitary diamond on her ring finger. “He asked me yesterday.”
“That’s sweet,” I said. “That still doesn’t mean you have the same future.”
“I … but … .” Debbie bit the inside of her cheek, flustered.
“I’ll cut the cards,” Dakota said, taking the deck from my hand and shuffling before handing them back to me. “There’s no reason to get upset, Debbie. This is just a game.”
“I told you my mother had the gift,” Debbie argued. “She made me promise to visit a psychic when I found the person I wanted to spend the rest of my life with. I promised her on her death bed that I would do it.”
“Fine.” Dakota blew out an aggravated sigh as he slicked his hair back from his forehead with a grimy hand. “Can we get this over with? I want to get out of this place as soon as possible. Everyone here is freaky.”
That was rich coming from a sociopath, and the more he talked the more he convinced me that’s exactly what he was. “It won’t take long,” I said, doling the cards out into a ten-card Celtic cross formation. I shot Dakota one more challenging look before focusing on the cards, taking the opportunity to reach out with my mind again as I pretended to be distracted by Debbie and Dakota’s future. What I saw reflected in the cards was troubling. The void where Dakota’s warm core should be was even worse.
“What do you see?” Debbie asked, eagerly leaning forward. “Are we going to be happy forever?”
“There’s no such thing as being happy forever,” I answered, giving myself time to consider how best to handle the situation. Reading people is a tiresome business, and I often don’t get involved in petty squabbles or domestic disputes. Debbie’s future was something else entirely. “You can’t always be happy. It’s impossible.”
“Oh, I know that,” Debbie said, laughing lightly. “I didn’t mean that. It’s just … I need to know. Will we have kids?”
I made up my mind on the spot. “You will,” I confirmed, flicking my eyes toward Dakota before focusing on Debbie. “You’ll have a daughter.”
“Oh, yay!” Debbie clapped her hands as she bounced up and down on her chair. I didn’t miss the look of disdain – or roll of the eyes – Dakota shot in my direction. “Will we have a son, too? I’ve always wanted more than one kid.”
Here’s where things would get tricky. “No.”
Debbie faltered. “No?”
“No,” I repeated. “You’ll have only one child.”
“How come?” Debbie looked crushed by the news while Dakota appeared unruffled. “I’ve always wanted a big family.”
“You’ll have only one child because after you give birth to your daughter your husband will kill her one evening when she refuses to stop crying,” I supplied, my stomach churning as visions of Debbie’s brief future flashed through my head. “When you realize what’s happened, he’ll beat you to death as you try to cover your infant daughter’s dead body with your own.”
“I would never lay a hand on Debbie.” Dakota finally gathered the energy to be affronted. “You’re making that up. Aren’t circus psychics supposed to make up good things?”
“I don’t make things up,” I said, forcing myself to remain calm instead of slapping the crap out of him. “And I don’t lie.”
“B-but … .” Debbie’s lower lip trembled. “I don’t understand.”
“He’s not a good man, Debbie,” I said, deciding to lay all of my cards – so to speak – on the table. “He’s a sociopath who is incapable of loving you. If he hasn’t let his fists fly in a moment of rage yet, which I doubt, he soon will.
“You’re a nice person and you will believe him when he apologizes and promises it will never happen again,” I continued. “You’ll be wrong, though, and you’ll endure a miserable two years until you get pregnant.
“The good news for you is that he’ll stop hitting you while you’re pregnant,” I explained. “He’ll also stop having sex with you and turn his attention to your neighbor’s sixteen-year-old daughter. He’s going to beat her, too. He won’t kill her until after you’re dead, though. While the cops are investigating him for your murder – he’ll dump your body in a river and burn your daughter’s body in a barrel – he’ll lose his temper with the teenager before finally getting arrested.”
“But, that can’t be,” Debbie protested, although I couldn’t stop myself from internally smirking as she darted a worried look in Dakota’s direction. She already had suspicions about him. That was really why she wanted to visit a psychic. “Dakota would never hurt me.”
“That’s right, baby,” Dakota said, slipping his arm around Debbie’s shoulders. “I would never hurt you.”
“He’s lying,” I said, refusing to let Dakota snow Debbie. I couldn’t save her life if she didn’t want me to, but I wouldn’t let her leave without knowing everything. “He’s the one who killed your cat.”
Debbie’s eyes flew open as she involuntarily jerked away from Dakota. For his part, the man appeared calm, but his flaring nostrils told me otherwise. He wasn’t used to being called on his actions. He didn’t like it. The fact that a woman – in his mind someone beneath him – didn’t help matters.
“How did you know about that?” Debbie asked, her voice barely a whisper.
“She’s making it up,” Dakota snapped.
“He didn’t like Captain Cuddles,” I said, cringing at the tortured feline’s name. Debbie loved the cat beyond reason. Dakota was another story. “He told you he accidentally left the door open and Captain Cuddles escaped. In reality, he caught the cat and beat it to death against a tree.”
Debbie’s hand flew to her mouth as she gasped, knocking her chair over in her haste to get to her feet. “How could you?”
Dakota’s face drained of color when he realized Debbie believed me. His denials, however weak, were generally enough to get him out of trouble. He coasted through life … until now. “She’s lying!”
I opened my mouth to argue but Debbie cut me off.
“How did she know his name?” Debbie’s tone was accusatory. “She didn’t just pick that out of thin air. I knew you hated my cat.” Debbie turned and stalked toward the tent flap. “Don’t follow me, you … cat killer!”
“Debbie!” Dakota moved to give chase but instead turned his angry eyes toward me. “You’re going to regret messing with my life.”
“You’re going to regret messing with that cat,” I shot back. “Karma is going to deliver a nasty blow to you because of that … and soon.” I’d seen Dakota’s future should Debbie believe me, and it was about to take a turn for the worse. Debbie, on the other hand, would escape and thrive.
“Oh, yeah?” Dakota sneered, unconvinced. “How do you figure that? Do you think the cops are going to take the word of a psychic?”
Debbie picked that moment to poke her head inside the tent, her face flushed as she glared at Dakota. “I’m calling PETA, and they’re going to get you!”
“Son of a … .” Dakota scurried after his soon-to-be-ex-girlfriend. “She’s lying, Debbie!”
“Have a good life,” I called to the man’s back. “Actually, Debbie should have a good life. Your life is going to blow.”
“This isn’t over,” Dakota warned. “Not by a long shot.”
I’d already seen how this would end, so I wasn’t surprised. “Bring it on.”
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Fourteen
I closed my tent down shortly before nine, taking extra care to scan the encroaching darkness before turning toward the midway. I was resigned to what would come next. I saw two paths when I read Debbie and Dakota’s future. I could live with only one of those paths.
The midway was open until ten, and while the rest of the circus grounds were quiet – and eerily empty – I heard raucous laughter emanating from that direction, so that’s where I headed.
The blinking overhead lights and excited visitor squeals led me to my destination, and when I reached the edge of the midway I took a moment to soak in the ambiance. When other people picture their homes they see decks, porches, framed photographs and quilts. When I picture home I see … garish chaos. To each his or her own, I guess.
The sound of screeching children drew my attention to the area next to the ticket booth, where a clown made a big show of pretending to throw a bucket of water on several delighted children. Of course the bucket was empty except for confetti, but the children didn’t know that and seemed to be having a good time. It was only after a few moments of observation that I realized who I was studying.
“Isn’t he dreamy?” Nixie appeared at my side, her cheeks flushed as she stared at the clown. “He’s so … wonderful.”
I fought the urge to gag. Percival’s accent may be fantastic, but he’s still a grown man who dresses up like a clown. “He’s wearing a purple wig and shoes ten times too big for him.”
“Imagine if they weren’t, though,” Nixie intoned, staring at the shoes with nothing short of lust in her aquamarine eyes.
“You know that’s a myth, right?” I asked.
Nixie was distracted, lending only half an ear to our conversation as she focused all of her building crush energy on Percival’s antics. “What’s a myth?”
“That thing about foot size influencing … um … penis size,” I answered, glancing over my shoulder to make sure a young child – or judgmental adult, for that matter – couldn’t hear our conversation. “That’s a myth. Feet have no bearing on … that.”
Nixie wrinkled her nose. “Oh, my … do you have to ruin my fun?”
I shrugged, trying to relax, even though I knew it was impossible given how my night would end. “I just wanted to make sure you realized that Percival isn’t packing a bazooka before you fall in love with him.”
“What in the holy heck are you guys talking about?” Luke asked, sidling up beside me and slipping an arm over my shoulders.
“Whether shoe size has anything to do with penis size,” Nixie replied, transfixed by Percival’s horn-honking prowess. “He’s … breathtaking.”
Luke and I exchanged a dubious look before my best friend chuckled. “I wish that myth was true,” he said. “It would make it so much easier to pick up men at the gym.”
“I agree,” I said, giggling as Luke poked my ribs. “It would make man shopping so much easier.”
“It would,” Luke nodded. “You look cute tonight, by the way. That skirt should get Kade’s attention. Good job.”
I frowned, my good mood fleeing. “Excuse me?”
“Oh, you know how those skirts of yours drive him crazy,” Luke said, unruffled by my tone. “He thinks they’re sexy, although I have no idea why. If I were straight I’d want to see more skin. He must be defective or something.”
I couldn’t decide whether that was a slam against Kade or me. “You are already defective,” I grumbled, crossing my arms over my chest. “You’re completely defective.”
“You love me anyway,” Luke said, pressing a soft kiss to my cheek before pulling away slightly to study me. “What’s wrong?”
Most people think Luke isn’t intuitive because he’s gregarious and obnoxious when the mood strikes. They’re wrong. Luke’s outspoken personality hides myriad things, including the fact that he can read certain situations better than most. I just happened to be the one thing he could read without fail. “Nothing is wrong.”
“You’re lying,” Luke said, wagging a finger. “You’re hiding something from me. Spill.”
I was hiding more than one thing from him and I wasn’t keen on spilling either secret. Still, when an opportunity arises, you have to take advantage of it. “I’ll tell you if you promise not to show those cheerleading photos to Kade.”
Luke’s concern turned to glee in the blink of an eye. “Oh, there’s no way I’ll promise anything of the sort, Poet,” he said. “Those photographs are power. I’ll never give that up.”
“Was that the night you did the cheer?” Nixie asked, clearly missing the signs of my obvious distress. “How did that go again?”
“Give me an L,” Luke prodded, grinning.
“I did not cheer your name,” I hissed. “That’s not even remotely what happened.”
“When I tell Kade the story I’ll include some enhancements,” Luke said, unperturbed by my unhappiness. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure we both look good when I’m done editing the real deal.”
Somehow I doubted that. “I will give you anything you want,” I said. “I’ll cook you breakfast for a month.” I was desperate. He had me over a barrel and we both knew it. “I’ll make sure each meal has sausage, too. That’s your favorite.”
“I am a big fan of sausage,” Luke agreed, wriggling his eyebrows. “You cook me breakfast every morning anyway. I’m not ceding my power for such a paltry prize.”
I knew it wouldn’t be that easy. Instead of negotiating from a place of weakness I decided to turn things around. “I won’t cook another meal for you ever again unless you promise not to show Kade those photographs.”
Luke widened his eyes to comical proportions. “Are you blackmailing me?”
“Hey, consider it karma.”
“Well, that’s just mean,” Luke sniffed. “I can’t believe you’re threatening me. Where is the love?”
“Well, believe it,” I said. “I tried being nice. Now I’m going to be nasty.”
“What’s going on here?”
I froze when I heard Kade’s voice. Generally I can feel his approach; somehow my mind always recognizes his when he gets close. I was distracted tonight, though – by several things – and he caught me off guard. “I … nothing,” I replied hurriedly, pasting a bright smile on my face. “How are you tonight?”
Kade narrowed his eyes. He studied me for a moment before he turned to Luke. “What’s going on?”
“She’s blackmailing me,” Luke replied, not missing a beat. “She’s threatening to revoke my food privileges if I don’t promise not to show you the cheerleading photos.”
“Oh, well, that’s just low,” Kade admonished, shaking his head with mock severity. “How can you do something so terrible to your best friend?”
I knew exactly what he was doing, and I refused to play. “He’s not showing you those photos!”
“We’ll see,” Kade said, scanning the crowd. “We’re closing in thirty minutes. Once that’s done I believe you owe me dinner.”
“I’m not feeding you ever again if you look at those photos,” I threatened, refusing to back down. “You don’t need to see them. Trust me when I say you’re … not missing anything.”
“She’s lying,” Luke interjected.
“Oh, I know,” Kade said, grinning. “I’m going to see those photos.”
Crap on a cracker. This clearly wasn’t going to be my night. “Then I’m not cooking you dinner.”
“I can eat cereal,” Kade replied, unruffled. “I’m going to see those photos. I don’t care what you say.”
I glanced at Nixie for help. “Tell him he’s not missing anything by not seeing those photographs.”
“I don’t see what the big deal is,” Nixie said, her eyes glazing over as she pressed her hand to her heart and stared at Percival. “You looked cute in the skirt and I remember the cheer being funny. I only wish I could remember the words. You were so drunk you slurred when you said them, but I still understood what you were getting at. I swear I almost remember them.”
“No, you don’t,” I snapped, irritation bubbling up. No one here respects my authority. It’s annoying. “I’m never cooking for anyone again! You’ve all been warned.” I can be a real baby when I want to be.
“This is the first time I’m hearing about the cheer,” Kade said, his eyes lighting up. “Please tell me she waved pompoms around and jumped up and down when she said it.”
“She did,” Luke said, his head bobbing up and down. “She also did a cartwheel.”
“Oh, yeah!” Nixie finally shifted her eyes from Percival. “She was wearing a thong.”
Son of a … . “I need to check on a few things,” I said stiffly, taking a step away from Kade as his shoulders shook with silent laughter. “You’re on your own for dinner.”
“Oh, you’re not getting away that easily,” Kade shot back. “I’ll be at your place in forty-five minutes. I’ll expect that steak you promised.”
“Me, too,” Luke added.
“I’m not cooking for you ever again,” I said, preparing to flounce away with as much dignity as I could muster.
“You’re cooking for me, too,” Luke said. “If you don’t, I’ll recite the cheer.”
Nixie’s eyes widened. “You remember it?”
Luke was smug. “I memorized it.”
“This story is the gift that keeps on giving,” Kade grinned. “This is so much better than Luke’s bad breakup story.”
Not for me it wasn’t. “I want you all to know that I’ll never forget this moment. This is when you all turned on me, and the betrayal is … bitter.” I have a flair for the dramatic. I can’t help myself.
“You’ll survive,” Kade said. “Can you cook some potatoes with the steaks? I’m really hungry.”
“Sure. Why not? My entire life is ruined. I might as well add potatoes to it.”
“That sounds great,” Kade said, refusing to give in to my potential fit. “I’ll see you in forty-five minutes.”
I WAS so lost in thought – and in intriguing ways to punish Luke – when I got back to my trailer that I almost forgot the other evening event on my agenda. I let myself inside and gathered my dinner ingredients before returning to the small outdoor cooking area between my trailer and Luke’s. Rewarding my traitorous friends with food seemed the wrong way to go, but I was hungry, too. Hey, the steaks were expensive.
I began peeling potatoes, muttering to myself as I imagined the best ways to embarrass Luke into keeping my secret. Unfortunately for me, Luke doesn’t embarrass easily. It’s annoying, especially when you’re someone who tends to take mortification to new heights whenever possible. Still, there had to be something I could do to force his hand.
“You ruined everything. You know that, right?”
It took me a moment to register the new voice. It was menacing, despite the low volume. I shifted my eyes to the man standing on the other side of the picnic table. I shouldn’t have been surprised to see Dakota, but in my discombobulated state I’d almost forgotten what I saw in his head.
“I’m glad to be of service,” I replied, my hands busy as I continued peeling potatoes. “It couldn’t have happened to a nicer sociopath.”
“You ruined everything,” Dakota repeated, his eyes dangerous dark slits as he scorched me with a hateful glare. “Debbie took off. I can’t find her.”
“That’s probably for the best,” I explained. “This way you won’t spend the rest of your life in prison after murdering three people.”
“That wasn’t going to happen.”
“It was.”
“It wasn’t!” Dakota’s cool veneer finally slipped as he slapped his hand on the table. If he expected to frighten me, he found nothing but disappointment when I didn’t so much as flinch. “How did you know about the cat?”
“I’m a fortune teller,” I replied, setting an unpeeled potato on the table before reaching for another. “I can see the future and the past. It comes with the territory.”
“Do you honestly expect me to believe that?” Dakota was incredulous. “Did you have someone spying on me? Is that how you knew?”
“Yes, I often send people to spy on asshats in various towns before we arrive,” I said. “That’s how I knew you killed a cat six months ago.”
“How can you possibly know that?” Dakota was losing it, his face reddening as his frustration and anger bubbled. “It’s impossible for you to know that.”
“I know about the cat the same way I know about the murders,” I replied, finishing off the last potato and placing it next to the others before getting to my feet. It was almost time. “You’re a sociopath. Do you know what that means?”
“I’m sure you’re going to tell me.”
He was right about that. I figured he deserved an explanation before … well … it happened. “A sociopath knows right from wrong but simply doesn’t care,” I supplied. “He attaches no meaning or emotion to anything in his life. He’s incapable of love. He mimics love but doesn’t feel it.”
“That’s not true,” Dakota argued. “I love Debbie.”
“No, you decided to marry Debbie to keep up appearances,” I corrected. “You don’t even like Debbie, let alone love her. You like sex. You like power. You want to get ahead at work. You’ve heard the whispers, though. They know there’s something wrong with you, and you’re under the mistaken impression that you’ll get ahead if people see a softer side of you. You’re stuck as long as they continue to think you’re emotionally distant.”
Dakota’s mouth dropped open. I’d clearly hit a homerun with that gleaned tidbit. “How can you possibly know that?”
“The same way I know you’re about to attack me,” I said, exhaling heavily as I leveled my gaze at Dakota. “You might as well get it over with. You’ve already made up your mind. Your future is set.”
Dakota balked. “I have no intention of hurting you. That’s not who I am.”
“That’s exactly who you are,” I countered. “I saw everything. I saw the things you’ve done and those that are yet to come. You’re sick, and there’s no fixing you. It doesn’t matter what you say or do from here on out because you’re already broken.”
This time the look Dakota shot me was pure venom. “Who says I want to be fixed?”
I opened my mouth to answer but didn’t get the chance because that’s when the angry young man launched himself in my direction. I wasn’t expecting it. Not quite yet, at least. I managed to step to the side and raise the only weapon I had at my disposal. I couldn’t get my hand on the shovel under the picnic table in time to protect myself. The peeler would have to do.
I lowered my eyes and plunged the short steel into the right side of Dakota’s chest, purposely missing any vital organs but using enough force to make him scream. I didn’t want to kill him. Death would be a release for a man like him. I wanted to punish him, and the only way I could do that was by ensuring he would be locked up until someone else killed him. One way left me with a guilty conscience. The other left me sleeping like a baby.
“Omigod! You stabbed me!”
Dakota’s wail surprised me and I took an involuntary step back, accidentally leaving the peeler – and a potential weapon – in his chest. I gasped as Dakota reached for the peeler and yanked it out of his chest, brandishing it like a knife as he turned in my direction.
“I’m going to kill you!”
Whoops. Apparently there was one little flaw in my plan. Kade and Luke were going to be ticked.
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Fifteen
“I should’ve stabbed you in the heart,” I grumbled, shaking my head as Dakota gripped the peeler hard enough that his knuckles whitened. The sun had slipped almost completely beyond the horizon, but the murderous intent was evident on the young man’s face. “I wanted you to suffer, though. I’m such an idiot sometimes.”
Blood seeped from the wound in Dakota’s chest and covered his fingers as he reflexively squeezed the peeler. “Now I’m going to make you suffer,” he hissed.
“You’re not strong enough to do that,” I said. Despite the surreal nature of the situation I didn’t fear for my life. The peeler wasn’t my only weapon. I also had my mind, should I need it. “You’ll never get close to me.”
“Don’t bet on it!”
I wasn’t in a wagering mood but if I had extra money I would certainly throw it down on this. “I’m right.”
“You’re dead.”
Dakota lunged at me again, causing me to lash out with my mind. I used enough force that his body stiffened, going ramrod straight as I took control of his central nervous system. The effect was so jarring I knew he would have whiplash when I released him. I left his mind intact, relishing the fear coursing through him when he realized he couldn’t move.
“What’s going on?” Dakota’s head was immobile but his eyes darted from left to right. “What’s happening?”
“I told you not to do it, but you didn’t listen,” I said, wiping the leftover potato juice on the knit shorts I changed into upon returning to my trailer. Kade loved the skirts, but I didn’t want to risk ruining one. “This really is your fault. You have no one to blame but yourself.”
“What’s happening?” Dakota howled. He fought the mental binds I used to enslave him, but he was weak of spirit and mind. He wasn’t a threat.
“You’re going to jail,” I replied. “You’re also a schmuck. I hope you understand that this isn’t how I wanted things to go. You had a choice in this … and you made the wrong one.”
“I’m going to kill you!” Dakota kept singing the same refrain even though the melody had soured.
“Yes, you’re truly terrifying,” I said, glancing at the potatoes. “Crud. I forgot the rosemary. I guess Luke and Kade are going to have to go without.”
“I will kill you!” Dakota may not have been a threat, but his voice carried. Most of the guests were on their way to the parking lot and couldn’t overhear the sociopath’s fit. That didn’t mean he was going unnoticed.
“What’s going on?” Nellie asked, curiosity getting the better of him as he rounded the corner. I wasn’t surprised to find his emerald evening dressed hiked high enough to show his knees – or an ax in his hand. He always goes for the ax.
“My friend here has some issues,” I replied, reaching for the box of aluminum foil on the picnic table. “I’m glad you’re here, though. Can you go inside and grab the fresh rosemary from my refrigerator? It’s in a baggie. I’m cooking dinner for Luke and Kade, and I want to give the potatoes some extra flair.”
“Maybe in a minute,” Nellie replied, his eyes busy as they roamed Dakota’s frozen body. This wasn’t the first time I’d unveiled this particular trick, so Nellie wasn’t alarmed by the situation – or Dakota’s growing panic.
“Help me,” Dakota pleaded. “She’s crazy. She’s going to kill me.”
“You probably have it coming,” Nellie said. “What is he?”
“Human,” I replied. “His aura is black.”
Nellie does a lot of reading, so he knew exactly what that meant. “Ah, a sociopath,” he said, circling the man as if ready to close in on his prey. “Did he come into your tent tonight?”
“His girlfriend wanted to know whether they were going to live happily ever after,” I explained. “For the record, they weren’t.”
“My fiancée,” Dakota corrected, flustered. “Let me go, bitch!”
“Use your words,” Nellie chided. “It’s not nice to call people names.”
“No one asked you, faggot!” Dakota was so worked up spittle formed at the corners of his mouth.
“I’ll have you know that cross-dressing doesn’t necessarily denote homosexuality,” Nellie said. “I like a pretty dress. I also like a pretty lady. You should be careful who you malign, especially if they carry an ax.” Nellie lifted his weapon for emphasis. “What’s with the blood on his chest?”
“He attacked quicker than I expected,” I answered. “I had to improvise. I couldn’t lock him up with my mind in time, so I had no choice. I made sure to avoid any major arteries or organs.” Did he not hear me when I asked him to get the rosemary? “Where did we land on you getting me the ingredients I need?”
“Why can’t you do it?” Nellie asked, annoyed. “I don’t like cooking.”
“I’m not asking you to cook.”
“I don’t like fetching ingredients for cooking either,” Nellie said.
“Yes, but I can’t leave the area because he’ll unfreeze,” I said. “Do you want that?”
Nellie didn’t look bothered by the prospect. “I’m fine with it,” he said. “I’ll take him off your hands. I always get bored when we’re stuck in these flat states in the middle for long stretches.”
That sounded like a terrible idea. “You can’t kill him,” I said, shaking my head hard enough that one of my buns came loose. Great. Not only were the potatoes going to go without rosemary, now my hair looked ridiculous. This so wasn’t my night. “The cops are already suspicious because of the body in the field. We can’t have someone go missing here. That wouldn’t look good.”
Dakota’s eyes widened. He clearly didn’t like where this conversation was going. I didn’t blame him.
“How are you going to explain this when the cops show up?” Nellie asked. “He’s bleeding.”
“He attacked me.”
“Yeah, but you stabbed him,” Nellie said. “That’s going to look bad, too.”
“I stabbed him with the peeler,” I said, pointing toward the utensil in Dakota’s hand. “That’s clearly self-defense.”
“Oh, nice,” Nellie said, cracking a smile. “That makes it more fun. You should’ve peeled him a little bit for good measure. This guy must be pretty bad for you to risk doing this to him.”
“He was going to kill his baby … and wife … and a teenage girl.” Even saying it was distasteful.
Nellie made a face. “You are a douche, huh? I guess you got what’s coming to you.”
“I’ll tell the police everything,” Dakota screeched. “I won’t be the one in jail. You will.”
“Oh, that’s not going to happen,” I said brightly. “I’m going to fix your memory as soon as I get these potatoes on the grill. I can’t do that until Nellie gets my rosemary, though.”
“Fine,” Nellie said, dragging himself away from Dakota. “You owe me, though.”
“I’ll cook a steak for you, too.”
“It’s going to be a good night,” Nellie said, grinning as he hopped up the stairs leading to my trailer. “I want a potato, too.”
“You got it.”
“I DON’T understand what happened.”
Detective Lance Brewer didn’t look happy to be back at the circus. Given the lateness of the hour – and the way Luke kept smiling at him as he ate his steak and potatoes – I could understand his frustration.
“I already told you what happened,” I said. “I gave this … man … a reading earlier. He didn’t like what I had to say and stormed out. I came back here to cook dinner while everyone else was closing up shop and he attacked me.”
Dakota, his arms cuffed behind his back, looked mildly dazed as a paramedic worked on his chest. He sat at a nearby picnic table and stared into nothingness. I might’ve dosed him a bit too much with the memory mojo, but it’s not as though he didn’t have it coming.
“And you stabbed him with a potato peeler?” Brewer asked, wrinkling his nose. “How did that happen?”
“He took me by surprise and I just reacted.”
“Uh-huh.” Brewer obviously wasn’t convinced. He shifted his eyes to Nellie, raising his eyebrows as the dwarf gnawed on his steak bone. Ever the gentleman, Nellie affixed a napkin to the front of his dress before eating. “And you saw all of this?”
“Most of it,” Nellie replied, using his fingernail to dig between his teeth. He stared at whatever he found for a moment and then popped it back into his mouth, earning a disgusted glare from Brewer. “I didn’t see his initial approach but I heard him screaming and saw him jump at Poet. I was on my way to help when she stabbed him. I helped her wrestle him down, and we called you.”
“And then ate steaks while you waited for us to arrive?” Brewer prodded, glancing at the empty plates.
“They were good steaks,” I said, earning a dark look and curt shake of the head from Kade. He was angry when he found Nellie and me holding a future murder suspect captive. He was even angrier when I explained about the potato peeler and having to modify Dakota’s mind. I was pretty sure he hadn’t put together the part of the story where I knew there would be an attack before it occurred. When that happened he would pop a vein or something.
“We did everything right,” Kade said, wiping the corners of his mouth with his napkin. “It’s not our fault this guy attacked Poet. He was obviously stalking her. He waited until she was alone to approach.”
“I understand that,” Brewer said. “It’s just … does he seem stoned to anyone else?”
“It’s probably the loss of blood,” Luke replied smoothly, winking at Brewer. He has a thing for cops – and a recurring dream in which he can convert a straight one if he puts a little effort into the seduction. Unfortunately for Brewer, Luke’s dream world was about to collide with his real world if he wasn’t careful. “That always makes people wonky.”
“Are you around people who lose blood often?” Brewer asked, tilting his head to the side.
Luke realized his mistake too late. “No, but I watch a lot of television. Everything you need to know about life you can learn from watching Grey’s Anatomy.”
That was a good answer. He made me proud with that one.
“I especially like the hot doctors who can’t keep their shirts on but manscape a lot,” Luke added. “I’ve learned that no matter how bad the plot is, it’s worth it to keep watching for that alone.”
Ah, pride is fleeting at times. “We only restrained him long enough for you to get here,” I said, drawing Brewer’s attention from Luke and fixing it on me. “Did we do something wrong?”
“I … no,” Brewer replied. “It just seems coincidental that there would be an attack out here so soon after a body was discovered.”
“That’s why we called you right away,” I said, flashing my best “I’m cute and you have to believe me no matter what” smile in his direction. “He could be a murderer.” I knew that wasn’t true, but if Brewer believed I was a histrionic female that could only work in our favor.
“Oh,” Brewer intoned, realization dawning. “Of course you would think that. That didn’t even occur to me.”
“He took me by surprise and terrified me,” I said, adopting a little girl voice. “I probably won’t sleep tonight.”
“You need a massage,” Luke said sagely, winking at Kade. “It’s a good thing you cooked a big dinner for your boy toy. Now he has no choice but to rub you down and make you purr.”
Brewer looked horrified by the suggestion. “Okay, well … we’re going to take the suspect to the station and process him. If you could write up what you saw and email it into our office tomorrow this will probably be pretty cut and dry.”
“That won’t be a problem.”
“Great,” Brewer said, inclining his chin in Dakota’s direction to indicate that one of the uniformed officers should collect him. “Out of curiosity’s sake, what about the reading upset him enough to come back and attack you?”
Crap on a flattened clown. I was hoping I could gloss over that part of the story. Because I had no idea where Debbie was, or how she’d react, I couldn’t risk lying. I might not be able to get to her in time to modify her memory. I had no choice but to tell the truth.
“I told Debbie that marrying Dakota would be a mistake because he would hurt her,” I explained, choosing my words carefully. “I could see that he wasn’t a nice man by the way he interacted with her. He talked down to her and she seemed frightened of him.
“She said her mother insisted she see a psychic before agreeing to marry anyone, so she came to me,” I continued. “I didn’t like what I saw when I looked at him, and that’s exactly what I told Debbie.”
That wasn’t technically a lie. It also wasn’t entirely the truth. Brewer didn’t need to know that, though.
“Okay,” Brewer said, pressing his lips together as his gaze bounced from face to face. “If I have further questions I’ll stop by tomorrow.”
“We can’t wait,” Nellie said, licking his bone to make sure he’d sucked the last bit of meaty goodness from it. “Who wants s’mores?”
I ignored the question and remained in my seat until I was sure Brewer was out of earshot. Then I slapped Nellie’s bare knee as hard as I could. “You eat like a pig.”
“You also flashed your underwear, and once Brewer realized what he was looking at he couldn’t avoid staring at you,” Kade said, chuckling. “That was a great story, by the way. Do you think he’s going to buy it?”
“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “Dakota won’t break. His memory is modified forever. I planted a suggestion that he admit to murdering the cat in about two hours. I figured it was a little too obvious if he did it here.”
“Assault and animal cruelty are going to get him only a few years,” Kade pointed out. “If he really is a murderer, shouldn’t we do something else to stop him?”
“He’ll never go to trial,” I answered. “He’s going to get shivved in county lockup. He’s weird in normal circles, but he’s going to be downright hated in criminal ones. He won’t fit in, and they’ll kill him for being different. He’ll spend a few weeks in lockup before that happens.”
“Well, I can’t say I’m sorry to hear that after what you told me,” Kade said. “You’re lucky to be alive. You know that, right?”
It wasn’t luck. “I know,” I said, shifting my attention to the table. “I cooked. I think it’s only fair you guys clean up.”
Kade lifted an eyebrow. “That’s it? That’s all you have to say?”
I shook my head. “I’m going to take a bath while you do that. I’ll meet you in bed for my massage in a half hour.”
Kade sighed. I could tell he had a hundred questions – and maybe a few comments regarding what happened – but he wisely let both go. “I’ll be there with lotion and my magic fingers.”
“That sounds great,” I said, hopping to my feet.
“That sounds dirty,” Luke corrected. “We all know you’re not getting dirty yet, though, so ultimately the entire thing becomes boring.”
“You make me tired,” Kade muttered, grabbing Luke’s plate. “You know that, right?”
Luke bobbed his head up and down. “I do know that,” he said. “I also know you won’t risk being mean to me as long as I have the cheerleading photos.”
“You’ve got me there,” Kade conceded.
Crap. I was going to need an extra-long massage to eradicate this ridiculous day.



16



Sixteen
“You’re up early.”
I struggled to a sitting position the next morning, taking a moment to clear the crusties from my eyes and focus on Kade as he handed me a bag of McDonald’s breakfast takeout.
“I didn’t want to wake you,” Kade replied, dropping his shorts (but unfortunately leaving his boxers in place) before climbing back into bed with me. “I thought I would surprise you with breakfast after your traumatic night.”
We hadn’t talked about it. Not really, at least. I knew he wanted to get everything out in the open, but thankfully he refrained from pressing me on the issue the last night. The light of a new day was a different story.
“Thank you,” I said, accepting the steak and egg bagel from him as I scanned his face for signs of anger. If he was truly upset I figured he wouldn’t climb back into bed with me. Sure, nothing ever happened in the bed but sleep when we were together, but I still took it as a good sign. “If you want to yell … .”
“I’m not going to yell,” Kade said, retrieving his own breakfast sandwich from the bag and handing me a hash brown. “I am curious about why you didn’t tell me what was going to happen when you saw me on the midway before heading to your trailer, though.”
I wondered when that would come up. “I wasn’t sure you’d figured that part out yet,” I admitted ruefully. “I … knew he was coming. I also knew he wasn’t a threat. I didn’t want to risk a big crowd in case he didn’t approach me.”
“Listen, I don’t want to tell you how to live your life because that doesn’t seem fair, but … I hate worrying about you.”
His admission touched me, and caused discomfort to roll through my stomach. He was kind and sweet, and I was keeping a big secret from him. “Had I thought Dakota was going to be a threat I would’ve taken backup,” I said, licking my lips. “I knew he wasn’t a threat. I don’t have a death wish, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“I’m not worried about a death wish,” Kade said. “I’m worried that you’re so used to taking care of yourself that there are times you forget you have someone to help you, and that may result in you getting hurt.”
“He never got close to me.”
“No, but I’ve already seen you get hurt and I don’t want to see it again,” Kade said. “Whatever you’re thinking, I’m not angry. I think you handled yourself pretty well. You’re tough and strong. Heck, you’re pretty amazing.”
He couldn’t have said anything better. “Thank you.”
“I absolutely love the fact that you stabbed him with a peeler,” Kade added, grinning. “I’m just sorry I missed it.”
“Yeah, well, hopefully you’ll be able to see it when it happens a second time.” It was a lame joke but it had the intended effect because Kade chuckled.
“I’m looking forward to that,” he said. “Now, eat your breakfast. You need your fuel.”
“Oh, yeah? What are we doing today?” I asked, unwrapping my breakfast sandwich. “You’ve clearly got a plan.”
“I wouldn’t call it a plan,” Kade clarified. “We are going to take a walk, though.”
“On the wild side?”
Kade snorted. “You’re in a playful mood this morning,” he said. “I would like to take advantage of it – and shut Luke up – but we have other things to worry about.”
His words sent a little thrill through me. That’s when I realized he was just as nervous and worked up over the situation as I was. We were living under a microscope with everyone watching our every move. It was a lot of pressure. “I’m not worried about that,” I said, surprised to find I really meant it. “You were right. We don’t need to rush things. I’m happy with breakfast in bed.”
“That’s good,” Kade said, pressing a quick kiss to my cheek before focusing on his sandwich. “After breakfast, though, we’re heading into the corn.”
“I … why?”
“Because the scarecrow is back,” Kade replied grimly. “I saw it when I parked.”
“Oh.” I wasn’t sure what to think of his scarecrow theory, but he was right. We had to check it out. It would be a lot less scary to do during daylight hours. “I guess we should eat up then, huh? We have a lot going on today.”
“We certainly do,” Kade agreed. “We have to check on a possibly evil scarecrow, run the circus, dodge curious undercover cops who I’m sure will be checking us out, and then I need to see those photographs Luke has of you in the cheerleading uniform.”
Crud. I should’ve known he wouldn’t let that go. “I’ll wow you right now if you forget about those photographs,” I offered.
“I love the sound of bribery in the morning. It won’t work, though.”
“I figured it wouldn’t,” I grumbled. “I had to try.”
“Eat up,” Kade said, patting my bare knee. “You have a really long day ahead of you.”
That didn’t sound good.
“IT LOOKS like a normal scarecrow.”
I studied the straw man with detached interested while Kade got unnaturally close so he could give the purported murdering monster a thorough once over. He was intent on his task, his hands insistent as they roamed the black pants, flannel shirt and burlap bag covering the scarecrow’s head. He reminded me of a noir-ish private detective. All he lacked was the fedora and well-gnawed toothpick.
“You’re pretty cute.” The words were out of my mouth before I realized how sappy they sounded.
Kade shifted his eyes to me, surprised. “Where did that come from?”
“I thought it, so I said it,” I replied. “I don’t have much of a filter sometimes. Don’t let it go to your head.”
“That’s what I like about you,” Kade said, sighing as he tugged on the scarecrow’s shirt. “You’re right, though. This is just a scarecrow. It can’t be what chased you the other night.”
“It is weird that it went missing, though,” I said, glancing around. “I wonder why.”
“I think we’re about to find out,” Kade said, drawing my attention to a spot over his right shoulder. When I shifted to see what he gestured toward I found a burly man in overalls heading in our direction. “Do you think that’s the farmer?”
“I think he’s either the farmer or a worker,” I replied. “I’m honestly glad to see him, though.”
“Why?”
“Because I find it weird that we haven’t seen him yet and that he couldn’t be bothered to come out when a dead body was found on his property.”
“That’s a fair point,” Kade conceded. “I’m sure the cops went to the house to question him. They probably had him busy there for hours. He might not have had the chance to check out the area.”
“He hasn’t been out here at all as far as I can tell, ” I said. “I haven’t seen anyone in this area since the cops left.”
“Except you … alone … in the middle of the night.”
“Oh, let’s not argue,” I pleaded. “We’ll have plenty of time for that later when you try to wrangle those photographs from Luke.”
“I’m not wrangling anything, honey,” Kade said, plastering a bright smile on his face as the farmer approached. “Luke is going to willingly give them to me.”
We’d just see about that. “Hi,” I forced out, keeping my voice friendly as the big man closed the distance between us. “We were just taking a look at your scarecrow here. We’re with the circus. We weren’t doing anything wrong.”
“Take it down a notch,” Kade murmured. “You sound a little defensive.”
I ignored him. “I’m Poet Parker and this is Kade Denton.”
The man stopped about five feet from us, his brown eyes leery as he looked us over. He spent a little extra time checking out my legs, which unnerved me. I couldn’t decide if that was because he was a pervert or because the body discovered on this man’s property was missing legs. Neither was a comforting thought.
“I’m Burt Young.” The man heaved out a sigh as he introduced himself and wiped the back of his neck with a well-worn red bandana. “I figured you were carnies.”
Well, that was insulting. “We’re not carnies,” I corrected. “We’re with the circus.”
“I don’t see how that’s any different,” Burt said. “Why are you trespassing on my property?”
“We wanted to check out the scarecrow,” Kade answered, resting his hand on the back of my neck as he rubbed slow circles into the tender spot above my spine in an effort to calm me.
I hate when people call us “carnies.” It’s insulting and rude … and coming from a guy who looked as if he could double as a Deliverance extra, it was also rich. What? That wasn’t derogatory. Oh, shut up.
“We thought there might be something weird going on with him,” Kade said, choosing his words carefully. “He wasn’t here the other night.”
“He?” Burt arched an eyebrow that had more in common with a spark plug than anything tweezers had ever touched. “You know that’s some straw in a pair of pants, right?”
“I do,” Kade gritted out, clearly annoyed. “I just … is there a reason the scarecrow went on vacation?”
That was an odd way of putting it. “We’re concerned that someone might be messing with you – and us by extension – because we’ve had a few instances of trespassing after dark,” I interjected, causing Kade to lift his sculpted eyebrows. “We’re just looking after everyone’s best interests.” It was a lie, but I didn’t think admitting something chased me in the cornfield – something Kade was convinced was a possessed scarecrow – would do us any favors.
“Well, I can’t say that surprises me,” Burt said, rubbing his stubbled chin. “We’ve had a fair bit of trouble ourselves. I think someone is squatting somewhere close, but for the life of me I can’t figure out where.”
Now we were getting somewhere. “Why do you think that?”
“Because there’s been some odd stuff happening,” Burt said. “Mama thought it might be ghosts or something, but I saw footprints in the dirt outside our house and no ghost left those.”
“How old is your mother?” Kade asked.
“I don’t live with my mother,” Burt said. “Mama is my wife. That’s just what I call her.”
That was even creepier than the scarecrow. “So you saw footprints outside the house,” I prodded. “What else happened that convinced you a squatter was around?”
“Little things,” Burt replied. “Oh, and the dead body without arms and legs. I knew I didn’t do that, so someone else has to be guilty, right?”
“Well, that would be my guess,” Kade hedged, clearly unsure how to proceed.
“Did you know Frank Ryland?” I asked, getting to the heart of the matter.
“Everyone knew Frank,” Burt said. “He was a jackass … but a genuinely nice jackass.”
Yes, I knew plenty of jackasses like that. Oh, wait, no I didn’t. “Do you know anyone around here who would want to kill Frank and dump his body on your land?”
Burt shrugged. “People kill for all sorts of reasons. I can’t pretend to know why Frank was killed.”
He was either being purposely evasive or accidentally obtuse. I couldn’t decide which. “You must have other suspicions,” I pressed. “Footprints are bad, and a dead body is worse, but there has to be something else making you think someone is squatting in the area.”
“There is,” Burt confirmed. “I heard someone screaming in the cornfield a few nights ago. If that’s not proof of someone squatting, I don’t know what is.”
I didn’t think that was exactly proof, but I wasn’t in a position to argue. “Do you think it was Frank?”
“The cops say Frank was in my field for at least a week,” Burt answered. “He could’ve been out here a month without me noticing. This time of year the watering is automated, so we don’t spend a lot of time looking around. We might not have noticed he was even out here until harvest season if you all hadn’t found him.”
“So if Frank wasn’t the one screaming, who was?”
“I have no idea,” Burt answered. “I’m pretty sure it was a woman, though.”
“Well, thank you for your time,” Kade said, slipping his arm around my waist. “We won’t bother you again. I just wanted to get a gander at your scarecrow. I thought for sure he was staring at us the other night. I think we’re just on edge.”
“Oh, don’t worry about it,” Burt said. “People can think themselves into all kinds of things when something horrible happens.”
“Thank you for understanding,” Kade said, ushering me back toward the fairgrounds.
“You don’t have to worry anyway,” Burt added. “This scarecrow is new, so it’s not the one you thought was staring at you. Mama made him just last night.”
I stilled, frowning when I felt Kade’s body tense behind mine. “Why do you have a new scarecrow? What happened to the old one?”
“Someone stole it,” Burt replied. “That’s another reason I’m convinced someone is squatting out here. They probably wanted to do … sexual … things with it. I just wish I knew where they were hiding.”
“Thanks for your time,” Kade said, his hand insistent as it pressed against the small of my back. “I hope you figure out what’s going on.”
“WHAT do you think?”
Kade waited until we were a safe distance from Burt before asking the obvious question.
“I think that … .” What? There’s a possessed scarecrow running around killing people? We had no evidence of that. “I think there’s something odd going on here.”
“Oh, wow, how does that fence you’re sitting on feel on that scrawny behind of yours?” Kade asked, annoyed.
“My behind is not scrawny!”
“I’m sorry,” Kade said, holding up his hands. “That was mean. I happen to like your behind.”
“Whatever,” I muttered, increasing the space between us as I traipsed back toward the circus. “I don’t know what to think. It sounds as if someone is hanging around that guy’s house, maybe staring at Mama or something. If you ever call me ‘mama,’ by the way, it’s over.”
“I have no interest in calling you that,” Kade said, refusing to let me pout and instead grabbing my hand to keep me close. “If he’s right, though, it sounds as if someone is hanging around the cornfield and possibly living out here.”
“You’re convinced it’s a murderous scarecrow, aren’t you?”
“I … don’t know,” Kade admitted. “I think there’s something off about the scarecrow, but I’m starting to wonder whether someone was masquerading as the scarecrow.”
“But … why?”
“Think about it,” Kade said, picking an easy pace so my shorter legs could keep up. “If someone pretended to be a scarecrow they could be in plain sight and spy on us without anyone being suspicious.”
“But why would you hang yourself on a pike to spy?”
“We don’t know that’s what happened,” Kade cautioned. “Someone could’ve taken the real scarecrow down so they could spy for a short amount of time. You heard Burt. They don’t tour every acre of land because they don’t have a need to do it. Someone could’ve taken the scarecrow down and taken its place to spy on us.”
I still wasn’t convinced. “So why steal the scarecrow?”
“Maybe they didn’t steal the scarecrow,” Kade said. “Maybe they hid it. It could be anywhere around here.”
He had a point. “Okay, let’s say you’re right – although I’m not certain you are – why spy on us?”
“Because someone clearly has an agenda,” Kade replied. “I don’t know whether they killed Frank as a warning to us, meaning he was probably in the wrong place at the wrong time, or they’re now interested in us to cover for the murder. I do think somehow everything is connected.”
I studied his profile as we crossed the dreamcatcher and returned to the fairgrounds. “So you don’t think it was an evil scarecrow?”
Kade’s smile was rueful. “I’m not ruling it out,” he said. “That seems unlikely, though. It seems far more likely a human is messing with us – and apparently trying to do sexual things with a scarecrow, if you believe Burt.”
“Well, we’ll have to keep our eyes open,” I said. “I’ll watch your back and you can watch mine.”
“I like watching your back,” Kade said, wrinkling his nose as he gave me a gentle kiss. He was feeling me out to determine whether I was still irritated.
“Even though my behind is scrawny?” Yeah, I wasn’t letting that go.
“Oh, man.” Kade made a face. “How long are you going to be ticked about that?”
“I haven’t decided yet.”
“Well … .” Kade broke off, frowning when he caught sight of Percival jogging around the outer pathway that encircled the circus grounds. He was shirtless, and he appeared to have a fan club.
Now, I don’t know a lot about British bodies. The accents are a known commodity, but the bodies … . Movies have taught me that British men are pasty, pale and scrawny. Percival seemed to be the exception to the rule. I wasn’t the only one who thought that, because Nixie, Naida and Raven all trailed behind as he took his morning jog. I’d never known any of them to work out before, but now they were all struggling to keep pace as Percival’s smooth and chiseled chest gleamed under the early morning sunlight.
“Wow.” The single word was out of my mouth before I realized the intelligence associated with uttering it.
Kade scowled when I risked a glance in his direction. “I hate that guy,” he grumbled. “He’s a freaking clown. Those idiots are chasing him like it’s a scene from Rocky.”
“He’s a hot clown.” What? He said my behind was scrawny. He had it coming.
“He’s British,” Kade snapped. “He’s supposed to look like Prince Charles, not Chris Hemsworth.”
I was impressed with his pop culture knowledge. “You’re still hot. Don’t worry. Your body is great.”
“I’m not worried!” Kade was growing increasingly shrill.
“He has the accent and the body, but you have … charisma.”
Kade grabbed my waist, causing me to squeal as I tried to escape. “You’re in big trouble! I’ll show you charisma.”
In the end, it wasn’t a bad morning after all – other than the potential murderer hanging around the cornfield. Hey, nothing is perfect.
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Seventeen
Kade and I were laughing so hard we didn’t notice Luke and Max drinking coffee at the picnic table in front of the trailers when we returned to start our workday preparations. Kade refused to stop tickling me, and I couldn’t catch my breath, resorting to gasping to keep from passing out.
“Ah, young love,” Luke cooed, his hair standing on end as he wrapped his fingers around his mug. He’d clearly just got out of bed. “And how are Dawson and Joey this sweltering summer morning?”
I frowned at the reference.
“What is that supposed to mean?” Kade was reluctant to release me, but because the boss was present he obviously decided pretending to be professional was just as good as being professional.
“It’s a television show,” I said. “It was a teenage soap opera.”
“Ah.” Kade ran his hand through his hair before sitting next to Luke and reaching for the coffee carafe. I couldn’t decide whether he purposely distanced himself from Max or wanted to irritate Luke. It was a toss-up. “I vaguely remember that show. Was Dawson the resident heartthrob?”
“No, that would’ve been Pacey,” I replied, realizing too late that I was owning up to watching an outdated show built around pretentious teenagers. “Not that I would know or anything.”
I took the open seat next to Max and returned his kind smile. He looked exhausted. I had no doubt my ultimatum weighed heavily on him. I also had no intention of backing down. Kade had to know the truth. Every day I got closer to him. Every day I risked my heart breaking when he found out I’d been lying to him. I couldn’t take much more pressure, because I knew I would collapse … and soon.
“Yes, she wouldn’t know,” Luke teased, grinning. “She watched every episode with me last year when we were going through our Netflix phase.”
“It’s okay,” Kade said. “I think it’s funny. If Pacey was the heartthrob, though, why did Dawson get the girl? Joey is a girl, right? I think that’s how I remember it. The girls in my high school watched that show.”
“Joey is a girl,” Luke said. “And Dawson didn’t end up with the girl. He was the only guy who had a show named after him who lost the girl in the end. True story.”
Huh. I’d never really thought about that. “That is weird,” I said, rolling my neck until it cracked before accepting a mug of coffee from Max. “Why do you think that is?”
“I think Dawson was a douche, and everyone knew it,” Luke replied. “That’s why Kade is Dawson.”
“Yeah, I don’t want to be Dawson,” Kade said, refusing to rise to Luke’s obvious bait. He didn’t want to pick a fight, which I would’ve welcomed at this point. I knew why, too. He wanted those photos. Drat! “I want to be Pacey. If he gets the girl, I’m clearly Pacey.”
“You can’t be Pacey,” Luke scoffed. “I’m Pacey.”
“You can’t be Pacey,” I countered. “He gets the girl, not the boy.”
“Yes, but teenage soap operas rarely let gay characters get anyone,” Luke argued. “I’m Pacey.”
“Dawson’s Creek had a gay character named Jack,” Max pointed out, taking everyone by surprise. “He ended up with Pacey’s brother in the final episode. You’re clearly Jack.”
I couldn’t keep my mouth from dropping open. “You watched Dawson’s Creek?”
“You weren’t the only ones addicted to Netflix,” Max replied, clearing his throat to signify the conversation was going to take a serious turn. “What can you tell me about the body?”
“Nothing more than I’ve already told you,” I replied. “Kade thinks there’s something fishy going on with the scarecrow, but I don’t know what to think.”
Max lifted his eyebrows. “The scarecrow?”
“It was there the day the body was found and gone the night Poet was chased through the cornfield,” Kade explained.
“It’s back now,” Luke said, craning his neck so he could see the area in question. “Do you think it’s walking around killing people? That would make a great horror movie.”
“That’s not the same scarecrow,” I said. “Also, that would make a weird horror movie. Who’s afraid of a killer made of straw? Light a match and … whoosh!”
“Whatever,” Luke said. “I would be a great lead for that horror movie. I’ve always been a terrific screamer. I’ve even been likened to a young Jamie Lee Curtis.”
Kade incredulously shook his head before locking gazes with me. “I’m going to let that one go.”
“That’s probably wise,” I said, sharing a small smile with him.
“How do you know it’s not the same scarecrow?” Max asked. “Is it dressed differently or something?”
“I saw the scarecrow was back this morning when I was coming back from town with breakfast,” Kade said. “Poet and I went to check it out once we were done eating. We bumped into the farmer who owns the land. He told us.”
“A breakfast I wasn’t invited to, mind you,” Luke groused. “I still haven’t eaten.”
“There’s cereal in your trailer,” I reminded him. “Eat that.”
“I’m definitely giving Kade those photos now,” Luke huffed.
“Kade left you out of breakfast,” I said, an idea forming. “You’ll be rewarding him for bad behavior if you give him the photos now.”
“Hey!” Kade extended a warning finger. “I’m going to see those photographs. I don’t care how you manipulate Luke. They will be mine.”
“What photographs?” Max asked, his eyes twinkling. He clearly enjoyed the banter, which made the task in front of him all the more difficult. My heart went out to him even as my irritation threatened to overwhelm me. I needed him to move faster.
“The ones of Poet when she got drunk that one night and dressed up in the cheerleader uniform,” Luke replied. “I took photos and video, and I’ve been holding them over her head. She’s not being blackmailed right, though. I don’t like it.”
Max snickered. “I remember that night.”
“You do not,” I shot back. “You weren’t there.”
“Yes, I was,” Max said. “You might’ve been too drunk to remember, but I was there. Someone ran up to my trailer and told me I couldn’t miss the show, so I came down.”
I was mortified. I had no idea Max witnessed my performance, if you can even call slurring words and jumping up and down until tipping over a performance. “I … who told you to come down?”
“Raven.”
“Well, that figures,” I muttered, visions of payback dancing in my head. I didn’t care that the incident happened two years ago, she was going down. “She needs me to kick her in the vagina.”
“Poet!” Max’s eyebrows flew up his forehead as Luke and Kade burst into gales of laughter. “I just … her vagina?”
Sometimes I think my mouth has a mind of its own and my big brain doesn’t connect with that mind. I can’t explain it. “I … yes. I want to kick her in the vagina. I said it … and I mean it.”
“Oh, I love chick fights,” Luke enthused. “Tell me before you do it so I can film it and add it to my collection.”
“Your embarrassing Poet moments collection?” I wanted to kick him, too.
Luke bobbed his head as he snickered. “It will have prominent placement. I promise.”
“I’m going to find all of those photos and videos and destroy them,” I warned. “I can control minds. I’ll make you tell me where everything is.”
“You will not,” Luke argued. “You’re too good for that. It’s a violation.”
He wasn’t wrong. Controlling bad guys and forcing them to do something wasn’t easy, but I could convince myself of the merit associated with it because it’s for the greater good. Mind- raping a friend is something else entirely. The mere suggestion made me squirm. “Fine,” I muttered. “If you show him, though, I’m going to kick you in your vagina.”
“Well, at least that will be entertaining,” Luke said, winking. “Go back to the scarecrow. Why is it different?”
“The farmer, who calls his own wife ‘Mama,’ by the way, told us his went missing,” I replied. “Kade originally thought the scarecrow came alive and went after me, but now he’s leaning toward a human dressing as the scarecrow and replacing it so he could spy on us without attracting unwanted attention.”
“Wow, that was a mouthful,” Kade said, shaking his head. “I never thought the scarecrow came alive and chased you. I merely pointed out that the scarecrow was gone.”
“After admitting you’re terrified of corn because of Children of the Corn.”
“And that’s why I can’t wait to see those photos,” Kade said. “You need to be taken down a notch or two. By the way, I’m not terrified of corn. I said there’s something creepy about a cornfield. There’s a difference.”
Crud. I dig myself in deeper every time I open my mouth.
“Oh, leave her alone,” Luke chided. “I can’t stand it when everyone gangs up on her. It makes me want to take her side.”
That was a step in the right direction. “Thank you, Luke. That’s why you’re my best friend.”
“You’re mine, too.”
“I know,” I said. “You’re the most loyal person I know … and the most handsome. You’re even more handsome than Percival.”
Kade scorched me with a dark look. “Keep it up. I’ll finish the tickle war I started earlier, and I won’t stop until you cry.”
“You two really need to start doing the horizontal mambo so I don’t have to listen to this PG-rated courting you’re doing,” Luke complained. “If you’re going to have a tickle war you should be naked … and there should be oil and stuff.”
“All right, that will be enough of that,” Max said, making a face.
“You don’t even know what we’re talking about,” Luke said.
“I don’t want to know either,” Max shot back. “We need to focus on the problem at hand. We’re in town for only a few more days. That means if something is going to happen directed at us it’s going to happen soon.”
“That’s not our only problem,” Kade said. “The cops are suspicious of us, too. That Detective Brewer who was out here the day we found the body returned last night because Poet stabbed a guy with a potato peeler. He’s even more suspicious now.”
“I heard about that,” Max said. “That guy is lucky I wasn’t around, because I would’ve peeled him a couple of times before calling the cops. Things could’ve gone a lot worse for him.”
“Nellie wanted to peel him, too,” I said. “As for luck … well … he’s not going to survive county jail for very long.”
“Do you feel guilty about that?” Max asked.
I shook my head. “He was going to kill three innocent people. I don’t feel guilty about wiping his memory and setting him up for a messy prison death.”
“Then what’s the problem?”
“The problem is that someone killed a man and removed his limbs,” Kade replied. “Poet has remarked on more than one occasion that the death felt ritual. That means it feels off and weird. Most people look at circus folk as if they’re off and weird. We’ll be suspects.”
“So you’re worried the police will try to pin the murder on us if they go too long without a legitimate suspect,” Max mused, rubbing the back of his neck. “We have an airtight alibi. We were hundreds of miles east when the murder occurred.”
“You have runners, though,” Kade reminded him. “Everyone knows it, because the guys ask questions and draw attention to themselves about a week before we show up. They could be suspects.”
“I never considered that,” Max said. “Still, we didn’t murder anyone. I have a hard time believing the cops would focus on us when there’s no proof of guilt. That seems … unlikely.”
“You obviously don’t watch enough television,” Luke said. “There are dirty cops everywhere.”
“There are also good police officers,” Max said. “I’ve chosen to live my life on the right side of the law for a reason. I believe in the system. It works. Are there errors? Of course. If the police come after us, we’ll handle it.”
Kade stilled, Max’s words washing over him. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“Only that this isn’t the first time we’ve ended up on the wrong end of a murder investigation,” Max replied. “We make convenient scapegoats for some people.”
“But … .”
“He’s saying that we’ve been questioned before,” I explained. “Sometimes it was warranted, because we really do make people disappear. Sure, they’re bad people, but when you delve too deeply into our timeline you’ll find a string of missing people trailing behind us.”
“Like the guy you and Luke killed the week I started at the circus?” Kade asked, reminding me of the serial killer I mind-wiped before sending him into a lake to keep the unsuspecting local women safe.
“Yes.” I wasn’t sorry about killing him. The dreamcatcher lured evil entities. Some of them are supernatural but the rest are human. “We only kill bad people, but we do kill.”
“I’m not accusing you of anything,” Kade said, reaching across the table and resting his hand on mine. “Don’t think I was doing that.”
“I … don’t,” I said, my cheeks warming as Max sent me a sidelong glance, his expression unreadable. “I was only explaining that if anyone looks too closely at our history they’ll find some odd things. It’s inevitable. That’s why we have contingency plans for when that happens.”
“And what are those?”
“I … .” How could I explain this without looking like a monster?
Luke slapped the table, startling everyone before inclining his chin in the direction of the front gate. “Don’t look now, kids, but it looks as if we’re going to have to put that contingency plan into action sooner rather than later.”
“What? Why?” Kade knit his eyebrows.
“The cops are here,” Luke said, causing my heart to freeze when I caught sight of the now-familiar detective striding in our direction. “Something tells me he’s not here for an elephant ear and the big show.”
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Eighteen
I often find cop faces hard to read. They always look stern, even when they’re about to give you good news, so it’s impossible to ascertain their inner emotions before they speak. Granted, I’ve never received good news from a police officer. The first round of bad news I got was the death of my parents, so I might be biased. The look on Detective Lance Brewer’s face as he approached was one for the record books, though.
“He does not look happy,” Kade said, keeping his voice low. “What do you think is going on?”
“Something tells me he’s not here to inform us they arrested a scarecrow,” I replied, earning an appreciative chuckle from Luke and a warning look from Kade.
“Keep it up, Poet,” Kade intoned. “Once we’re alone I’m going to make you pay.”
“And possibly with photos,” Luke teased.
Now it was my turn to scowl. “We’re all going to have a big discussion about those photos before the end of the night. Mark my words.”
“I love it when you get bossy,” Luke said, wrinkling his nose. “If I was straight it would turn me on.”
“We all love it when she gets bossy,” Max said. “Let me do the talking.”
“Why do you get to do the talking?” Luke asked. He was obviously disappointed. His crush on the detective seemed to be growing.
“Because I said so,” Max replied, pushing himself to his feet. “Good morning, detective. Can we get you a mug of coffee?”
Brewer took a moment to look Max up and down before focusing on me. “Good morning, Ms. Parker. We need to have a talk.”
Uh-oh. This couldn’t be good. “Did something happen to Dakota?” I asked, hoping I sounded concerned rather than defensive. “I already wrote out my statement and emailed it to your office this morning, just like you asked.” I hate having to suck up, but sometimes it’s necessary.
“I read through your statement, and everything seems to be in order,” Brewer answered. “That’s not why I’m here.”
“Well, we’re all dying to know why you’re here,” Max said. “Why don’t you tell us? I think we’d all appreciate it.”
“Uh-huh.” Brewer furrowed his brow. “And you are?”
“I’m Maxwell Anderson. I own Mystic Caravan.”
“I thought she was the owner.” Brewer pointed at me. “She was the one I dealt with last night and when we discovered the first body.”
I stilled. The first body? Crap. That means they found a second body. That definitely wasn’t good.
“Poet is my second in command,” Max explained. “She handles the day-to-day operations while I take on more of an advisory position.”
“Does that mean she does all the work while you count the money?”
Brewer clearly had an attitude today. I had no idea why he was taking out his aggression on Max, but I had to prevent this burgeoning argument before Max lost his temper. I’d only seen that happen a few times, but it was terrifying. The last thing this situation needed was an out-of-control mage. “It means that Max is far too valuable to waste on petty disputes and the like,” I replied. “What can I do to help you, detective?”
“You can tell me where you were last night between the hours of midnight and four,” Brewer said, not missing a beat.
“And may I ask why you want to know about Ms. Parker’s whereabouts?” Max asked. He sounded calm, but I could practically feel the atmosphere sparking due to his bubbling temper.
“Because they found another body,” I answered, instantly wishing I’d had the foresight to keep my mouth shut when Brewer’s keen eyes bored in on me.
“And how did you know that?” Brewer asked.
“Because you referenced the first body,” Kade answered for me, his face somber. “We all heard it.”
“We did,” Luke agreed. “You should be more careful when you’re setting a trap, detective. And you should also wear brighter colors because that muted tan suit of yours washes you out.”
Brewer opened his mouth and then snapped it shut, Luke’s flirting obviously catching him off guard.
“Poet was with me last night,” Kade supplied.
“All night?” Brewer arched a challenging eyebrow.
“After you left, Luke and I cleaned up the dinner dishes, and then I slept in her trailer with her,” Kade replied. “She was in the bathtub when I entered. When she got out I gave her a massage and then we passed out. She was still asleep when I woke up this morning and left to get breakfast. That was long after four.”
“I see,” Brewer said. “What about the rest of the people here? Can you account for all of their whereabouts, too?”
“Obviously he can’t,” Max said, his nostrils flaring as he tugged Brewer’s attention in his direction. “No one is under lock and key here. It’s obvious you found another body, detective. Instead of interrogating us, perhaps you should tell us what you found and let us confirm or deny any suspicions you have.”
That sounded reasonable.
“I’m not at liberty to discuss the current investigation,” Brewer said. “I am at liberty to search this circus, though.”
“Not without a warrant you’re not,” Max shot back.
“I don’t need a warrant because the property is owned by the city,” Brewer countered. “You’re in charge, right? Isn’t that what you said? Shouldn’t you know that?”
Kade and I exchanged a wary look. This was going south fast.
“You can search the grounds,” Kade said. “You cannot, however, enter anyone’s private dwelling without a warrant.”
“I can search the tents, though,” Brewer said. “Those are open to the public. Surely you don’t have a problem with that.”
“Knock yourself out,” Max said, glancing at me. “You have my permission to search all public areas. If you secure permission from the owner of a private area, you may search that, too.”
“That’s very gracious of you. I’m very thankful for your cooperation.” Brewer’s tone didn’t match his words.
“We’re gracious people,” Max said. “Poet will lead you wherever you want to go.”
I considered arguing but thought better of it. I knew why Max wanted me to accompany Brewer. There really was no other choice.
“Are you okay with that?” Brewer asked, locking gazes with me.
“I look forward to it,” I lied. “Shall we get started?”
“SO, HOW does this work?” Brewer asked, falling into step with me as I led him along the main pathway that cut through the circus grounds. “Do you infiltrate minds or just do cold reads on people and let them lead you to half-truths you can exploit?”
I tried to hide my frown but failed. I was used to people doubting my talents – and even making fun of me behind my back – but Brewer’s attitude made me want to punch him somewhere. He was lucky he didn’t have boobs, because if I could get a clear shot … pow! “It really doesn’t matter, does it?”
“I’m just curious.”
“And I’m not keen on sharing trade secrets,” I said. “Where do you want to look first?”
“Your trailer.”
“We were in front of my trailer five minutes ago,” I reminded him. “You should’ve asked then.”
“Does that mean you’re not going to let me search your trailer?” Brewer asked.
It was a trap. “You can certainly search my trailer,” I replied, knowing nothing incriminating was inside. “I’m sure Kade would love to show you around.”
“He referred to it as your trailer, though,” Brewer said. “That means he doesn’t live there with you.”
“He doesn’t.”
“And why is that?”
“Because he only joined our group a few weeks ago and it seems a little sudden to start playing house,” I replied. “Do you have any other questions about my relationship that you’d like to spread around to the other students in class? Perhaps you would prefer passing a note.”
“I guess I deserved that,” Brewer said. “That part of your life is really none of my business. I thought you were dating the dark-haired guy first … and then you showed up with the blond guy … but this morning you were sitting next to the old guy while the dark-haired guy said you were with him. I’m sure you understand my confusion.”
Did he just call me a slut? “The blond guy is my best friend … and he’s gay,” I replied, although I had no idea why I was explaining the confusing chains of my personal life to him. “Max is my boss and also like a father to me. He took me in when I was young and living on the street.”
“And why did he do that?”
“Because he’s a kind man and I would’ve died otherwise,” I said matter-of-factly. “I was alone and he gave me a home. I will be forever grateful. He asked for nothing but hard work from me in return. Don’t insinuate terrible things about him.”
“I’m sorry,” Brewer said, holding up his hands in a conciliatory manner. “That was rude. I read about what happened to your parents and saw your juvenile record when I ran your name through our system. You’ve kept your nose clean for a long time.”
I frowned. I’d been arrested twice during my youth. I shouldn’t have been surprised he ran a background check on me, but his words still stung. “I made mistakes when I was younger,” I said. “I was hungry and frightened. That’s not an excuse, but I like to think I’ve made up for those mistakes.”
“I’m sure you have,” Brewer said, turning toward Nixie’s craft tent. “What do we have here?”
A circus is a small community, and gossip spreads faster than ear rot at a Nickelback concert. One look at Nixie’s face told me she already knew who Brewer was – and why he was here.
“I’m Nixie.” The pixie extended her hand. “Can I offer you a voodoo doll?” Nixie held out one of her dolls, causing me to internally cringe when Brewer took it. In truth, the voodoo dolls are former people. Nixie made a special powder that allowed her to shrink evil beings down to a manageable size, and because she didn’t appreciate wastefulness she then sold the husks as voodoo dolls. What? It’s not as sick as it sounds. Okay, maybe a little.
“Why do you sell voodoo dolls?” Brewer asked, offering Nixie a charming smile. He knew I couldn’t be schmoozed, but she was another story.
“People like kitschy things and that’s why they come to the circus,” I answered for the nervous sprite. “What’s more kitschy than a voodoo doll?”
“I guess that makes sense,” Brewer acknowledged, studying the doll. “Why is this thing so … normal looking?”
“Because the truly frightening things in this world look normal,” Nixie replied. “It’s easier when you can identify a monster on sight. It’s a lot more terrifying when the real monster is the normal-looking guy next door.”
“That was almost profound,” Brewer said.
It was. That made me think she read it in a fortune cookie or something. “Do you want to search Nixie’s booth?”
“I don’t think she looks like a murderer,” Brewer said, winking at Nixie and causing her to bark out an obnoxious laugh. She’s terrible under pressure sometimes. “Besides, everything is out in the open here. Someone would have to be stupid to hide something in plain sight.”
He had a point. “Where to next?”
“What’s over there?” Brewer asked, pointing toward one of the animal tents. Crap. I hadn’t thought that far ahead. He couldn’t enter that tent, mostly because there were a bunch of signs outside warning people to stay away from the vicious animals – while inside we didn’t have any animals. We had shifters, not animals, and those shifters didn’t walk around in animal form unless they had to perform.
“That’s where we keep the tiger,” I replied, casting a furtive look in Nixie’s direction. “We can’t go in there, though.”
“Why not?”
“You have to be licensed to be around the animals.”
“Are you licensed?”
I swallowed hard. “Yes.”
“Then I’m sure you can show me the animals.”
Crud. “I would love to show you the animals.” I sent a mental order to Nixie, knowing she would understand, and then set a slow pace to give her time to scurry around the back of her tent and find Seth. We had to time this perfectly. “You don’t have any food on you, do you?”
Brewer shot me a quizzical look. “Food?”
“A tiger will attack if it smells food,” I explained, biding for time. “They don’t like certain aftershaves either. You’re not an Old Spice guy, are you?” I was playing a hunch.
“I don’t wear aftershave,” Brewer replied. “We should be okay.”
“Well, great.”
By the time we got to the tiger tent I was a nervous wreck. I pushed open the flap and blew out a relieved sigh when I saw Nellie sitting on top of a box and sharing a bagel with Seth. The shifter, in his tiger form, gingerly snapped up his half of the bagel.
“What’s up, Buttercup?” Nellie asked, reclining in his chair and giving Brewer a special gander at his hairy legs and pink underwear. I was happy he was even wearing underwear. Sometimes he likes to go commando.
“You remember Detective Brewer,” I said. “He’s searching the grounds. Apparently another body was found, but he won’t tell us anything about it.”
“He thinks we’re murderers, huh?” Nellie reached into a bag and came back with another bagel to share with Seth. “Figures.”
“I can’t remember your name from last night. Would you like to remind me?” Brewer managed to hide his discomfort with Nellie’s appearance relatively quickly.
“Nellie.”
“Nelson Adler,” I corrected. “He’s been with the circus longer than I have.”
“And yet you’re still the boss,” Nellie said, rolling his eyes. “Where’s the justice in that?”
“Are you supposed to be hanging out with a tiger like that?” Brewer asked, giving Seth a wide berth as the animal flicked its tail.
“You said you wanted to see the animal quarters,” I reminded him. “This is the tiger tent. This is … Tony.” Seth hates that name – mostly because of the cereal – but I couldn’t risk calling him by his real name in case Brewer ran searches on all of us. He wouldn’t understand a tiger and trainer/acrobat having the same moniker.
“But he’s loose,” Brewer said.
“He’s fine.” I wandered over to Seth and stroked his broad head. He’s an attractive man but he’s an absolutely beautiful animal. His fur is soft and inviting, and he purrs like … well, a really big cat. He’s breathtaking. “How’s my boy?”
Seth rubbed his forehead against my chin, giving the appearance of being a happy cat. Brewer must’ve felt brave enough to move closer, because he tentatively reached his hand out to touch Seth’s fur.
“Can I touch him?”
For the first time I saw legitimate awe on Brewer’s features. We were something to marvel instead of fear. It would be fleeting, but the emotion was clearly there. “Go ahead.”
Brewer’s hand shook as he pressed it to the back of Seth’s neck. “God, he’s … amazing.”
“He is,” I agreed, keeping my eyes trained on the jittery police detective. “We’re not hiding anything here. I know you don’t believe that, but we’re a family and we’re here to do a job. How would killing people benefit us?”
That was kind of a loaded question because we did kill people.
“I have a job to do, Ms. Parker,” Brewer said, reluctantly pulling his hand from Seth. “You’re suspects in multiple homicides. That’s not my fault.”
“It’s not our fault either,” Nellie said. “We’re not murderers, but people always point the finger at us because we’re different.”
Brewer frowned as he faced off with the dwarf. “Have you ever considered people look at you that way because you insist on drawing attention to yourselves? Perhaps if you want to be left alone you should stay out of evening gowns.”
“I like the way they make me feel,” Nellie said. “They’re soft and silky … and they make me feel pretty. I also like airing out my bits from time to time, and I can’t do that in pants.”
I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing at the horrified expression on Brewer’s face.
Brewer took a moment to collect himself before shifting his attention to me. “Shall we continue, Ms. Parker?”
“Of course. This is the highlight of my day.”
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Nineteen
Brewer’s tour took longer than I thought – and he was a real jerkwad when it came to searching areas that obviously held nothing but clown costumes – so I had to rush to get dressed before the gates opened and missed out on relaying any gleaned tidbits to Luke and Kade before I had to open my attraction.
I ate a quick lunch behind a curtain in my tent, but by the time the dinner hour approached I was exhausted. I wanted to do nothing more than crawl into bed, curl up next to something warm (okay, more like smoking hot) and go to sleep. Instead I had what felt like endless hours in front of me, and I wasn’t sure I could take it.
Almost as if sensing my mental distress, Kade poked his head inside of the tent. He had two takeout containers in his hands.
“Are you my next reading?” Part of me hoped that was the case.
Kade smiled as he closed the distance between us. “I’m your dinner date,” he replied. “From the looks of it, I arrived just in time. You appear to be running on fumes.”
The gesture touched me, even as I reluctantly shot him a rueful smile. “I can’t take a dinner break. The line outside is really long. I’ll never get through it if I take a break.”
“Well, you’re taking a break,” Kade said. “I already put up a sign that says you’ll be back in thirty minutes.”
That was pretty sweet of him … and bossy. I was used to being the bossy one. “Don’t you think you should’ve asked me if that was okay before you did it?”
“Nope.” Kade rested the food containers on top of my Ouija board. “I got kebabs and rice. I figure you can never go wrong when you have meat on a stick.”
“Somewhere Luke’s head is imploding because he’s not here to make a joke about that comment.”
Kade smiled. “Somehow I think we’ll survive without him.” He leaned forward and graced me with a soft kiss. “You look tired.”
“Thanks,” I said dryly. “I can’t tell you how nice that is to hear.”
“I didn’t mean it that way,” Kade said, making a face that was supposed to reflect stern disapproval and instead made him ridiculously adorable. “You always look beautiful. You look as if you’d prefer being beautiful in bed right now, though.”
The double meaning of his words wasn’t lost on either of us and I could feel a blush climbing my cheeks. “Well, that will have to wait for a few hours. This place is nowhere near close to calling it a night.”
“I know,” Kade said. “I didn’t get a chance to see you after your tour with Brewer. What happened?”
“Oh, you do have ulterior motives for bringing me dinner,” I teased. “I see how it is.”
“Don’t be a pain. Tell me how things went.”
“They went pretty much as you’d expect them to go,” I replied, opening my food container and giggling when my stomach growled in appreciation the moment the heavenly aroma hit my olfactory senses. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until Kade showed up with one of my favorite meals. “He held one of Nixie’s voodoo dolls and commented on how normal it looked. Then he petted Seth and had a moment where I swear he was almost human. Then we hit the midway, where Darynda and Delbert were in the middle of one of their patented fights, and he got some pie on him when they started throwing the clown props.”
Kade smirked. “I’m sorry I missed that.”
“It wasn’t nearly as exciting as it sounds,” I said. “The truth is, he’s extremely boring and clinical.”
“Are you saying he’s not sexy … like me?”
“Oh, he’s nowhere near as sexy as you,” I said, blowing a small air kiss for emphasis – and immediately hating myself for the cheesy move. “That came out more spaz than sexpot. Sorry.”
“I liked it,” Kade said, chuckling. “Did you read Brewer’s mind? I assume that’s why Max wanted you to show him around instead of me.”
“I did,” I confirmed. “He’s not evil or anything, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“I never thought he was evil.”
“Oh, really? That was my first inclination,” I said. “I must be slipping.”
“I think you’re just tired,” Kade said. “Tell me what you saw in that thick head of his.”
I blew out a sigh. “He’s … normal,” I said. “I don’t generally like using that word but there’s really no other way to describe him. He takes the garbage out every Wednesday. He dates a woman and they have three meals together a week – never more, never less.”
“That really takes the romance out of it, doesn’t it?”
“He’s not interested in romance,” I replied. “Don’t get me wrong, he thinks about sex as often as the next guy – which is to say every ten seconds – but he’s not one for warm feelings and mutual affection.”
“That makes me a little sad,” Kade said, capturing my hand. “I would miss our mutual affection.”
“That came out a little sanitized, didn’t it?”
“Just a little,” Kade said. “You can blame it on being tired. What else did you find?”
“He doesn’t necessarily think it’s us, but he doesn’t know where else to look,” I said. “He’s a good guy who goes to church every Sunday he’s not working, donates his time to a youth basketball league and otherwise spends his days fixating on work.
“This murder has him rattled. He’s not sure what to do because he’s never seen anything like it before,” I continued. “He thinks there’s something off about it – I mean other than the obvious – and he’s been reading up on the occult.”
“Like?”
“Just random crap at the library,” I said. “He won’t get anywhere with it, but he’s at a loss. He’s really worried one of us is guilty and that once we leave nothing else will happen and he’ll be blamed for letting a murderer waltz out of town.”
“What did you learn about the second victim?”
“It was a woman with blue eyes,” I replied. “Her name is Helen Welling and she’s not from around here. She was at the rest stop on the interstate and someone killed her in the bathroom late last night.”
Kade tilted his head to the side, his mind busy as he processed the new information. “That rest stop is only about two miles from here if you walk across the cornfield.”
I’d already figured that out. “Yeah, the murder sites are close,” I said. “There are no cameras at the rest stop, and it was so late at night there were no witnesses. No one saw Helen drive up, and she wasn’t discovered until early this morning.”
“Was she … um … missing any parts?” Kade asked.
It was an odd way to phrase a question, but I had to give him props for refusing to get graphic. I didn’t have that problem. “Her eyes were gouged out.”
“Oh, man.” Kade rubbed the back of his neck. “Were corn husks shoved in her eyes, too?”
I nodded. “Brewer considers it a signature, but he doesn’t want anyone else finding out. He thinks the fewer people who know the better.”
“What do you think?”
“I think someone wants to frame us,” I replied. “I also think that same someone won’t hesitate to attack us if the opportunity strikes.”
“We need to be vigilant,” Kade said. “We won’t be here much longer. We have only two more nights.”
His words had a sobering effect on me, but not for the obvious reason. We had only two more nights in Lincoln. That meant I had only two more nights with Kade before Max either gave in to my demands and admitted the truth or I blew Kade’s world out of the water myself. My stomach rolled at the realization.
“Hey, where did you go?” Kade squeezed my hand. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll keep each other safe.”
I forced a smile for his benefit. “It will be okay. I … have faith.”
Now I had to decide whether I was trying to convince him or myself.
I SHUT my tent down a full hour early. Even though some of the locals were disappointed, I feigned a stomachache and explained my mental channels were blocked when I was sick. The lie worked on most of them, and I told myself those who continued to complain were douches, so it really didn’t matter what they thought.
In truth, my stomach was upset. I wasn’t suffering from any malady other than a guilty conscience, but I was running out of time and an overwhelming feeling of dread was beginning to close in on me. I don’t normally consider myself claustrophobic, but that’s exactly how I felt.
My world was shrinking. How small would it get before everything was said and done?
I knew Kade would be at the big tent watching the main act. While part of me wanted to join him to watch the show together for what might be the last time, I couldn’t will my feet to walk in that direction. Instead, I headed toward the midway. If I joined Kade and Luke in the big tent I would have to explain why I closed my attraction early, and I wasn’t up for lying. I’d had more than enough of that.
I stopped at one of the concession stands long enough to grab a ginger ale – my stomach really was upset – and then headed down the game row. Ostensibly I was merely watching to make sure things were running smoothly. In reality I needed an aimless walk, and since I couldn’t leave the fairgrounds without risking possible murder and eye gouging if I crossed over the protective lines of the dreamcatcher, my options for stretching my legs were limited.
I wasn’t surprised to find the smarmy midway boss Mark Lane watching me when I turned the corner. Instead of walking in a straight line and risking having to talk to him, I swerved to my right and cut between two game booths to avoid him. Mark was the last person I wanted to deal with, and that included whoever was cutting off people’s body parts and leaving cornhusks behind.
I pulled up short when two young girls barreled into me, their excited giggles causing me to paste a smile on my face even though I was irritated that they weren’t watching where they were going. It took me a moment to realize I recognized them. They were the girls who discovered Frank Ryland’s body. What were their names again? I searched my memory instead of reading their minds. That seemed like a lot of effort when I wasn’t feeling great.
“You’re Grace and Mary, right?”
The blond heads bobbed up and down as the girls solemnly nodded.
“How did you know that?” Grace asked. The only reason I could tell them apart was because I heard the cops talking to them in the field before they took them home to chat with their parents. I knew she was the younger one.
“I was in the field with you the other day when you found … um … the thing.”
“She means the dead guy,” Mary said, sipping from a bottle of water. “She was with that guy when we started screaming.”
“Oh, yeah,” Grace said, immediately brightening. “We know you, so you’re not technically a stranger.”
Ah, so that’s what was bothering her. “Did your parents warn you about talking to strangers?”
“We’re not supposed to ever do it,” Mary answered. “We do it sometimes, though. We can usually tell if someone is bad by the way they talk to us. You look okay, but that skirt is kind of weird.”
I glanced down at my gauzy blue maxi-skirt and smiled. “I guess it is kind of weird,” I acknowledged. “Your dress is pretty, though. I like the color.” I touched the simple cotton frock for emphasis. “The flowers are a nice touch, too.”
“Our mom made it,” Grace explained. “It didn’t come from a store.”
My heart went out to her. The lack of labels probably bothered her because the other kids teased her at school. Now I understood why the girls were playing in the field that day. If they didn’t have money for store-bought clothes they probably didn’t have money for toys either. That was a little sad.
“Well, it’s beautiful,” I said. “It doesn’t matter if it came from a store or not. Don’t let that bother you.”
“Did your skirt come from a store?” Mary asked.
“It did,” I replied. “I wish I could sew, though. If I could sew I would definitely make my own clothes. I don’t know how to do it, so I’m stuck getting my clothes in a store.”
Grace wrinkled her nose. “Why don’t you ask your mom to help you?”
My heart inadvertently pinched at the innocent question. These girls were too young to understand death. It had touched them and they didn’t even know it. I envied their ability to bounce back in the face of tragedy. “My mom died when I was a teenager,” I explained. “She never got a chance to show me cool things like that.”
“Oh, that’s sad,” Mary said. “Do you want me to ask my mom if she’ll show you?”
I smiled. “It’s a nice offer, but we’re only in town a few more days,” I explained. “We have to leave on Sunday. I won’t have time to learn.”
“You can stay with us if you want,” Grace offered. “We share a bed and a room, but you can sleep on the floor if you want.”
“Wow. That’s the best offer I’ve had all day.” I faked a bright smile. “That’s extremely generous, but I would be missed if I left the circus. Not only that, but I would really miss this place if I left.”
“I like this place,” Mary said. “I would love to ride around with the circus. You have a pet tiger and everything. We saw it.”
I smiled. “It definitely has its perks,” I said. “Speaking of that, why aren’t you girls in watching the big show? That’s where the tiger is.”
Mary and Grace exchanged a quick look.
“Well, um, we don’t have tickets, so we only got to see the tiger when they led it from that one tent to the other one,” Grace said.
“Oh.” Realization dawned. They didn’t have money. They were allowed to run around the carnival and see the games and rides, but not participate. Just seeing everything was supposed to be enough. I couldn’t have that. “Stay right here for a second.”
I walked to the ticket booth and instructed the girl behind the window to give me several books of tickets. When I came back I handed them to the girls and smiled as their eyes grew to the size of saucers.
“These tickets can be used for anything here,” I explained. “You can get food and souvenirs. You can go to any show you want to go to. You can ride any ride you want to ride.” I held out two lanyards with special passes attached to them. “These aren’t good tonight, but if you come back tomorrow you can use them to play any games you want to for free, too.”
“Oh, wow!” Grace clapped her hands and hopped up and down. “This is the best thing ever!”
Mary didn’t look as thrilled. She bit her lip as she searched my face. “We can’t take these. We might get in trouble.”
“You won’t get in trouble.” The answer was automatic, but then I realized she was most likely referring to her parents. “If your mom and dad have any questions, tell them to ask for Poet. I’m the only one here, and I can give this stuff away for free whenever I want.”
That was a slight exaggeration, but I knew Max would never begrudge the girls a day of fun, especially given what they’d been through.
“Are you sure?”
“I’m sure,” I said, patting Mary’s head. “You guys can spend the entire day here tomorrow and do whatever you want.”
“It will be like Christmas,” Grace enthused.
“Yes, just like Christmas.”
For some reason, and I had no idea why, the simple act of making two little girls happy for twenty-four hours eased some of the acidic bubbling in my stomach. “I hope you guys have a happy fake holiday. I think you’ve earned it.”



20



Twenty
After leaving Mary and Grace to dream about their upcoming big day I continued my trek around the midway. It was busy, which was to be expected, but it wasn’t as busy as it should be. I couldn’t help but wonder whether that was because of the body. Because we didn’t have television reception it was impossible to keep up on the local news, so I wasn’t sure the discovery of the second body had made the evening news. I made a mental note to check online when I got back to my trailer.
I was so lost in thought I didn’t notice the dark figure cutting off my path until it was too late to change direction. I scowled when I realized who it was.
“What do you want, Mark?”
“I just thought we should chat,” the midway manager said. “Have you noticed attendance is down?”
“Yes.”
“That’s not my fault,” he said. “I don’t want to be blamed when you and Max have your monthly meetings and pore over the bills. This cannot be blamed on me.”
I blew out a weary sigh and shoved a strand of hair behind my ear. I hadn’t even considered blaming Mark. I knew exactly why attendance was down. “Why would we blame you?”
“You always like to blame me.”
That was true. “It’s the body,” I said, glancing around to make sure no one was listening. “People are frightened because a dismembered body was discovered so close to the fairgrounds. You’re not to blame. I know that.”
“What about the second body?”
I narrowed my eyes. How did he know about that? He wasn’t around when I gave Detective Brewer his tour earlier, and I’d secretly been thankful for that. It’s hard enough to explain grown men dressing as clowns. There’s no explanation for an oily buffoon running the midway, even if he is technically good at his job. “What have you heard about that?”
“It’s on the television station’s website,” Mark answered. “I read about it before we opened the gates.”
The fact that Mark thought to do that before I did irked me. “Well, what are they saying?”
“Just that a woman was found at the rest stop and she’d been murdered,” Mark replied. “They’re not pointing fingers and calling for pitchforks yet, but the news anchors mentioned the proximity to us – and the other body – so I think people are expected to draw their own conclusions.”
“We’ll be out of here Monday morning,” I said. “We’re not guilty, and everyone will have forgotten all of this by the time we swing by again next year. It’s not a big deal. Don’t dwell on it.”
“That’s easy for you to say,” Mark shot back. “You’re Max’s favorite. He’ll never fire you. We all know he hates me.”
I couldn’t argue with that. Everyone hated Mark. That didn’t mean he was in danger of being fired. He was far too good at soaking people out of money with rigged games. “You’re fine,” I said. “I … .” A hint of movement over Mark’s left shoulder caught my attention, and when I focused my eyes on the spot behind the nearby game a face jumped out of the crowd. It took me a moment to realize that I recognized it.
“Are you even paying attention to me?” Mark was annoyed. If I was in his position I would be irritated, too. Because he was the one doing the irritating tonight, though, I had no sympathy.
“I don’t have the energy to pay attention to you,” I said, keeping my eyes glued to the woman I saw at the farmers market that first day in town. She’d been fixated on me then, too. “You’re not in danger of being fired. We know this isn’t your fault. Look around, Mark. Attendance is down, but we’re clearly not in danger of losing money.”
“Well, I … .”
I was done listening to him, so I cut off whatever he was about to say. “Suck it up and do your job,” I ordered. “Everything will be fine. There’s no reason to be … well … you.”
“You have such a warm spirit,” Mark deadpanned. “Thank you for making me feel better.”
“Don’t mention it.”
I left Mark with his nasty thoughts – I got a gander at exactly how nasty they were when my mind brushed up against his as I passed his still-sputtering figure – and headed straight toward the young woman. Her eyes widened when she saw me approaching, but unfortunately for her there was nowhere to flee. She’d picked a spot without an easy exit.
“Hi.” I plastered a bright smile on my face as I greeted her. “I’m Poet Parker. Are you enjoying your visit to the Mystic Caravan Circus?” It was a friendly and somewhat generic greeting, but it got a specific message across. I had no intention of backing away until I learned something about this woman, like why she was so fascinated with me, for example. I wanted her to know that.
The woman looked like an animal caught in someone’s bright lights on the highway. “I … yes.” She tugged on her simple T-shirt to smooth it. “Are you having a good time?”
“Oh, I always have a good time at the circus,” I gushed. “That’s why I decided to make it my home.”
“Wow, that’s great for you,” the woman said. “I guess it was a good decision then, huh.”
I had to hand it to her. She was anxious and agitated, yet she was determined to give as good as she got. I reached out with my mind to give her an initial scan and frowned when I realized there was a barrier warding off intrusion. The woman narrowed her eyes as I doubled my efforts, almost as if she could feel the probe. Well, that was interesting.
“What are you doing?” the woman asked.
Was she asking about the probe or the odd look on my face? “I’m not doing anything,” I replied. “What are you doing?”
“I’m visiting the circus.”
“What a coincidence,” I said. “I’m at the circus, too.”
“How great for both of us,” the woman deadpanned, our gazes locked.
We lapsed into uncomfortable silence for a moment, both of us floundering as we tried to gain control of the situation. I finally couldn’t take it for one moment longer. “What is your name?”
“Why do you want to know my name?”
Wow. This conversation was getting me absolutely nowhere. Unfortunately, my usual means for bypassing needless conversation – a mind scan – wasn’t an option. Whatever she was doing to shield her thoughts was effective. That meant it had to be on purpose. I decided to go for broke. “You’re a mind reader, aren’t you?”
The woman’s eyes widened at the question, the color draining from her features. “I … how … what?”
“You’re a mind reader,” I pressed. “You’re shielding yourself from me. You’re doing a good job, too. I’m impressed.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” the woman said, finally breaking our stare-down. “Why would you ask something like that?”
“Call it a hunch,” I replied. “What’s your name?”
“Why do you want to know my name?”
“Because this is the second time I’ve caught you staring at me. You’re obviously interested in what you see,” I replied. “You’re either a lesbian – and if you are, good for you, but you’re barking up the wrong tree – or you’re interested in me because I’m the resident fortune teller.
“I can’t read your mind because you’re very good at shutting down every pathway I usually utilize to climb into someone’s brain,” I continued. “I’ve already introduced myself. The polite thing to do is for you to introduce yourself.”
Instead of continuing our verbal dance, the woman took me by surprise when she burst into tears. “My name is Melissa Craft!”
I had no idea what to do with the sobbing, but it was loud enough to draw curious stares from a few passersby. I had to get more information, and I needed to do it in a place where we didn’t have an audience.
“Well, come on, Melissa Craft,” I prodded. “I think you and I should have a talk.”
“WOW! This is the coolest thing I’ve ever seen!”
Melissa paced a small circle in the middle of my tent ten minutes later. She couldn’t get enough of the kitschy props – she especially loved the crystal ball – and she seemed more interested in looking around than focusing on me. I was fine with that, because it gave me a chance to study her without making eye contact.
“I’ve been collecting some of these items for years,” I explained. “It takes some time to find the good stuff, but when you do it’s important to take care of it.”
“Uh-huh.” Melissa ran her fingers over the crystal ball. Up close it was obvious she was barely out of her teens. If she was of legal drinking age I’d be surprised. There was something about her that filled me with nostalgia but I couldn’t figure out why. “Do you see people’s futures in this?”
“No.”
Melissa finally tore her red-rimmed eyes from the crystal ball and focused on me. It had taken me what felt like forever to get her to stop crying. When she did, she refused to explain why she’d been overcome with emotion. “If you don’t use it to read people’s futures why do you have it?”
“Because I use my mind to read futures … and auras … and even look into people’s pasts,” I answered. “That freaks them out, though, so it’s easier to pretend I have to use a tool to do it. When people find out I can make it happen whenever I want they get leery around me.”
“Even those guys who were at the farmers market with you?”
“Not those guys,” I conceded. “They’re close … friends … though. They’re not afraid of my powers.”
“The dark-haired guy looked like more than a friend to me,” Melissa said, flashing an impish grin. “He looked like he wanted to be your … special friend.”
“He is technically more than a friend.” For now, I silently added. “It’s still new, though, so we don’t really put labels on anything.”
“That’s cool,” Melissa said, hopping in my direction. She had a lot of energy. It probably had something to do with her age. I remember being young, but I don’t remember ever being that exuberant. I think life beat it out of me before I had a chance to embrace it. Max always said I was older than my years when he found me. I guess he was right. If this is how normal teenagers act, I’d clearly missed an important step in the aging process. “Why can you read minds?”
The question took me by surprise. “I was born this way. How about you?”
Melissa balked. “I can’t read minds.”
I didn’t believe that for a second but decided not to press her. I’d been in the same position as her at the same age, and trusting people wasn’t easy. When you’re conditioned to hide who you are it can be a hard habit to break. “Okay, let’s talk about something else,” I suggested. “Tell me why you’re here.”
Melissa shrugged as she ran her hand over the Ouija board’s planchette. “It’s a circus. We only get to see it once a year. There’s nothing else to do, so … .”
She was lying. Well, mostly. The idea of the circus excited her. I saw a little flutter flash behind her eyes when she mentioned it. She had another reason for being here, though. “You’re here because of the murders.” It was the only thing that made sense.
“How did you know that?” Melissa was incredulous.
“You’re interested in the murders and you want to figure out who did it,” I said, ignoring the question. “That’s why you came here. You figured the killer was tied to the circus.”
“I … .”
I cut her off. I didn’t want to give her the chance to utter another denial. “Are you local? Have you been reading people to see if you can find a culprit?”
Melissa froze, the question throwing her off enough that she could do nothing but rapidly blink her eyes.
“It’s okay,” I prodded. “Your secret is safe with me. I understand the need for secrecy. Trust me. If anyone understands, it’s definitely me.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Melissa said finally, taking a step away from me and heading toward the tent flap. “I’m just visiting the circus.”
“Then why did you cry when I asked your name?”
“Maybe I’m a crier.”
“Or maybe you’re emotionally overwhelmed because you know something big is going on here,” I suggested. “You saw me at the farmers market that day and realized what I was. I saw you that day, too. I didn’t recognize you for what you are because I didn’t have enough time to scan you. Somehow, though, I felt your presence.”
For one moment I thought I’d gotten through to her. It passed quickly, though, and Melissa’s hand was on the flap before I had a chance to stop her.
“I like that you really commit to your part,” Melissa said. “It’s cool. I can see how you got this gig.”
“Melissa, we’re not in town for very long,” I cautioned. “If you have any information … .”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I already told you that.”
“Be careful,” I warned. “If you stick your nose in this you might find you’re underwater and unable to swim before you even realize what’s happening. You need a lifeboat if you’re going to do this.”
“I’m not doing anything,” Melissa said. “You should be the one looking over your shoulder. I’m not on anybody’s radar. You’re on everyone’s radar.”
What was that supposed to mean? “Have you sensed something?”
“I don’t sense things,” Melissa said, and it was clear she was lying. “I just … have feelings.”
“And what do your feelings tell you now?”
“That you could die if you’re not careful,” she replied. “You see a lot, but I’m not sure you’re capable of seeing your own future.”
“No one is.”
“Then you’re blind to what’s stalking you,” Melissa said. “Something bad is coming, and it’s coming for you. You need to look over your shoulder, because the attack is going to come when you least expect it … and you won’t survive if you don’t change the course of your future right now.” With those words she ducked through the tent flap and disappeared.
I rolled the ominous words through my head before chasing her. I needed more information. By the time I hit the main circus thoroughfare she was gone.
“Well … crap.”
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Twenty-One
I considered giving chase, the need to find Melissa flooding me with jumbled emotions and thoughts. I had no idea in which direction she ran, though, and I couldn’t use my mind to scour the area for her because she knew how to block me.
I rubbed the side of my cheek as I ran her warning through my head. She told me I was going to die. She didn’t say those exact words, but the warning was clear.
Melissa was right about those with the sight not being able to see their own death. It’s a quirk of the gift. You can see others’ futures. You can even see your part in their future. You can’t see what happens to you, though. Part of me thought that was because the future is always in flux for those who seek to control it. The other part of me merely thought it was a cruel joke.
“Hey, there you are.”
The sound of Kade’s voice almost caused me to jump out of my skin when he appeared at my side. The fact that he could sneak up on me at times was jarring. “Here I am.” My voice sounded hollow and Kade immediately picked up on my distress.
“What’s wrong?”
“Huh? Nothing.” I struggled to force my mind to something I could control. “The big show will be letting out soon. We should probably head in that direction and make sure the transition to the parking lot is seamless.”
Kade refused to back down, instead brushing his hand over my ear as he pushed a strand of hair from my face and tilted my chin so my eyes had nowhere to look but his handsome face. “What’s wrong?”
I wasn’t sure how to answer. “I’m okay.”
“You don’t look okay.”
“I … .”
“This is never going to work if you shut me out,” Kade said, his voice taking on a harsh tone. “I know you’re used to doing things on your own, but … .”
“It’s not that,” I said, cutting him off before he could get up a full head of steam. “I don’t know what to think about what just happened and I’m trying to wrap my brain around it. I’m not trying to cut you out. I’m trying to … figure … my way in.”
Kade exhaled heavily and then sucked in a calming breath. “Okay. Tell me what happened and we’ll go from there.”
I recounted my visit with Melissa, making sure to keep my voice even so I didn’t risk terrifying Kade – and ultimately myself. When I was done, Kade was even more confused.
“I don’t understand.”
“I can’t see my own future,” I explained. “No seer I know can. Even Max can’t see his future, and he’s the most powerful person I know.”
“So, you’re saying that you can’t see your future but this girl did,” Kade said, licking his lips. “What did she see?”
“She just warned me to be careful.”
“You’re keeping something from me,” Kade prodded. “What?”
“I’m not keeping anything from you,” I snapped, my full faculties finally returning. “She warned me something was coming and told me to be careful. Then she took off. That’s everything that happened.”
“Don’t yell at me,” Kade shot back. “You’re white … like ghost white … and your hands are shaking.” I glanced down and found he was right. When did that happen? “You’re afraid. I’ve never seen you like this before. I’m trying to help.”
“I know you are,” I said, tamping down my irritation as I struggled to maintain my cool. “I don’t know what to think.”
“I asked you about this before,” Kade said. “You told me you couldn’t see your own future so it was worthless to even try. If that girl sought you out she thinks she can see your future. She would only come to you if you were in danger. So … are you going to die?”
I hated how worried he sounded. “I’ll be fine,” I said, forcing a bright smile. “I have an inner danger alarm.” Which had technically been on the fritz, but he didn’t need to be reminded of that.
“Your inner danger alarm didn’t work the other night in the cornfield.” Kade’s tone was accusatory. “Your inner danger alarm didn’t tell you that another body was going to be dropped two miles from here.”
Good grief. He’s shrill when he works himself up into a lather. “I’ll be fine.”
“You will be fine,” Kade agreed, his resolve firm as he rested his hands on my shoulders and gazed into my eyes. “It’s okay to be afraid, though. You don’t always have to be so strong.”
I opened my mouth to argue but he cut me off with a kiss. It was soft at first, giving and full of solace. It changed quickly, though, as shared need overwhelmed both of us. Before I realized what was happening his hands were tangled in my hair and I was out of breath.
I had a feeling we were finally going to solve that trailer rocking problem – although making it back to my trailer seemed daunting given the fact that I had no inclination to move. My tent was right there, though. “Inside,” I murmured, grabbing the front of Kade’s shirt and pulling him in the direction of the partially open flap.
“No, let’s go back to the trailer,” Kade argued. “I want to lock the door and shut out the world. We can’t do that in your tent.”
“I … .”
“Shut up,” Kade growled, slamming his mouth into mine as he twined his fingers in my hair. I had no idea what argument I could mount but he was apparently sick of playing the waiting game. “We’re doing things my way for a change.”
Kade lifted me off the ground, never moving his mouth as he tugged me in the direction of my trailer. This part of the circus was relatively quiet and empty, but we still drew a few stares.
“Kade, people are watching.”
“Then I hope they like the show,” Kade said, slowly lowering me back to the ground and prodding me forward. “Move. I don’t want to hear one argument from you.”
I knew he was bossy, but this was something entirely new. “Are you sure?”
“Oh, don’t do this,” Kade whined. “I’ve been sure for … what feels like forever. At first I didn’t want to rush things; I didn’t think I was ready because I had to get used to this place. Then I didn’t rush things because I didn’t think you were ready.
“Honey, I’m ready to rush things,” he continued. “I’m pretty sure we’re both ready.”
“I’ve been ready for weeks,” I admitted breathlessly, throwing my arms around his neck as I rolled to the balls of my feet to give myself easier access to his mouth. “Let’s go.”
“Finally! Sometimes I think you argue just to argue,” Kade muttered, wrapping an arm around my waist as he tugged me toward trailer row.
“When you’re right, you’re right.”
“You can be right once we get out of these clothes,” Kade said, pressing another kiss to the corner of my mouth.
“I can’t believe this is finally going to happen.”
“Well, believe it,” Kade said. “I can’t wait one more second. Move your legs.”
My heart thudded with anticipation as Kade’s hand landed on my hip, imparting a sense of urgency with a simple touch. It might be a mistake, but somehow I knew I wouldn’t regret it. I might end up with only a fond memory out of the joining, but it would be something I would never forget.
My mind was already in my bedroom when Luke appeared on the pathway in front of us. Of course.
“Don’t even think about it,” Kade hissed, grabbing my hand and jerking me back when he caught sight of my confused best friend. “Turn around and … go someplace else.”
“What’s going on?” Luke asked, his eyes busy as they roamed over our disheveled clothing. I had no idea how my peasant blouse ended up untucked, or how Kade managed to pop two buttons off his shirt. “Oh, wow. Are you finally going to go deep sea diving for Poet’s pearl?”
He has a horrible way with words sometimes. “Um … we’re just taking a walk.” I was flustered, my mind jumbled. Losing myself in Kade for a few hours seemed like a good idea. Luke’s ruining it seemed a cruel punishment.
“Not that I’m not excited for you, but how did this come about?”
Kade growled. No, really. He sounded like an angry bear. “Luke, I will beat you if you don’t get out of our way.”
Luke smirked, undaunted. “I’m not in your way. I think this is a great thing. I believe you’re supposed to make sure the grounds are empty before engaging in kinky time, though.”
Kade growled again, the sound low and unnatural. “Someone else can close the circus down tonight. I’m … not feeling well.”
“Yes, I and I have to take his temperature,” I added.
“We all know the best way to do that is with tongues and wandering hands,” Luke said. “I really don’t want to rain on your parade – I’m telling the truth this time – but Max wants us to be on top of our game because he’s convinced undercover police officers are sneaking around. He sent me to ask that you stick close to the parking lot until everyone is gone.” The look Luke shot me was one of pure sympathy. “I’m sorry.”
Kade sighed as he glanced at me. “I can quit.”
I couldn’t help but chuckle. The moment had already passed. “It’s fine,” I said, forcing a smile. “You have a job to do. I understand.”
“Oh, don’t make it sound as if the world is coming to an end,” Luke whined. “I’ll feel guilty if that happens.”
“Yeah, guilt isn’t the emotion I’m getting from you,” Kade said, running his hand down the back of my head as he pressed a quick kiss to my forehead. He wisely avoided my mouth. It would feel like too much of a tease if he went that route. “I think you’re enjoying this a little.”
“Maybe a little,” Luke conceded. “I don’t want Poet upset, though, so I’m only enjoying the part where you’re worked up. I’ll keep her company while you’re gone. That should make you feel better.”
“How?”
“I’ll make sure she shaves her legs and gets all pretty for when you’re done,” Luke replied, his smile bright. “Anticipation is half the fun.”
“It had better be,” Kade grumbled, moving in the direction of the main tent. “After all of this, I’ll cry if I don’t get to the actual fun part.”
“SO, TELL me what’s going on with Tall, Dark and Grumpy,” Luke instructed, sitting across from me at the picnic table and shoving a beer in my direction. We’d left Kade ten minutes earlier, but I was still fixated on the moment we let slip through our fingers. “He seems even more annoying than usual.”
“He’s just upset.” I twisted the top on the beer and guzzled half of it before risking a glance at Luke. “We’re both upset because you have rotten timing.”
“I’ll buy some of that,” Luke said. “Something else is going on, though.”
He can always read my moods. It’s sweet … and frustrating. “What makes you say that?” I can turn avoidance into an art form if I’m motivated.
“I know what you’re doing, and that never works on me, so I have no idea why you even try to snow me,” Luke said, rolling his eyes. “If you want me to spell it out, Kade seems worked up by more than the possibility of sex, and you’re lost in your head. What gives?”
“Something happened tonight.”
“Yeah, Kade shoved his tongue in your mouth and was prepared to go all caveman and drag you to your trailer,” Luke said. “I saw that.”
“Not that.” I told him about my conversation with Melissa, being careful to leave nothing out. Unlike Kade, who was still learning the nuances of the paranormal world, Luke understood everything.
“I won’t let you die,” he announced, his eyes narrowing as he searched the area for potential threats. “That’s not going to happen on my watch.”
Even when I’m angry with him I love him beyond reason. “She didn’t say I was going to die,” I cautioned. “She just warned that I was a target.”
“We both know what that means,” Luke said. “If she saw you get attacked and survive she would’ve let it go. She only feels propelled to warn you because she knows you’re going to die.
“Well, let me tell you something, missy,” he continued. “That’s not going to happen as long as I’m drawing breath – and if I die before you I expect you to want to die, too, so that won’t be an issue. I don’t care if I have to tie myself to you. I’m not letting you out of my sight until we put Lincoln in the rearview mirror. I’ve always hated this town. Now I really hate it.”
“You’re going to tie us together?”
“That’s what I said.”
“That should make the sex Kade and I finally have more interesting,” I teased, earning a small smile from Luke. “She warned me because it’s possible to change the outcome. I have to be vigilant.”
“You have to let others help you,” Luke corrected. “I’m not messing around here. I’ve resigned myself to losing part of you to Security Studmuffin. I won’t lose anything else.”
I reached over and grabbed his hand, giving it a good squeeze as I locked gazes with him. “I love you no matter what. You know that, right?”
“I love you more.” Luke’s eyes were glassy. “I love you the most.”
I let loose with an exasperated sigh. “It’s not a competition, Luke.”
“It is a competition,” Luke countered, his eyes moving to the busy circus grounds as Kade led the guests off the premises. “I always win when I compete. You know that.”
“I do know that,” I said, meeting Kade’s eyes as he passed. He offered a small wave before shooting Luke a dirty look.
“Don’t let her get drunk,” Kade shouted out. “I want her firing on all cylinders when I get back there.”
“No promises,” Luke yelled back, although he offered Kade a thumbs-up. “I’ll make sure she’s washed, powdered and oiled for you.”
I made a face as Kade smiled and continued toward the parking lot. “Wouldn’t oil and powder work against each other?”
“Only if you don’t know what you’re doing,” Luke replied. “I happen to know what I’m doing. I’m a genius.”
“So you’ve told me.”
Luke’s expression turned serious. “We’ll get through this. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
“I won’t let anything happen to you either.”
“You’re the other half of my heart,” Luke said, his voice cracking. “I know I tease you, but … you’re the best thing that ever happened to me.”
My eyes flooded with tears. “Luke, don’t say things like that. You’re going to make me cry.” I surreptitiously swiped a falling tear. “I don’t want puffy eyes.”
“Yes, you have to look good for your big night,” Luke said, grazing his thumb against my cheek as he swiped the moisture away. “I meant what I said, though. I’ll love you forever.”
“If that’s true you’ll give me those cheerleading photographs to make me feel better.” It was a quick conversational turn, but I wasn’t above using potential tragedy to get what I wanted.
“Oh, that was low,” Luke muttered, shaking his head. “Just for that I’m going to show them to Kade as soon as he gets back here.”
“If you do that I’ll wrestle you down in the dirt until your clothes are ruined.”
“That’s the meanest thing you’ve ever said to me.” Luke looked affronted. “Here I am being all sweet and you go off and say something like that.”
“I’m sorry.”
“You should be sorry.”
“I still want those photos,” I said.
“Learn to live with disappointment.”
I launched myself over the table, taking Luke by surprise as he giggled. He managed to get his hands around my wrists before I got a hold of him. It was an immature moment, but I think we both needed it to head off the serious thoughts plaguing us.
The happy moment was fleeting because a blood-curdling scream cut through the night air, causing everyone in the vicinity to shift his or her attention toward the parking lot. A murmur went up through the slow-moving crowd, but they remained calm until a second scream erupted.
Then everyone panicked, additional screams joining the fray as the terrified guests began pushing toward the parking lot, creating a stampede. They didn’t realize they were heading toward danger, not running from it.
“Oh … crud.”
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Twenty-Two
“What do we do?” Luke was on his feet, his gaze intense.
“We help,” I said, scurrying in the direction of the panicking guests.
“How?”
“By working together,” Raven interjected, appearing at my side with Nixie and Naida in tow. We hovered on the safe side of the barrier, making sure we didn’t get swept into the mayhem. “I heard the screams.”
“They’re going to trample each other,” I said, cringing as a small child was knocked to his knees. I started to move forward, intent on helping as the boy’s terrified mother tried to protect her son, but Seth swooped in from the other side and lifted the boy off the ground while using his impressive muscle mass to shelter the duo from the crowd. He was in human form, but shirtless, which led me to believe he’d raced over from the main tent when he heard the melee.
“How are we going to work together to stop this?” Luke asked. “It’s too late. It’s already out of control.”
“You’re always such a defeatist,” Raven chided, shaking her head and causing the moonlight to bounce off her silver highlights. “It doesn’t matter, though, because you can’t do anything to help. This is a job only the women can handle.”
I knew what she was talking about without voicing the obvious question. “We need to cast a net.”
“What kind of net?” Luke was getting shrill as the screams from the parking lot multiplied. “If you want to herd them like fish I think you’re going to suffocate them … although, does anyone have any tartar sauce?”
“Your sense of humor rears its ugly head at the worst of times,” Raven snapped. “Go help the others in the parking lot. We’ll handle the rest.”
Luke didn’t look convinced. In fact, his eyes roamed my face and I could see the indecision reflected back at me. He didn’t want to leave because he worried I would die if he wasn’t around to watch my every move. “I’ll help here.”
“Go,” I prodded, offering his wrist a reassuring squeeze. “I’ll be fine.”
“You heard her,” Raven barked. “She’ll be fine. We have to do this now.”
“But … .”
“Go, Luke!”
Luke shot me one more worried look before scorching Raven with a hateful glare. I had no doubt those two would be tussling later, but I couldn’t think about that now.
“What are we going to do?” Naida asked, narrowing her eyes. “We don’t have time to gather enough power to cast a calming spell. These people may be freaking out, but someone is bound to see a light show, even if we try to hide it.”
“We don’t need to cast a net,” I replied. “We’ve already cast one.”
“We have?” Nixie wrinkled her ski-slope nose. “When did we do that?”
“The dreamcatcher, you moron,” Raven said, cuffing the back of Nixie’s head and earning twin looks of disgust from both pixies. I had a feeling they would be joining Luke in his vendetta against the surly House of Mirrors maven before the evening ended. “All we need to do is tap into the dreamcatcher and shift the power.”
“Won’t that leave us open to attack?” Naida asked.
She had a point. We also didn’t have a choice. “We can reset the dreamcatcher once everyone is out of here. Even if we can’t … it’s only one night. We’ve survived worse.”
“Let’s hope everyone survives this,” Raven said, reaching for my hand. We aren’t friendly, but we are professionals. “If this goes really badly, it’s going to be a public relations nightmare.”
“Plus people could die,” I said.
“That, too.”
I closed my eyes as Raven tightened her grip on my hand. Naida took the other while Nixie positioned herself on the other side of her sister. We were used to working in tandem, so our magic flowed together relatively quickly.
In truth, I don’t have a lot of power. Everything I have is some form of mental manipulation. Raven and Naida are the true power centers. Nixie adds a little bit of juice, but she’s better with potions and powders. My gift is directing the power the others supply.
Raven usually likes to approach a spell with a little delicacy, but she rammed a surge of magic into the dreamcatcher to spark it to life. Only those magically inclined could see the line, so none of the running guests so much as glanced in our direction as the dreamcatcher flared to life.
Naida pulsed a sense of calm into the dreamcatcher, exhaling heavily as she used her power to ostensibly sing a lullaby that no one could hear but everyone felt. Her temper was notorious, but she’d managed to control emotions before. Once everyone spent an entire day crying after she watched The Notebook. It took us hours to figure out what was wrong, and Luke was convinced it was PMS run amok.
“It’s working,” Nixie said, her voice small. “They’re slowing.”
It was working. I opened my eyes and found the previously scattering guests had slowed their pace and were now shuffling quietly toward the exit, almost as if in a trance. “Good job,” I murmured, continuing to direct the power. “It shouldn’t take long to clear this place out.”
“Then what?” Nixie asked.
“Then we have to find out what happened in the parking lot that set off the screaming in the first place.”
“ANOTHER one?”
The body on the ground at the south edge of the parking lot was covered in blood and missing both feet. The eyes were gone, too, although I’d come to expect that. The victim was female, her long dark hair fanning out in waves against the pavement. Blood seeped into her hair, and while I couldn’t see the discoloration I knew it was there.
“The guests who were parked here didn’t see the body until they pulled out,” Kade explained, rubbing the back of his neck as he studied the dead woman. “They didn’t stop until someone else caught sight of the body. That woman screamed … and then someone else screamed … .”
“And then everyone bolted for the parking lot,” Luke finished. “It was a nightmare. I barely got out alive.”
I shifted my eyes to the flashing police lights at the parking lot entrance. Detective Brewer said something to two uniformed officers before shifting his attention in our direction. He didn’t look happy.
“That is one pissed-off man.”
“I think he looks hot when he’s angry,” Luke said. “That’s probably a good thing, because I’ve yet to see him smile.”
“Would you smile if you were knee-deep in eyeless bodies?” Raven asked, making a face as she studied the victim. “What’s with the corn husks in the eyes? I don’t get it. That’s an ancient pagan thing, and no one has worshipped those gods in this area for centuries.”
I shrugged. “All three of the victims had the same thing. I didn’t see the second one in person, so I’m only going by what I saw in Brewer’s mind.”
“Shh.” Kade lifted his finger to his lips. “He’s on his way over here. You don’t want him to hear something like that.”
Raven snorted. “It’s not as though it matters,” she said. “We’re going to have to wipe that guy’s memory before leaving town. He’s too suspicious. We won’t have a choice.”
Kade flicked his eyes to me. “Is that true?”
I refused to lie to him, at least not about this. “Probably.”
“You said that was a violation,” Kade argued.
“It also might be a necessity,” I said, shaking my head when he opened his mouth to argue further. “He’s here.”
Kade pressed his lips together as Brewer joined our group. He was unhappy, but he wouldn’t call attention to the problem in front of an audience.
“Well, I’m seeing a lot of you folks these days, aren’t I?” Brewer glanced between the assembled faces before focusing on me. “Do you want to tell me what happened?”
“She wasn’t out here, so she doesn’t know what happened,” Kade replied, his protective instincts kicking in. “She was in her trailer when the body was discovered.”
“What about when the body was shoved under the truck?” Brewer asked.
“Do you even know when that happened?” Raven challenged. She wasn’t nearly as enamored with the grim detective as Luke, who kept flashing of flirty smiles in Brewer’s direction while preening to make sure the limited light caught his best angles. “Don’t you need to conduct an autopsy to determine that?”
“You’re Raven, right? You run the House of Mirrors?” Brewer met most of the performers during his tour.
Raven nodded.
“When I want your opinion I’ll ask for it,” Brewer said. He clearly meant business tonight. “The body is still warm. That means it hasn’t been here long. Can everyone account for their whereabouts for the past three hours?”
“It’s a circus,” Raven replied dryly. “We’re circus performers. We were working.”
“Can anyone vouch for that?”
“Just the people who saw me in the House of Mirrors,” Raven answered. “There were about a thousand of them who went through there during that period. I didn’t think to get names, though. Shucks.”
Brewer obviously didn’t like her tone. “Thank you for your time, Raven. You can leave. If I have further questions I’ll track you down.”
“You know where to find me,” Raven sang out, adding a little extra swing to her hips as she sashayed away.
“Staring at herself in the mirror,” Luke grumbled under his breath, his anger from earlier returning.
“What about you, Luke?”
“I handled the animals tonight and worked on the trapeze,” Luke replied. “When I was done in front of the crowd I took Tony back to the animal tent and then ran into Max. He asked me to find Kade, so that’s what I did. After tracking him down I had a beer with Poet in front of her trailer, and that’s where we were when the screaming started.”
“And where did you find Kade when you went looking for him?” Brewer asked, jotting something in the small notebook he carried.
“With his lips fused to Poet’s in front of her tent,” Luke replied, annoyed. His crush appeared to be running out of steam. “They were feeling each other up and groping in the dark. I watched them for a minute or so before interrupting. It was like a soap opera without the musical montage.”
“Luke!” I was glad it was dark, because I could feel my cheeks burning.
“I see,” Brewer said, his tone clipped as he glanced between Kade and me. “Were you two together the entire night?”
“I was in the big tent for the show, but left early because I wanted to see Poet,” Kade replied. “Most of my evening was spent walking the midway and watching the big show.”
“And groping Poet,” Luke added.
“That, too,” Kade acknowledged, not missing a beat.
“And you?” Brewer turned to me. “What were you doing when you weren’t groping this guy?”
I swallowed hard. I didn’t like his attitude. I was innocent, but Melissa was part of my alibi. I wasn’t sure I should mention her name. “I did readings until about eight,” I answered. “I usually go until about nine, but my stomach was upset so I headed over to the midway and got a ginger ale.”
“What did you do on the midway?”
“I talked to Mark Lane, who runs that part of our operation, and we discussed how small the crowd was,” I replied, opting for honesty. “He was worried that he would be blamed, but I explained it was the dead bodies cutting down on the crowds.”
“See, it doesn’t make sense for us to kill anyone, because it hurts our business,” Luke interjected.
Brewer ignored him. “What did you do after that?”
I had no idea why he was fixated on me, but it was starting to grate. “I talked to a few people … I gave out a few passes … and then I ran into a young woman who was interested in talking about the fortune teller business.” That wasn’t exactly a lie but it wasn’t the truth either. I didn’t want to mention Mary and Grace in case Brewer decided to question them and that forced their parents to put the kibosh on their day of fun tomorrow. As for Melissa, well … I didn’t know how to explain that, so I opted to avoid it. “That’s when I ran into Kade and … um … we started talking.”
“With their tongues,” Luke said.
“I got it, Luke,” Brewer intoned, rolling his eyes. “How long were you and Mr. Denton groping?”
“Not nearly long enough,” Kade replied, gracing me with a smoldering look before turning back to Brewer. “I’m looking forward to getting back to it as soon as you’re done with us.”
“There’s nothing like a dead body to heat up a romance, huh?” Brewer’s snarky demeanor was disturbing, but when I slipped inside his mind I found no malice there. He was genuinely upset by the deaths, but he was also afraid they signified the end of Lincoln’s relative innocence as a city. The community wasn’t overly large, so it hadn’t been jaded by too much death and destruction yet. He didn’t want it to happen on his watch.
“I didn’t say that,” Kade shot back. “The death is a tragedy and it’s very sad. We didn’t do this, though.”
“Well, for what it’s worth, I don’t think you did it either,” Brewer said, taking me by surprise when he flipped his notebook shut and shoved it in his pocket. I already knew he didn’t suspect us, but for him to admit it was a big step.
“If you believe we’re telling the truth, why are you constantly grilling us?” Kade asked.
“You can grill me,” Luke said, winking to signify his crush was back on. “I taste good with barbecue sauce.”
“Okay,” Brewer said, shaking his head. He had no idea what to do with Luke’s unwanted attention, although I managed to catch a glimpse of the fact that he was mildly flattered before he shifted his thoughts to something else. “I don’t think you guys are the killers because it makes no sense from a business standpoint. I do think you’re targets, though. I also think whoever is doing this is using the circus grounds to hunt and the hoopla surrounding your visit to hide.”
“We’ve been vigilant,” Kade said. “If someone is hanging around here, they’re doing it in a way we can’t detect.”
“That’s why I want you to shut down the circus early,” Brewer said.
“What? No way.” The words were out of my mouth before I gave any thought to the wisdom associated with them.
“It would be safer for everyone if you shut down early,” Brewer argued. “You just said that crowds are down. They’ll be down even more tomorrow.”
“I said crowds were down, not that we weren’t making a profit,” I countered. “We’ll make a profit tomorrow, too. We’ve already sold quite a few tickets, and they’re non-refundable.”
“So you’re saying if you call off tomorrow’s shows you’ll have to refund the money, but if people choose not to show up you get to keep it. That’s what you’re saying, right?”
If Brewer was trying to shame me, he was about to be disappointed. “Exactly.”
“We’re a business,” Kade said, placing his hand on my arm to keep me still as he locked gazes with Brewer. “While these deaths are gruesome … and terrible … and definitely a tragedy, they’re not of our making. The first victim died long before we got to town.”
“But he was dumped in a spot where you would be sure to find him,” Brewer said. “This keeps circling back to the circus.”
“That doesn’t mean we can shut down early,” I said. “That’s not an option. I’m sorry.”
Brewer wasn’t quite ready to give up. “And I suppose the fact that this woman bears a striking resemblance to you won’t sway your opinion, huh?”
I jolted, surprise washing over me as I darted my eyes back to the corpse. She didn’t have eyes, but in a weird way she did sort of look like me. We both had extremely long hair. We both wore flowy skirts. We couldn’t be twins, but we shared a lot of the same traits. “I … .”
Kade moved his hand to my back and tugged me a little closer. “That doesn’t necessarily mean anything,” he said. “The first victim was a man, and we don’t know about the second victim.”
“It was a blond woman,” Brewer supplied. “Listen, I’m not saying your girlfriend is a target. I am saying I have a very bad feeling this isn’t over. If you open the circus tomorrow – and I don’t have the power to stop you, so I’m not going to pretend I do – I’m worried we’ll have another body on our hands.”
“Then I guess you’ll have to be on the lookout,” Kade said, rubbing his fingers up and down my back. “We can’t close early. That’s the end of it.”
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Twenty-Three
“We’re closing down early tomorrow.”
Kade tugged his shirt over his head and restlessly paced at the foot of the bed. After saying our goodbyes to Brewer – and ignoring his final plea to shut the circus down – we returned to the trailer to get some sleep. Luke wanted to sleep with us, fear for my safety fueling him, but I shut that down quickly. I didn’t think Kade would be ready to pick up where we left off in front of my tent earlier, but I wasn’t ready to relinquish all hope.
“We’re not closing down,” I argued, shaking my head as I pulled my blouse off and reached for a tank top to sleep in.
Kade’s eyes moved to my simple lace bra, lingering there, and then he shook himself out of his reverie. “I don’t like that the latest victim looks like you.”
“She bore a faint resemblance to me,” I corrected. “It’s not as though we’re sisters from different misters.”
Kade frowned. “What?”
“It’s something Luke says sometimes,” I said, tugging the tank top over my head before reaching beneath it to unsnap the bra. I wasn’t ready to get naked in front of Kade if it wasn’t going somewhere. There had to be a little mystery left for us to discover when the time was right. “You were the one who agreed with me in the parking lot. What changed between now and then?”
“I agreed because I didn’t want Brewer thinking there was friction between us,” Kade replied. “I’ve seen the way he looks at you, and I don’t like it. I don’t want him thinking he can swoop in and seduce you.”
Wow, we really were living in a soap opera. Wait … do soap operas have British clowns, temperamental pixies and oily midway bosses? Probably not. They definitely had resident sluts, though. I guess Raven fit the bill. “Do you really think I’m interested in being seduced?”
Kade’s eyes flashed and the temperature in the room kicked up a notch. “I don’t know. Are you interested?”
“I guess it depends on who is doing the seducing.” That seemed like a safe answer. Most of the time when I flirt I come off as a spaz. That response didn’t sound half bad.
“It’s going to be me.”
“I’m looking forward to that.”
We stared at each other for a moment, the atmosphere in the room practically crackling with intensity. Kade broke the magical connection first.
“It’s not going to be tonight.”
I bit off a sigh. I’d been hoping for the best but was prepared for the worst. “I figured.”
“I want to, but … we’re both exhausted and worked up,” Kade explained, sitting on the edge of the bed. “I don’t want murders and doubt hanging over us when it happens. I’m sorry.”
“You don’t have to apologize – especially because it makes me sound like something of a sex fiend,” I said, patting his hand. “It’s okay.” I went back to working my bra and pulled it through the arms of the tank top.
Kade ruefully shook his head. “This is torture.”
“Things will settle down once we’re out of Lincoln,” I offered. I wanted to believe that was true, but Max’s deadline was looming and I was certain we would be dealing with another problem before there was any trailer rocking. I was pretty sure we’d missed our chance. I only hoped it wasn’t forever. “You should get some sleep. We’re going to have a really long day tomorrow.”
Kade nodded, flicking off the bedroom light before climbing under the covers next to me. He rolled me so my body was pressed against his, my cheek resting on his chest, and then kissed my forehead. “I promise I’ll make it up to you,” he whispered.
“You don’t have anything to make up to me,” I argued. “The timing is just … off.”
“That’s a nice way of putting it,” Kade said. “This whole thing bothers me, though. How did someone kill a woman in the parking lot without anyone seeing? Why didn’t she scream? Why didn’t someone sense trouble?”
That was an interesting question. “We were all distracted,” I said. “I was so worried about myself I didn’t think about what could happen to anyone else. Now I wonder whether Melissa showed up to keep me purposely busy.”
Kade stiffened beneath me. He hadn’t considered that option. “Oh.” He exhaled heavily. “You think you were supposed to die in that parking lot, don’t you? If Melissa hadn’t showed up, you might’ve sensed the trouble and gone to save that woman.”
“Maybe.” I had no idea. “The dreamcatcher didn’t cover the parking lot because of the way these fairgrounds were set up. It’s clear that was a mistake. We won’t make it again. Raven and Naida promised to put the dreamcatcher back the way it was before going to bed.”
“You guys did a good thing calming that crowd,” Kade said, stroking the back of my head. “I was impressed with the way everyone pulled together. I was worried about you, but I had to focus on the people in the parking lot. I thought I was going to be stampeded, but then Dolph, Nellie and Luke showed up, and they were a lot of help.”
“Nellie helped?” I was understandably dubious.
“You would be surprised how many people listen to a dude when he’s dressed in a dress and chomping on a cigar.”
“Ugh.” I snuggled closer, absorbing some of Kade’s warmth. The trailer was hot even with the ceiling fan whirring above us. I still couldn’t get enough of him. “I’m glad everyone worked together so you could see that we really are a family.”
“Yeah.” Kade kissed my forehead again. “Do you know who didn’t show up to help?”
“The clowns?”
“Hey, I’m thankful they stayed in their own little area,” Kade said. “Although one clown in particular didn’t show up, even though he fancies himself part of our group.”
I realized who he meant before he even said the name. “Percival.”
“I know you think I’m jealous – I’m not, for the record – but there’s something off about that guy.”
“He’s just a simple British bloke who likes honking his own horn,” I said, giggling at the inadvertent double entendre. I was starting to get a little slaphappy due to exhaustion. “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with him.”
“There’s nothing right with him either.”
“I don’t know. The accent is nice.”
“Don’t make me tickle you,” Kade warned, although his thick voice told me he didn’t have the energy to do anything of the sort. “I’m going to get up early for some computer work tomorrow. I want to run a more extensive background check on Percival.”
“You don’t really think it’s him, do you?” The suggestion seemed preposterous.
“I don’t know,” Kade answered. “He was already here when we arrived, so he could’ve killed Frank Ryland. We have no idea what he was doing before we showed up. He’s been present but conveniently absent several times. He sleeps alone, so he doesn’t have an alibi for the time the woman was killed at the rest stop.”
“What would his motive be?”
“He’s a clown.”
“Oh, man. Are we back to that? It can’t be the clown twice in a row. That’s not allowed.”
Kade tickled my ribs, although he didn’t put a lot of effort into it. I put even less effort into giggling. “Clowns are evil,” he said. “I don’t trust anyone who spends his days caking on makeup and making balloon animals.”
I was too tired to argue. “Knock yourself out.”
“I will.” Kade’s lips rested against my forehead as we both shifted and drifted closer to sleep. “I really will make this up to you. I promise.”
I hoped it was a promise he could keep. “Goodnight.”
“Sweet dreams.”
I WAS lost in the cornfield.
Intellectually I knew it had to be a dream, but it felt real. My heart hammered, blood rushing through my ear canals and drowning out the ambient sounds of the faux field as I fought to control my terror. I had to be here for a reason.
I wasn’t exactly prone to prophetic dreams, but I’d had a few during my misspent youth. Of course, I had no idea I was dreaming of the future when it happened. I thought my guilty conscience – I really didn’t like picking pockets, even though it was a necessary evil – was getting the better of me. It wasn’t until the dream came to fruition that I realized I could see the future.
Max had taught me to hone my skills. He never talked about what he was capable of, although I’d gotten a few glimpses over the years. He was powerful and terrifying. He helped me learn to control my powers enough to read the future of the people I met instead of letting it haunt my dreams.
Most people with the sight cannot see their own future. That doesn’t mean they don’t have the occasional prophetic dream or two, though. I couldn’t help but wonder whether that’s what was happening. Of course, the discovery of a dead body after my hormones got ramped up could’ve helped form the dream, too. The cornfield could be my mind’s way of throwing an ice bucket over my raging libido.
“Poet.”
I froze. The voice was so low I couldn’t be sure I really heard it. I tilted my head to the side and strained, listening for signs indicating I wasn’t alone in the dream.
“Poet.”
There it was again. I swiveled quickly, my hair whipping around and catching on my lip as my heart rolled at the sight behind me. It was the scarecrow … or at least a scarecrow; I couldn’t be sure whether it was the first or second one from the field. It was about ten feet from me, its odd head cocked to the side as the burlap sack used to make its head reminded me of a horror movie I couldn’t quite place. The scarecrow in the field had buttons for eyes. This one had glowing red orbs, and I could feel them trying to burrow into my soul.
“What are you?” My voice was ragged and hoarse. “Are you … real?”
“Are you real?” The scarecrow mocked me, cackling as I cringed at the unnatural sound of its voice. “I don’t know, little gypsy. I guess I’m as real as you are.”
I licked my lips as I tried to rein in my terror. “Are you the killer?”
“You’re asking the wrong question.”
“Did someone give you life?”
“That’s still the wrong question.” The scarecrow adopted a singsong tone as it messed with my mind. “You’re smarter than that. Think!”
I jolted as the creature bellowed the last word. This couldn’t be a prophetic dream. The situation was too surreal to ever happen in the real world. That didn’t mean the conversation wasn’t important.
“Is the killer human?”
“That’s better, but it’s hardly the direction I expected you to take,” the scarecrow said. “Everything has some basis in reality. Even monsters lived and drew breath at some time. Vampires aren’t born evil. They’re created.”
“Were you created?”
“Is that really the question you want to ask?”
Even my inner intuition liked to argue. How annoying is that? “Why are you here?”
“You brought me here, Romani,” the scarecrow said. “Your mind is so busy you can’t quiet it. You can’t decide whether you should focus on the murders, Max or the innocent who sleeps next to you at night.”
“I’m guessing you’re my conscience,” I said, irritated as I regained some courage. The scarecrow couldn’t hurt me in my dreams. It was impossible. “I feel guilty for lying to Kade, and that guilt manifested into … you … because he won’t stop talking about scarecrows, and the woman who died tonight looked like me.”
“If that’s what you want to tell yourself.”
The scarecrow was a game player. I had no time for games. “Well, why don’t you climb back up onto your stick and get out of my head,” I suggested. “I’m tired. If I’m going to dream I prefer it involve the ocean … or at least a fruity drink with an umbrella.”
“You’re running out of time, Romani,” the scarecrow said.
“Tell me something I don’t know,” I grumbled. “I … wait. Are you saying I’m running out of time with Kade, or are you suggesting I’m running out of time to live?”
“Perhaps it’s not an either/or situation,” the scarecrow suggested, tugging on a cornstalk and removing an ear of corn. “No one’s future is set in stone, least of all yours. You know that. Danger comes in many forms, yet you’ve overlooked the obvious answer.
“The mage’s son tries to protect you with every breath he takes,” he continued. “The wolf does, too. Most of the people here would die for you, yet none of them may get the chance if you don’t take matters into your own hands.”
“So I’m still in danger,” I mused, rubbing my chin. “I thought maybe Melissa’s visit saved me.”
“You didn’t really think that.” The scarecrow made an odd clicking sound as it wagged its finger. “You knew when you saw the body that it wasn’t the end. Things don’t just stop being evil. You have to eradicate the evil to make things better.”
“You sound like a really annoying fortune cookie,” I snapped, shaking my head. “Why are you here if not to help me?”
“You have to help yourself,” the scarecrow replied. “I never said I was here to help you.”
“If you’re not the killer, who is?”
The scarecrow shrugged. “I think you already know if you give yourself permission to grasp the things you’ve been allowed to witness.”
“What does that mean?”
The scarecrow didn’t answer and when I turned my head in his direction I found the spot where he had stood moments before empty. “Well, this is just crap,” I snapped, ripping out a few stalks for good measure. “I thought for sure if I was going to be forced to have an annoying dream I could at least get a few answers.”
I jolted when I felt a hand close on my neck, a dark figure materializing out of nowhere behind me. “Be careful. You might just get what you’re asking for.” The scarecrow’s cold fingers dug into my neck. I knew it wasn’t real, yet I couldn’t stop myself from screaming.
I bolted to a sitting position in my bed, gasping as my heart fought to burst free from my chest. My body was slick with sweat, and Kade’s arms were around me before I had a chance to register what I’d seen in the dream.
“What is it?” Kade’s eyes were sleepy but his voice was alert. “What’s wrong?”
“It’s nothing,” I choked out. “I … it was just a dream. I’m sorry I woke you.”
“Don’t worry about that,” Kade said, brushing a strand of damp hair from my forehead. “It must have been a bad dream to get you this worked up.”
“It was just a dream,” I lied.
“Okay.” Kade kissed my cheek and tugged me back down on his chest so he could get comfortable. “I’m right here. Tell me about it.”
“I … .” I broke off, biting my lip as I decided whether that was a wise course of action. “I was in the cornfield and the scarecrow was there. It chased me.” I decided to omit the conversation. He wouldn’t understand, and there were parts I couldn’t admit without laying myself bare and potentially breaking his heart. Max still had twenty-four hours to do the right thing. “He had red eyes.”
“It’s okay,” Kade said, tightening his arms. “I’ve got you. The scarecrow can’t get in here. I won’t let him.”
“Thank you.”
“It’s my pleasure,” Kade said. “Now go to sleep. You need your rest. We both do.”
He dropped off a few minutes later. I think he tried to hold on to make sure I fell back asleep, but his overtaxed mind and body wouldn’t allow it. For me, sleep seemed impossible. I didn’t drift off again for hours.
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Twenty-Four
“I forgot the bacon on the counter. Can you grab it for me?”
I woke up the next morning more exhausted than when I fell asleep. My back and shoulders ached, and I spent so long in the shower I used all the hot water. Because Kade generally showered at his own trailer it wasn’t an issue, but I didn’t miss the occasional worried glances he shot in my direction while we made breakfast.
The idea of blow drying my hair proved too daunting – and too hot and sticky thanks to the Midwestern humidity – so I left it to air dry, instead setting about my morning tasks in simple track pants and a tank top. Luke joined us at the picnic table not long after Kade returned from his trailer. He looked as tired as I felt.
“Sure,” Kade said, briefly running his hand down the back of my head. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” I replied, refusing to make eye contact and blowing off the question. The last thing I needed was Luke getting involved and making things worse. He would psychoanalyze the dream and tell me what it meant – and no one wanted that. “I’m just hungry.”
Kade didn’t look convinced, but he gave my shoulder a soft squeeze before disappearing inside the trailer. Luke, his hair sticking up in a bevy of odd places, narrowed his eyes as he sipped his coffee. I didn’t like his pointed stare.
“I’m making bacon and sausage for you this morning,” I said, hoping to distract him from whatever truth he thought he was about to sniff out. “We’ll have to do a lot of shopping when we hit the next market, but our breakfast should be nice and hearty today and tomorrow.”
“Uh-huh.” Luke took another exaggerated sip of his coffee as he watched me, his eyes thoughtful. He was so intent on staring that I could feel sweat forming on my upper lip as I worked overtime to act natural.
The sound of Kade’s footsteps descending the metal trailer stairs was a relief, although what happened next was not.
“What’s wrong with Poet?” Luke asked.
“She had a nightmare that she doesn’t want to talk about,” Kade replied, dropping the bacon on the tabletop and then sitting across from Luke. “I tried getting information out of her but she blew me off.”
Luke silently poured Kade a mug of coffee and pushed it across the table, never once shifting his gaze from me. “What was the nightmare about?”
“She only said she was in the cornfield and the scarecrow talked to her,” Kade replied.
“You guys know I’m standing here, right?” Agitation caused my stomach to flip. “I can hear you. Heck, I can even crack that code you’re using. Oh, wait, there is no code.”
“Someone is irritated,” Nellie said, appearing at the end of the table. He was dressed in jogging pants and a T-shirt for a change. “Is it PMS time?”
Kade arched a curious eyebrow. He wouldn’t dare ask that question. Most men wouldn’t. Nellie wasn’t most men – and he was proud of that fact.
“She won’t have PMS for another week and a half,” Luke replied, not missing a beat. “I already stocked up on chocolate and Kleenex. We’re going to have a Hallmark Channel movie marathon.”
I scowled as Kade snorted. “Thanks for sharing that with the class, Luke.”
“Hey, it’s not my fault you’re crabby and distant this morning,” Luke said. “Plus, I thought that was a nice way of giving Kade a heads up that he’s going to run out of time to finish making his move if he’s not careful.”
Kade scorched Luke with a look that would’ve made most mortal men quake with fear. Luke barely registered it.
“You two still haven’t walked the tightrope together?” Nellie’s face reflected dumbfounded incredulity. “How is that even possible?”
“We’re not having this discussion,” Kade snapped, his cheeks coloring. “It’s nobody’s business.”
“They were going to open the bottle of wine and chug it last night, but mayhem and a dead body got in the way,” Luke explained. “I agree with Kade, though, we’re not going to talk about it. We’ve done nothing but talk about it for days. Frankly, I’m bored with the subject.”
“Thank you,” I intoned, blowing out a relieved sigh. “Who wants sausage and who wants bacon?”
“I want both,” Nellie replied. “Why don’t want to talk about your lack of loving? If it was me, I’d be crying. Tell me the truth, does the big guy have trouble licking the stamp and putting the mail in the slot? I’ve heard that about guys his size.”
“Shut up,” Kade snapped, mortified. “I don’t have any problems … least of all that one.”
“If you say so,” Nellie said, exchanging an exaggerated eye roll with Luke.
“I want both, too,” Luke said. “I’m sure Kade doesn’t have any problems firing the acrobat out of the cannon. I think it’s more that his mind is so busy he can’t wedge another clown in the car.”
“Ah. That makes sense.” Nellie rubbed his scraggly beard. “Why don’t you two get a hotel room the first night of our next stop and … you know … shove that tiger through the hoop?”
“I can’t believe we’re even having this conversation,” I muttered, stopping my breakfast preparations long enough to pinch the bridge of my nose. “This is already the longest day ever and it’s barely started.”
“You only think that because you’re tired,” Luke said. “You’re tired because you didn’t sleep last night. Kade says you didn’t sleep because you had a nightmare. Tell me about your nightmare.”
Well … crud on a cracker. How did he manage to do that? He took one uncomfortable conversation and managed to shift it to an even more obnoxious topic without missing a beat. That is so … frustrating.
“Her heart was really pounding and I don’t think she fell back asleep for a long time,” Kade said. He was clearly annoyed with Luke’s insistence on focusing on our sexual lag time, but he was worried enough about my sleeping habits to remain friendly with my best friend in case he could solve the problem. “I tried to stay up, but … it didn’t happen.”
“That’s what I was asking before and you claimed that wasn’t an issue for you,” Nellie complained.
It took Kade a moment to realize what he’d said before he exploded. “You’re a pain in the ass! You know that, right?”
“I consider it an art form,” Nellie replied, unruffled. “What’s the deal with the dream? Was it a prophetic dream? You have those, right?”
Kade stilled, surprised. “Wait … is that really a thing? Is that why you were so upset?”
“It is kind of a thing, although it rarely happens to me,” I answered. “It was not a prophetic dream last night. It was a weird dream. The scarecrow was talking to me as if we were best friends. That clearly wasn’t prophetic.”
“Do you think the scarecrow is the killer?” Nellie asked.
“I don’t know.” I tugged on the ends of the bacon package and when it wouldn’t immediately open I grew frustrated and tossed it back down. “Well, that’s clearly defective. Nobody gets bacon because the package won’t open.”
Kade calmly picked up the package and tugged the blue ribbon on the back, wordlessly handing me the open plastic bag. If I was hoping to convince him this was a normal day at the circus, I’d failed … by a long shot.
“I could be wrong,” Luke said. “Maybe she does have PMS. I’ll check my calendar. Some of those months with five weekends throw me off.”
I sucked in a breath, reminding myself that every family has issues, and even though I wanted to smack all three of them I still liked them. When I was sure I had my emotions in check I forced a bright smile. “How does everyone want their eggs?”
“Scrambled.”
“Fried.”
“Poached.”
Well, that did it. I threw the bacon at Luke as hard as I could, internally screeching when he easily caught it and raised his eyebrows. “I am not your slave. Cook for yourselves!”
“WHAT are you doing?” Luke was leery when he found me staring at the scarecrow an hour later. I remained safely behind the dreamcatcher, my back resting against a tree as I held my bent knees close to my chest and hunkered low to the ground so I wouldn’t attract unwanted attention. “You’re not going to start throwing corn at me, are you? If so, then I need to go back and get a pot of water so I can boil it.”
I remained rigid and silent.
“Nothing, huh?” Luke sighed as he sat next to me. “Do you want to tell me what’s wrong?”
“I want to be alone, Luke.” I kept my voice low even though my agitation was high. I had no idea what was wrong with me, but it was as if the already flimsy walls on my house of cards were beginning to topple.
“Well, you can’t be alone because I’m here.” Luke reached over and grabbed my hand, flipping it over to study my palm as he decided how to proceed. “I think you might be dealing with some stuff that I’ve overlooked because I’ve been so self-involved lately.”
“You’re always self-involved.”
“So are you,” Luke shot back, his voice hitching as he worked overtime to control himself. “I didn’t come here to fight with you, Poet. I’m not leaving until you tell me what’s wrong. This isn’t like you. You never walk away from a fight. You usually dig your heels in until everyone else gives up. That’s how I know this is serious.”
I couldn’t tell him what was really bothering me. That would make him a witness to my guilt, and somehow that made it worse. He would be livid when he found out, because we never keep secrets from one another. I still couldn’t tell him. “I’m … on edge.” That was an understatement … and also fairly close to stating the obvious.
“I noticed that when I caught the flying bacon,” Luke said. “Since you’re not in the mood to open up, how about I drill down on my own? How does that sound?”
Painful. “I’m not in the mood, Luke.”
“Well, that doesn’t mean I’m going to let you sit here and pout all day,” Luke said. “We have a job to do and we all need to be on top of our games tonight. You especially need to be on point. You can’t be distracted.”
“Because you’re worried I’m going to die?”
“Because I love you and it will break me if something happens to you,” Luke replied. “Let’s start with the obvious problem, shall we?”
What was the obvious problem?
“I’m sorry I interrupted you and Kade last night,” Luke said. “I didn’t want to do it. If things didn’t happen once you got back to the trailer because of that … well … I’m sorry.”
Oh, good grief. “Do you really think that’s why I’m upset?” I snapped my eyes to him, frustrated. “Do you think I’m that petty?”
“I think you’re that sexually frustrated,” Luke clarified. “I think you’ve built this thing up so much in your head that it’s eating you alive. Sharing a bed with him and not getting to enjoy the fun stuff that usually goes with it has to be driving you insane. It’s like he’s torturing you … and me by extension.”
“I think you’re over-thinking this,” I challenged. “It will happen when it’s meant to happen. I’m perfectly happy the way things are. We’ve barely been dating for two weeks.”
“Then what is it?” Luke asked, exasperated. “Are you worried you’re going to die? Did you lie to me last night when you made light of it? I saw that woman in the parking lot. She did look a lot like you. Someone could be targeting you. Are you afraid? If you are, I understand, and we’ll get through this. I promise.”
“I am afraid, Luke, but not for the reasons you think,” I said, annoyed when I felt a lone tear slipping down my cheek. “Something bad is going to happen. Three people have died and I can … feel … something closing in.
“Generally I’m never afraid in situations like this, but since Melissa gave me that warning I feel as if I’m frozen, and I’m second-guessing myself,” I continued. “I feel like I should be doing something, yet there’s nothing I can do to fix this. I’m not used to being helpless.”
“You’re not helpless,” Luke said, gripping my hand so tightly he risked cutting off my circulation. “It’s okay to be frustrated. It’s also okay to be afraid. I think there’s something else going on, though. Whatever it is, you’re not going to tell me. You’re going out of your way to hide it.”
I hate that he can read me so well. I mean … I love him. I hate sometimes, too. He makes me vulnerable. “I just want to get through this gig, Luke. Things will be better when we leave Lincoln.” They’ll also probably be worse, but for an entirely different reason.
“Poet, everything is going to be okay,” Luke said. “I won’t ever let anything happen to you.”
The simple declaration was enough to pierce the shroud of my anger and cause it to deflate, like a slow leak in a balloon. I blew out an exaggerated sigh. “I love you, Luke. I’m just out of sorts.”
“Because of the scarecrow in your dream?”
“Partly. He was definitely creepy.”
“Do you think that scarecrow is somehow possessed or something?” Luke asked, shifting his eyes to the straw man on the pike. “Do you think someone is using magic to make him do things?”
I’d considered the suggestion more times than I could count, but in the end I couldn’t come up with a feasible reason why. No one had actually seen the scarecrow running around. All we had were Kade’s suspicion and my dream, which could easily be a manifestation of Kade’s suspicion. “I think it’s something else.”
“Well, I want to be sure,” Luke said, pressing a quick kiss to the palm of my hand and dragging me to my feet.
“Where are we going?” I whined. “I’m hungry and crabby. I need to go back and eat something before the guests arrive.”
“We’re going to check out that scarecrow,” Luke replied. “I want to be sure.”
“It’s just a scarecrow.”
“Let me be the judge of that.” Luke kept a firm grip on my hand as he led me over the dreamcatcher border and toward the ugly man doll on the stick. I heard footsteps pounding behind us as we moved away from the fairgrounds, and I wasn’t surprised to find Kade racing to catch up when I glanced over my shoulder.
“What are you doing?” Kade asked, falling into step next to me. “Are you going after the scarecrow?”
“I’m not doing anything,” I answered. “Luke wants to see the scarecrow. I’m just … figuring out a way to apologize without actually saying the words.”
Kade smirked. “That’s good enough for me,” he said, grabbing my free hand. “I don’t blame you for being upset. You didn’t sleep and someone essentially insinuated you were going to die. I’d be irritable, too.”
“She’s not going to die,” Luke argued. “I won’t allow it to happen.”
“She’s not going to die,” Kade agreed. “We’re not going to let it happen, though. That includes everyone, not just you and me.”
“Fine.” Luke rarely let things go without a fight. “It mostly means me, though. I’ve known her longer.”
“You’re such a pain,” Kade grumbled, although he didn’t mount further argument.
There we were, my best friend, my boyfriend and me in the middle. We were all holding hands and walking in a line together to check out a scarecrow. For some reason it was comforting instead of strange. It was odd, don’t get me wrong, but the comfort far outweighed everything else.
Luke kept his eyes trained on the scarecrow as we approached, releasing my hand only when he was sure Kade still held the other and I wasn’t in any immediate danger. He circled the scarecrow for what felt like forever and then turned toward us with a dark look on his face. Did he sense something I had missed?
“It’s wearing two different plaid patterns, and that is just unacceptable,” Luke announced. “Who puts red horizontal plaid with blue vertical plaid?”
“I think his name is Burt,” Kade answered. “He owns the farm.”
“Or Mama,” I said, making a face. “That still bugs me.”
“I’ll never call you Mama,” Kade promised. “You’ve made your feelings on the situation perfectly clear.”
“That doesn’t explain the plaid, though,” Luke prodded. “It’s … demented.”
I found his ability to find outrage in the mundane comforting, too. It reminded me that life – and the upheaval associated with it – was always churning, but some things would always remain the same. Luke and the love and loyalty I felt for him was a shining example of that.
“I think you should take it up with Burt,” I suggested. “I’m sure the two of you will have a lot to talk about if you meet. He wears overalls.”
“That poor, tortured soul,” Luke said, pressing his hand to the spot above his heart. “I might have to seek him out.”
“If you do, ask him if the other scarecrow turned up,” Kade said, narrowing his eyes as he scanned a few nearby cornrows. “It still bugs me that the other one disappeared.”
“Do you think that’s the possessed scarecrow?” Luke asked.
“I think focusing on the scarecrow is a mistake,” Kade replied. “Even if it is somehow involved – and for the record, if it is, that’s creepier than clowns – but even if it is involved I think it’s clear someone else is controlling it.”
“Like Percival?” I asked, remembering our conversation from the night before.
“Yeah, well I’m going to run a thorough background check on him before the fairgrounds open,” Kade said. “I know you think I’m being ridiculous, but there’s something wonky about that guy.”
“There’s definitely something wonky about him,” Luke agreed. “No British guy should have abs like that. It goes against the laws of nature.”
Kade’s eyes widened. “That’s what I said.”
“We’re like brothers from another mother,” Luke teased, grinning.
Their relationship was odd, but I couldn’t help but enjoy the sometimes outrageous interaction. They were like brothers. Really competitive brothers who occasionally wanted to beat each other up, but brothers all the same.
“Don’t push it,” Kade said, shaking his head. “I wanted to make sure Poet was okay before I locked myself away with my computer for a few hours.” He cast me a sidelong look, almost as if he had something he wanted to ask but was afraid to voice. “Actually, I was kind of hoping you would sit with me while I run the search. I’ll cook you breakfast, and then you can eat while I’m doing it. How does that sound?”
I decided to answer honestly. “It sounds as if you want to babysit me so I don’t accidentally die while you’re distracted.”
“You’re not going to die,” Kade snapped, his tone serious enough to jolt me.
“I’m sorry. It was just a joke.”
“It’s not funny,” Kade said, his expression softening. “Nothing about this is funny and I’m not going to pretend I’m not worried. I didn’t even believe in magic a month ago and now I’m terrified some woman’s vision is going to come true. It’s messed up.”
“I’m … sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say.
“No, I’m sorry,” Kade said. “I shouldn’t have snapped at you like that.”
“Meh, she threw bacon, so I think you guys are even,” Luke said. “I have a suggestion that’ll make everyone happy, though, if you’re willing to listen.”
Kade looked understandably dubious, but he patiently waited for Luke to continue.
“I’m going to run to the farmhouse over yonder and ask about the scarecrow,” Luke said. “I want to cover all of our bases. While that’s happening, Kade, you can cook Poet breakfast and whisper sweet nothings in her ear and make up in a proper fashion. That way I don’t have to see the kissing and you don’t have to hear the heckling and vomit noises I intend to make if you do it in front of me.”
“That sounds great,” Kade deadpanned, annoyed. “I’m still waiting for the part I’ll like.”
“After that you can run your search and I’ll help Poet get ready for today’s show,” Luke said, refusing to acknowledge Kade’s irritation. “That will take us at least an hour. By the time you’re done with your search she’ll be ready to go to her tent and you can take over bodyguard duty.”
My eyebrows practically flew off my forehead when I realized what they were suggesting. “No way!”
Kade ignored me. “I like that idea,” he said. “Do you promise to stick close to her until I show up at the trailer to collect her? I can finagle it so I’m outside her trailer the entire day except for every other hour when I need to walk the fairgrounds.”
“I already have a plan for that, too,” Luke said. “I’ll put that into motion during your first shift in her tent.”
“Does anyone want to hear what I think?” I asked, my gaze bouncing from face to face. “I don’t need a babysitter.”
“No one is going to sit on you, baby,” Kade said, tightening his grip on my hand. “We merely like looking at you so much that we can’t bear to be away from you and your extraordinary beauty.”
That was the lamest line I’d ever heard. “I’m not agreeing to this plan.”
Luke pretended I didn’t speak. “That was a really good one, man. Smooth.”
Kade returned Luke’s impish smile. “I may be new to the ways of the circus but I know my way around women.”
“Not so far you don’t,” Luke shot back, casting me a pointed look.
“And we were getting along so well,” Kade muttered. “How long are you going to keep this up?”
“Just until you pull her rabbit out of your hat.”
Okay, this officially just got weird.
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Twenty-Five
“Do you really think there’s something going on with him?”
I sat in a white plastic chair in front of my trailer as Luke tugged on strands of my hair in what I was sure was a vain attempt to tame the mass of unruly waves that formed when I took off in a huff and let the wind do the heavy hair lifting.
“I think there’s something going on with him,” Luke confirmed, his eyes landing on Percival as he regaled Nixie and Naida with some tall tale. “He’s a tool.”
“I thought you liked him,” I argued, wrinkling my nose as Nixie dissolved into hysterical giggles that couldn’t possibly be real. “You seemed to like him the day we interviewed him.”
“I did not,” Luke said, reaching for a metal clip. “I told you he was evil and should be eradicated.”
That’s not how I remembered things. “You liked his accent.”
“You liked his accent,” Luke shot back. “You went all weak in the knees and googly eyed. I wasn’t the only one who noticed it. Kade noticed it, and he growled like a wounded bear. True story.”
Whenever Luke says “true story” I know he’s exaggerating. “I did not go weak in the knees.”
“Kade still growled,” Luke said. “He didn’t like the way you looked at the British clown one bit. He’s … smitten.” Luke pinched my cheek for good measure as he mulled a new nickname for a British clown. He loved mashing two words to come up with something new. “He’s a smitten kitten.”
I was used to Luke’s moods careening from high to low and then back again, but he was a far cry from the melancholy man I left in the cornfield an hour and a half earlier. “What’s up with you?” I asked, suspicious. “Did you find Burt?”
“I did. He’s a delightful man.”
He must’ve met a different Burt. “Did you see his overalls?”
“I did. I think they’re retro and have a lot of potential.”
Now he was just making things up. “Did you get to meet Mama? I’m dying to see what she looks like.”
“I didn’t get to meet Mama.” Luke sounded disappointed. “The house is charming, though. It’s right out of a television movie.”
“One of those Lifetime ones with a small budget?” I was annoyed by his hovering, so I didn’t feel bad about poking fun at Luke’s viewing habits. Although, truth be told, I’d been known to partake in a Lifetime movie a time or two … or ten … myself. Okay, we watch them all the time when we can’t sleep. Some of them are riveting, and the rest are so stupid they’re inadvertently funny.
“One of the Hallmark ones filmed on location,” Luke corrected, adopting a huffy tone. “There’s no need to give me attitude. It’s not my fault you’re living under a death omen. You should be thankful that I love you enough to protect you with my life.”
I was thankful for that. Er, well, kind of. That didn’t mean I enjoyed being smothered. “You still haven’t told me why you’re in such a good mood.” I figured steering the conversation away from my potential death was a smart move. “Did you meet a farmer who struck your fancy while you were visiting Burt and Mama? Are you finally going to churn some butter of your own?”
“You’re such a funny girl, Poet Parker,” Luke teased, poking my cheek. “I did meet a farmer who struck my fancy. His name is Burt.”
I had no idea where he was going with this. I could only hope it wasn’t a scary place. “But Burt is with Mama.”
“Not that way, piglet,” Luke snapped, shaking his head. “I liked the way he talked about his wife. He’s a nice guy. He doesn’t know what happened to his scarecrow, by the way. It’s a big mystery, although he doesn’t seem particularly worried about it. He thinks some drunken teenagers probably took it and turned it into a sex doll.”
“See, he said something similar to me and I didn’t find it cute,” I said. “I found it disturbing.”
“That’s because you’re a pain in the behind,” Luke said. “You don’t understand that people have rustic charms that surpass the chic circus world.”
Because we have a bearded lady who runs around in evening gowns and combat boots, and ten clowns who never met a whirling tie they didn’t like, I couldn’t imagine anyone ever using the words “chic” and “circus” in the same sentence together. “What are you up to?”
Luke was full of faux innocence and light as he swiped a makeup brush over my eyelid. It looked like he was going with a wild purple color that I normally wouldn’t allow near my face. Because applying makeup was the only way I could keep him from handcuffing himself to me as a form of protection, I relented. It was only for one day. How bad could it be?
“As your best friend, I have the right to have my feelings hurt whenever my favorite person in the world is suspicious about my motivations,” Luke sniffed. “In the immortal words of Stephanie Tanner: How rude!”
I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing. Ever since Luke forced me to watch the Full House revival – Fuller House – on Netflix, he’d been spouting every catchphrase he could remember. Kade found them irritating – especially when Luke did the “cut it out” mime routine – but I thought he was funny. I always thought he was funny … even when he wasn’t. My heart rolled as I pressed my eyes shut. I had no idea why I was so emotional.
“You’re not dying on me!” Luke snapped me out of my reverie by grabbing my shoulders and giving them a good shake. I was even more stunned by his actions than my out-of-control emotions.
“I wasn’t thinking that,” I protested.
“You’re lying.”
He was right. I was lying. That didn’t mean I would admit it. “I don’t think I’m going to die, Luke,” I said finally, happy that my voice didn’t crack when I said the words. “I was thinking how much I love you.”
“Because you’re worried you’re going to die and leave me all alone,” Luke seethed. “You’re feeling nostalgic, and that’s making you weepy. Knock it off!”
If I was feeling nostalgic, that emotion evaporated with the arrival of Luke’s bossy tone. “You knock it off.”
“You knock it off first,” Luke snapped. “I’m not joking. You’re not leaving me. You can’t leave me. I’ll kill you first.”
“Well, that sounds counterproductive,” I muttered.
“You’re counterproductive,” Luke hissed.
“All right, that will be enough of that,” Kade said, annoyance wafting off of him as he slipped a hand between Luke and me to separate us. I didn’t even notice him approaching. He’s sneaky sometimes. “What’s going on?”
“Nothing,” I replied, shifting my eyes to my bare feet. Luke had insisted on giving me a pedicure, too. “Did you find anything during your search?”
“It’s going to take a bit longer than I thought,” Kade replied, using his thumb to tip my chin up so he could search my face. “The internet hub is slow out here today, so I left the search running in my trailer. I figured I could head back during one of my rounds and check for the results. I didn’t get very far in my effort because it’s taking so long.”
“A watched page never loads,” Luke said sagely. “I learned that from internet porn.”
“That’s … great,” Kade said, rubbing the spot between his eyebrows. “I can’t be sure Percival is a threat, but I want to run a search on him anyway, just to be sure. We should still be vigilant in case it’s not him.”
“I still think he’s just a weird guy who likes dressing in makeup and wigs,” I said. “That doesn’t make him evil.”
“He’s a clown,” Kade said. “That makes him evil.”
“I hear that,” Luke said, pushing Kade’s hand away so he could return to his work on my face. “You don’t need to be here yet. I’m not done making her shiny and pretty.”
“She’s already pretty,” Kade said. “You can’t improve on perfection.”
Holy … crap! My cheeks burned as my feet became the most interesting thing to look at.
“Oh, look how cute she is when you compliment her,” Luke cooed. He was back to enjoying himself. “I haven’t seen her this cute since … well … forever.” His eyes took on a far-off quality as he looked me over. “Her skin is almost glowing.”
“You two are a trip,” Kade said, shaking his head. “Is this what’s been going on the entire time I’ve been gone? Have you been fighting and then almost crying because you’re both emotional wrecks about the prospect of Poet dying? I thought we agreed that wasn’t going to happen.”
“It’s not going to happen,” Luke said, puffing out his chest. “I’m here to protect her.”
“I’m here to protect her,” Kade argued. “You’re here to doll her up.”
“You know what? I’m here to protect myself,” I corrected, hopping off the chair and grabbing the hand mirror from the picnic table before Luke realized what I was trying to do. “I don’t need anyone to doll me up either. I happen to think I look pretty good.”
“You look better than pretty good,” Kade said, tilting his head to the side as he watched me lift the mirror. “Luke did a good job, though.”
I was surprised when I saw my reflection, sucking in a breath when I saw the glittering makeup on my brow and cheeks twinkling in the sun. I generally don’t go for all the bells and whistles when I prepare for a workday, but I had to give Luke credit because I really did look pretty good. He’d tied my hair back in two loose buns, but he’d left several tendrils hanging loose close to my face, which gave me a wild look. My eyes were offset by a bright purple eye shadow that would’ve been overbearing under different circumstances. Luke actually made it look minimalistic, though.
“Wow.”
“Oh, I love it when a woman looks at herself in a mirror and says that,” Luke said, grinning. “You do look good, even if I say so myself. What do you think, Security Studmuffin?”
Kade usually blanched at the name, but he didn’t even acknowledge it this go around. “I think she looks amazing,” he said. “All she’s missing is one of those sequined skirts and a scarf.”
“I have both inside,” Luke said. “I wanted her to strip out here so I could dress her, too, but that’s where she drew the line.”
“Well, everyone has limits,” Kade said, reaching up to touch one of the curls that framed my face. “I always think you look amazing, but this is … you look like a piece of art.”
“She’s my masterpiece,” Luke boasted.
“She’s my masterpiece,” Kade countered, his voice low. “You look beautiful. I can’t wait to see you add a skirt to this. I love those skirts. Wear one with bells if you can. I like knowing where you are before I see you.”
I thought about putting up a fight but he was so earnest I couldn’t muster the energy. “I can probably manage that.”
“Good.” Kade leaned over and gave me a gentle kiss. “I’m glad I’m going to be hanging around with you all day.”
Of course he had to ruin the moment. “Don’t remind me,” I grumbled, shifting my eyes to Luke. “You never did tell me why you’re in such a good mood … and what Burt has to do with it.”
“Oh, it’s nothing really, but when I stopped at the main house to see him he mentioned never visiting a circus before, so I said I would give him tickets,” Luke said.
“But … why would that put you in a good mood?” I asked. “I can see why that would put him in a good mood.”
“He said he was going to let me drive a tractor in exchange for the tickets. We had a lovely chat, and my love of farm equipment just sort of spilled out. He said he would be happy to make a lifelong dream come true.”
And there it was. Luke had been trying to get someone in a rural area let him drive a tractor for as long as I could remember. In fact, he made me promise to take photographs of him on said tractor should his dream come to fruition, because he wanted to make his own agricultural beefcake calendar. He thought it would make him rich and famous because everyone loves when vegetables and gay porn collide.
“Oh, man,” I muttered, instinctively lifting a hand to drag it through my hair. Kade and Luke reached out to stop me at the same time. “What?”
“Don’t ruin your hair because you don’t want to take photographs of me shirtless on the tractor,” Luke admonished. “I spent an hour doing your hair. It’s perfect.”
“Can’t you get someone else to take your photos? I might die tonight. I don’t want to do it.” What? I’m really going to do my best to fight off the death omen, but that doesn’t mean I can’t use it to my advantage. I mean, seriously, how often is another seer going to tell me I’m dying? Man, I hope it’s not often, because I’m not sure my nerves can take it.
“Does someone want to enlighten me?” Kade asked.
“It’s a long story,” Luke said, waving his hand. “We don’t have time for it.”
“Luke wants me to take a series of photographs of him shirtless on a tractor because he thinks he can turn it into a calendar and get rich off gay farmers,” I supplied.
“Apparently it’s not that long of a story,” Luke groused.
“I see.” Kade looked as if he was about to burst out laughing. “Well, we’ll figure that out tomorrow. Today we have other things to worry about.”
“We do,” Luke agreed. “I have to get free passes for Burt and Mama, I have to get Poet into a skirt, I’m doing the trapeze tonight and I’m saving my best friend’s life. It’s going to be a big day for me.”
“Don’t you mean a big day for us?” Kade challenged.
Luke shrugged, unruffled. “The only way it’ll be a big day for you is if you finally put on a big show of your own.”
“Thank you, Luke,” Kade muttered, shaking his head. “I think adding more pressure to this situation is exactly what everyone needs.”
Luke didn’t appear bothered by Kade’s sarcasm. “You do realize that you’re the headliner, main act and encore in that show, right? That means you have to be up for the challenge. We don’t take disappointment well around these parts.”
Kade scowled as he glanced at me. “Are you dead set on keeping him as your best friend?”
I couldn’t help but smile, even as Kade frowned. “I’m dead set on keeping both of you.”
Even though he fought the effort, the corners of Kade’s mouth tipped up. “I’m dead set on keeping you, too. Let’s make sure the dead part doesn’t happen, though, shall we?”
“Finally,” Luke enthused. “I didn’t think you’d ever find something we could agree on.”
It was official. The one thing that could bring Luke and Kade together was me. Now I just had to survive the next twenty-four hours to make sure all of their relationship efforts weren’t wasted.
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Twenty-Six
A normal day at the circus involves fun, frolicking and never-ending laughter. There also might be some heartburn and a few headaches. What we were dealing with now was pretty far from a normal day.
After climbing into my costume – Luke’s smirk when I opted for a skirt with bells grating only a little – I headed toward my tent with Kade in tow. He plastered a bright smile on his face for everyone glancing in our direction, almost as if putting on an act that everything was perfect, but I could tell he was tense. I didn’t know whether he was trying to convince himself or me with the act, but it was growing tedious.
After getting set up in my tent, I tied the flaps so they remained open, and took my chair. The circus would open in five minutes, and I expectantly turned my eyes to Kade. “You can go now.”
“I’m good.” Kade ran his hands over my Ouija board as he studied the table behind me. “I need to get another chair for back here so I’ll be comfortable. I’ll have Dolph grab one before he heads to the big tent for the afternoon show. I’ll be fine until then.”
I ran my tongue over my teeth as I fought to contain my irritation. It wasn’t much of a calming mechanism, but I didn’t know what else to do. “You know I’m an adult, right?”
“That’s one of the main reasons I climb into bed with you every night,” Kade replied. “If you weren’t an adult, it would be awkward and illegal.”
I narrowed my eyes. “I know you’re trying to keep things light, but jokes like that are never funny.”
“I knew that the second it came out of my mouth,” Kade acknowledged, rubbing the back of his neck as he studied me. “I know this is hard for you, but you have to let us help you. You can’t do this alone.”
“There’s a difference between helping and smothering,” I pointed out. “What you’re doing feels like smothering.”
“I don’t want that, but … if something were to happen to you and I wasn’t around … .” He looked lost. “I don’t think I could live with that.”
“I’m pretty sure I couldn’t live with it either,” I quipped. “I’m also not sure I can deal with this. Can’t you … I don’t know … do your rounds and just poke your head in here every time you pass? I’m not thrilled with that arrangement, but I can live with it.”
“What happens if you’re attacked?”
“I’m on the lookout for an attack,” I answered. “I’m expecting something bad to happen so it will be easier to fight it off if I’m already waiting for it.”
“It will be even easier to fight it off if you have help.”
I knew he was trying to help, but he was doing the opposite. “I’ve been taking care of myself for a really long time,” I said, choosing my words carefully so as not to offend him. “I can’t go from being self-reliant to waiting for you to save the day. I’m not built that way. You may be a hero, but I’m not a damsel in distress.”
Kade balked. “Is that what you think I’m doing?”
I took pity on him. “I don’t think that’s what you’re trying to do,” I clarified. “I think you’re so desperate to keep me safe that you can’t help yourself. You have to remember that Melissa gave me the warning last night. Someone who looked an awful lot like me already died during the intervening hours. I might be safe.”
“And you might not,” Kade challenged, taking a step forward. “You have every right to feel smothered, but if you die because you’re being stupid and refuse to accept help, how do you think that’s going to make Luke and me feel? How do you think Max will react? Nellie? How about Nixie and Naida?
“I know Max is the boss, but you’re the glue that holds this place together,” he continued. “You’re very important to everyone here. I’m not sure this circus can survive without you.”
His words warmed me at the same time as guilt flipped my stomach. Even if we figured everything out, solved the murders and banished the evil tonight, something terrible was on the agenda for tomorrow. “I’m not trying to be a martyr,” I said. “I’m just trying to breathe and make it through the day without killing you.”
Kade cracked a small smile, but it was fleeting. “Will you promise not to wander around alone?”
He was trying to meet me halfway. “I promise to be extremely vigilant and not wander more than a few feet from my tent,” I said. “That’s the best I can do, because I occasionally need a few minutes to myself between readings. People are annoying when they want a specific future and I can’t deliver it to them.”
Kade signed. “Will you be really careful and not wander around alone close to dark? Will you wait for Luke and me tonight before leaving?”
That was obviously his line in the sand. “Consider it done.”
“Fine.” Kade leaned over so he could give me a kiss. It was meant to be quick, but he lingered. When he finally pulled away, his eyes were bright. “If you promise to make it through the day without causing trouble I’ll make it worth your while later.”
I grinned. “Great,” I enthused. “I love getting a massage.”
Kade’s smile slipped. “That’s not what I meant.”
“I’m not getting my hopes up for anything else on a night when we’ll probably be fighting a monster,” I said. “I’m not a masochist … or naïve.”
“You’re probably right.” Kade gave me another kiss. “Still, it’s something to look forward to.”
“It is indeed.”
I WAS on my fourth reading of the day and starting to feel at ease when things shifted. An unexpected breeze blew through the tent, causing me to lift my head and glance around. I was alone, waiting for my next client, and the pedestal fan I plugged in and pointed in my direction to stave off the sweltering heat was the only noise in the stillness of the tent.
There was nothing there. I didn’t feel anyone watching me or an evil presence. It was only a breeze that had no business whipping through the tent. I considered poking my head out the flap and taking a look around to further convince myself things were fine when the entryway filled with two big bodies – and I just happened to recognize one of them.
“Hi, Burt,” I said, hoping my voice sounded more enthusiastic than irritated. “I heard you were coming to visit today. I’m glad you made it out.”
“Yeah, that Luke made a big deal out of it when he stopped by,” Burt said. “He said he would get us passes and stuff, and he seemed so excited I didn’t want to disappoint him. He’s got a weird thing about tractors I’m not sure about, but … well … he doesn’t take no for an answer. I wasn’t sure he’d actually come through, but he showed back up with the passes and all, and … well … Mama always wanted to visit the circus.”
“So here you are,” I said, forcing a smile for the robust blond woman standing next to Burt. For his part, he’d opted to leave the overalls at home and dressed in simple jeans and a white T-shirt that had seen better days – and that was if you didn’t take the pit stains I could practically smell from five feet away into consideration. I couldn’t hold that against Burt, given the heat, though.
Mama, on the other hand, was a different story. She was dressed in what looked to be her Sunday best, a blue cotton dress with a fully buttoned collar. She paired it with white canvas shoes, though, so I couldn’t help but wonder if that was her attempt at shaking things up.
“You must be Mama,” I said. “Welcome. Have a seat and I’ll give you a reading.”
“My real name is June,” the woman said, sitting in the seat on the left and studying me with inquisitive eyes. “Burt is the only one who calls me ‘Mama.’”
“Does that bother you?” It would certainly bother me.
“I don’t really think about it,” June replied. “You know, Burt told me about running into you in the field the other day, and he seemed thankful to escape with his arms and eyes. You don’t look nothing like no Satanist to me, though.”
I stilled, unsure how to respond. It didn’t surprise me that Burt described me in that manner. It did surprise me that June was so forthcoming. I expected a meek woman who looked to her husband for permission to speak. I guess I let my judgmental nature come out to play – just like Burt. “That’s possibly very flattering,” I said, glancing at Burt. “Did you tell her I was a Satanist?”
“I told her you looked like you were in tune with the dark arts,” Burt replied, unruffled about being called on the carpet for his snap judgment. “You do look like you could be evil. I don’t mean no offense when I say that.”
Of course he didn’t. Being told you look like a Satanist is a compliment really. Right? “So, what can I do for you today?” I asked, shuffling my tarot cards. “Do you want to know your future? Maybe how many kids you’ll have or whether the corn crop will be good this year?”
“I want to know who killed Frank,” June said, leaning forward with intense eyes. “Burt says he thinks it could be you guys, but that don’t make no sense to me, so I want to know who did it. I’m afraid to walk around after dark as long as a killer is out there. He might try to … molest me … or something.”
That was an interesting way of looking at things. “Who do you think did it?”
June made a face so outrageous I had to swallow three times in quick succession to hold off my laughter. “If I knew that I wouldn’t be coming to you, would I?”
“Probably not,” I conceded, shifting my eyes to Burt as I extended the cards in June’s direction. “Cut the cards,” I instructed. “Who do you think is doing it, Burt?”
“I still haven’t ruled out you and your friends,” Burt answered. “Although Mama pointed out that it would be pretty stupid for you to send someone ahead to kill Frank in your back yard and then call the police to report it.”
“That would be pretty stupid,” I agreed, doling the cards out. “Have the police said anything to you since that first day?”
“I’ve called a couple of times, but they haven’t been no help,” Burt said. “They said they’re looking into it and all, but I don’t think they really are. Now there are two other bodies, and that poor Jeanette Simpson was just out having a good time last night when she was killed in your parking lot.”
“What can you tell me about her?” I asked, lifting my eyes so they could lock with June’s clear orbs. I hadn’t heard the name of last night’s victim yet. It probably didn’t matter in the grand scheme of things – the victims looked to be picked at random and killed for convenience – but you could never be too sure. “I saw her, but … the police didn’t give us any information.”
“She was fairly young,” June said. “She was in her mid-twenties. She was one of those … hot-to-trot girls,” she added, bringing her voice down to a near whisper.
I frowned. “I’m not sure what that means.”
“It means that she didn’t get married right out of high school, so everyone assumed she was off doing the nasty with all of the local farmhands,” Burt supplied. “Mama don’t like that.”
“A proper woman gets married as soon as she’s out of high school,” June sniffed, crossing her arms over her ample bosom. “Look at this poor girl. You think she’s a Satanist, and I will just bet that wouldn’t have been your first inclination if she were married.”
Wow. This conversation was taking a turn for the absurd faster than I could follow it. “Go back to Jeanette,” I prompted. “She wasn’t married, so did she come here on a date last night?”
“I heard down at the farmers market that she was supposed to meet some friends. But when she didn’t show up they just went on with their night without her,” June replied. “She’s known for being popular with men, so they figured she found someone to entertain her.”
“So that means she never made it on the circus grounds,” I mused, running the scenario through my head.
“Is that important?” Burt asked.
“I don’t know,” I answered. “Her body was shoved under a truck to hide it. That makes me believe that whoever killed her didn’t cross over into the fairgrounds.” The dreamcatcher would’ve alerted to a foreign presence. The timing and location seemed to indicate whatever was out there was not only aware of the dreamcatcher, it was purposely avoiding it. “The woman who was killed at the rest stop never visited the circus, as far as I can tell.”
“No, but you could easily walk to that rest stop,” Burt pointed out. “Everyone in town thinks the cops are looking at you. Someone said they were out here twice yesterday.”
“Yes, but one of those times was to pick up a dead body,” I said. “The cops don’t think we’re suspects, because we have no motive. You don’t really have a motive either, unless you’re conducting weird rituals in your fields when no one is looking.”
“Is that like a Devil thing?” June asked, her forehead crinkling. “I don’t like Devil talk.”
“It’s not a Devil thing,” I said, rolling my neck until it cracked. There were so many pieces to the puzzle right in front of me, but none of them seemed to fit together. “What about Mary and Grace? Have you talked to them? They might know something.”
“Who are Mary and Grace?” Burt asked, exchanging a quick look with June. “Are they circus folk, too?”
I stilled. “No, they’re your neighbors,” I replied. “They’re the little girls who found the body in your field. I think they belong to whoever lives on the parcel adjacent to yours.”
“That would be the Rubens farm,” Burt said. “Frank and Glenda have been dead for going on two years, though. That farmhouse is in bad shape, and the land isn’t worth much in its current state because the irrigation is all messed up. It would cost a fortune to go in there and update it. That’s why it’s still empty.”
“But … .” I narrowed my eyes. “What about on the other side of you?”
“That’s all state land.”
“Then where did Mary and Grace come from?” I pressed. “They were playing in your field. They couldn’t have wandered out here if they didn’t live close. The cops took them home to talk to their parents that afternoon. I heard Detective Brewer order one of his officers to take the girls home and question their parents.”
“The cops said two girls were playing in the field, but I thought they had something to do with you,” Burt said. “I thought they were your kids. Er, well, not yours personally but you know what I mean.”
“We don’t travel with kids.”
“Well I don’t know what to tell you, but we don’t have neighbors with kids, and we know all of the farmers in the area who have kids,” June said. “The school system isn’t big out here. Everyone knows everyone. I don’t know any kids named Mary and Grace.”
Well … crap!
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Twenty-Seven
I was in a hurry when I left my tent, taking just enough time to put a “be back in fifteen minutes” sign on the flap before leaving to avoid people complaining that I was gone.
I scoured the row in hope of discovering Kade, but wherever he was on his rounds it wasn’t in my general vicinity. I headed for the midway, figuring Kade would spend most of his time there because that’s where most of the fights break out when people don’t win prizes after plunking down piles of money for a five-dollar stuffed animal.
I had no idea what to make of Burt’s information about Mary and Grace, but something told me that I had the final key to solving the puzzle. Now I just needed help putting it together.
I pulled up short when I rounded the ticket booth and careened into Melissa. She seemed to be expecting me, so her hands were raised, and she grabbed my shoulders so I wouldn’t bounce off her and lose my balance.
“You!” I narrowed my eyes. Of course she would pick now to reappear. “What are you doing here?”
“It’s a circus,” Melissa replied evasively. “I’m enjoying my day.” She looked me up and down. “I really like your outfit and makeup today. You look … fancy.”
Was that code for something? If so, I wasn’t in the mood to crack it. “Why are you really here? Did you have another vision of me dying or something?”
Melissa cautiously glanced around to see whether anyone overheard what I said, and when she shifted back to me she looked irritated. “Why would you say something like that? I’m just a local enjoying the circus.”
“You’re also a bad liar,” I snapped, jerking my arm away from her. “I don’t have time for games. If you don’t want to tell me what you’re doing here … .”
“I already told you what I’m doing here,” Melissa shot back, her short ponytail bobbing as she tilted her head back and forth as a sign of frustration. “Why don’t you believe me?”
“Because you warned me of danger last night and then we found a body in the parking lot,” I replied. “In some weird twist, the dead woman looked a lot like me. Now everyone here is on edge because they think I’m going to die.”
“But … why would they think that?” Melissa asked.
“Because a seer can’t prognosticate her own death,” I answered. “I think deep down you must know that. That’s why you came to me in the first place. Either that or you think I’m a fraud and need protection. I can’t quite decide which it is.”
“I … don’t know anything about that,” Melissa admitted, licking her lips. “I’m not even sure what it is.”
I sucked in a calming breath. She was a young woman, I reminded myself. She was barely an adult. If she didn’t know what she was – as I didn’t when I was barely younger than she looked to be – then she was trying to do the best she could without tipping her hand. She needed help … and guidance. Unfortunately I was short on time.
“I’m willing to help you, but you’ve got to stop playing games,” I said, keeping my voice low. “I don’t have time right this second to mess around and give you a tutorial on the sight.”
Melissa’s face, so open and hopeful only a second before, closed down. “I don’t need help.”
She reminded me so much of my younger self it almost hurt to look at her. “I think you do, but I also think I’m in a jam. I promise you that we can talk and I can help you figure this out, but we have bigger worries right now.”
Melissa’s eyes widened. “Did you see it, too?”
Well, this was new. “Did I see what?”
Melissa was hesitant as she licked her lips and twisted her fingers together. “I had a dream last night,” she said. “There was a warning attached.”
That was the closest she’d come to admitting she had the sight. That was a big step for her. “I had a dream, too,” I said. “I don’t believe it was a prophetic dream, though. It was a warning. It involved a scarecrow with a big mouth.”
“And scary red eyes?”
I stilled. “How could you know that?” I asked, surprised. “Can you dream walk?” That was another gift I’d read that some possessed. Raven claimed she could do it, but I’d yet to see her prove it. She also claimed she could see the future, change the past and time travel if she got the right potion ingredients. I didn’t believe those claims either.
“What’s dream walking?” Melissa asked, intrigued.
I definitely didn’t have time for this. “It’s a special gift some Romani possess,” I replied, looking her over. Some of her coloring and facial features seemed to suggest she might share at least a dollop of my ancestral blood, not that I knew a lot about the culture. “Were you in my dream or did you have one of your own that just happened to involve a scarecrow?”
“I was in my own dream,” Melissa replied. “I was walking in a cornfield – although I had no idea what I was doing there – and then the scarecrow popped up and told me there would be death at the circus tonight.”
“Did he say who was going to die?”
“No. He only said that there would be death.”
Well, that was encouraging. If she wasn’t getting visions of my immediate death I could breathe a little easier. An idea occurred to me. “Do you know most of the people who live in this area pretty well?”
Melissa shrugged. “I’ve lived here my whole life,” she said. “I live with my aunt, and she’s a real pill and doesn’t want me to leave the house alone because I’m not married, but I know quite a few people.”
“What is it with the people around here wanting everyone to get married?”
“It’s the societal norm,” Melissa replied. “It’s not what I want. I want to travel … like you.”
Oh, well, great. Now she was identifying with me in an entirely different way. I didn’t have time for that either. “Do you know two little girls named Mary and Grace?”
“I think Amy Bishop has a daughter named Mary,” Melissa answered, tapping her chin as she thought. “She’s about twelve.”
I immediately shook my head. “This girl would be younger, like nine-ish. She’s blond and wears homemade clothing. She also has a sister almost the same age and just as blond.”
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen any girls who fit that description.”
I knew Mary and Grace existed. I talked to them … twice. Heck, I felt sorry for them and gave them passes. They were supposed to be hanging around at the circus right now. “I need you to do something for me,” I said, craning my neck as I scanned the midway. Nothing jumped out at me and I didn’t see either girl. “I need you to look around for two girls together who fit that description. If you discover them, I need you to find me. Do you understand?”
Melissa bobbed her head. “Sure, but … why?”
“Because I think they’re somehow involved,” I replied. “I don’t know whether it’s voluntary or if they even realize what they’re doing, but I think they’re important to figuring out what’s going on here, and I need to talk to them.”
“Okay,” Melissa said, unbothered by the task. “I’ll find them and bring them to you.”
I instinctively grabbed her hand, sucking in a sharp breath when I felt a small jolt of magic. She was definitely powerful. I had a feeling she didn’t know how much magic she possessed. “Don’t talk to them,” I cautioned. “They might be dangerous.”
“You just said they were children.”
“No, I said they looked like children,” I clarified. “They might be something else.”
“Like what?”
I honestly had no idea, but I didn’t admit that to Melissa. “It doesn’t matter right this second,” I said. “Just see if you can find them, and then track me down. I won’t be far. I need to find my friends Kade and Luke. They need all of the information before it’s too late.”
IT TOOK me another ten minutes to convince Melissa that I wasn’t off my rocker and that doing what I said – exactly as I explained – was in her best interests. Once I was finished, I returned to my Kade search, keeping one eye open for Mary and Grace while focusing on finding my errant boyfriend.
“So much for watching my every move,” I muttered to myself, frustrated. An hour earlier I couldn’t get rid of him, and now he was nowhere to be found. Then I remembered the computer search. Kade was trying to dig up dirt on Percival – a task I was convinced was fruitless but which he refused to abandon – and he’d left his computer running in his trailer. I changed directions and headed toward trailer row, giving my tent a wide berth in case someone saw me and asked why I wasn’t giving readings.
Kade was standing in front of his trailer when I arrived. Relief washed over me at having found him, until I realized he wasn’t alone. Luke stood next to him and they seemed to be having an intense conversation. In my head I knew eavesdropping was wrong. In my heart I figured I could spare five minutes to hear what they talked about when they thought I couldn’t overhear them.
“I can’t believe you let her talk you into leaving her alone,” Luke chided. “She could be in danger.”
“I didn’t want to leave her, but I didn’t have a choice,” Kade said. “If I stayed, she would’ve gotten progressively more irritated and picked a fight so she could kick me out of her tent. You know it as well as I do.”
“I do know that,” Luke confirmed. “I’m surprised you figured it out so fast, though. She doesn’t like feeling weighed down. That’s why I was fine letting you babysit her. I thought she’d put up with it for two hours and then freak out and come looking for me. I could be the big hero who kept her safe while listening to her bitch. That was my plan anyway. How did you figure it out?”
“She’s not as hard to read as she likes to pretend,” Kade said. “She’s kind of an open book if you take the time to study all of the illustrations.”
“Don’t ever tell her you prefer picture books to those with actual words,” Luke said, making a face. “That will drive her crazy.”
“I’m not an idiot.”
“So, what’s the plan?” Luke asked. “Is your search on Percival done?”
“No, and I’m starting to get frustrated,” Kade said. “I haven’t seen the internet this slow since I got here. It’s as if someone is purposely slowing it down.”
“Maybe it’s Percival,” Luke suggested.
“You’re joking, but I have considered that,” Kade said. “He doesn’t seem up on technology, though, and delaying my search is only a stopgap, so I don’t know why he would do that.”
“Do you really think it’s him?” Luke looked as dubious as I felt. “I mean, I don’t like the guy and think he’s a big pain in the rear, but I can’t see how joining the circus to hide the fact that he’s killing people and then pointing the bodies in the direction of the circus is going to help his master plan if he’s really the guilty party.”
“I don’t know whether it’s him,” Kade said. “The timing of his arrival is suspect … and that accent is just annoying.”
“I think you’re jealous of the women falling at his feet,” Luke said. “They were falling at your feet until he showed up.”
“I don’t care about that,” Kade scoffed, causing Luke to arch a dubious eyebrow. “Fine. I only care about Poet falling at his feet. The rest of them can do whatever they want. You don’t think she thinks he’s better looking than I am, do you?”
For some reason, the simple fact that Kade was mildly insecure and a little bit jealous made me happy. What? I’m petty. Sue me.
“I don’t think Poet has eyes for anyone but you, and that’s kind of a miracle if you ask me,” Luke said. “She might think the accent is nice, but she’s only interested in you.”
“Really?” Kade looked hopeful.
“Did you doubt that?” Luke asked, tickled. “She spends every waking minute she can with you. Personally, I find it annoying. She hardly spends any time with me these days, and I don’t like it.”
“I know she likes me … or, at least I think I know,” Kade said. “She seems distant sometimes, though. I can’t put my finger on it, but I think she’s hiding something from me.”
The pressure in my chest built to the point where I finally had to take a breath. I shouldn’t have been surprised by the admission, but I was. I thought I was keeping a tight lid on my emotions. Kade obviously saw it differently.
“I think she’s hiding something, too,” Luke said. “It makes me nervous because she never keeps anything from me. That means it’s big.”
“What do you think she’s hiding?”
“I don’t know,” Luke answered. “Whatever it is, though, it’s eating her up. She’s going to explode soon.”
“I wish she would just tell me,” Kade said. “The longer she drags it out the more painful it is. We can’t move forward as long as she’s holding back.”
“Is that why you haven’t pinned the tail on the donkey yet?”
Wait … was I the donkey in that scenario? I was going to beat the crap out of my supposed best friend when I got him alone later.
“I don’t want to rush things,” Kade said. “I wasn’t lying when I said that. It might seem … odd … but I really like her and I don’t want to do something just to get it over with. I like spending time with her and want to get to know her.
“This place is a community and family, but because of the way we live everything is on a weekly timetable, and that makes things hard to work around,” he continued. “I’m not going to rush her. I’m interested in more than sex.”
“You are interested in having sex with her, though, right?” Luke asked. “If you don’t swing that way, she has a right to know.”
“Of course I’m interested,” Kade snapped, lightly cuffing the back of Luke’s head. “But I don’t see the need to hurry things. It sucks that we can’t move at the pace we want without everyone watching us, but that’s the world we live in.”
“Well, I think the men are watching you with suspicion because you haven’t closed the deal yet,” Luke said. “Poet is beautiful, and every guy here has tried to make headway with her … and failed. She didn’t show any interest in anyone until you arrived.
“As for the women, well, they’re still hopeful that they can steal you away somehow,” he continued. “Raven knows the second you finally cross that final line she’ll be out in the cold for good. She’s not ready to give you up, and that’s only partly because she’s legitimately interested in you.”
“She wants to beat Poet, doesn’t she?” Kade asked. “That’s the sense I get from her.”
“She can’t seem to help herself,” Luke said. “As long as you go slow, Raven will think she has a chance.”
“She doesn’t have a chance.”
“Well, then make a move,” Luke said. “Whatever is bothering Poet won’t disappear until she talks about it. She’s not going to talk about it until she’s ready. You can’t force her on things like this. If that’s what’s holding you back … .”
“The only thing holding me back is keeping her alive,” Kade said. “We need to get through tonight and out of this place. I don’t think I’ll be able to relax and … do that … until I know she won’t be ripped away from me.”
Luke studied Kade for a moment, his expression thoughtful. “You’re a good guy. I didn’t think anyone would ever deserve her, but you might prove me wrong.”
“I will prove you wrong,” Kade said. “We just have to keep her safe. I have this feeling of … dread … I can’t explain. Something bad is going to happen tonight.”
“I feel it, too,” Luke acknowledged. “If we feel it, that means Poet feels it even more. We have to stick close to her no matter what she says.”
“Agreed.”
It looked as if their serious discussion was over so I decided to make my presence known. I smoothed the front of my blouse, sucked in a breath and then hurried around the corner, pulling up short when their eyes landed on me.
“There you are! I’ve been looking for you everywhere. You’re not great bodyguards. You know that, right?”
What? A little guilt never hurt anyone. A lot of guilt, on the other hand … well … that was a soul killer.
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Twenty-Eight
“What are you doing running around?” Kade asked, frustrated. He took a step in my direction, his face murderous as I closed the distance. “You promised to stay close to your tent.”
“That was before I ran into Burt and June,” I replied. “I got information from them that I needed to share with you, but you weren’t around. Don’t blame this on me.”
Kade faltered. “Who is June?”
“That’s Mama’s real name,” I replied. “She’s a piece of work. You should have a chat with her if you get the chance. She’s not a big fan of unmarried women, although she doesn’t think I’m a Satanist, so I’ve got that going for me.”
“I’m sorry I missed her,” Luke lamented. “Where are they? Did Burt mention the tractor? He’d better not change his mind on that. I’ll be crushed.”
“We have bigger worries,” I said, flicking his shoulder and shaking my head in warning. “I think we might have a larger problem than we initially envisioned.”
“I don’t like the sound of that,” Kade intoned. “That’s exactly why I wanted you to stick close to your tent. You broke your promise.”
“Hey! I didn’t promise to do anything,” I countered, wagging an irritated finger in his face. “I said I would try to stick close to my tent but I had information to share. That’s on you.”
“Why didn’t you call me?” Kade asked. “That finger doesn’t look broken to me.”
Crud. I hadn’t even thought of that. My phone was in the inside pocket of my skirt. I could’ve easily called or texted and he would’ve come running. “I … um … .”
“Oh, look, she’s speechless,” Luke cooed. “That almost never happens.”
“Shut up,” I grumbled, the earlier “pin the tail on the donkey” comment pushing to the forefront of my brain. I couldn’t bring that up now or they’d know I was eavesdropping. “Doesn’t anyone want to know what I found out?”
“Not until you apologize for running around like a moron,” Kade replied.
A moron? If he thought that was going to go unnoticed he had another thing coming. “I didn’t think of calling you because it slipped my mind,” I snapped. “I’m not an idiot.”
“No, you’re not,” Kade agreed, crossing his arms over his chest. “You do moronic things at times, though.”
“Name one.”
“You left me sleeping alone the other night and walked into a cornfield where a killer is probably hanging around and almost got yourself killed.” Kade didn’t even have to think for two seconds before whipping that one out. “You’re also wandering around alone now even though you’ve been warned that you’re in danger.”
“Oh, well, great,” I muttered. “I knew you would bring that up.”
“Let’s move past how moronic Poet is,” Luke suggested. “I’m dying to hear your big news. Have you figured out who the murderer is?”
“No, but I did get an interesting tidbit from Burt and June that leaves us with more questions than answers,” I said.
“How is that a good thing?” Kade was irritated. “It certainly doesn’t sound like a good enough reason to run around without someone watching your back.”
“Because it gives us a place to look,” I said.
“Oh, well, what is it?” Kade had the grace to appear abashed. “We could definitely use a place to focus our efforts.”
“Mary and Grace.”
“I don’t know what that means,” Kade said, glancing at Luke. “Did she just explain something?”
“The little girls from the field that day,” I said.
“I remember them, but I’m not sure how they fit into this,” Kade said. “They were traumatized, and the cops took them home to their parents. We haven’t seen them since.”
“I saw them yesterday,” I said. “I ran into them before I had my conversation with Melissa. They were wandering around and said they didn’t have a lot of money, so I gave them passes for today. We chatted for a few minutes and then they took off.”
“You’re such a softie,” Luke said, shaking his head. “I don’t understand what they have to do with this, though. Do you think the murderer is going to attack them?”
That was a good question. “I’m not sure,” I hedged. “I do think there’s something odd about them, though. Burt said he didn’t know them.”
“But … how is that possible?” Kade asked, confused. “Aren’t they local kids?”
“Burt said that the property on the one side – the one we assumed belonged to Grace and Mary’s parents – is vacant. The former owners died and there’s some irrigation issue that keeps it from selling,” I explained. “The land on the other side belongs to the state.”
“That doesn’t make any sense,” Kade said. “The area is too isolated for two small kids to wander out here alone. How did they get out here?”
“That’s a good question,” I said. “I think there’s only one way for us to get an answer. We need to talk to their parents.”
“You just said they don’t live out here,” Kade pointed out. “How are we supposed to find them if we have no idea where they live?”
“Someone has to know where they live,” I argued. “Detective Brewer had someone take them home that day. He must know.”
Kade pursed his lips as he considered what I’d said. “Okay,” he said finally. “I’m not a fan of calling the cops back out here, but I’m not sure where else to look for answers. Let’s do it.”
“THANKS for the call. I got out here as fast as I could.”
Detective Brewer accepted the glass of iced tea Luke pushed in front of him with a small smile as his conflicted gaze bounced between us.
“You didn’t have to come out here,” I said. “We only needed to know where Mary and Grace live. You could’ve given us that information over the phone.”
“Why?”
Brewer’s question caught me off guard, but I didn’t see a reason to lie. “Because we want to talk to them.”
“But why?” Brewer pressed. “Why are you so involved in this? I mean, you leave tomorrow, so why do you even care?”
“Because two bodies have shown up at our doorstep and another dropped close enough to give us pause,” Kade answered, his fingers resting lightly on the back of my neck as he rubbed slow circles. “We’re invested in making sure you find out who’s doing this.”
“If you’re worried I suspect you guys, I told you last night that I was leaning against you as suspects,” Brewer said. “I’m not sure why you feel this is your problem.”
“Because three people are dead and someone wants to point the finger in our direction,” I said. “We don’t want to leave with this hanging over our heads. If we do, people will always suspect we had something to do with it. It will haunt us in this area.”
“We’re business people,” Kade added. “We don’t want our business hurt for something we didn’t do.”
“Okay, I get that,” Brewer said, rubbing his chin. His stubble was pronounced and he looked as if he hadn’t slept in days. The murders were obviously taking a lot out of him. “What do Mary and Grace have to do with this?”
I related what Burt told me, leaving out the more colorful embellishments. “I need to know what they were doing out here that day,” I said. “We don’t have a lot of leads. They’re all we have to go on.”
Brewer didn’t appear moved by my argument. “Well, I’d like to help you, but I can’t.”
I stilled. So much for mutual admiration and cooperation. “Because you think we’re still suspects and want to hurt them?”
“No,” Brewer said, shaking his head. “Because I have no idea who they are or where to find them.”
It was as if all of the oxygen had been sucked from my lungs. “What?”
“How is that even possible?” Kade asked, tightening his grip on the back of my neck. “I heard you order one of your men to take them home that first day. You have to know who they are and where they live.”
“You heard me order someone to take them home,” Brewer confirmed. “It wasn’t one of our officers, though. It was a local social worker. When we got the call about the body and kids being there I phoned the local office and had them send someone out. I figured we’d be dealing with traumatized kids, so I wanted a professional.”
“Okay,” I said, confused. “Can’t you just call the social worker? I know she probably doesn’t work on weekends, but this is kind of important.”
“Thank you for telling me how to do my job,” Brewer said dryly, shooting me a dark look. “Don’t you think that was my first instinct when you called me an hour ago asking about those girls? I went through the file again because I needed the social worker’s name.”
“But … she’s not picking up?”
“She’s not picking up,” Brewer confirmed. “I called her boss and asked where she was and explained why it was important to talk to her. She hasn’t been in all week. The last day she showed up for work was the day Ryland’s body was found in the field.”
“But … how?” Kade worked his jaw as he pondered the scenario. “What about her family? Didn’t they notice she was missing? Why didn’t her boss call?”
“Her nearest family is an hour away, and it’s not unusual for them not to hear from her for a few weeks at a time,” Brewer explained. “I sent a uniformed officer to the house, and it’s empty. Her car isn’t there. They questioned the neighbors. No one has seen her in days. As for her boss, well, he says people snap and walk off the job all of the time. They see a lot of terrible things.”
“Son of a … .” Kade swore under his breath as he stood. “She’s dead.”
“You don’t know that,” I argued. “She could’ve decided to take off on her own. After seeing that body and how it was left … I mean … do you really blame her?”
“No, Kade is right,” Luke said, furrowing his brow. “She’s either dead or being held captive somewhere.”
I wanted to argue, but the facts didn’t fit any scenario I could come up with. “It’s them.”
“What ‘them?’” Brewer asked, shifting his eyes to me. “Are you saying they’re the ones doing the killing? How is that even possible? Sure, there are two of them, but they’re still kids.”
Unless they weren’t. Perhaps they only looked like kids. I couldn’t voice that suspicion in front of Brewer. He wouldn’t understand. “They’re probably working with someone else,” I said. “They have an adult … helper.”
“That doesn’t make sense, though,” Brewer argued. “If they know who’s doing the killing, why would they draw attention to themselves by discovering the body in the cornfield?”
“Maybe they didn’t have a choice,” Kade suggested. “Maybe they realized the body would be discovered whether they were ready for it to happen or not. They might not have been aware of our arrival until we were already here. That might’ve thrown their plans in the air.”
“I don’t think they watch a lot of television,” I said, my mind wandering to my encounter with them the previous day. “They have no tags on their clothing, which suggests the dresses are homemade.”
“Wait … you saw them?” Brewer leaned forward, intrigued. “They were here?”
“They were running around the circus grounds, and we talked for a few minutes,” I replied. “They said they were with their parents, but I didn’t see any adults.”
“That doesn’t mean they weren’t there,” Brewer said. “Maybe the parents are doing the killing – or even one parent – and the kids are cover.”
“That’s a possibility,” I conceded.
“We won’t know until we find them,” Brewer said, hopping to his feet. “Thanks for the tip. I’ll get uniforms looking for any kids who fit the description. I owe you guys, especially if this tip leads us to a killer.”
I opened my mouth to tell Brewer the girls were supposed to be at the circus thanks to passes I gave them but thought better of it and changed tactics. “Don’t mention it,” I said, earning an odd look from Kade. “Good luck. Keep us informed if you find them.”
“Sure.”
Everyone remained silent until Brewer was out of earshot, and then Kade turned to stare at me. “Why didn’t you tell him Mary and Grace are probably here?”
“Because I don’t think what’s going on is as simple as murderous parents and innocent kids being swept up in their deeds,” I answered. “I think it’s something else.”
“Like what?”
“I’m not sure yet,” I admitted. “I need more time. It doesn’t matter, though. If Mary and Grace are here, we’ll find them. I need to be able to get close to them if I want to read their minds.”
“What are you expecting to find?” Kade asked, his expression unreadable. “You’re holding something back.”
He was right. There was a lot I wasn’t saying. “I don’t want to rush to judgment,” I cautioned. “Let’s just find them first. That’s the most important thing. Once we find them we can figure out what’s going on.”
“What happens then?” Luke asked. “If they are covering for their parents, what do you plan to do?”
That was another good question. “I honestly don’t know.”
“Well, we need to figure it out before we make a move,” Kade said. “We can’t do something that puts two innocent kids at risk.”
He wasn’t even entertaining the thought that they weren’t innocent. That’s why I couldn’t tell him my theory. “We have to take it one step at a time,” I said, lifting my eyes when the sound of heavy footsteps hit my ears. I waited for Melissa to turn the corner and pop into view. She scanned trailer row until her eyes landed on me and then scurried in our direction. “I think we’re about to make our first step.”
“Who is that?” Kade asked, curious.
“Melissa, this is Kade and Luke,” I said, introducing everyone with a simple nod. “Boys, this is Melissa.”
“The woman who told you that you were going to die?” Luke asked, widening his eyes. “I already don’t like you. Shoo.” He made small swishing motions with his hands, earning a reproachful glare from Melissa. “You should be ashamed of yourself for what you did. Bad!”
“I didn’t tell her she was going to die,” Melissa clarified. “I told her she was in danger. There’s a difference.”
“Not in our world,” Kade said. I was surprised he was taking Luke’s side. “What are you doing here? Is she in danger again?”
“She’s always going to be in danger as long as you guys do whatever you do that I’m not supposed to know about at this circus,” Melissa replied. “She doesn’t have a death omen hanging over her head, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
Kade let loose with a shaky breath. That was exactly what he’d been worried about. “She’s going to be okay?”
Melissa shrugged. “The future is fluid. I’m not omnipotent, so I can’t answer that question.”
“Then why are you here again?” Luke asked, his voice shrill.
“I asked her to look for Mary and Grace before I found you guys,” I answered for her, my eyes expectant as they locked with hers. “Did you find them?”
“I did,” Melissa confirmed. “They’re here, and I think they might be evil.”
That’s what I was beginning to believe, too.
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Twenty-Nine
“What do you mean, ‘they might be evil?’”
Kade struggled to keep up as I hurried after Melissa. Once she dropped her bombshell she couldn’t wait to lead me toward our quarry. She’s was pretty gung-ho for a woman unwilling to own up to her abilities.
“I mean they’re probably evil,” Melissa replied, unruffled by Kade’s accusatory tone. “After Poet told me to search for them I tried to get a reading when I found them, but there’s nothing there. I scanned them a good five or six times and came up empty.”
Oh, now she was owning up to her abilities … and in front of other people to boot. Things were moving fast.
“What does that mean?” Kade asked, turning his eyes to me. “She said that as if it’s important. What does that mean?”
“It could mean several things,” I replied cautiously. “It doesn’t necessarily mean they’re evil, though. It could mean that they’re powerful enough to shield their thoughts from those with the sight.”
“Or?” Kade prodded.
“Or it could mean they’re evil and have no souls to read,” I admitted, risking a look in his direction. “We don’t know what they are yet. We can’t be sure until we confront them, so … don’t freak out or anything.”
“You just told me that those two kids – two kids who look as if they could be cast as angels in an ad, mind you – could be evil and responsible for killing and dismembering people,” Kade said. “Why would you think I’m going to freak out?”
“I’m pretty sure that’s sarcasm,” Luke said, his eyes suspicious as they latched onto Melissa’s back. “I don’t like her, by the way. I want her gone after this. She makes me angry.”
“What have I done to you?” Melissa asked, refusing to turn around as she led us toward the midway. “I’ve barely talked to you.”
“Yeah, but you dropped the death bomb on my best friend and then ran off like an idiotic child,” Luke shot back. “You left her panicking and upset. I don’t like that.”
“I wasn’t panicking and upset,” I protested. “I was merely … thoughtful.”
“I’m going with Luke on this one,” Kade said. “You were panicking, but you didn’t want anyone to know it. That’s why you woke up sweating and whimpering last night.”
“And not for a good reason, which is just shameful,” Luke added, shooting a challenging look in Kade’s direction.
“I’m going to beat you when this is over,” Kade warned.
“Well, at least someone will get a workout,” Luke said, rolling his eyes. “Not that I want to be the downer here – you know I like bringing joy to everyone – but what are we going to do if we find these little menaces and they are evil? It’s not as though we can kill them in the middle of the circus.”
“Kill them?” Melissa slowed her pace. “Are you going to kill them?”
Luke really needs to pay attention to what he says in front of outsiders. Crud. How could I explain this?
“Of course we’re not going to kill them,” Kade answered automatically. “That’s not what we do.”
Luke and I exchanged a dubious look as I cleared my throat. “That’s kind of what we do,” I said. “I’m not saying that’s what we’re going to do here because we don’t know what’s going on, but when it comes to monster hunting … um … size doesn’t matter.”
“That’s only true when it comes to monster hunting,” Luke said. “For everything else that’s just a myth. Poet told me that one night when I was drunk, although I kind of figured it out myself before that. I didn’t have the heart to tell her, though, because she thought it was a really big revelation.”
“Uh-huh.” Kade didn’t look impressed. “I’m limiting your time together from here on out.”
“No, you’re not,” Luke said. “I’ll beat you if you try. You’re already stealing my woman. I won’t let you steal more of my time with her.”
“Your woman?” Kade arched an angry eyebrow. “How is she your woman?”
“Possession is nine-tenths of the law,” Luke sniffed.
“I’m my own woman,” I snapped, shaking my head. Men! I swear, they’re the only gender that can get bogged down by stuff like this in the middle of a crisis. We might be hunting for evil children, for crying out loud!
“Fine,” Luke grumbled. “You’re still kind of my woman, though. I own like … a third of you.”
“Whatever,” I said, shaking my head and turning to Melissa. “Where are they?”
“They’re over by the games,” Melissa replied, her eyes thoughtful as she studied me. “Do you really hunt monsters?”
Now wasn’t the time for this conversation, but I could tell she needed something to propel her forward. “We do,” I confirmed. “That’s our main job. The circus is kind of like a second job.”
“It’s a second job with better benefits, and the outfits are to die for,” Luke said, gesturing toward his baby blue with sequins trapeze leotard. “I make having a second job look good.”
“You do indeed,” I said, smiling despite myself.
“I think the color is all wrong for you,” Melissa said, not missing a beat. “You do better with warm hues because of your coloring. You should stay away from that shade of blue. It washes you out.”
Luke’s mouth dropped open. “What did you just say to me?”
Uh-oh. This would go south fast if I didn’t get a handle on it. “Forget the clothes for now,” I ordered. “You can argue about clothes tomorrow – or later tonight when we have our victory bonfire. We don’t have time to discuss clothes right now.”
“Fine, but he should be taking wardrobe cues from you,” Melissa said. “You look like a dream in that outfit.”
“I dressed her!” Luke was beside himself. “I did her hair and makeup, too.”
“Huh.” Melissa didn’t look convinced. “You should spend more time worrying about yourself and less time worrying about her. She’s perfect.”
“She is perfect,” Kade agreed, grinning as he squeezed my hand. “Now let’s talk about what we’re going to do with Mary and Grace. We can’t kill them.”
How did I know he would go back to that? “Kade, we don’t know anything yet,” I said. “Right now we just need to find them.”
“And then what?”
“Then we watch them to make sure all of the guests are safe,” I replied. “We can’t do anything until this place is cleared out. It’s going to be a long day. Prepare yourself.”
“THEY look like normal kids,” Kade said, his hand clenched around a glass of fresh lemonade as we sat at a bistro table under one of the food truck awnings and watched Mary and Grace throw darts at balloons. “They can’t be evil.”
“Do you sense anything off of them?” I asked, casting a sidelong look in Melissa’s direction. She was fascinated with the kids. I didn’t blame her. There was something of a void surrounding them, an impenetrable shell that held nothing inside. I didn’t notice it before because I saw no need to scan them. The oversight plagued me now.
“There’s nothing there,” Melissa said. “It’s all … empty.”
I nodded, agreeing. “Very empty.”
“What does that mean?” Kade asked, frustrated. “What are they?”
“I don’t know what they are, but I’m fairly certain they’re not little girls,” I said. “We won’t know what they are until we confront them, and I don’t feel comfortable doing that in front of a crowd.”
“Why don’t we just grab them and take them to one of the tents and interrogate them?” Luke suggested. “I’m already bored watching them. They’re not doing anything remotely interesting. You’d think they could at least shoot laser beams out of their eyes or kick old people or something. Sheesh!”
“We can’t grab them,” I scoffed. “What happens if they scream ‘kidnappers’ or ‘child molesters?’ They’re smarter than normal children. I’m certain of that. Otherwise they wouldn’t have been able to snow me so easily the other day.”
“You can’t blame yourself for that,” Kade said, resting his hand on my knee as he studied the seemingly happy girls. “How could anyone possibly suspect them?”
“Because I’ve seen evil in all shapes and sizes, and I should’ve known better,” I replied. “I thought it was weird they were playing alone in a cornfield, but I pushed it out of my mind because you were fixated on the scarecrow and we’ve had so much other stuff going on.
“Then, when I saw them last night, they knew exactly how to play me,” I continued. “I felt bad for them because they didn’t have any money. They kind of insinuated their parents were around so as not to draw attention to themselves, but I never reconciled the fact that what they were telling me didn’t mesh with the idea of parents allowing such young kids to run around at a circus after dark with no supervision.”
“I don’t understand, though,” Kade said. “If they’re evil and soulless, that means they’re monsters, right? How did they cross the dreamcatcher without it alerting?”
That was a damn good question. “I don’t know.”
“That also doesn’t explain whatever chased you in the field the other night,” Kade added. “That wasn’t a little girl. You said it was the size of a man.”
He had a point. “I don’t know what to tell you,” I said, blowing out a frustrated sigh. “They’re empty shells. Whether that means something is muting them or what, I can’t be sure. Whether that means they’re working with someone or being forced to work for someone against their wills, I honestly don’t know.”
“So what do we do now?” Kade asked.
“Watch them,” I replied. “The only thing I do know is that we can’t let them out of our sight. Either they’ll kill again or the thing working with them will. We need to keep an eye on them until the circus closes.”
“And then kill them?” Kade kept his voice even, but the distaste on his face was evident.
“It depends on what’s going on,” I answered. “Until we have answers we can’t form a plan. We’ll have to handle this on the fly. I’m sorry.”
“I’m sorry, too,” Kade said. “I didn’t sign up to kill children.”
None of us had.
“IT’S GETTING dark.”
Melissa’s enthusiasm for the spying game lasted longer than everyone else’s, but it eventually waned. Hours upon hours of watching two kids play games and eat hot dogs wore everyone down.
“They haven’t done anything evil all day,” Kade argued. “I don’t think they’re what you think they are. Maybe your sight thing is on the fritz.” With each hour that ticked by he became more desperate. I didn’t blame him. He saw them as innocents. I had a feeling he was in for a rude awakening.
“I’m not going to walk up to them and twist their necks without proof, Kade,” I said, my irritation bubbling up. I knew he couldn’t help but worry, but he was driving me insane with the incessant whining. “We’re going to clear this place out and then approach them.”
“They know,” Nellie said, leaning back in his chair and clasping his hands behind his head. He’d opted for a purple evening gown tonight, taking over Luke’s chair when my best friend got called away to perform. “Don’t you see it? They know we’re watching them.”
“What makes you think that?” Kade asked, unconvinced. “They’re acting like normal kids.”
“You’re right,” Nellie agreed. “They’re acting like normal kids who have eaten five pounds of hot dogs and played hours upon hours of the same games. They keep looking over here and smiling at Poet. They’ve waved so many times I’ve lost count.
“We’re a bunch of creepy adults watching their every move,” he continued. “If they had parents, they would’ve warned those girls about people like us. We’ve acted like loons for the better part of the day. Those girls don’t seem surprised by what we’re doing.”
That hadn’t even occurred to me. “He’s right,” I said, pushing myself to my feet. “They’re playing with us. This is a game to them.”
“What are you going to do?” Kade asked, grabbing my wrist. “Where are you going?”
“I’m going to talk to them,” I replied simply. “The main show lets out in twenty minutes. I don’t want to lose them in the crowd.”
“See if you can herd them someplace,” Nellie suggested. “They’re playing a game with you. See if you can play a game with them. We need them isolated from the rest of the crowd. If we make a move when people are around they’ll scream bloody murder.”
“And then while everyone is staring at us thinking we’re monsters they’ll take another victim,” I said. “Where do you think I should herd them?”
Nellie shrugged. “It needs to be someplace removed from everything else,” he said. “I’m leaning toward clown row because I hate those guys. They might not appreciate the mess if things get bloody, though.”
He had a point. “I know where,” I said. “I’ll see if I can get them there. When you follow, don’t do it too closely. Keep a little distance between yourselves and them. I don’t want them panicking right away.”
“They don’t look the type to panic,” Nellie said. “They look as if they’re the type to eat your guts when they’re bored and top their ice cream with your eyes an hour later.”
Now that was a sobering thought.
I leaned over and gave Kade a quick kiss. It was meant to soothe him, but he looked anything but relaxed. “I promise we won’t act unless it’s necessary,” I said. “We can’t let them keep this up, though. You know that.”
“I do know that,” Kade confirmed. “I don’t know whether I can watch this, though.”
“Then maybe you should be in charge of getting the guests out of here,” I suggested. “You can handle that while we handle this. You don’t have to be a part of it if you’re uncomfortable. I understand.”
“I won’t leave you.” Kade’s resolve was obvious. “I might not be thrilled with what’s about to come, but there’s no way you’re shaking me off. I will be with you whether you like it or not.”
I rested my hand on his shoulder and offered him a wan smile. “I like it.”
“That’s good,” Kade said. “You need to get used to me.”
That was the biggest problem I had. I was already used to him. If I lost him now it would hurt beyond imagination. How did I let this happen?



30



Thirty
Grace and Mary smiled as I approached. The expression appeared simple and earnest, yet all I could see was something sinister lurking behind their eyes. They weren’t little girls to me any longer. I had no idea what they were, but I wouldn’t let them fool me again.
“Hello,” Grace sang out, smiling as she handed her sister three darts. “We’ve been enjoying your passes all day. Thank you so much.”
“Yes, it’s the best day we’ve ever had,” Mary said while twirling a strand of blond hair around her finger. “We’re ever so thankful.”
“I’m glad,” I said, hoping my voice sounded neutral. They knew I was on to them but continued to play the game. I could do the same. “You two look like you’re having a good time. Look at all the loot you’ve won.” I gestured toward the stack of goodies at Grace’s feet. “I’ve never seen anyone win so many games. You must be magic to do that.”
Mary frowned. “We haven’t done anything wrong,” she said. “We’re following the rules. We’re not cheating or anything, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“Oh, I don’t think you’re cheating,” I said, tentatively reaching out and brushing a stray leaf from Mary’s shoulder. She didn’t pull away, but her eyes were leery as they searched my face. “I think that good things happen to good people. You two are good people, so you’re finally getting what you deserve.”
“That’s good, right?” Grace looked relieved.
“It is.” I nodded as my gaze bounced between them. “What did your parents say when you told them about the passes? You were worried they wouldn’t like it, but they obviously got over that and let you come.”
“They said no at first, but we got them to change their minds,” Mary said. “We begged and cried until they said we could come.”
“We did,” Grace said, nodding solemnly. “It took a little work, but we got what we wanted.”
“We always get what we want,” Mary intoned, the corners of her mouth tipping up. She didn’t have fangs or anything, but I was honestly afraid something like that would pop out now that the game was almost over.
“Well, that’s good,” I said, keeping my demeanor bright and cheery as I glanced around. “Did you see the big show?”
“I’m afraid of crowds,” Mary said. “They make me nervous. We decided to stay and play the games instead.”
“Uh-huh. What about the animals, though?” I pressed. “I thought you wanted to see the animals.”
“We do,” Grace replied. “Well, at least I do. Mary said there were too many people in the tent so we couldn’t go in. She doesn’t like it when a lot of people are around.”
“Oh, well, that’s too bad,” I said, straightening a little as I studied the horizon. The sun was dipping low. It would be dark soon. “Are your parents here with you?”
“Of course,” Mary said, linking her fingers in front of her. “Only bad parents would let little kids go to the circus without watching them.”
“Bad parents?” I knit my eyebrows. “Why would you say something like that? This is a safe area, isn’t it?”
“It used to be … before all the dead people,” Mary said.
“Yeah, the dead people.” I licked my lips. “Are you supposed to meet your parents at a certain time?”
“They’re around,” Mary replied. “I’m sure they’ll find us when the time is right. They trust us to do our own thing.”
“We hardly ever get lost,” Grace added.
“Yes, we always know where we’re going,” Mary agreed.
Now that I couldn’t shake my suspicions every word coming out of their mouths made me think it had another meaning. I might’ve been overreacting – it wouldn’t be the first time – but something inside of me screamed out that I needed to isolate these kids from the rest of the crowd.
“Well, you don’t like crowds, but how would you like to see the animals anyway?” I asked, drawing a slit-eyed look from Mary and eliciting genuine curiosity from Grace. “The animals have their own tent. It’s right over there.” I pointed for emphasis. “I could fix it so you could see the animals and avoid the crowd. How does that sound?”
“That sounds great,” Grace enthused, hopping up and down.
“I don’t know,” Mary hedged, shifting her eyes so she could stare at the table where I previously sat. I fought the urge to turn around and see if everyone remained sitting and staring. I didn’t want to tip my hand. “We’re not supposed to go anywhere with strangers.”
“That’s a good rule,” I said. “We could find your parents first, if you’re nervous, that is. We could all go together.”
“We can go by ourselves,” Grace said. “We don’t need anyone else to come.”
“I don’t think we should,” Mary argued.
“I don’t care what you think,” Grace shot back. Her tone took me by surprise. It was the first real fissure I’d witnessed between the girls. “I want to see the animals. You’re the reason I couldn’t in the first place.”
Mary obviously didn’t like her sister’s demeanor. “But what if something bad happens to us? What if the tiger eats us?”
“The tiger won’t eat you,” I interjected smoothly. “He’s extremely friendly.”
“Can we pet him?” Grace asked.
“Absolutely.”
“Then we’re going,” Grace said, bending over to gather her winnings and shooting Mary a defiant look when she straightened. “We’re doing what I want for a change. If you don’t like it, you can stay here.”
Mary shifted her contemplative eyes to me. She didn’t trust me any more than I trusted her. She knew I was plotting something. She also knew she couldn’t do anything with so many witnesses around. If killing me was their ultimate goal I was practically serving myself up on a platter, and it frustrated her.
“Fine,” Mary said finally. “Let’s go see the animals.”
“You’re going to have a great time,” I said, ushering them in front of me before risking a glance at the table. It was empty. That meant everyone else was getting into position. I could only hope this plan wouldn’t backfire. I still had no idea what we were dealing with.
“WHAT kind of animals do you have here?”
The closer we got to the tent the more excited Grace grew. Mary was another story. Her feet became heavier with each step, almost as if she sensed a trap but couldn’t figure a way out.
“We have all kinds of animals,” I replied. I kept my eyes peeled for signs of backup, but wherever they were they remained well hidden. On one hand I was relieved because I knew if Mary saw Kade or the others she would bolt. On the other hand, seeing at least one face would reassure me I wasn’t alone. “We have a tiger, a bear and a wolf.”
Grace wrinkled her nose. “A wolf? What kind of circus has a wolf?”
“The best kind,” I replied, holding the tent flap open and prodding Mary and Grace to move forward. Grace obediently did. Mary stalled long enough to give me a dirty look. “Don’t you want to see the tiger?”
“I know what you’re doing,” Mary hissed. “I know what you are.”
“I know what you’ve been doing,” I said, keeping my smile in place. “I have no idea what you are, though. Why don’t you enlighten me?”
Mary made a disgusted face and ducked into the tent. I followed at a slower pace, being sure to give the girls a wide berth once inside. The tent was empty, as I expected. I had no idea where my reinforcements were, but they had to be close.
“Where’s the tiger?” Grace asked, disappointment etched on her face as she looked around. “You said there would be a tiger here.”
“He must not be back from the big tent yet,” I said. “That’s okay. He’ll be here soon. Now we have a chance to talk.”
“What do you want to talk about?” Mary asked, crossing her arms over her chest as she faced me. “Are you a bad person? Are you here to do bad things to us?”
“I’m not a bad person,” I answered, purposely leaving the second question unanswered. “I’m actually more interested in you girls, though.”
“Why are you interested in us?” Grace asked. “We’re just helpless little girls.”
“I don’t know what you are, but you’re obviously not helpless,” I said, deciding now was the time to put all of my cards on the table. “I’m pretty sure you’re not little girls.”
“I’m pretty sure you’re right,” Mary said, grinning. The smile would’ve been impish on anyone else her age – er, at least the age she looked. On her it looked downright malevolent. “You’re not a simple fortune teller either.”
I opened my mouth to ask how she knew that, but before I realized what was happening my body was lifted off the ground and thrown backward. A wind whipped through the tent, helping push me toward the wall. Instead of hitting the stretched canvas, I slammed into a warm chest.
Kade caught me mid-air, cradling me close for a moment as he grappled to maintain his footing with my extra weight dragging him down. He grunted briefly before dropping me on my feet. He looked surprised, but resigned.
“I guess they’re evil, huh?” His smile was small and rueful.
“And then some,” I said, smoothing my skirt and shifting so I could face off with Grace and Mary. They stood in the middle of the tent, their hands clasped. They didn’t look happy.
“Nice catch,” Mary said dryly, making a face. “You probably shouldn’t have gotten involved, though. This is between us and the Romani.”
“She’s the only reason we’re here,” Grace added. “Don’t make us kill you, too. We don’t want to do it. You don’t have anything we need … and we try to refrain from killing unless it’s absolutely necessary.”
“Speak for yourself,” Mary said, tightening her grip on Grace’s hand. “I’m looking forward to killing all of them. We haven’t had a good bloodbath in a century.”
“Do you really think this is going to end well for you?” I challenged.
As if on cue, the young girl tilted her head back so she was staring at the highest point of the tent and opened her mouth, letting loose with an unearthly scream that bounced off the walls and climbed in pitch until it was loud enough to shatter the glass lanterns on the center table.
I ducked, shielding my face from the flying glass as Kade moved to cover my head with his arm.
“What the hell?”
Grace joined in with the painful keening, causing the wind to pick up again, whipping around the room as it gained speed. Something was about to happen. Given my luck, I knew it was probably something terrible.
“What’s going on?” Nellie asked, worriedly glancing around as he struggled to keep his dress from flying up and putting his naughty bits on display. “What’s happening?”
“Nothing good. We’re not going to be strong enough to take them alone.” I knew we needed more help so I sent out a mental S.O.S. I didn’t know what else to do.
THE WIND picked up in speed until it felt as if we were caught in the center of a tornado. Kade struggled to keep his arm around me as Nellie worked overtime to protect Melissa. For their part, Grace and Mary looked as though they were having a good time and showed no signs of relenting.
That lasted for almost three minutes, until our reinforcements arrived.
Naida strode into the room with a dark look on her face. Raven and Nixie, both of whom looked confused but ready for war, flanked her. Naida didn’t even bother ducking as her hair whipped around, instead flashing her aquamarine eyes and lifting her hands.
You couldn’t hear the “boom,” but you could feel it when she slammed her magic into the power wielded by the two girls and threw them backward into the empty tiger cage. The wind ceased almost immediately.
“What’s going on?” Raven asked, confused. “Are we fighting kids?”
“They’re not kids,” I said, struggling to smooth my clothes as Kade and I stood. “They’re … something else.”
“Oh, goody,” Raven intoned, wrinkling her nose as she turned on Mary and Grace. “What are you, little monsters?”
“What are you?” Mary shot back, dusting off her dress as she regained her footing and tugged Grace up behind her. “We were just minding our own business and then you three came in and threw us across a room. I mean … how rude is that?”
“I can get a lot ruder,” Raven warned, lifting a finger. “Seriously, what are you guys? I can’t get any reading off of you at all.”
“What does that mean?” Kade asked, leery. “Are they like ghosts or something?”
“Even ghosts leave an imprint,” I said. “I think they’re shades.”
“Oh.” Realization dawned on Raven as she circled to her right, giving the girls a wide berth but scenting the air as she passed. “I think you might be right. Wow! I thought shades had been eradicated before the turn of the century. This is … different.”
“What are shades?” Kade was completely out of his depth. I felt sorry for him.
“They’re ancient demons,” I explained. “They have a lot of different names depending on the region they come from, but basically they take the form of children and lure unsuspecting adults in so they can slaughter them.”
“Why?”
“To eat,” Raven replied, making a face. “Is that what you two little heathens have been doing with the body parts? Have you been eating them?”
“Oh, gross,” Nixie said, hopping from one foot to the other. “Someone please take chicken legs off the dinner menu tonight.”
“Now that’s rude,” Nellie said, grabbing an ax from the spot close to the door and holding it in both hands. “How do you kill shades? Please tell me you behead them.”
He has a thing about beheadings. I can’t explain it.
“Are you going to cut off our heads?” Grace asked, her eyes widening as she took on a pitiful tone. “I don’t like the sound of that.”
“They’re not going to behead us.” Mary was haughty. “We’re little girls. How could they possibly explain our disappearance?”
“We don’t have to explain it,” I countered. “You don’t have anyone to miss you. Once we’re gone the police will only search until they realize the killings have stopped. You don’t have parents to keep up the pressure so your memory – such as it is – will fade fairly quickly.”
“Oh, that’s where you’re wrong,” Mary said, laughing hollowly as a gust of wind blew through the tent. It was cold enough to cause a series of chills to course through my body.
“They didn’t cause that,” Melissa said, glancing over her shoulder. “That came from someone else.”
I was beginning to figure that out on my own. “They have help,” I said, resigned. “And that help is on the way. That’s what the screeching was about. They were calling for their own reinforcements. I should’ve realized what they were doing.”
“Well, great,” Nellie said. “If I can’t chop their heads off I bet I can chop off the head of whatever is coming.”
I hoped he was right. The cold wind caused goose pimples to pop up on my skin as it circled the tent walls. Whatever was coming was almost upon us.
“Daddy’s here,” Mary said, breaking into hysterical gales of laughter as the wind caused the tent flaps to slap open and shut, and a dark figure appeared in the opening. “You’re in big trouble now.”
“WHAT IS that?” Kade’s voice was shrill as he took in the malevolent figure, its red eyes bouncing around the tent as the creature scanned the scene. He put his hand on my hip and moved closer, his protective nature pushing to the forefront as his brain struggled to rationalize what he was seeing. “Is that what I think it is?”
“It’s the scarecrow,” I said, shaking my head. “I guess we were both right.”
“Oh, neat,” Raven said, turning away from Mary and Grace and focusing on the new arrival. “Now this is a classic. I can get behind this.”
“What is it, though?” Nixie asked, inhaling deeply. “It smells like a zombie or something.”
“A zombie?” Kade’s eyebrows nearly flew off his forehead. “Are you telling me zombies are real, too?”
“Not in the sense you think,” I clarified. “I … good, grief. He really does smell dead.”
“That’s because he is dead,” Raven said, extending a finger. “Look at the arms and legs. They’ve been recently sewed on. They don’t match the torso.”
“That’s what they’ve been doing with the body parts,” I supplied. “I think they channeled some dark force into the scarecrow, but to give it life they have to give it … ugh … flesh.”
“Oh, nice,” Raven sneered. “Couldn’t they have cast a Lysol spell to go with it? No one likes the smell of maggots, girls. It’s gross.”
“Don’t speak about my daddy that way,” Mary ordered, incensed. “He’s still getting used to his new reality. We’re working on Mommy, too, but we need more parts. That’s why we need her.”
My stomach rolled when I realized Mary was pointing at me. “Well, I’m using my parts. You can’t have them.”
“And I haven’t gotten a chance to use them yet, so there’s no way you’re taking them,” Kade added.
That was either incredibly sweet or insulting. I didn’t have time to mentally debate it, though. “You’re so romantic,” I deadpanned.
“I’ll romance you later,” Kade said. “Now … kill them!”
That was quite a turn for a guy who just an hour earlier insisted we couldn’t kill them. “I’m working on it,” I said, taking a step away from him so I could move closer to Raven. I had a feeling I was going to need her power boost.
“I don’t get it,” Raven said. “If you’re shades, why do you need scarecrow people to do your bidding and get you dinner? Why don’t you do it yourself?”
“Times change,” Mary answered. “For centuries two children left to their own devices weren’t things to be feared … or monitored, for that matter. They were things to be taken care of, trusted even.”
“I think she’s saying that people are more suspicious now,” I supplied. “Before telephones and cars, they could sucker unsuspecting people into taking them in. Then they would butcher them, eat them and escape before anyone figured out what was happening.
“With the advancement of technology, their little ploys probably didn’t work as well,” I continued. “Instead of taking them in, people probably dropped them off at the police station or turned them over to social services.”
“You have no idea how hard it is to cover up a police officer’s death,” Mary said.
“Or a social worker’s,” I said, my stomach twisting. “Did you kill the one they sent you home with the other day?”
“We let Daddy do it,” Mary replied. “He needed the practice. We only resurrected him a week ago. He’s still getting used to the new world.”
“Is that really your father?” Nixie asked, her eyes wide. “Did you cast a spell to resurrect him and then put him in the scarecrow?”
“We thought it would be easy,” Grace explained. “It was a lot harder than we thought because the scarecrow kept falling apart. That’s why we needed the real body parts to switch out. We had to keep him intact somehow.”
“What about the eyes?” I asked. “You needed only one set of eyes. Why did you keep taking them?”
“Because they’re wonderful on bread with jam,” Mary replied, her face full of faux innocence and light as she dissolved into giggles with her sister.
“Oh, these two are sick,” Kade said. “End this now. I don’t want to listen to that one second longer.”
“How are we going to end this?” Raven asked. “Are we going to let Nellie chop off all of their heads? That sounds … messy.”
That did sound messy. “I don’t know,” I said. “I thought … .”
I didn’t get a chance to finish my sentence because Percival picked that moment to stroll into the tent. He was still in full clown garb, a purple foam ball on the end of his nose, and his eyes were inquisitive when they landed on me.
“All right, all,” he said. “What’s going on?”
I saw the scarecrow moving before I got a chance to utter a warning. It had its hands on Percival before he could register the being behind him. He turned, almost in slow motion, and when he realized he was looking at a monster instead of a man Percival unleashed a scream that would’ve been welcome in a horror movie – if he was a big-breasted girl and naked in the shower.
“What is that? Holy crap! What is that?” He tore away from the scarecrow, leaving the shoulder of his costume behind as he scrabbled to safety behind Raven.
It took me a moment to realize that he hadn’t spoken with a British accent when he made his excited exclamation. No, he sounded like a random Midwestern guy out on the town.
“What happened to your accent?” Nixie asked the question first.
“Wait, what?” Percival’s accent was back, although he was still flustered and the effort seemed forced. “There’s a monster in the corner and you’re asking about my accent?”
He had a point. Still … . “You’re not even British, are you?” I was disgusted. That accent was all he had going for him, as far as I was concerned. “Why would you lie?”
“Does no one see the monster in the corner?” Percival challenged. This time he didn’t even try to muster the accent. “There’s a demonic scarecrow in the corner, for the love of God!”
“Oh, I’m so disappointed,” Nixie said, glancing at me. “The only way I could look past the clown stuff was to listen to that accent.”
“You’re not the only one,” Raven said, disgusted as she pushed Percival’s hand from her shoulder. “Now he’s just a douche in a clown costume.”
“He was a douche before,” Kade argued.
“He was a hot douche who looked great with his shirt off,” Raven corrected. “The accent elevated him. Now he’s just … sad.”
“Why do you think I faked the accent?” Percival was beside himself. “Nobody wants to sleep with a clown, yet everyone wants to sleep with a British guy because they like the way he talks. I had to even the odds.”
I tilted my head to the side, considering. I could see that.
“I feel so ripped off,” Raven said, shifting her eyes to Kade. “Well, I guess I’m back to flirting with you.”
“No, you’re not,” I hissed, extending a finger. “You can keep the douche. He’s my … man.”
“Oh, so it’s okay for me to be your man but you can’t be my woman?” Kade was irritated. “How does that work?”
“I don’t even understand what’s going on,” Mary complained. “Are we going to fight or not?”
“We are,” I confirmed. “We just need to work this out first.” I shifted my attention to Kade. “I think you’re taking what I said wrong. I didn’t mean that you were my property. That’s how you made it sound when you and Luke were fighting earlier. This is not about property.”
“That’s right,” Raven said. “You’re not property, so you’re still open for offers.”
“He is not!” I shrieked.
“Oh, I can’t take one more second of this,” Mary said. “I don’t care what happens to the rest of you, but we need the Romani. Her body is powerful enough to hold our mother’s soul. The rest of you can take your argument outside for all we care.”
“You can’t have it both ways,” Kade said, ignoring Mary’s tirade. “I get the woman’s lib thing, but I’m a person, too.”
“That does it!” Mary stomped her foot in the center of the tent to get everyone’s attention. “I am not playing around. Pay attention to me!”
I couldn’t decide how to respond and was still considering three different ways when Nellie took everyone by surprise and swung the ax. I hadn’t even seen him sneak behind the tiny despot of terror. His blow hit hard and true, separating Mary’s head from her body and leaving nothing but a pile of ash in its place before he was even done following through with the swing.
Grace’s eyes went wide as she hopped back, shrieking as Nixie grabbed the back of her neck and opened her bag of pixie dust.
“I’ve got this one,” Nixie said. “I think she’ll fetch a pretty penny.”
“Stop,” Grace wailed. “I didn’t want to do any of this. It was all Mary’s fault. You already killed her. Leave me alone. Daddy!”
The scarecrow snapped to attention and vaulted over the trunk on the ground, racing to the shade’s aid. Naida, expecting it, lashed out with her magic, shredding the scarecrow into pieces as he moved. By the time he got to Grace’s side he was nothing more than a pile of rags, discarded body parts and dirty straw.
“No!” Grace tried to muster up her own magic, but without her sister to bolster her she was too weak to fight us. “I don’t want to die!”
For some reason my heart went out to her. Perhaps it was the stuffed bear she clutched to her chest as she tried to wriggle away from Nixie, but she seemed somehow gentler than Mary. That didn’t mean we could let her live, though. She was too dangerous.
“Close your eyes,” I instructed. “It won’t hurt and it will be over quickly.”
Grace cast one final desperate look in my direction. “We had to survive somehow.”
I shook my head. “Some things are meant to go extinct for a reason. You’re one of them. Go in peace.”
Nixie didn’t hesitate, her tight smile grim as she sprinkled the pixie dust over Grace’s head and watched with grim detachment as the girl opened her mouth to scream and instead shrank down until she was nothing more than a limp doll on the floor.
“Holy moly,” Percival said, his accent back in place. “Does someone want to tell me what’s going on here? I feel so … betrayed.”
“Don’t even bother,” Raven said, rolling her eyes as Nixie bent over to pick up her new trinket. “Without the accent, you’re dead to me.”
Thankfully for Lincoln, the evil stalking the city the past few weeks was dead, too. It was finally over.
Well, mostly. I still had one thing to do, and it was more terrifying than shades and demonic scarecrows.
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Thirty-One
I woke the next morning with my head on Kade’s chest, his breathing even as he slumbered. I took advantage of the moment to trace the line of his jaw with my finger, wondering briefly whether this would be the last time, and then pressed my ear to the spot above his heart and listened.
We’d gotten to bed late, which was to be expected given the busy nature of the previous evening. We had body parts to dispose of in a fire, and for once they weren’t of our making. We also had police questions to deflect. As much as I respected Detective Brewer, there was no way we could explain what happened in a satisfactory manner, so we left him to continue his search with a promise that we would be swift when we left town Sunday afternoon.
Melissa was excited by the turn of events, a bevy of questions tumbling out of her mouth as she followed me from one end of the circus to the other. We had to make sure every trace of Mary and Grace was eradicated. I could finally take it no longer, and invited Melissa to join us on the road. We could always use another person with abilities, and if she really wanted to learn I was happy to teach her. She said she needed time to think and would inform us of her decision at breakfast, but I already knew which way she was leaning.
“What are you thinking?”
Kade’s question caught me off guard and I shifted my head so I could meet his sleepy eyes with a rueful smile. “I was just thinking that it’s Sunday and we have a lot to do.”
“That’s funny, because I was thinking it’s Sunday and we should spend the day in bed,” Kade said, grinning. “We can’t open today. Brewer asked us not to, and you agreed because you didn’t want to tip our hand and admit to killing two little girls. This Sunday is a lot easier than it would normally be.”
“It is,” I agreed. “We still have a lot to do … and a long drive ahead of us.”
“I’m fine with that,” Kade said, rubbing the back of my head as he stretched. “You can ride with me and tell me the cheerleading costume story.”
I frowned. I thought he’d forgotten about that. Okay, forgotten isn’t the right word. I at least thought he would let it go until we settled in at this week’s home base. “There is no story. There are no photographs either.” If I had to hunt Luke down and sit on him until he agreed to my demands, I’d make sure those photos never saw the light of day.
“Oh, there are photographs,” Kade said. “Luke promised to show them to me, and he’s a man of his word. Sure, he’s a man who complains loudly and wears ridiculous outfits sometimes, but he’s still a man of his word.”
Speaking of complaining loudly, Luke did just that when he arrived at the tent and realized we’d dispatched the enemy without his help. He was despondent about not being able to see the scarecrow in action, and he was even more depressed when informed we had to pack early and skedaddle – which would leave him no time to pose on a tractor.
“We’ll see,” I said. “Luke is my best friend. He won’t show you those photos. I have faith.”
“I have faith, too,” Kade said. “I have faith I’m going to see those photos and they’re going to be glorious.”
He has a sick mind sometimes. “I have faith that Luke needs someone to cook for him, and I’m not going to do it if he shows you those photographs. What do you think is more important? I think male bonding is going to fall by the wayside when I take his sausage away.”
“You’re such a killjoy,” Kade murmured, brushing his lips against my forehead as he pulled the covers tighter around us. “I’ll make a deal with you: If you agree to spend the next hour doing nothing but this I’ll give up on the photographs.”
That seemed far too easy. “Really?”
“For the rest of the day,” Kade clarified. “I think you’ve earned a day of rest given everything that has happened.”
“I’m actually pretty energized,” I admitted. “I thought the fight would be tougher than it was. In the end it turned out to be pretty easy.”
“That’s because everyone worked together and you didn’t take the weight of the world on your shoulders,” Kade said. “Still, I know you were upset about the death omen thing. You can relax now.”
If he only knew that the death omen was the least of my worries. Still, there was no reason to ruin a good morning. We had a few hours before the ultimatum deadline.
“Okay, we can spend another hour in bed,” I conceded. “You have to help cook breakfast once we get up, though.”
Kade’s smile was devilish as he kissed the tip of my nose. “Deal.”
“THAT smells great,” Luke enthused an hour and a half later, sitting at the picnic table and smiling as he watched me toil over the grill. “I’m starving.”
“You didn’t do anything to work up an appetite last night,” I reminded him. “You were performing when everything went down.”
“That’s your fault,” Luke said, extending a finger. “You could’ve waited for me. Instead you had to take the creepy scarecrow down while I was otherwise engaged. I didn’t even get to see him. I’m so upset, and you know emotional upheaval makes me hungry.”
As far as I could tell everything short of nuclear destruction makes him hungry. “Fine,” I said, shaking my head as Kade handed me a carton of eggs. “You’ve earned your hunger. Are you happy?”
“For now,” Luke said, glancing around. The circus was quieter than a normal Sunday morning, everyone taking advantage of our peculiar situation and sleeping in. “Do you think your new friend is going to join us?”
“Her name is Melissa, and there’s no reason to dislike her simply because she didn’t like your leotard,” I said. “And … yes … I think she’s going to join us. She’s desperate to be around people who understand her.”
“I’m not sure I’d be so keen to be a part of this group after witnessing that scene yesterday,” Kade said, pouring himself a mug of coffee as he sat across from Luke. “She went from being able to see the future to watching a dwarf in an evening gown behead a child while a pixie used her mind to shred a human scarecrow and another pixie dropped some dust on a second child and shrank her into a doll. That might put me off from being a joiner.”
“That’s because you’re a downer sometimes,” I said, flicking the back of his ear as I reached around him to grab the sausage. “I think Melissa is one of those people who like to look on the brighter side of life.”
“I like to look on the brighter side of life,” Kade argued. “Right now, for example, I’m brightening just thinking about those cheerleading photos Luke is going to show me.”
Luke snickered, earning a dark look from me.
“I’ll ban you from breakfast if you show him those photos,” I said, waving the spatula for emphasis. “You’ll starve to death.”
“You would never punish me that way,” Luke said. “I would wear you down with pathetic cries and whimpers.”
I had no doubt about that. “Well, I still think you should lose those photos,” I said. “I almost died, but lived to tell the tale. I think that is one of those experiences that deserve a favor, and the favor I want is those photos going away forever.”
“No way,” Luke said, shaking his head. “I’ll paint your toenails or something. That will be my favor.”
That didn’t sound remotely fair. “I … .”
The sound of a man clearing his throat at the end of the table caught my attention, causing me to forget what I was about to say. When I realized Max was standing there my heart dropped to my stomach. I was certain I was about to throw up all over Luke’s breakfast.
“Hey, Max,” Luke said, completely missing my newfound distress. “You missed all the excitement last night. You usually do, though. Do you want to hear all about it over breakfast?”
Max glanced at me, our gazes momentarily locking. “I would love to hear the story at some time,” he said. “I’m actually here for another reason.”
My stomach, which only seconds before had been growling in anticipation of breakfast, felt as if it was going to explode from the burning tension roiling it.
“What’s going on?” Kade asked, confused as he glanced between Max and me. “Is something wrong?”
“I guess that depends on the way you look at things,” Max said, licking his lips. “I have something I need to tell you, and I don’t believe you’re going to like it.”
Kade stilled, his shoulders stiffening. “Okay.”
Max shifted his eyes to Luke. “Perhaps you should find someone else to cook you breakfast this morning,” he suggested. “I don’t think this breakfast is going to be digestible when I’m done.”
“That sounds ominous,” Luke said. “I … do I really have to go?”
Luke loves gossip. He didn’t want to miss out on what was about to happen.
“That’s up to Kade,” Max said. “What I have to tell him is … his story.”
“He can stay,” Kade said, shifting on the bench and leaning back so there was more distance between Max and himself. He didn’t know what was coming, but he sensed it was bad. “Just spit it out, Max. You’re making it worse by prolonging it.”
“I understand that,” Max said, rubbing the back of his neck. “It’s just … I never envisioned telling you this. Well, that’s not entirely true. I wanted you to know the whole story from the beginning, but your mother didn’t think that was a good idea.”
“What’s going on?” Kade asked, his voice taking on a hard edge. “I know you’ve been keeping something from me since I got here. At first I thought it was just the magic stuff, but then I realized more was going on. Just … tell me.” He was almost begging Max to do the right thing. I would do anything to save him from the hurt he was about to feel, but it was out of my hands.
“I did not know your father,” Max said, twisting his fingers together. “We were not friends and I didn’t make a promise to him as he lay dying that I would look out for you and your mother. I know that’s the story you were told, but it isn’t true.”
“Okay, what’s the truth?” Kade asked, his eyes glued on Max’s face.
“The truth is … .” Max broke off, flashing me a helpless look as he floundered. He’s the strongest man I know, but I didn’t think he was capable of doing this.
“The truth is Max is your father,” I volunteered, causing Max to widen his eyes and Luke to suck in a breath. “He wanted to be a part of your life, but your mother didn’t think that was a good idea because he was always on the road. They came to an … understanding.”
“What?” Kade’s face was a mottled shade of red as he glared at me.
“I’m your father,” Max gritted out. “I’m sorry for not telling you the truth sooner. I wanted to, but I feared you wouldn’t take it well. Your mother made up such wonderful stories about your father, and I didn’t think I could live up to the manufactured hype.”
“You’re my father?” Kade’s voice climbed an octave as he pushed himself to a standing position. Max wasn’t a large man, but he wasn’t small either. He looked positively tiny in the face of Kade’s fury.
“I am your father,” Max confirmed. “I’m so sorry for springing it on you this way, but … I thought you should know the truth.”
Instead of yelling or screaming … instead of throwing his arms around Max and saying they could work things out … Kade turned his accusatory eyes on me. “You knew!”
“Not for long,” I said, my cheeks burning. “I figured it out about a week after you arrived, and confronted Max with my suspicions.”
“Don’t be angry with Poet,” Max said. “She demanded I tell you the truth right away, but I was afraid to do it. This isn’t her fault.”
“Well, you’ve got half of that right,” Kade said, tossing his unused napkin on the table and taking a step back. “She’s not the one who told the initial lie, but she allowed you to keep telling it for the past two weeks.”
“I told him he had to tell you the truth,” I protested, my eyes filling with tears. “I threatened to quit if he didn’t.”
“She did,” Max said, bobbing his head. “She also gave me an ultimatum that I tell you today or she would. I would like to think I would’ve told you the truth without her push, but fear is a funny thing. I don’t know that I would have done it. She insisted, though.”
“This is what’s been bothering you,” Luke said, his eyes wide. “I couldn’t figure it out. You tell me everything, but I knew you were hiding something.”
“This wasn’t my secret to tell,” I explained. “I’m sorry.”
“Are you sorry for not telling him or lying to me?” Kade spat, his venom taking me by surprise.
“Both.”
“Well, that’s just great,” Kade hissed, briefly pressing his eyes shut as he rubbed his hand over his hair. “I just … I can’t believe this.”
“You need time to absorb it,” I said. “I understand you’re angry … .”
“You don’t understand anything,” Kade seethed, gesturing wildly to shut me up. “I told you how I felt at loose ends after my mother died and that’s why I ended up here. I told you I wanted to feel I was part of a family and you knew all along that I had real family here.”
“That’s my fault,” Max said. “I told her I needed time to prepare myself. I wanted you to get comfortable here before I sprang this on you.”
“I’m not talking to you,” Kade barked, causing Max to take an inadvertent step back. “What you’ve done is bad enough, but I wasn’t sleeping in the same bed with you. I wasn’t forging a relationship with you. She lied to me! She said she wouldn’t do it again after the first big lie, and now I find she’s been doing nothing but lying for weeks.”
“I’m so sorry,” I offered, tears spilling down my cheeks. I knew it would come to this. I felt it in my bones and now it was even worse than I had imagined. “I didn’t want to lie to you, but I thought the truth would be better coming from Max.”
“That doesn’t make it better,” Kade said.
“I care about you,” I said, trying a different tactic. “I wanted you to know the truth, but I didn’t know how to tell you. It didn’t seem as if it was my place.”
“That doesn’t help either,” Kade said, his jaw clenching and unclenching as his chest heaved. “That makes it worse. You don’t lie to someone you care about.”
“But … .”
“No!” Kade vehemently shook his head. “I just … no. Stop talking. I need time to think.”
I took a step in his direction, holding my hands up to signal my surrender. “Just let me talk to you. I want to explain why I did what I did.”
“I do, too,” Max said, his voice low.
“Well, I don’t want to hear anything either of you have to say,” Kade said. “I just … can’t. I need to think.”
Kade turned on his heel and stalked away, not even bothering to cast a backward glance in my direction as he fled. I had no idea where he was going, but my first instinct was to follow. Luke stilled me with a hand on my arm when I made a move to chase after Kade. I hadn’t even noticed him get up from the table.
“Let him go, Poet,” Luke said, his eyes sympathetic. “You just blew up his world. He’s going to need more than five minutes to wrap his head around it.”
“But … I need him to know how sorry I am.”
“That will make you feel better, not him,” Luke said. “I understand why you did what you did, but you had to know it wouldn’t end well. You had to know it would crush him.”
I did know that. Somehow I convinced myself it would all work out in the end, though. “I don’t know what to do.”
“All you can do is give him time,” Luke said, his gaze bouncing between Max and me. “That’s all either of you can do.”
In my head I knew he spoke the truth. My heart was another matter. I was sure my heart was breaking.
“There’s nothing else we can do, Poet,” Max said. “If it’s any consolation, you were right. I should’ve told him from the beginning.”
That wasn’t any consolation at all.
“Give it time,” Luke said, his voice gentle. “He’ll forgive you. Have a little faith.”
The fact that he echoed Kade’s words from a few hours earlier bolstered me, but just barely. “I guess there’s nothing else to do but wait.”
“No,” Luke agreed. “That’s all you can do.”
So that’s what I did. After all, it’s a circus and we have a full day of work ahead of us. The show must go on.
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