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      “I’m ready to put the sin back in Sin City!”

      My best friend Luke Bishop bellowed out the words as he secured the patio furniture we shared into the back of his truck, raised his work glove-covered hands in the air and pumped his fists as he hopped from the back of the vehicle and landed with a grunt on the ground.

      Kade Denton, my new boyfriend, arched an eyebrow as he watched Luke cavort. He was busy with his own bout of packing, so he couldn’t spare much effort to engage in mindless interaction. “If I didn’t know you better, I’d think you’re happy to see the showgirls,” he teased, his eyes flashing as he secured a rope around some picnic tables in the back of his truck, which was parked behind Luke’s vehicle.

      “Ha, ha,” Luke intoned, rolling his eyes as he glanced skyward, as if praying to a deity to swoop in and save him from Kade’s condescension. “You’re such a funny guy. I see why you like him, Poet. He’s a regular comedian.”

      That’s me, by the way, Poet Parker. I’m second in command at the Mystic Caravan Circus, the entity we were moving from Idaho to Nevada, and first in the line of fire when it comes to personality clashes between workers. I’m Romani by birth if not practice and a full-time psychic extraordinaire. That essentially means I can read minds, change my appearance, control the actions of others when necessary and occasionally act as moderator between my best friend and boyfriend. Yeah, the boyfriend part is new. I can’t stop saying the word in my head … and then I blush like an embarrassed teenager and giggle. It’s sickening. I can’t explain it.

      “He makes me laugh all of the time,” I argued, avoiding eye contact with Kade to head off the inevitable blushing.

      “Mostly when he’s naked, right?” Luke tugged off his work gloves and ran a hand through his blond hair. “I’m sure that’s a hilarious sight.”

      Kade scorched Luke with a dark look before slamming the tailgate … loudly. “Tell your buddy I’m going to pop him in the face if he doesn’t watch his mouth,” Kade ordered.

      “Tell your bed buddy that I came first and I’m more important,” Luke shot back.

      I didn’t tell either of them anything. I was too exhausted to break up yet another fight between them. In truth, I was sick of the sniping. Luke wasn’t wrong. He came first, and we’d been best friends since Maxwell “Max” Anderson caught me picking pockets in a suburb of Detroit and offered me a job with his traveling circus. At the time, Luke was new to the game, too, and the fact that he could shift into a wolf made him a hot commodity on the circus circuit. I’d always been different, capable of doing things I couldn’t explain. Mystic Caravan Circus taught me I wasn’t unique or alone in my abilities. Luke refused to leave me alone until I agreed to be his best friend. We’ve been inseparable ever since.

      Kade, on the other hand, was a recent circus recruit. He’s head of security, ridiculously buff, loyal and charming. He boasts a smile that makes me go weak in the knees. I’m not kidding. I’m not proud of how girly I’ve become either, for the record. He does something to me. Not that. Get your mind out of the gutter.

      Anyway, Kade took a step back when he found out I’d been keeping a secret regarding his paternity. Max is Kade’s father (it’s a whole big thing) and he wasn’t happy when he found out I knew and hadn’t told him. We spent some time apart, but we’re back on track. I thought that meant things would get easier. The sniping with Luke essentially makes things worse, though.

      “Do you guys always have to bicker?” I asked, annoyed.

      Kade shrugged, seemingly unbothered by my tone. “It’s what keeps moving days from getting boring.” Mystic Caravan was heading toward the outskirts of Las Vegas, which Luke was unbelievably excited about. I, on the other hand, prefer much more rural destinations. The idea of being so close to a big city makes me nervous.

      “I think you should focus on me because I’m never boring,” I teased.

      Kade’s grin was full of potential mischief when he slipped an arm around my waist and gave me a quick kiss. “That’s true. I’m looking forward to not being boring with you tonight.”

      “Oh, geez.” Luke tapped his foot on the ground and returned his eyes to the sky, his expression overflowing with disgust. “You guys make me want to puke so hard.”

      “Right back at you.” Kade tucked a strand of my long dark hair behind an ear and then reluctantly turned his full attention on Luke. “What’s your deal, man? You seem excitable … er, well, more excitable than usual. Why are you so excited for Vegas? I mean … I know it’s not the showgirls.”

      “Your wit astounds me.” Luke gave me a look that said “can you believe this guy” before sucking in a breath to steady himself. “I know that’s a joke about me being gay. I don’t care what you think about that, by the way. I’m comfortable in my own skin.”

      “I happen to be fine with you being gay,” Kade supplied. “It makes the fact that I find you in bed with my girlfriend once or twice a week tolerable.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. The times Kade returned to my trailer after walking the perimeter of the circus grounds to find Luke in my bed as we watched bad television and gossiped hadn’t exactly offered comfortable interaction. He hadn’t blown up, however, so I considered that a win.

      “I guess I never considered that from your perspective,” Luke mused. “As for showgirls, by the way, I love them.”

      “Really?” Kade cocked a dubious eyebrow. “I’d think you preferred those Cirque du Soleil guys. I have to think they’re more entertaining, at least from your perspective.”

      “I am not a cliché.”

      “Of course.” Kade slid his eyes to me, amused. “You’re definitely not a cliché.”

      “I saw that look.” Luke pushed between Kade and me, making sure I couldn’t see anything other than his face as he blocked me from eye contact with my new boyfriend. “He’s bugging me. I insist you make him stop bugging me.”

      I bit back a sigh as I forced myself to remain calm. Luke and Kade got along fifty percent of the time and were at each other’s throats the other fifty percent. I could never tell how things would go until I watched them interact for a few minutes. Today’s match had the potential to be a big one if I wasn’t careful. Moving days are always tense, because so much work is involved.

      “I think we can arrange a timeout between you guys,” I offered, forcing a smile. “You’ll be in different vehicles for the drive to Vegas. That’s hours of time apart.”

      I hoped the reminder that we would be on the road in five minutes would brighten Luke’s mood. But I forgot the second part of that equation. “That’s good.” Luke’s smile untwisted my insides. “You’re riding with me, right?”

      “I’m sorry … what?” I wasn’t expecting that, and I couldn’t immediately answer because that wasn’t my initial inclination. I risked a glance at Kade and found his unreadable gaze on me. “Um … .”

      “Yeah, Poet,” Kade pressed. “Who are you riding with?”

      Ugh. Now they’re coming at me from both sides. Before Kade came along I always rode with Luke. He enjoys talking regardless of whether or not I devote my full attention to listening. I’m something of an introvert when I want to be, so I’m fine letting Luke hold up both ends of the conversation.

      On the flip side, Kade is perfectly fine driving long stretches without speaking at all. There’s comfort in the quiet, which I find baffling. I’ve never had it, so I still find time to marvel over it.

      “Oh, well … .” I wasn’t sure how to answer. I hate when my best friend and boyfriend put me on the spot.

      “You suck.” Luke gave me a disgusted look as he shook his head. “You’re going to ride with your love muffin. We both know it. Why are you even pretending otherwise?”

      “Luke, don’t take it personally.”

      “Personally?” Luke’s eyebrows flew up his forehead. “Why would I take it personally? I was your best friend before this, and now you prefer his company to mine. That’s not personal at all.”

      “That’s not true,” I protested, my stomach twisting. “You know I love you.”

      “Not enough to ride with me.”

      Kade scowled as he moved closer. “Don’t pressure her to choose. That’s not fair.”

      “I’m not pressuring her because there is no choice,” Luke countered. “I was here first.”

      “Oh, geez.” Kade pinched the bridge of his nose. “Fine. Ride with Luke.”

      I glanced at him, unsure. “Really?”

      “Really.” Kade forced a smile that didn’t make it all the way to his eyes. “I’m fine with it.”

      I shot him a relieved smile. “Okay. I … thank you.”

      Luke watched the exchange with annoyance. “Oh, good grief. You two should definitely ride together, because I don’t want to deal with the inevitable pouting if you don’t. I’ll entertain myself with thoughts of Vegas … which is bound to be more stimulating than Poet’s sad eyes should I part the two of you.”

      Kade pursed his lips, amused. “Well, that’s very magnanimous of you. No one can say you’re not a true humanitarian. Thank you. I’m forever in your debt.”

      Luke narrowed his eyes, realization that he’d been played washing over him. “You planned that. I know you did.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Kade shot back, grinning. “I’m sure you’ll tell us over dinner when we hit Vegas, though.”

      Luke flicked his eyes to me. “I won’t forget this.”

      “I’ll bake your favorite cookies to make it up to you,” I offered, hoping that would be enough to broker a few days’ peace. The constant worry about an imminent fight between the two was starting to grate.

      “Sold.” Luke’s smile was so big it almost swallowed his entire face. “Things are definitely looking up.”

      Kade’s smile seemed to echo the sentiment. “I couldn’t agree more.”

      

      “SO WHAT’S Luke’s deal with Vegas?”

      Kade waited until we were on the road to ask the obvious question.

      I leaned back in the passenger seat, the wind from the partially open window blowing my hair, and shrugged. “He loves the spectacle of Vegas.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning he likes all of the glitz and glamour,” I replied. “We won’t technically be in Vegas. We’ll be on the outskirts, but that’s close enough for him to pay a few visits to town.”

      “I honestly wouldn’t think that Vegas would be a place for family-friendly fun like the circus,” Kade noted. “I was surprised when I saw it on the itinerary.”

      “Actually, Vegas is one of our busier stops exactly because of that. The circus allows for quiet fun compared to what the casinos offer, so it’s a big draw.”

      “I guess I never considered that.” Kade rubbed his jaw before sliding his hand across the console and linking his fingers with mine. “I would’ve been fine if you wanted to ride with Luke, by the way. I know that’s going to happen from time to time.”

      “You do?”

      “He’s your best friend. And it’s not fair for me to take up all of your time.”

      “I kind of like you taking up all of my time over the past two weeks,” I admitted, flicking my eyes to the window so he wouldn’t see my overt embarrassment. “It’s been nice.”

      “It has been nice,” Kade conceded. “That doesn’t mean Luke isn’t important to you. I get it. I’m fine with it.”

      I believed him. Kade was ridiculously easygoing most of the time. He had a bit of a freakout when he first learned that Mystic Caravan was more than just a circus, going positively apoplectic when he realized we were closet monster hunters as well. That’s actually our main job – hunting dangerous monsters, that is – and our performance tasks work in tandem with our hunting chores.

      Kade isn’t magical – at least that I’ve been able to ascertain – but he embraced our paranormal leanings relatively quickly once he found out the truth. He struggled with the knowledge that Max was his father, mostly because he believed Max to be a friend of his late father the entire time he was growing up, but he was doing his best to accept his new reality. The fact that Max is a powerful mage means that Kade could very well have some magical abilities, too. I’ve wisely opted to keep that conversation in the back of my mind for the time being. Kade’s absorbed a lot in a short amount of time. Adding to his burden somehow seems unfair.

      “I love Luke.” I licked my lips as I decided how to proceed. “He’s always been there for me. That won’t change. I’ll always love him. That doesn’t mean I can’t ride with you.”

      “I want you to ride with me. Once we get to the location the next twenty-four hours will be nonstop work. I like that we have this reprieve to spend time together. That doesn’t mean I want you to neglect Luke. We can … share … you.”

      I balked. “Do you think I’m neglecting Luke?”

      Kade’s smile was rueful. “I love that you picked that part of what I said to focus on.” He chuckled. “I don’t think you’re neglecting Luke. I do think he enjoys making you believe it because then you do favors for him … like making cookies and watching bad television late into the night.”

      “I don’t mind baking him cookies.”

      “I know you don’t.” Kade squeezed my hand, offering me quiet reassurance. “We’re still figuring this out and working together to see how three lives are going to mesh with one another. It’s not going to happen overnight. I’m okay with it.”

      He said the words, but I couldn’t help but be wary. “The good news is that Luke is going to be so excited about being close to Vegas that he really won’t be a problem this week.”

      “He’s not a problem any other week.”

      Now it was my turn to be dubious, and I was fairly certain my expression said just that, because Kade broke out in raucous chuckles.

      “Okay, he’s not that much of a problem any other week,” Kade conceded. “I get it. You two are close. I actually appreciate the fact that you’re rarely alone when you go on adventures – mostly because those adventures often get you into life-threatening trouble – and I’m happy you two spend so much time together.”

      I wanted to believe him, but … . “Still, you guys kind of snark at one another a lot.”

      “We do,” Kade confirmed. “Have you ever considered that’s simply the way we communicate?”

      “I … what do you mean?”

      “That’s how guys interact,” Kade replied. “We’re boisterous and we posture a lot. It’s not a bad thing. It simply … is what it is.”

      “Huh.” I pondered the statement. “Is this like when guys take off their shirts and flex so they can see who has the biggest muscles?”

      Kade tilted his head to the side, considering. “Kind of. I guess. I’m not sure I like the analogy, though.”

      “Is that because you want to have the bigger muscles?”

      Kade snorted. “Honey, I do have the biggest muscles.”

      I matched him smirk for smirk. “I’ll tell Luke you said that and see if he agrees.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.” Kade leaned back in his seat, seemingly sensing the need for serious conversation regarding Luke and the time we needed to spend together had passed. “So, tell me about the setup in Vegas. What’s important to know?”

      And just like that we had another serious topic to tackle. “It’s funny that you ask … .”
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      “Huh.”

      Kade didn’t look impressed as he studied the area that would be our home for the next week, his gaze busy as it bounced from location to location.

      I fought to contain my amusement. “Not what you were expecting?”

      “No,” Kade replied hurriedly, shaking his head. “It’s … fine.”

      I pressed my lips together as I headed toward Luke’s truck. All of my personal belongings – the ones not in my trailer – were there and I wanted to tackle them first. “Don’t forget to tell Dolph that you want to switch up the locations of the trailers,” I reminded him. “You want to put your trailer next to mine this time, right?”

      “I do.” Kade’s lips curved. “Even though I spend all of my nights in your trailer, I think it would be easier to have my stuff right next door should I need it.”

      “Yes, that definitely sounds convenient,” Luke drawled, appearing on the other side of his truck. “It will be like an episode of Three’s Company now. I can’t wait. When does Mr. Roper show up?”

      I shot him a disapproving look. “I thought the drive would’ve chilled you out,” I said. “Why are you in such a poor mood when you love Vegas so much?”

      “I am not in a poor mood,” Luke countered, grabbing one side of the bistro table and edging it toward the lip of the truck. “I’m in a good mood. I’m always in a good mood.”

      “What about the time you found out that The Body Shop discontinued your favorite body butter?” I challenged.

      “Hey, that was a terrible day,” Luke groused, flexing his muscles as he carefully shifted the table so I could help. “You know how much I like smelling like piña coladas. Soft skin isn’t just a luxury for me, it’s also a joy I bring to those around me.”

      “Only a man truly comfortable with his masculinity could admit that,” Kade interjected, grinning as he grabbed the table from my grasp and moved it to the spot between Luke’s trailer and my own. “Here?”

      “That’s good.”

      “I’ll have you know piña coladas are a very masculine drink,” Luke argued, refusing to let Kade’s taunt go without comment. “Coconuts, for example, have a very hard shell and need a hammer to break them. Pineapples, which are also a main ingredient, have hard husks that can cut your hand if you’re not careful. Even Papa Hemingway drank piña coladas. What’s more masculine than that?”

      Instead of engaging, Kade merely shrugged. “I stand corrected.” He directed his eyes to the open setting. “I wasn’t expecting this.”

      I shifted gears. As head of security, he would obviously have concerns. Most of the locations he’d seen so far had some sort of natural barrier to close off portions of the camp. That wasn’t an option here.

      “It’s different,” I agreed, bobbing my head. “There’s no water element, which will drive Naida insane.” Naida was one of our pixie twins – the one addicted to water. If she didn’t have a place to swim and let her fin out to air she melted down in spectacular fashion, which was worrisome because she can control the weather depending on her state of mind. “This location is one of the reasons we constantly move that hot tub around with us. It’s what keeps her from magically drowning us with a monsoon when she gets in a mood.”

      “There’s nothing to shelter us, though,” Kade pointed out, gesturing with his hand. “It’s not exactly a desert here, but it’s not far from it.”

      “No, but you can see the lights of the city in that direction.” I pointed for emphasis, some of the taller hotels cresting the horizon to the east. “Also, there is one good thing about this location.”

      “What’s that?”

      “No one can approach without us seeing them,” Luke answered for me. “This area is thick with paranormals. This setting isn’t ideal. It’s certainly not picturesque. But it’s easy for us to watch our surroundings in case something truly terrible decides to approach.”

      Kade stilled. “What kind of paranormals?”

      “It’s Vegas, baby,” Luke teased. “It would be easier to ask what kind of paranormals don’t live here.”

      Kade scowled. “That’s not what I asked.”

      “Aside from the colorful embellishment, Luke’s right,” I said. “This area is especially thick with vampires. However, that doesn’t mean vampires are the only thing we need to worry about.”

      “I’m almost afraid to ask,” Kade muttered. “What else?”

      “Believe it or not, the last time we were here we took down five mummies.”

      Kade worked his jaw, no sound coming out.

      “I don’t think he believes you,” Luke said, snickering.

      “It’s not that I don’t believe her,” Kade cautioned. Lying was a bone of contention in our relationship. I kept the fact that Max was his father from Kade, and it blew up in my face, resulting in us taking some soul-crushing time apart. I was painfully honest now, and he treads carefully when it comes to teasing me about keeping something from him. It was something we’d have to work on down the road. “It’s just … mummies? I don’t even understand how that would happen.”

      “The Luxor,” I supplied.

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “The pyramid hotel,” I explained. “The owner wanted to create an army of mummy workers – he thought people would find it funny and save money because he wouldn’t have to pay them – but it backfired and they attacked. Five of them came here because the dreamcatcher drew them in. It was a big mess.”

      “Oh, well … .” Kade was mollified. “I didn’t even consider that. I guess it makes sense.”

      “It’s not just mummies,” Luke said. “There’s also a coven of witches who live in Vegas and they’ve been known to cause problems.”

      Kade arched an eyebrow. “Excuse me? Witches?”

      “Don’t take that tone,” Luke admonished, wagging a finger. “I’m not making it up.”

      “And all witches aren’t bad,” I added, drawing Kade’s attention to me.

      “They’re not?”

      Luke snickered, his earlier bad mood completely eradicated. “Dude, you know you’re technically kind of sleeping with a witch, right?”

      “I … no.” Kade shook his head, his eyes clouding with worry. “I thought you were Romani.”

      “I’m more than one thing,” I replied, patting his chest. “Don’t worry about it. You’re still learning. It’s not as if the learning curve is slight. It will take more than a few weeks. It’s fine.”

      “So you’re a witch?” Kade was understandably confused.

      “Does that bother you?”

      “I … no.” Kade fervently shook his head. “I just didn’t realize you considered yourself a witch.”

      “Oh, I’m many things,” I said. “For the record, though, I don’t really consider myself a witch. Other people might look at what I can do and think otherwise.”

      “So what do you consider yourself?”

      I shrugged. “Hungry.” I flashed a smile. “Let’s get unpacked and then start dinner. I want to get the dreamcatcher up as soon as possible. Luke wasn’t kidding about this area being thick with paranormals. They come out of the woodwork whenever we’re here.”

      

      THE DREAMCATCHER is our version of a magical trap. Naida and Raven, our resident Lamia, provide the bulk of the power to weave the magical tapestry, while I direct the power where to go. Nixie, Naida’s sister, also provides a dose of magic that draws evil supernatural beings into our web. It has the added bonus of calling to evil humans. We often dispose of them, too. We’re equal opportunity crusaders.

      I left Kade and Luke to continue setting up camp, and joined Raven close to the perimeter. She’d been scouting the edges of the fairgrounds for almost an hour. Her focus on one particular spot made me antsy, so I decided to see what garnered so much attention.

      “Do you see something?”

      Raven must’ve sensed me approaching, because she didn’t look in my direction to confirm my identity before speaking. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe?” I moved in closer, frowning when I saw the tracks in the dirt. Raven intently stared at them. They were odd enough to cause me to drop to my knees to get a closer look. “What is that?”

      Raven shrugged, noncommittal. “It could be an animal.”

      It could be, but I’d never seen animal tracks like this. “They would have to belong to a big animal … with webbed feet. I mean … those look like webbed footprints to you, right?”

      “Yeah, that’s what got my attention.” Raven flicked her eyes to me. We didn’t have the best of relationships before she decided I stole Kade from her. We worked together, but we’d never be close friends. “There’s no water around here. Why would a creature with webbed feet hang around the desert?”

      That was a good question. “I’ve never seen a creature this big with webbed feet before, period. It’s not even about being close to the desert.”

      “Maybe it’s something that was created for Vegas,” Raven suggested, digging in her pocket and returning with her cell phone. “I’m going to take a photo and conduct a search. Maybe I’ll come up with something.”

      “That sounds like a plan.” Something about the first part of her statement bothered me. “You think someone created a web-footed creature because it’s Vegas?”

      Raven held her hands palms up. “That one guy created an army of mummies and seemed surprised when anyone noticed. That was after dead bodies started showing up in the hotel because the mummies were eating them.”

      “That’s true.” I rolled my neck until it cracked. “This area always puts me on edge. We’re always so busy with interlopers whenever we come here.”

      “I suggested to Max that we remove it from our schedule, but he disagreed.” Raven stood and brushed the sand from her skirt. “He says that we’re kind of like supernatural population control agents for Vegas – which is mildly insulting. We come once a year and take a huge chunk out of the evil population so it doesn’t get a foothold.”

      “You make it sound like a zombie invasion.”

      “Thankfully we’ve never had to deal with one of those.” Raven licked her lips as she straightened, the setting sun glistening off her silver-colored hair. “I wouldn’t worry about paranormals attacking. You have Kade to protect you.”

      I worked to tamp down my irritation. Raven and I went out of our way to avoid the Kade discussion whenever possible. Still, Raven is an instigator. Because she’s essentially a snake in human form, I guess that’s to be expected. “Yeah, well, I think this week will be a real eye-opener for him.”

      “He hasn’t seen anything like this before,” Raven agreed. “It might be a lot for him to deal with.”

      “He’s strong. He’ll manage.”

      “Yes, well … .” Raven wrinkled her nose as she glanced toward the horizon. “We need to get the dreamcatcher up right away. I don’t think we should wait until dark. Not tonight.”

      Something about her tone set my teeth on edge. “Why?”

      “I don’t know. Just a feeling I have. I can’t explain it.”

      I would never trust Raven with my boyfriend, but her magical instincts – especially when dealing with something dangerous – are another story entirely. “Then let’s do the dreamcatcher now.”

      

      “I DON’T KNOW any creature that has webbed feet like that.”

      I decided to show Naida the tracks before we got to the magical heavy lifting. She squinted and hunkered low, making a face as she inhaled.

      “Do you know what that is?” Raven asked, curiosity getting the better of her.

      “No, but … do you smell that?”

      “Smell what?”

      “That.”

      I lifted my nose and scented the air, shaking my head after a few seconds. “I don’t smell anything. It smells like hot sand. It’s the desert, after all. It’s sweltering here.”

      “There’s something else.” Naida tilted her head as she stared at the open space to our right. There was absolutely no place for a creature or human to hide, yet she looked as if she believed otherwise. “Something was out here.”

      “Can you tell how long ago?”

      “I … don’t know.” Naida almost looked pained, which caused my throat to tighten. She wasn’t afraid of anything. Just a few weeks ago she took on a golem, essentially a mindless killing machine sans pain receptors, with nothing but her moxie.

      “Do you think it will come back?” Raven asked. She wasn’t one for messing around, and if we were in danger she wanted to know so we could prepare ourselves.

      “I don’t know what it is, so I can’t answer that,” Naida replied, her eyes moving to the camp when the raucous sound of Luke laughing drew her attention. “I think we should double down on the dreamcatcher this go around.”

      I had no idea what she meant by that. “Meaning?”

      “It’s something we’ve been theorizing about,” Raven explained. “We think we can make the dreamcatcher even stronger. We haven’t had occasion to practice yet.”

      “What happens if it fails?”

      Raven shrugged. “In theory, the entire dreamcatcher could fail if the enhancements don’t work. I don’t think that will happen, but it is a possibility.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that at all. “Is there any way we can do both?”

      Naida looked intrigued. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that I don’t think we can risk the dreamcatcher failing,” I replied. “I’m all for giving this new dreamcatcher a test run. I’m not for doing it here if there’s a legitimate chance it won’t work.”

      “So you want to erect the normal dreamcatcher and then overlay the new one on top of it?” Raven asked.

      “Or what if we erect the normal dreamcatcher at our regular boundaries and put the new one out farther,” I replied. “That way we’ll know if it’s alerting. We can lay the second right on top of the first. It should be double protection.”

      “But you want to build them both separately?” Naida was already nodding. “I think that’s a really good plan.”

      “Then let’s do it.” I cast a look to our friends and colleagues. They cavorted and played as they normally did, working but enjoying themselves at the same time. “Then I think we should only tell some people – those in our inner circle – what we found out here.”

      “Does that include Kade?” Raven asked.

      “Of course.”

      “I don’t have a problem with that. I know why you’re worried,” Raven said after a few moments’ contemplation. “You don’t want anyone to panic. It never ends well when someone in our group starts panicking.”

      “It’s not just that,” I countered. “I also don’t want anyone to become hyper-vigilant. Nellie is already a menace with that ax. What will happen if he thinks there’s a web-footed monster out there stalking us?”

      Raven snorted at the visual I magically placed in her head, in which our bearded lady – who just happens to be a cross-dressing dwarf with a beheading fetish – went after a strange creature that smelled bad. “That would be classic.”

      “Unless it backfires on us,” I warned. “We need to be careful. That means not panicking the people we work with.”

      “I can live with that.” Raven squared her shoulders. “Let’s do this. It’s going to take double the time, and we’ll have to answer a lot of questions when we’re done.”

      She was right, and that made the agitation roiling in my belly grow exponentially. “Yeah. Let’s do this.”
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      “You look pale.”

      Kade slid a paper plate in front of me as I sucked down a bottle of water shortly before sunset. He was so new to the supernatural game that he didn’t realize the dreamcatcher ceremony took twice as long as it was supposed to. I was practically a limp rag from exerting my power to form the newer trap.

      Naida and Raven took ten minutes to explain to me what they had in mind. I had to admit it was ingenious. It also resulted in a lot of expended energy. Raven and Naida looked as exhausted as I felt, although Naida was putting on a good show for the others. Raven had a reputation for being obnoxious, so her dark attitude hardly seemed out of place.

      “I’m fine.” I forced a smile. “It was a long day in the truck. I guess I’m just tired.”

      “Uh-huh.” Kade didn’t look convinced as he pressed the back of his knuckles to my forehead. “You’re a little warm.”

      As if sensing my distress, Luke decided to take the onus of the conversation off me. “She’s smoking hot, man! Listen, it’s all well and good to get a woman. To keep her you have to remember to maintain the compliments. Women don’t like it when you forget to feed the slot machine.”

      Kade narrowed his eyes, confused. “So … wait … what is the slot machine? Is Poet the slot machine?”

      “If you can’t figure that out on your own you need more help than I have to offer,” Luke replied. “I want nothing to do with her slot machine.”

      Kade’s mouth tipped down into a scowl. “See, I think you’re trying to distract me.” He used both hands to push my hair away from my face, his eyes searching for something I couldn’t quite identify. “Something is going on. What is it?”

      “Nothing is going on.” It was a lie, but the last thing I wanted to do was upset my co-workers.

      “Something is wrong.” Kade refused to give up. “I know it. It’s written all over your face.”

      I dropped my voice in the hope he’d let it go until we were alone. “Can we talk about this later?”

      Luke being Luke – which is lovely sometimes, but not so much tonight – didn’t miss my pathetic pleading. “Wait a second … is something really wrong?” He scanned my face for signs of a coming apocalypse. “Something is wrong. I thought for sure he was laying the groundwork to take you to bed early so he could roll a hard eight, but I’m starting to think he’s right. What’s wrong with you?”

      “I don’t get the ‘hard eight’ reference,” I admitted.

      “It wasn’t one of my better offerings,” Luke said. “I’ll do better next time. What’s wrong with you?”

      I wanted to figure a way out of this situation, but Raven took the decision out of my hands.

      “You couldn’t hold it together for five freaking minutes, could you?” The look on her face was dark. “You’re such a drama queen.”

      Luke and Raven mixed as well as pink and red hair dye, so my best friend was affronted before I could muster the energy to fix the situation. “You’re the one who’s been groaning whenever you change positions,” he argued. “I just assumed you were looking for attention, but you’re a lot more obvious than she is. She’s trying to be quiet, and you’re being … well … you.”

      Raven scorched him with a look. “Whatever. I’m going to use Nixie’s shrinking dust to shrivel your balls when you’re sleeping one night. You’ve been warned.”

      It wasn’t the first time Raven threatened his manhood, so Luke wasn’t particularly bothered. Of course he knew he had me to back him up should it come to a slap fight. “Put your face in your armpit and inhale until you pass out,” he ordered. “I’m talking to Poet.” He turned to me. “What’s going on?”

      I pressed the tip of my tongue to the back of my teeth and shifted on the bench. Kade and Luke arranged things so that everyone in our immediate group faced in my direction. This was the exact opposite of what I wanted.

      “The thing is … .”

      “Oh, it’s too late to cover it up now.” Naida heaved out a weary sigh. “We have to tell them or they’ll imagine the worst. They’re prone to dramatic fits.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Nellie shot back, shifting the spaghetti strap on his summer frock so the dress didn’t dip in the front. He preferred evening gowns, but Vegas was hot enough that he couldn’t run around in taffeta without abusing the fabric, so he had to make do. “I’m the least dramatic person here.”

      “You screamed bloody murder when you thought someone stole your new Spring Step summer sandals just two days ago,” Luke reminded him.

      “Those shoes were expensive.”

      “And they were under your couch.”

      “No one asked you.” Nellie rolled his neck and the movement caused me to focus on the dark hair that matted his shoulders. He needed a wax, which was something else he got dramatic about. He went on and on about how he was the bearded lady and waxing was out of the question. When you can braid someone’s back hair, it’s time to take matters into your own hands. We would have to wrestle him down before the month was out. “I was talking to Poet.”

      “It seems everyone is talking to Poet,” Kade said, cupping the back of my head so I had nowhere to look but in his eyes. “I need you to tell me what’s going on. I’m bordering on freaking out myself.”

      He said the last part as if he was joking, but I knew better. “Well … .”

      “We found weird prints in the sand out by the dreamcatcher line,” Naida volunteered.

      “I found them,” Raven corrected. “Me. I’m the one who found them.”

      “We’ll have a plaque made up in your honor tomorrow,” Luke said dryly. “What kind of tracks?”

      “Oh, man.” Nellie made a face. “Are the mummies back? It’s no fun chopping off a mummy head because they instantly turn to sand. There’s no blood or gore. You know I like the blood. It keeps me feeling young and spry.”

      Oh, yes, we knew it a little too well. “It’s not mummies,” I said, licking my lips.

      Kade’s eyes were keen. “What is it?”

      “We don’t know.” I opted for honesty. It was too late to hide any of this from the histrionic crowd. “Whatever it is … well … it has webbed feet.”

      “Ooh.” Dolph, our resident strongman, leaned forward. “Is it like that thing from the Creature from the Black Lagoon?”

      Hmm. That was an interesting question. I’d never considered that. “We haven’t seen the creature, only the footprints. I’m not ruling out that theory, but the problem is there’s no water around here. Why would a water monster hide out in the desert?”

      “Why would anyone visit the desert?” Naida asked, flicking her fingers at a bug only she could see. “I hate it when we come to the desert.”

      “I don’t think it’s a highlight for anyone,” Raven muttered.

      “Speak for yourself,” Luke shot back. “I happen to love Vegas.”

      “That’s because you like to go to the shows and imagine yourself in sequins and feathers,” Raven snapped. “It’s pathetic.”

      “You’re pathetic.”

      “You’re the thing pathetic creatures are afraid to see when they look in the mirror,” Raven growled.

      “Okay, that will be enough of that,” Kade barked, holding a hand up between Raven and Luke in case they decided to launch themselves at one another across the table. “There’s no reason to make this worse than it already is.”

      Raven snorted, settling back in her spot at the table. “That’s easy for you to say,” she said. “You didn’t spend an hour wiping yourself out by exerting magic to double up on the dreamcatcher.”

      Kade raised an eyebrow, surprised. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “I don’t know, but it sounds interesting.” Nellie rubbed his hand over his chin. “How did you double it up?”

      “We created two of them,” I explained. “Raven and Naida have been theorizing about it for some time. They thought now would be the time to drag out the more powerful version. The problem is, we haven’t tested it yet and we all know Vegas is not the spot where we want to test it for the first time only to have it fail.”

      “I hear that.” Dolph bobbed his shiny head. “So what did you do?”

      “We put up both,” Naida answered. “We put up the regular dreamcatcher first and then we did the second over top of it. We extended the second dreamcatcher out farther, so anything that passes the borders will hit it first.”

      “It should alert when something crosses, but if it doesn’t we have the original dreamcatcher as backup,” Raven added. “It should be stronger, but we’ll have no way of knowing it’s working the way it was designed until something crosses the border.”

      “I guess that explains why you’re so pale, huh?” Kade rubbed the tender spot at the back of my neck. “You drained yourself with the dreamcatcher. You should’ve told me what you were doing.”

      “I had every intention of telling you,” I offered. “I wanted to wait until we were alone.”

      “Why?” Nellie asked, oblivious. “Who didn’t you want to tell?”

      “You mostly.”

      Nellie stilled. “Me? Why?”

      “Because you tend to freak out and turn hyper-vigilant,” Raven supplied. “We didn’t want to find you hiding behind the trailers with your ax. The odds of you accidentally beheading someone are fairly high when that happens – especially when alcohol is a factor, which it always is in Vegas.”

      Nellie balked. “I’ve never accidentally beheaded anyone.”

      “That clown Max picked up in Boise two years ago?” Raven challenged.

      “He was a wendigo.”

      “He was a drunk who didn’t shower enough,” Raven corrected. “We didn’t want to tell you until we knew what we were dealing with. It’s too late now – everyone knows everything – so I guess we’ll have to suck it up.”

      “Oh, whatever.” Nellie risked a glance in my direction. “I don’t freak out.”

      “Duly noted,” I said, mashing my hamburger so I could fit it into my mouth.

      “I’m sorry,” Kade whispered, brushing his lips against my cheek. “I should’ve realized you were keeping that a secret for a reason.”

      I forced a watery smile as I swallowed. “It’s fine. It’s done now. Don’t worry about it.” I wiped the corners of my mouth and chuckled as Kade kissed away a glob of ketchup. I was so lost in my own little world I didn’t notice that Luke’s attention was fixed on the adjacent parking lot until the table lapsed into silence. “What’s going on?”

      “We have company,” Luke replied grimly, causing me to glance over my shoulder and cringe at the sight of two uniformed police officers heading in our direction. They were accompanied by a third man, also clearly a police officer, although he wore jeans and a blue button-down shirt. “What do you think they want?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s never good when the cops show up before we’ve done anything to be nervous about,” I replied, climbing to my feet. “I’ll handle them.”

      “We’ll handle them,” Kade corrected, grabbing my hand before I could move too far from the table.

      “Oh, that’s kind of sweet.” I smiled. “We’re a unit.”

      “That and I’m head of security,” Kade said. “If they’re here for a reason, I should know what it is.”

      “Oh, right.” I was mortified that my gooey center came out to play and he had witnessed it. “Of course.”

      Kade leaned closer and smiled. “The us being a unit stuff is also important.”

      I didn’t bother to hide my smile. “Whatever.” I combed my fingers through my hair, hoping I looked presentable, and then pasted a quizzical and yet welcoming expression on my face as the officer in plain clothes closed the distance. He didn’t stop until he was four feet in front of me. “Welcome to the Mystic Caravan Circus. Is there something I can help you with?”

      The uniformed officers remained silent, although I didn’t miss their interested gazes as they looked over my shoulder and took in the seemingly well-behaved circus workers. My Mystic Caravan brethren know how to conduct themselves when law enforcement comes around – sadly, it happens quite often – so I wasn’t worried they’d do anything freaky until after our visitors left.

      The non-uniformed officer was the one to speak. “I’m Detective Lance Dorsey. We heard you folks arrived a few hours ago. I wanted to stop by and have a discussion with you.”

      “Certainly.” I beamed as if I had nothing to hide. “We’re just sitting down to dinner. Would you like to join us? It’s just hamburgers and potato salad this evening, but it’s good.”

      “Thank you for the invitation, but we’re not staying long,” Dorsey replied. “Actually, I’m here on specific business.”

      “Okay. What can I do for you?”

      Dorsey’s eyes momentarily landed on Kade, as if feeling him out, but he returned his focus to me. “I don’t want to alarm anyone, but we’ve had some weird reports coming out of this area over the past two weeks. I tried to get my boss to contact you, perhaps put your visit off for a bit, but he said the city signed binding contracts so there was nothing to be done.”

      “Okay.” I wasn’t sure what to make of his demeanor, but he seemed serious. “What kind of reports?”

      “That’s the thing.” Dorsey kicked some dust from the sole of one cowboy boot. “We’re not sure what to make of the reports. We discarded them at the onset because the first witness was … um … less than reliable.”

      Kade spoke for the first time. “How so?”

      “He was drunk and paid a stripper from one of the less regulated clubs for something extra,” Dorsey explained. “Instead she drove him out here, stole his wallet and abandoned him to find his way back to the city. Officers found him running down the main road screaming shortly after midnight. He was drunk enough that he could barely talk without slurring, so we didn’t give much credence to what he said.”

      “What did he say?”

      “That he saw a monster.”

      I kept my face placid even though my heart rate sped up. “I see. Did you find a monster?”

      Dorsey chuckled, somehow amused by the question. “We did not. We didn’t find anything. That’s why we thought he was crazy.”

      “Something must’ve changed between now and then,” Kade noted. “You didn’t come out here to relate a drunk’s tall tale.”

      “No, I didn’t. It’s just … we’ve heard three other stories. One from a teenager, and I’m pretty sure he was stoned at the time. The other two came from tourists, and they didn’t have any drugs or alcohol in their systems.”

      “And what did they see?” I asked, legitimately interested. I wasn’t afraid of a monster. We could handle a monster. Dealing with the unknown was an entirely different prospect. It’s always scarier when you don’t know what form the creature in the closet takes.

      “We got varying descriptions,” Dorsey replied. He looked uncomfortable but resolute. “The kid claimed he saw a zombie. The tourists claimed they saw something that looked like the Hulk, but covered in scales.”

      “I see. What do you think they saw?”

      “If I knew I’d have the situation in hand,” Dorsey answered, looking off into the desert. “I don’t know. I’m worried enough to warn you folks, though. I wouldn’t go wandering in the desert after dark if I were you.”

      “Well, thank you for the warning,” I offered. “We’re a close-knit group. I’m not overly worried about running into something in the desert. We have animals.” I pointed toward the tents at the back of the grounds. “They’ll alert us if something is close, and their scent is often enough to scare off other … wild animals.”

      In truth, we didn’t have animals. We had empty cages and we pretended to have animals. We had shifters, and they could take the form of some pretty big animals. With their heightened senses of smell – like Naida – they’d know if some hulking creature with scales approached.

      “I will definitely take special care to warn everyone to watch the shadows,” I added. “We have a very good security force. I’m sure we’ll be fine. Thank you for warning us.”

      Dorsey smiled, although the expression didn’t hit his eyes. His eyes looked somber … and a bit suspicious. “It’s my job, ma’am. I understand you folks are used to taking care of yourselves. I don’t want to diminish that. I’m simply … worried.”

      “Well, you don’t have to worry about us,” Kade interjected. “We’ll be fine. I can promise you that.”
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      “We’re going to the casino! Are you game?”

      I barely had time to relate Dorsey’s warning to the group before Luke announced he was ready to ignore everything but his childish impulses. He wasn’t worried about a monster … or webbed feet … or my desire to do nothing but climb into bed. He had big plans for other excursions.

      I stared at him for a few beats, conflicted. “Seriously? I just told you that there’s probably some weird monster running around and you want to take off to the casino on your own? What’s wrong with you?”

      Luke was blasé. “Actually I was hoping you’d come with me.”

      I blinked several times in rapid succession as I reined in my temper. “What about the monster?”

      “The monster that a drunk, a stoner and two tourists saw?” Luke didn’t look particularly worried. “Isn’t that what we have the dreamcatcher for?”

      “The dreamcatcher isn’t a weapon or a trap,” I reminded him. “It’s an alert system. Granted, it’s a powerful alert system, but it’s an alert system all the same. Someone has to be here to handle the problem should the dreamcatcher alert.”

      Luke pressed his lips together, his expression serious, although I didn’t miss the way his lips curved at the corners. “Well, I think that sounds like a job for a diligent individual. You’ve always been diligent, Poet.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me.” Luke patted my head as if I was a puppy and had relieved myself outside for the first time. “You’re the responsible one. I’m the fun one.”

      “I am not responsible!” I was scandalized. That was the meanest thing he’d ever said to me. “I’m fun.”

      “Of course you are.” Luke made a face as he flicked his eyes to an amused Naida and Nixie. “Tell Poet she’s fun.”

      “You’re tons of fun,” Nixie enthused, her aquamarine head bobbing. “I always have fun when I’m with you.”

      “And that’s not always because she’s laughing behind your back,” Raven interjected, grinning when I scorched her with a dark look.

      “Do you think this is funny?” I asked. “What happens if we’re attacked?”

      “If we’re attacked we’ll handle it,” Raven replied, refusing to join me in my righteous indignation. “That’s what we always do. Mystic Caravan is more than just one person fighting multiple evil entities. We’re a team and we’ll figure it out … like we always do.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but Kade stopped me with a small headshake. I was incredulous. “You want to go to the casino, too?” He didn’t seem like the casino sort. Maybe I’d been reading him wrong from the beginning.

      “I do not care about the casino,” Kade replied. “Luke obviously does, though.”

      “Naida, Nixie and Nellie are coming, too,” Luke said. “We’re the fun crew.”

      I fought the urge to kick him in the shins and ask “Who’s fun now?” when he started crying. “I’m fun.”

      Kade ignored my petulant tone and kept his attention on Luke. “If you go to the casino, stick together. Don’t separate. And make sure everyone is coherent and watchful when you guys come back.”

      “Yes, Dad.” Luke flashed a smile that was smarmier than anything else. “I don’t know how we survived before you joined our idiotic troupe.”

      Kade pretended he didn’t hear the dig. “While I’m reminding you of things, we have a lot of work tomorrow to set up the circus. I don’t care if you’re hungover. You’ll still have to carry your weight. And I’ll let Poet sing whatever loud chick anthem she’s enjoying these days if I figure out you have a headache.”

      Luke’s mouth dropped open. “Now that’s an effective threat.”

      “I thought it would be.” Kade grinned until he saw me glaring. “What? You have a lovely singing voice, honey. I love it when you sing.”

      I extended a scolding finger. “I am fun, dammit!”

      Kade’s worry shifted to glee. “Do you want to prove that to me?”

      “Oh, I’m so glad I’m leaving for the night,” Luke complained, stalking toward his truck. “You guys are so sickeningly sweet you make me want to puke.”

      “Just remember that her singing will make you want to puke tomorrow if you drink too much tonight,” Kade called out. “Keep your wits about you.”

      Oh, that was the last straw. “I heard that!”

      “Did I mention you’re the most fun person I know?” Kade asked, his handsome face lighting with mirth. “Of course, I have a terrible memory. You might have to remind me.”

      

      I WOKE WITH a start, bolting to a sitting position and cocking my head to the side.

      The room was dark, a limited glow emanating from the alarm clock on the nightstand. I shifted my eyes to Kade, watching as his bare chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm. He slept heavy most of the time, and tonight was no exception.

      What woke me?

      I couldn’t be sure. My internal danger alarm wasn’t exactly dinging but it wasn’t quiet either. It was more of an insistent murmuring at the edges of my mind. The dreamcatcher remained silent. Even if the enhanced one failed, the older version was in place as a form of backup. It hadn’t gone off. That’s not what woke me.

      I spared Kade another glance before sliding out of bed, grabbing a T-shirt and a pair of cotton sleep shorts from the floor to cover myself before moving toward the trailer door. Kade would be angry I didn’t wake him, but with nothing concrete standing out as a warning I had no reason to rouse him. All I had was my intuition. He’d insist that was enough to wake him, but the last thing I wanted to do was interrupt his sleep cycle knowing how much work we had to do the following day.

      I was quiet when I flicked the lock on the door and stepped outside, opening my mind the second I hit the ground. My powers aren’t all encompassing. They give me a leg up when dealing with someone dangerous, but they’re hardly infallible. Still, something didn’t sit right in my psyche when I sent out mental feelers and felt them bounce back.

      My stomach flipped as I moved to the back of trailer row and stared into the vast darkness of the desert, the lights from Vegas twinkling behind me but offering no illumination on what lay out there. When we hit a new site, we essentially create a wall of trailers on three sides and then split into the various factions that make up Mystic Caravan Circus.

      The midway folk and performers don’t get along – both thinking they’re the heart and soul of the operation – so the game barkers and runners take up one side of the fairgrounds while we take up another. The fourth is always adjacent to the parking lot, so it’s left exposed to create an opening while the rest of the site appears closed off. That’s on purpose.

      The final wall belongs to the irregular workers. Those would be the people who nobody can stand for even a few minutes of interaction. Mostly clowns. No, the distinction hasn’t escaped me.

      Tonight, though, it wasn’t clown worry getting to me. Clown row was quiet. Midway central was silent and still. Our row didn’t register a hint of movement or sound. Nothing so much as stirred in the middle of the site, which wouldn’t begin resembling a circus until the following day.

      So what woke me?

      I stayed close to the trailer as I stared into the darkness. Clouds shrouded the moon, so I couldn’t see more than a few feet in front of my face. When I gazed in the direction of Las Vegas, the lights shone clearly, yet seemed so far away.

      I scratched my cheek as I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. Something about this didn’t feel right – other than the obvious, I mean – and I couldn’t wrap my head around what was happening. Part of me felt I should alert my co-workers to danger, but I had no concrete evidence that we were in danger.

      No webbed-footed monster lumbered out of the darkness to attack me. The dreamcatcher didn’t alert. And still … .

      Something was close. So close all I had to do was reach out to touch it. Instinctively, that’s what I did. My fingertips brushing over something ethereal and creepy – red eyes flaring to life only two feet away – before a wall of mayhem slammed into me and caused whatever was out there to disappear.

      Something bigger was upon me before I realized what was happening. It wasn’t a creature attack – although something had definitely been out there before the new threat made itself known – but a sandstorm. I instinctively covered my face the second the first blast of sand smacked against my tender skin, letting loose with a whimper as I turned to protect myself.

      I hadn’t ventured far from the trailer, yet it felt like a huge distance as I attempted to trudge my way back. I couldn’t open my eyes for fear I’d be blinded by grit. I had my inner senses to lead me – which was a relief – but it still felt as if I made very little progress despite taking regular steps.

      Then, out of nowhere, I felt hands on my arms and had no choice but to snap open my eyes.

      “What are you doing out here?” Kade looked furious as he pulled me toward the steps that led to my trailer. “Do you have any idea what this is?”

      “It’s a sandstorm,” I gritted out, stumbling twice due to the wind as I tried to climb the steps. Kade caught me both times. Neither one of us spoke again until we were inside, the door shut, and Kade’s furious and filthy face had nowhere to look but at me.

      “You could’ve been hurt!”

      I sank to the couch, pressing the heel of my hand to my forehead as I prepared for what was sure to be a loud diatribe. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it was a sandstorm.”

      Instead of maintaining his shrill tone, Kade adjusted, although only a bit. “That doesn’t explain what you were doing out there.”

      “I’m not sure what I was doing out there,” I admitted, wiping dirt from my face as I tried to find words to explain my evening. “Something woke me, and I needed to check the perimeter before I could go back to sleep.”

      “Why didn’t you wake me to go with you?”

      “I … you were asleep.”

      “That’s why you would’ve had to wake me.”

      “I know, but … I can’t explain it.” I held my hands palms up and shrugged. “Something woke me and I had to look. I didn’t want to wake you, because I thought there was a good chance I was imagining things.”

      Kade wasn’t about to be placated. “And you didn’t want me to laugh at you?”

      “And you need your sleep. We have a lot of work to do tomorrow.”

      Kade blew out a frustrated sigh as he sat next to me, grabbing my hand and squeezing it as he got comfortable. “Poet, you have a really good heart, and that’s one of my favorite things about you. Still, you should’ve woken me up. It’s my job to make sure you’re okay.”

      “Because you’re head of security?”

      “Because I won’t be able to handle it if something happens to you,” Kade corrected, making a growling sound in the back of his throat. “You can’t always take on the world by yourself. It’s not necessary. I thought we were supposed to be dealing with stuff like this as a unit. Isn’t that what we decided? Isn’t that what you said a few hours ago?”

      I chewed on my bottom lip as I nodded. “I didn’t think something was really out there.”

      “I don’t believe that.” Kade pushed my tousled hair out of my face. “Honey, you went out there to check because something woke you from a dead sleep. You have tremendous instincts. That’s what your gift is about.

      “As long as I’ve known you – which, granted, isn’t all that long – whenever you’ve had a feeling it’s turned out to be right,” he continued. “I think you knew you were going to find something out there. I guess we were lucky it was only a sandstorm.”

      I opened my mouth to tell him about the red flashing eyes in the darkness, the figure I was almost certain I touched with my mind mere seconds before the storm hit. Ultimately I wasn’t sure that was the right decision.

      Kade must’ve read something in my demeanor because he solved the problem for me. “If you saw something else … .”

      “I’m not sure,” I offered, cutting him off. “I felt as if there was something out there, and a second before the storm hit I swear I saw red eyes.”

      A muscle twitched in Kade’s jaw as he regarded me. “What do you think it was?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’m not sure it was real. The entire situation was surreal. I’m not convinced I didn’t see the red eyes because something inside of me was trying to warn me to take cover.

      “I couldn’t see the storm out there, but it was as if I knew something bad was about to happen,” I continued. “I kept waiting for the dreamcatcher to trip – but the dreamcatcher wouldn’t alert on a sandstorm.”

      “So you think you imagined it?”

      “I think I was trying to warn myself to get inside because I needed cover but I was too slow to listen,” I replied. “I thought something was there, but it was only in the split second before the storm hit. Then it was gone.”

      Kade didn’t look convinced as he licked his lips and rubbed soothing circles on the back of my neck. “Well … I guess I’ll follow your instincts on this one. If something was out there I think it would’ve attacked when you were vulnerable.”

      Something occurred to me. “Plus, I was still inside the dreamcatcher. It would’ve alerted if something was really there.”

      “The dreamcatcher that we know works?”

      “I … .” Hmm. That was a good question. “I’m almost a hundred percent sure. It was close, but I was on the safe side. I’m sure of it.”

      “Okay.” Kade leaned closer and pressed a kiss to my forehead. “You’re okay. I’m okay. There’s nothing to get riled about.”

      I managed to muster a smile. “That’s good.”

      “Don’t do it again, though.” Kade wagged a finger in front of my nose. “I want to make sure you’re safe. If that means losing out on a few minutes of sleep because you have a feeling you can’t explain, I’m fine with that. What I’m not fine with is you getting lost in a sandstorm.”

      He had a point. “Okay, well, are you ready to go back to bed?”

      Kade nodded. “Just let me lock the door.” He moved in that direction, but never got the chance to flick the lock because the door flew open, allowing an excited Luke entrance. “Way to knock.”

      Luke ignored the admonishment and focused on me. “I’m so glad you guys are up.”

      “There was a sandstorm.”

      “I know. We had to wait it out in the truck. I saw the light on here and knew you were still up. I think it’s sweet that you waited up for me.”

      I didn’t have the heart to argue so I merely smiled. “How was your trip to the casino?”

      “It was glorious,” Luke replied, his grin so wide it nearly swallowed his face. “I won five hundred bucks!” He dug in his pocket and removed a handful of bills, as if to prove it to me. “Can you believe that?”

      “That’s great,” Kade enthused, clapping Luke on the shoulder. “What did you win it on?”

      “Blackjack. It was so easy.” Luke looked as if he was ready to settle on the couch and launch into a long story, but Kade snagged him by the back of the shirt and pointed him toward the door.

      “We’re looking forward to hearing about the entire thing,” Kade said evenly. “Over breakfast tomorrow morning.”

      Even Kade’s lack of enthusiasm wasn’t enough to diminish Luke’s smile. “Fine,” Luke said. “I’m going to reenact everything, including hand gestures and the little dance I did each time I won, tomorrow morning, though.”

      Kade managed a wan smile. “That sounds like a plan.”

      “It was so much fun, Poet,” Luke called out as Kade shoved him through the door. “I can’t remember ever having that much fun.”

      I fixed Kade with a rueful smile when he shut and locked the door. “At least Luke is enjoying this locale.”

      “I know I was worried about that,” Kade deadpanned, holding out his hand as he flicked off the light switch. “Let’s put this day behind us, shall we? We’ll have another long one to grapple with tomorrow.”

      “That’s the best offer I’ve had all day.” I linked my fingers with Kade’s and squealed when I felt his fingers on my ribs.

      “I’ve clearly been doing something wrong if that’s the best offer you’ve had all day,” Kade teased, chasing me toward the bedroom. “Let’s see if I can improve on that, shall we?”
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      “Morning.”

      Kade looked rested and relaxed when we woke – other than the smudges of grime on his cheeks – and I returned his smile as I shifted and stretched.

      “Good morning.”

      “Did you sleep well?”

      “I did.”

      Kade grabbed my chin and stared into my eyes for a moment, as if searching to make certain I told the truth. He released me as he cracked his neck. “Good. We have a lot of work ahead of us today.”

      “We need to run to the store and stock up on supplies this afternoon,” I reminded him, flicking my eyes to the window next to the bed. It looked to be another hot day. “We should probably get as much work done as possible before it gets really hot.”

      “That’s what I was thinking,” Kade agreed. “What do you have on your plate today?”

      “I have to set up my tent and check in with the others,” I replied. “Luke is tackling the big tent today – or at least he is if he can stop talking about his windfall from last night – but I’m sure he’ll want to go with us. He hates it when he’s cut out of shopping excursions.”

      “I don’t see why you’re not happy for him,” Kade said, trailing his fingers through my snarled hair. “It’s five hundred extra bucks. I can see why he’s excited.”

      “Luke gets excited for everything. He’ll forget about that five hundred dollars as soon as something more gossip-worthy springs up.”

      “That wasn’t really an answer to my question.”

      I shrugged, uncomfortable with the intensity of Kade’s gaze. “I’ve never really understood the appeal of gambling,” I admitted, rolling so I was on my hip and could run my fingers over Kade’s naked chest. “It seems like a waste of money. The house always wins over the long haul.”

      “I’ve never considered myself much of a gambler either. I mean, I like fantasy football and occasional squares for the Super Bowl and stuff. But it’s not as if Luke lost a bunch of money. He was probably making dollar bets and had a good run. It’s Vegas. I see how he got caught up in the excitement.”

      “The occasional five-dollar sports bet is different,” I pressed. “I grew up in the Detroit area and saw a lot of people lose their homes thanks to the casinos. I don’t think gambling is harmless.”

      Kade pursed his lips. “I never thought of that. I thought you lived in the suburbs. How close were you to the casinos?”

      “Close enough that one of our neighbors lost his house because he developed a Texas Hold ’Em addiction,” I replied. “His name was Don Lancaster. He was tight with my father. His wife was in a book club with my mother. I remember everyone made jokes about the fact that he went to the casino every weekend.

      “He was always in a great mood when he won, which seemed to be often at the beginning,” I continued. “He’d buy everyone rounds at the bar and bring expensive imported beer to neighborhood barbecues. But on weekends when he lost he was quiet and moody.”

      “And he eventually lost his house?”

      “I overheard his wife telling my mother that she had no idea he lost so much money because he only ever mentioned the money he won,” I replied. “It was too late when she realized what was happening. I heard they divorced two years later – that was right before my parents died – and I never heard what happened to them after that.”

      “I think you had other things on your mind.” Kade kneaded my shoulders as a form of relaxation therapy. “I’ve never known anyone who had that problem, so maybe I’m simply oblivious. Luke won’t lose the circus if he visits the casino, though, and we’re here for only a week.”

      “I understand that.” I honestly did. “You know I was on the street for a time after my parents died, too, right?”

      “Yes.” Kade tilted his head so he could stare into my eyes. “That’s where Max found you, right?”

      He never referred to Max as his father. I didn’t blame him. He remained angry about the lies Max and his mother told. He couldn’t confront his mother, the woman who raised him and set the lies in motion, because she died before he joined us. Max was still around, however – despite the fact that he spent half of his time hiding these days – and Kade was more than happy to take out his anger on him.

      “That’s where Max found me,” I confirmed. “I went to a few foster homes, but they never lasted. I was more comfortable on my own. If you wanted to make money by picking pockets, you had to go where the people were.”

      “The casinos?”

      “Yeah. I spent a lot of time outside the Detroit casinos, because if you hit people before they went inside or after they were flush with winnings as they came out you could steal enough to be safe for weeks,” I explained. “I’m not proud of it,” I added hurriedly, heat flushing my cheeks. “I don’t feel good about myself because I did it.”

      “And I’m not judging you,” Kade said, his expression serious. “I don’t blame you for doing what you had to do to survive. You were a kid. You were afraid. You were on your own for the first time.”

      And yet I still felt guilty. Now didn’t seem like the time to share that, though. “Anyway, you could always tell the people who won by the giddy way they walked and the smiles on their faces,” I said. “You could always tell the losers, too. They were unhappy and often mean. There was a third set of gamblers. We called them the ‘lifers.’ Even when they lost they still had a certain … set to their shoulders, I guess is the best way to phrase it. You knew they’d be back. You knew they’d keep gambling until they lost everything. What’s worse, you knew they were aware of that, yet they couldn’t seem to quit.”

      Kade’s expression was serious as he brushed a kiss against my forehead. “I’m sorry you saw all that.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Obviously not if you’re still dwelling on it,” Kade countered. “But it’s okay. It was one night at the casino.”

      “I’m not worried about one night at the casino.”

      “Then what are you worried about?”

      “Luke has an addictive personality,” I answered without hesitation. “Don’t ever tell him I said that, by the way.”

      Kade shook his head. “I won’t. Are you saying he’s a drug addict? I’ve never noticed that about him.”

      “That’s because we don’t allow drugs and have random testing,” I said. “He could easily be a drug addict, but he knows he can’t get away with it, so he doesn’t. I also monitor the alcohol where he’s concerned, although he never seems ready to fall off the edge when it comes to mixed drinks.”

      “So … um … what is he addicted to?”

      “Whatever catches his fancy on any given day,” I answered. “I love him dearly. I always will. Haven’t you noticed the way he becomes obsessed with certain things for several days and then moves on to something else to be obsessed about?”

      “I … no.” Kade’s eyes were cloudy. “He’s been obsessed with me for far more than five days.”

      “He’s not obsessed with you,” I countered. “He merely enjoys irritating people.”

      “He feels obsessive sometimes.”

      “Just wait to we get to an ocean venue and he decides he wants a Speedo and starts counting the number of people he sees wearing them,” I said, causing Kade to snicker. “It’s not that I think he’s an addict. It’s just … he always has the potential to take things too far.”

      “So we’ll watch him.” Kade pressed a soft kiss to the corner of my mouth. “You’re not alone. I’ll help you.”

      I shot him a rueful smile. “I know. Speaking of not being alone, do you want to conserve water and shower with me? Not that I don’t like spending time with you in the morning, but we’re both filthy, and I’m starving.”

      “Plus we have a lot of work to do,” Kade added.

      “Exactly.”

      “I guess I can be convinced.” Kade’s smile was sly. “You might have to scrub my back, though. You know … just as an incentive.”

      I considered pinching him as an incentive but that didn’t seem fair given the fact that he listened to me whine for ten straight minutes. “Consider it done.”

      “And that right there is what I’m going to obsess about for the next five days.”

      “Better that than a Speedo.”

      

      I SPENT TWO hours setting up my tent, eventually leaving my assistant Melissa to finish up. She was new to the Mystic Caravan and had yet to find tedium in any of our operations. She would get there eventually, but she was young and still found delight in the mundane. That worked for me, especially today.

      Because I had some time to burn before Kade, Luke and I left for town to do our shopping, I headed to the area behind my trailer to do some scouting. The odds of me finding anything to prove the existence of the being I thought I saw before the sandstorm hit were slim, but my curiosity wouldn’t let me ignore the possibility.

      I wore comfortable sandals as I trudged through the sand, digging the soles in as I searched for … something. There was a bit of foliage, but it was sparse and added very little color to the landscape. The view at night was breathtaking thanks to the lights from the city. The view during the day was nothing short of boring.

      “What are you doing out here?” Raven appeared at my side, causing me to clutch at my chest and grimace.

      “How do you do that?” I muttered, annoyed.

      “Do what?”

      “Sneak up on me without making a sound … or casting a shadow, for that matter.”

      “My shadow is behind me,” Raven replied dryly. “As for making a sound, I wasn’t trying to sneak up on you. I was merely curious about what you were doing out here.”

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “I think I saw something last night.”

      “You think?”

      “Well … .” I wasn’t sure how to explain what happened. “I woke out of a dead sleep and I was certain something was about to happen.”

      “Was that before or after the sandstorm hit?”

      “Before.”

      “Maybe you sensed the sandstorm.”

      “Maybe,” I hedged. “The thing is, we’ve been here before. We’ve dealt with sandstorms and I’ve never internally alerted to them. They’re fairly normal out here – at least normal enough that people don’t panic – and I don’t think that’s what woke me.”

      “Maybe it was Kade’s snoring.”

      I risked a glance at Raven to see if she was being snide, but her face was even and she appeared sincere. “He doesn’t snore that loud … and most nights I snore louder than he does.”

      “There’s something to be proud of.”

      “If you’re going to be snarky, you can head back and do some work,” I snapped, my agitation getting the better of me.

      Raven held her hands up in a placating manner. “I was joking. There’s no reason to freak out.”

      I knew she had a point and still … . “I came out here,” I supplied, opting to return to the story. Raven might notice something I missed. She was good that way, and not simply because she liked making me look like an idiot. “I didn’t sense a being or anything like that. I walked out to right about here and I thought I saw – or maybe felt, it’s confusing – something close. Then I saw a flash of red. I believe it was eyes. My fingers brushed against something … at least I think they did. I might’ve imagined that. I honestly don’t know.”

      Raven was intrigued. “Did you see an outline? I know it was dark, but you must’ve seen something.”

      “It was pitch black in this direction. I only saw the eyes.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “The storm hit at that exact moment,” I replied. “I closed my eyes to keep out the grit, and when I opened them again there was nothing there. It was gone.”

      “Hmm.” Raven rubbed her chin as she scoured the area. “You might’ve imagined the eyes because something inside of you realized the storm was about to hit.”

      “I considered that.”

      “And?”

      “And I can’t shake the feeling that something was out here.”

      “Then something was probably out here,” Raven said, matter-of-fact. “It’s too bad you didn’t see what it was. I’d feel much better about this entire thing if we knew what we were dealing with.”

      I didn’t bother to hide my surprise. “You believe me? I’m not even sure I believe it myself.”

      “Your feelings are rarely wrong,” Raven said. “Don’t let that swell your head or anything. I still think you’re a pain. And you stole my man.”

      “Raven … .”

      Raven held up her hand to quiet me. “I wasn’t lying when I said I was going to let that go,” she offered. “I’m not interested in Kade.”

      She didn’t feel that way two weeks ago, but … great. Dealing with a love triangle in which one of the corners was bitter and vengeful wasn’t on my to-do list this week. “Okay.”

      “I wouldn’t want him now anyway,” Raven added. “He chose you over me. That clearly proves he’s defective.”

      I didn’t want to laugh – she insulted me, after all – but I couldn’t help myself. “That’s probably a wise move.”

      “Besides, I’m having lunch with Percival today,” Raven sniffed. “I have my own man. Sure, he dresses like a clown, but he has that great accent. So all is forgiven.”

      “Fake accent.” I wasn’t sure why I said it. Percival Prentiss joined our group not long before Melissa, taking over clown duties and performing in full makeup. When he auditioned he had the sexiest accent known to man. At one point he let it slip during a tense situation, and we all realized he was faking his London background. He seemed normal otherwise, though, so we let him stay. Apparently Raven didn’t care about the fake accent.

      “It’s still a cool accent,” Raven noted, apparently unbothered by my dig. “As for what you saw last night … I don’t know what to tell you.” She knelt as she stared at the ground. “If something was out here the wind blew over the footprints. There’s no way for us to know unless it comes back.”

      “Yeah, I kind of figured that out myself.” I planted my hands on my hips and stared at the sun. “We need to be on the lookout.”

      “I always am.”

      She wasn’t the only one.
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      “Now this is my favorite kind of shopping trip.”

      Luke’s enthusiasm was evident when we walked into the large market shortly after lunch. His eyes widened as he took in the huge liquor section at the front of the store, and he barely spared a glance for anything else, including the huge chocolate assortment only a few feet away. For the record, that’s what first caught my attention.

      “I think we need food rather than whiskey,” Kade said, although he appeared interested in what he saw. “Although … a couple of bottles couldn’t hurt.”

      I made a face as I grabbed Luke’s ear and tugged him toward the far aisle. “We can look at the liquor after we finish getting everything else … and only if you’re good.”

      “You’re such a spoilsport,” Luke muttered, jerking his ear away. The smile remained affixed to his handsome face when he saw the myriad fruit offerings. “Of course, a little passion fruit never hurt anyone. You could definitely use some passion fruit, Poet.”

      “I give her plenty of passion fruit,” Kade argued, his annoyance evident as he trailed behind Luke and me. “Tell him, Poet.”

      “I love Kade’s fruit,” I deadpanned, earning a growl for my lame joke. “You haven’t told me about your visit to the casino yet. I thought you were dying to share your story.” I wasn’t sure why I was so interested in Luke’s casino visit. Perhaps it was that he had such a good time without me and I was jealous. That answer didn’t feel right, yet I wasn’t ruling it out.

      “Oh, it was great,” Luke enthused, his smile widening. “I got so caught up with work today I forgot that I hadn’t recounted my adventure.”

      “It’s an adventure now, is it?” Kade looked amused as he sorted through the tomatoes. “I’m thinking we should plan on sandwiches for lunch most days this week. It’ll be too hot in the middle of the day to worry about anything else. We can stock up on lunchmeat, egg salad and whatever else people like, and they can slap it together themselves when they’re hungry.”

      “Yes, I’ve heard you like slapping things together,” Luke drawled, skirting Kade’s elbow and cackling as he moved closer to me. “So, I was a little worried when we went to the casino. It’s not every day that you walk through the doors of a refined establishment like the Golden Nugget accompanied by a woman with green hair and a dwarf in a sundress.”

      He had a point. “It’s Vegas,” I pointed out. “They probably didn’t garner any attention at all.”

      “You’re right on that front,” Luke said. “I was almost disappointed that no one seemed to notice us. Well, I should say that no one noticed them. I was very popular with the ladies.”

      “Do you mean the prostitutes?” Kade asked dryly.

      “Hey, everyone needs to make a living,” Luke retorted. “It just so happens that these women make a living by having the best taste ever.”

      “Uh-huh.” Kade didn’t look convinced. “What else did you do?”

      “Well, at first we just sort of looked around,” Luke replied. “I was the only one interested in gambling at first. I’ve seen it on television – Poet and I binge watched Las Vegas last year and I knew I would be good at it – but I wasn’t sure what I wanted to play. Everything looked so enticing.

      “It turns out that I wasn’t the first one to throw money down,” he continued. “Nellie picked a number on roulette and won two hundred dollars right off the bat. That seemed to inspire everyone.”

      I had no idea what that meant. “How did it inspire everyone?”

      “Well, Naida and Nixie fell in love with the slot machines,” Luke replied. “They liked the variety. Naida found one that had a waterfall, and I swear it seemed to sense that she was a water nymph because she started winning on her third and fourth spins.”

      I stilled, something about his story setting my teeth on edge. “Wait … you all started winning?”

      Luke nodded, happy. “It’s nowhere near as hard as people make it out to be.”

      “I don’t think gambling is supposed to be hard,” Kade said, absentmindedly rubbing my lower back with his free hand as he continued to choose fresh tomatoes with the other. “It’s when your luck turns that things become harder.”

      “Yes, well, no one had bad luck last night,” Luke said, clearly missing the warning tone in Kade’s voice. “I think maybe we’re gifted with luck because we’re … special.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice on the last word, as if he’d somehow jinx himself if anyone overheard him uttering the sentiment.

      “You think because you can turn into a wolf that you’re somehow lucky at cards?” Kade challenged.

      Luke scowled and jerked his head around. Thankfully we remained alone in the produce aisle. “Say that a little louder. I don’t think the cops in the parking lot heard you.”

      Kade opened his mouth, and for a moment I worried he would bellow the question simply to annoy Luke, but I cut him off before that could happen. “Speaking of cops, did you see anything while you were out on the road between the fairgrounds and the city?”

      Luke blinked several times, as if digesting the question, and then shook his head. “I think all of that nonsense the deputy spouted when he stopped by was made up.”

      “To what end?”

      “He clearly wanted to see what we were doing,” Luke replied. “Even in Vegas the circus folk are something of a rarity.”

      As if on cue, a boy with dark hair and eyes popped up on the other side of the vegetable bin and fixed us with a keen stare. “Did you say circus?”

      Even though I was annoyed with Luke’s attitude – especially his take on gambling – I couldn’t help but smile at the boy. Luke was right. People of all ages were fascinated with the circus, and it wasn’t simply because we traveled with clowns and what they thought were animals. We’re part of a magical circus, but every circus is magical to those who enjoy dreaming of the unusual.

      “I did,” Luke said, beaming at the boy. “We’re with the Mystic Caravan Circus.”

      “Is that the one that’s on the outside of town?” Another boy – this one older but sporting the same dark hair and eyes – joined the first. “Our mother says we’re going on Saturday.”

      “That’s us.” I grinned at the boys. They were the perfect age to discover some circus magic. “I’m glad you guys will be coming.”

      “Yeah, so are we.” The older boy said the words, but he looked conflicted. “You’re out by the Old Miner’s Road, right?”

      The question caught me off guard. “I’m not sure.”

      “We are,” Kade confirmed, bobbing his head. “I checked a map before we hit town.”

      “That place is haunted.” The boy issued the statement in a matter-of-fact manner, but I didn’t miss the way his younger brother’s expression darkened at the notion. “People say that the ghosts of the people who died in the mine a long time ago haunt that area.”

      Hmm. That was an interesting legend. It also wasn’t out of the realm of possibility. “What’s your name?”

      “I’m David and this is Trent.” The older boy haphazardly gestured toward his brother. “We know all about the ghost stories because our father is a history professor at the college.”

      “Oh, well, that’s good.” It was. If the boys had information to share I was more than willing to listen, even if it turned out to be urban legend rather than truth. We had to start somewhere on our information search. “What can you tell me about the ghosts?”

      “They’re mean and they eat people,” Trent volunteered, grinning wide enough to show he was missing two teeth.

      “That’s not true.” David cuffed his brother, although he didn’t put much effort into it. “Stop telling those stories. Just because you heard them at your stupid Cub Scout meeting doesn’t mean they’re true.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. David was so serious it bordered on freaky, but Trent reminded me of Luke with his endless enthusiasm and refusal to disbelieve stories, even when they obviously lacked truth.

      “So what’s the truth?” I asked, leaning against the cart. Kade continuously bagged produce, allowing me to ask whatever questions I fancied, but he appeared interested in David’s answer despite his attempt to pretend otherwise.

      “The truth is that twenty years ago a bunch of workers were left in the mine on purpose and they died,” Trent supplied. “Now they haunt that area because they’re mad.”

      “That’s not the truth,” David countered. “Plus, it was way longer ago than twenty years.”

      “Nothing is longer than twenty years,” Trent argued. “Mom and Dad aren’t even that old.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing. Anyone over the age of sixteen was ancient to a kid. “So there was supposedly a mine in the area a long time ago and people died in it?” I prodded, trying to get David back on track.

      “I don’t remember if it happened fifty years ago or in the 1950s … or maybe it was even longer ago than that,” David replied. “My dad said that the owner of the mine could’ve saved the workers, but he decided not to because it would cost too much money. Instead he told everyone the workers were already dead and left them there to die in a slow and bad way.”

      That was definitely interesting. “If the owner lied to everyone about the workers already being dead, how did the story get out about him leaving the workers down there to die?”

      David blinked several times as he absorbed the question. “I don’t know. I never asked.”

      “It’s okay.” I dug into my purse and grabbed a few day passes, handing them to David and Trent. “This will allow you to attend any of the events over the weekend.”

      “For free?” David’s eyes widened.

      I nodded. “You told us the great ghost story. I figure you deserve those.”

      “Oh, wow!” David didn’t hide his delight. “I can’t wait to tell Mom and Dad.”

      “I hope to see you there,” I called out as David and Trent hurried toward the front of the store. “Ask your father to stop by the fortune teller tent. I’d love to hear the full ghost story.”

      “Sure,” David said, although his mind was clearly elsewhere. “He loves talking about that stuff. He’ll definitely stop by.”

      “I’m looking forward to seeing you guys again.” I waited until I was sure they were out of earshot to speak again. “What do you think?”

      “I think that an old ghost story doesn’t explain the webbed footprint you saw,” Kade replied. “It also doesn’t explain the glowing eyes you thought you saw right before the storm hit.”

      “You saw glowing eyes?” Luke asked. “Why am I just hearing about this?”

      “Why do you think we were up in the middle of the night when you got back from your gambling excursion?” Kade challenged. “That’s what we were talking about.”

      Luke balked. “I thought you were worried about me and decided to wait up.”

      Kade snorted. “Yes. We decided to wait up for a grown man.”

      Luke made a “whatever” face and focused on me. “What did you see?”

      “I’m not sure I saw anything,” I cautioned. “I thought I saw red eyes, but it was only a second before the storm hit. I’m wondering if I imagined it because I somehow intuitively realized the storm was coming.”

      “Do you think that’s a possibility?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know what to think.”

      “We can conduct more research on that mine story when we get back to the circus,” Kade offered. “I haven’t hooked up the internet hub yet, but it’s not much work. You seemed intrigued by the story.”

      “I’m not saying it was disgruntled miners. I’m not sure what I’m saying. I don’t think it can do any harm to research.”

      “I agree.” Kade rubbed my back. “Because Luke is so worried, he can help us.”

      “Oh, that’s not going to happen.” Luke grabbed a bag and shoved several kiwi fruits inside. “I’m going back to the casino tonight.”

      The simple statement hit me with the force of an out-of-control sandstorm. “What? Why?”

      Luke didn’t glance in my direction, so he missed the momentary bolt of panic that I’m sure flashed over my face. “Because I had fun and I want to see if my luck holds.”

      “But … you won five hundred dollars,” I reminded him. “Don’t you want to quit while you’re ahead? Why risk giving that money back?”

      Luke shrugged, unbothered by my pragmatic suggestion. “What fun is that? As long as I’m not risking my own money – and now I’ll be gambling with house money, there’s absolutely no risk – what does it matter?”

      “But … .” I caught Kade’s serious stare and snapped my mouth shut when he offered a small headshake.

      “As long as you get your work done I don’t think it matters,” Kade said. “We won’t be waiting up for you, though, so don’t come barging in when you get back.”

      “I don’t plan to stay late,” Luke said. “We’re going for like an hour.”

      “Who is going with you?”

      “Naida, Nixie and Nellie want to go back, too.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that one bit. The pixie twins aren’t exactly young – time passes much slower on the fairy plane – but they can be naïve when it comes to the ways of this world. As for Nellie, he has a tendency to get caught up in things just as easily as Luke.

      “I was thinking we’d have a bonfire tonight,” I hedged. “I was going to buy some of that expensive liquor at the front of the store and make a real night of it. You know … s’mores and everything.”

      “That sounds great for you guys,” Luke said, blasé. “I’m going to the casino. I’ll be back in plenty of time to see Kade drunk walk you back to the trailer. That’s always a fun feat I never want to miss.”

      I felt helpless. I wasn’t Luke’s mother. I could hardly tell him what to do with his time or money. In fact, he had a point about gambling with the casino’s money. Still, something struck me as off about the situation.

      “You’ll be careful, right?” I hoped my tone didn’t belie my worry. Luke’s beaming smile told me he appreciated my concern but had already dismissed it.

      “I’m always careful, Poet.” Luke surprised me when he leaned in to give me a kiss on the cheek. “If you play your cards right – er, well, if I play my cards right – I might even buy you a special gift if I win again.”

      “That’s not necessary.”

      “Hey, what are best friends for?”

      I remained rooted to my spot, Kade at my side, as Luke shuffled toward the deli counter. “I don’t like this,” I admitted.

      “I’m not thrilled with it either, but he’s an adult,” Kade noted.

      “I guess.”

      “If you’re really worried, we can go with him.”

      I slid my eyes to Kade and couldn’t help but notice that he didn’t seem thrilled with the suggestion. “That’s okay,” I said after a beat. “We have research to do.”

      Kade cracked a smile. “And s’mores to eat.”

      I grinned, a bit of the weight I carried diminishing. “You’ve got that right.”

      “He’ll be okay.” Kade pressed a firm kiss to my mouth. “Now, let’s get our shopping done and head back to the fairgrounds. We’ve got a decent amount of work left to do.”

      “And the show must go on,” I said, following him toward the lettuce.

      “You’re the one who taught me that.”

      “And I’ll never let you forget it.”
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      “Do you want to tell me what you’re thinking?”

      Kade stood next to me a few hours later, both of us shucking corn for dinner as Naida and Nixie readied the steaks. Cooking outdoors is a challenge, and we often prepare the same meals on a regular basis because they’re easy rather than popular and delicious. Thankfully for us, steak is always a big crowd pleaser. Of course, I’ve found throughout the years that people will eat almost anything as long as they don’t have to cook it.

      I flicked my eyes to Kade, uncertain what he was getting at. “What do you mean?” We left the store with a direction in which to point our research efforts and set up the computer to start doing exactly that in my trailer before getting distracted with … well, each other. What? It’s the beginning of a relationship. You’re supposed to act goofy at the beginning of a relationship.

      We moved the computer to the table in front of my trailer shortly after that, but dinner called and we decided to resume the research once we’d finished eating. We’d been largely silent and task-oriented since then.

      “You seem lost in your own head,” Kade noted. “Are you worried about Luke?”

      I was worried about Luke. Sometimes I think I worry about Luke more than myself. That’s what happens when you love someone completely. Still … . “You don’t find it strange?”

      “Find what strange?”

      “The fact that four people went to the casino last night and all four of them won?”

      Kade shrugged, seemingly unbothered by what I deemed a huge coincidence. “It’s not as if they won millions of dollars,” he pointed out. “All told they probably only won two thousand.”

      “Still, all four of them won.”

      “Who won?” Naida asked, appearing at my elbow.

      “You won,” I replied, refusing to hide the fact that I was talking about her. “All of you guys went to the casino last night and each of you left with more money in your pockets than when you entered.”

      “I know!” Naida’s eyes sparkled. “It’s great, isn’t it?”

      That wasn’t the word I would’ve used, but I didn’t want to cause a scene. “It is great,” I confirmed. “I’m glad you won. I hope you spend the money on something fun.”

      “I want to get some salt solvent for the hot tub.”

      “I … okay.” I honestly didn’t care what she spent the money on. Naida wasn’t known for being frivolous and, quite frankly, it was none of my business. “That’s not the point.”

      “What’s not the point?” Nixie asked, tilting her aquamarine head as she inserted herself into the conversation. “What are we talking about?”

      “The casino last night,” Naida answered.

      “Oh, that was so much fun!” Nixie’s face positively lit up, making her look younger than her years. Of course, by our standards Nixie should look like the Crypt Keeper but that was hardly important now. “I swear it was like magic. I felt a magical hand guiding me on the slot machine.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Actual magic?”

      “Well, no, not actual magic,” Nixie hedged. “It was simply euphoric. I had no idea it was so much fun to gamble. I can’t wait to go back after dinner again tonight. Luke is trying to get more people to go so we can make a real event out of it.”

      That’s exactly what I was worried about. “You guys already won. Why do you want to risk that money?”

      “Because we might win more.” Nixie giggled. “I want to win more.”

      “Except that you probably won’t win more,” I argued, knowing I sounded like everyone’s least favorite childhood babysitter but unable to stop myself all the same. “Casinos aren’t in business because they give away money to everyone who walks through their doors.”

      “What do you mean?” Nixie looked legitimately confused.

      “She means that there’s a reason casinos are one of the most profitable business ventures out there,” Kade interjected, shooting me a warning look before continuing. “Casinos have huge profit margins. Why do you think that is?”

      “Because they’re good at what they do,” Nixie answered without hesitation. “They have a lot of entertainment and food. That’s how they make money.”

      “The food and entertainment are free,” Kade pointed out.

      “Oh, well … .” Nixie broke off, glancing at her sister. “I guess I never thought about that.”

      “You need to be careful,” I supplied. “I’m not telling you what to do … .”

      “It sounds as if you’re telling me what to do.”

      I ignored her pouty countenance. “I’m not. I want you to have a good time. It’s just … it seems funny to me that you all won the first night you visited the casino. Maybe you should take your winnings and call it a day.”

      “But how will I win more money if I do that?”

      I was at the end of my rope … and I kind of wanted to tie it around Nixie’s neck and throttle her until she came over to my way of thinking. “What happens if you lose all of the money you’ve won?”

      “Then I won’t be out any of my money,” Nixie replied easily. “It will simply be a fun way to spend two nights. Will I be sad? I guess a little. But what happens if I win more? I’ll be twice as happy.”

      It was a difficult logic to argue with. That didn’t stop me from doing just that. “And what happens when you lose what you’ve won and start dipping into your own funds because you’re certain you’ll start winning again?”

      “I have no intention of doing that.”

      “Nobody ever intends to do that. It still happens.”

      “Well … it won’t happen to me.”

      I opened my mouth, ready to explode, but Kade stopped me by slipping an arm around my waist and tugging me toward the portable stovetop we used to boil food. “Why don’t you come with me and see that I’m doing this right, huh?”

      I blinked several times in rapid succession, trying to get a handle on my temper. “Doing what right?”

      “If you need her to tell you that you’re doing it right, odds are that you’re doing it wrong,” Nellie announced, appearing under the tent we erected to keep out the sun. He had a laptop and seemed interested in whatever was on the screen.

      “Thank you for that, Nellie,” Kade said dryly, rolling his eyes. “I want you to make sure I’m shucking the corn right.”

      “There are so many dirty ways I could go with that sentence,” Nellie muttered.

      Kade ignored him and focused on me. “Am I doing it right?”

      Was he joking? “You need me to help you boil water?”

      Kade let loose with an exasperated sigh as he ran his hand over his short-cropped hair. “I need you to not make enemies of your friends.”

      “I … what?”

      “Man, you’re slow today,” Nellie said. “He pulled you away from Nixie before you stuck your foot in your mouth and called her stupid or something.”

      I balked. “I do not think she’s stupid.”

      “Yeah, that’s not what your attitude suggested.”

      I risked a glance at the table and was happy to see that Nixie and Naida had taken advantage of my distraction and escaped to the grill area, putting necessary distance between us. At least I could rest assured they hadn’t overheard Nellie’s take on the conversation.

      “I don’t think she’s stupid,” I repeated, focusing on Nellie. “While you’re here, though, I want you to talk everyone out of going to the casino. You’re well respected by our co-workers and they’ll listen to you.”

      “No can do, sister,” Nellie said, his eyes never moving from the screen. “I’m keen to win more money myself.”

      Sometimes I think I’m the only one who actually listens when I talk. “And what happens if you lose?”

      “Then I’ll be a sad man in a dress,” Nellie replied, not missing a beat. “It’s nothing for you to worry about.”

      “But … .”

      “He’s right,” Kade said, wrapping his hand around my wrist. “I know this upsets you – although I haven’t entirely figured out why – but you’re not their mother. As long as they’re finishing up their work what they do on their free time isn’t up to you.”

      “Oh, well, great.” I jerked my arm from Kade, not caring in the least that I was taking out my anger on him even though he didn’t deserve it.

      “Now, don’t be like that,” Kade chided, refusing to engage in a potential argument and instead poking my side. “I won’t let you have some of my s’more when I make them later if you’re not careful.”

      I rolled my eyes but couldn’t tamp down the smile curving my lips. “You’re lucky you’re handsome. That wouldn’t work if you weren’t.”

      “I know.” Kade kissed my cheek before turning his full attention to Nellie. “What are you looking at?”

      Nellie answered without hesitation. “Porn.”

      “Nice.”

      Nellie snorted. “It’s not really porn,” he said. “It’s the history of mining in this area. It’s kind of fascinating.”

      I jolted, shifting my eyes to the table in front of my trailer. “Is that my laptop?”

      Nellie nodded. “I saw you were searching for something and decided to take a look. I thought maybe it was porn.”

      “What’s your infatuation with porn?” Kade asked.

      “I happen to like looking at naked people,” Nellie replied. “I’m odd that way.”

      “You apparently like looking at mining history, too,” Kade noted, moving so he could look over Nellie’s shoulder. “Why is that?”

      “I’m a dwarf,” Nellie reminded him. “We like to mine for gold.”

      Kade’s eyebrows flew up his forehead. “I thought that was a fairy tale thing.”

      “Everybody likes gold, man,” Nellie said. “I like axes, too. I’m a big, old, hairy stereotype.”

      “Speaking of that, you’re due for a shoulder wax,” I reminded him. “It’s been awhile.”

      “You know how I feel about hot wax,” Nellie countered. “I think the bearded lady should be allowed to have shoulder hair.”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it grosses people out and makes them wonder if you’re a man,” I replied. “A bearded man isn’t quite the draw that a bearded woman is.”

      “She has a point,” Kade added.

      “No one is talking to you, you corn shucker.” Nellie’s grin belied his mood. “Fine. You guys can oil me up and wax me. But I need to be drunk first. You know the drill.”

      “I’m almost terrified to see this ritual,” Kade muttered.

      “He wears a bikini,” I said, smirking as Kade grimaced. “What did you find on my laptop, Nellie? If you’re going through my stuff you can at least share with the class.”

      “I’m not sure what you’re looking for here, but there’s a lot of interesting stuff about mining in the early 1900s. I didn’t realize this area was so thick with gold and silver.”

      “Are gold and silver the only things they mined?”

      Nellie shrugged. “I don’t know. Coal mining doesn’t exactly whip me into the interested frenzy that gold does. I’ve always been a fan of history, though. Everyone knows about the Comstock Lode, but the rest of these finds were fairly interesting, too.”

      “Remind me about the Comstock Lode,” Kade instructed, the tips of his ears turning red when I focused my attention on him. “What? I wasn’t a good student when it comes to history. Sue me.”

      “It was a big pile of silver,” I supplied, searching my memory. “It was in the 1850s, I believe. It sparked a silver rush much like the California gold rush.”

      “Give the girl a silver star,” Nellie teased, clearly enjoying himself. “Like any other business venture that comes out of nowhere, fortunes were won and lost quickly, and the state of Nevada was essentially built on the big strikes of the time.”

      “I thought that kid said the miners died fifty years ago,” Kade pressed.

      “What kid?” Nellie asked.

      I told him about our running into with David and Trent at the store. “The problem with kids is that they have no idea how to mark the passage of time. To him we seemed ancient.”

      “Okay, well, were there any mining travesties during this Comstock thing?”

      I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing at his historical ignorance. “There were a lot of tragedies,” I answered. “Nevada was also one of the places where some of the earliest mining innovations were made. Even with that you’re going to have tragedies when you’re dealing with stuff like this.”

      “We’re looking for a tragedy that happened closer to here, right?” Nellie asked, knitting his eyebrows. “There is one that happened in 1901. It’s the Gorgon Mine.”

      “Gorgon?” I pursed my lips. “That’s interesting.”

      “Why is that interesting?” Kade asked.

      “Because in Greek mythology a gorgon was a woman or creature who usually had snakes for hair,” I replied. “Supposedly anyone who looked upon them turned to stone.”

      “Did these creatures have webbed feet?”

      I shook my head. “Not that I’m aware of.”

      “They’re also not real,” Nellie pointed out. “Most of the Greek myths were just that … myths. That doesn’t mean something similar didn’t exist back then. However, I have trouble believing a gorgon traveled the ocean and landed in Nevada no matter how you spin it.”

      “I’m not saying it did,” I argued. “However, maybe someone saw a creature that they thought was a gorgon and that’s why they named the mine after the creature.”

      Nellie tilted his head to the side, considering. “I can buy that. Anyway, the Gorgon Mine was about five miles in that direction, as far as I can tell.” Nellie pointed away from the city. “The workers were a mixture of get-rich-quickers, homesteaders and Asian migrant workers.”

      “That doesn’t make me feel good about where this story is going,” Kade said.

      “The story isn’t far from what the kid told you,” Nellie supplied. “There were forty men down in the mine when something happened. I’m not sure what that was, but they hadn’t been down there a full day when the owner of the mine – one Ned Partlow – announced that they had all died in some sort of tragedy. He expressed his sincere sympathies and immediately decided he would somehow reclaim the mine as an homage to the dead workers.”

      “What a nice guy,” I muttered. “What happened?”

      “He waited thirty days, according to this account,” Nellie replied. “Then he tried to dig a parallel shaft and send someone down to look around – ostensibly to make sure the environment was safe, I guess – but when they pulled the guy back up he was dead.”

      “Dead?”

      “Yeah, and his hair had turned white,” Nellie said, grinning. “Local legend says that he saw the dead men down there … er, well, at least their spirits … and they escaped through the second mine to seek revenge.”

      “Legend has it?” I couldn’t help being dubious. “What kind of legend?”

      “Don’t give me that look,” Nellie chided, wagging a finger. “I didn’t create the legend. I’m just reporting it.”

      “I don’t care about that. What’s the legend?”

      “Basically, anyone who tried to use that piece of land disappeared or died under mysterious circumstances,” Nellie replied. “The Partlow guy was killed on the property two weeks after the first guy died on the underground rope. Ever since then people have claimed to see weird things in the area.”

      “David said the mine owner declared the miners dead even though they weren’t,” I said. “Does the website say anything about that?”

      “Just that there were rumors and some people claimed they could hear cries from beneath the earth for more than a week after the supposed tragedy,” Nellie replied. “The bigger story on the internet – at least in this forum – seems to be the monsters people claim they see.”

      “And what are the monsters supposed to be?” Kade asked.

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” Nellie replied. “I don’t know if the legends are true. I don’t know if half the legends are true and the other half are fake. I don’t know if they’re tall tales with no basis in reality at all. I’m just reporting what I read.”

      I rubbed my cheek as I considered the statement. “And I don’t know if I really saw something before the storm or if I imagined it.”

      “I think the only thing we can agree on is that we need to stay vigilant,” Nellie said. “I don’t know what else we can do.”

      He wasn’t the only one at a loss as to where to look next.
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      “Do you want more chocolate?”

      Kade waved a s’more in my face as I sat in a lawn chair adjacent to the bonfire. Dinner finished almost two hours ago, and the excited casino contingent left five minutes later. I noticed several midway workers joining the original four, but was thankful that no one else joined the purported fun.

      “I’m good for right now.” I forced a tight-lipped smile. “If I eat any more chocolate I’ll get sick to my stomach.”

      “No one wants that.” Kade leaned over a bit so he could look at the computer screen. “What are you looking at?”

      “Stories about the supposed monster hanging around these parts,” I replied, flicking my eyes back to what I was previously reading. “There’s an entire sub-forum on this thing … although no one seems to agree on what it looks like.

      “Some enthusiasts call it the gorgon, but that’s only a few people,” I continued. “Others refer to it as a dune, which I find much more intriguing.”

      “What’s a dune?”

      “It sounds to me as if it’s something they made up,” I answered. “The people using that name claim they saw a swirl of sand with eyes.”

      “A swirl of sand with eyes?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s kind of what you saw,” Kade noted, his eyes turning serious. “Do the people on the website say what the creature is capable of?”

      “Just the normal disappearances and blood-sucking stuff that we always hear about when people reference paranormal entities.”

      “It can suck your blood?”

      I chuckled, legitimately amused. “Just for reference – and I’m not making fun of you because I know this is all new to you – but everyone jumps to the blood-sucking bit right away when stuff like this comes up. It’s very rarely true.”

      Kade pursed his lips. “I guess I’ll have to take your word for it.”

      “I guess so.” I clicked a button so I could navigate to the next page. “There are even a few witnesses who claim that whatever is out here is female. Most of those use the ‘gorgon’ term, while others use ‘dune.’ Still others claim it’s the desert’s version of a yeti.”

      “A yeti? Like Bigfoot?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. The only thing that everyone agrees on is that something haunts this area.”

      “You’ve been here before, right?” Kade asked, grabbing his soda from the cupholder in the arm of the canvas chair and leaning forward. “Have you ever seen anything?”

      “No, but that doesn’t necessarily mean anything.”

      “You’ve erected the dreamcatcher here before, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “I thought the dreamcatcher was supposed to act as an aphrodisiac for paranormal beings,” Kade pressed. “If you’ve been here before and put up the dreamcatcher, wouldn’t you have captured whatever haunts this area?”

      “I guess in theory that’s a good question,” I hedged. “The thing is, we created the dreamcatcher to draw in evil paranormal beings. Intent is very important where we’re concerned. Most of us are paranormal, after all, but we don’t like to think of ourselves as malevolent.”

      “I don’t know. I think you have an evil streak sometimes.” Kade’s grin was mischievous. “I kind of like it, though.”

      “That’s because you’re a sick man.”

      “Apparently.” Kade swigged from his soda. “What do you think is out there?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not sure that’s the right question.”

      “What is the right question?”

      “Is anything out there at all?” I pressed the heel of my hand to my forehead as I shifted to get more comfortable in the chair. “I can’t say with any certainty that I saw something last night.”

      “Is that what’s bothering you?”

      “What else would it be?”

      Kade didn’t hesitate even a moment before answering. “What’s going on with Luke.”

      I blew out a sigh. “Luke is a grown man. He’s allowed to do what he wants to do. I mean … how much trouble can he really get in?”

      “I don’t know but it’s clear you worry about him regardless.”

      “Yes, well … I love him.”

      “I know you do.”

      “There’s something off about that casino,” I volunteered. “I can feel it.”

      “Is it something you see with your magic?”

      I shook my head. “It’s something I feel in my heart.”

      “That’s even more powerful.” Kade snagged my hand and pressed the palm to his lips. “I’ll back whatever plan you want to follow. You’re smarter than I am, especially when it comes to stuff like this.”

      I didn’t bother to bite back my smirk. “I like a man who can admit that he’s intellectually inferior to a woman.”

      Kade smacked a loud kiss against my lips. “Somehow I knew that. In fact … .”

      I wanted to enjoy the interlude, take a break from the research for the night. That wasn’t in the cards, because I sensed the incoming storm before I caught sight of it.

      The sun dipped low on the horizon but the warm glow remained even as the threat of darkness increased. One look in that direction told me all I needed to know.

      “Sandstorm!”

      “What?” Dolph jerked his tall frame in that direction, furrowing his brow. “But how? We usually get only one or two sandstorms during a stay. Two in as many days is unheard of.”

      “We can’t argue about that right now,” I said, grabbing handfuls of sand and dumping it on the fire to extinguish the flames. “Everyone needs to take cover right now!”

      No one offered any argument. Kade and Dolph managed to grab several chairs and stow them under the picnic tables before Kade grabbed my arm and ushered me toward my trailer. We were almost to the stairs when I remembered the laptop and turned back.

      “What are you doing?” Kade grabbed my shoulders to keep me from racing in that direction.

      “I need my computer.”

      “You’re more important than a computer.”

      “I could already be back with it by now,” I grumbled.

      “Fine. I’ll get it.” Kade exchanged positions with me. “Go inside. I’ll be right behind you.”

      It was a sweet gesture. Unfortunately I got the distinct impression that he was offering only because he thought the man should be the one to endanger himself. “We’re going to talk about this later,” I muttered.

      Kade ignored me and jogged toward the computer, which I left sitting on the picnic table. The storm was almost upon us, a wall of dust ready to slam into the trailers, when I heard something in the desert.

      It was a scream.

      I snapped my eyes in the direction of the sound, squinting as I tried to peer through the sand.

      Then I heard it again. This time I was certain. It was a scream … and it was coming from a woman.

      Instead of racing away from the noise I bolted toward the sound. I heard Kade swearing behind me, but I didn’t risk a glance over my shoulder, instead raising my forearm to protect my eyes and plunging forward.

      The trip wasn’t long, but it felt endless. My arm wasn’t large enough to offer much protection as I leaned into the wind and sand. I closed my eyes and used my internal senses to find the source of the screaming.

      At one point I realized I wasn’t alone, and when I opened my eyes I found a terrified woman standing in front of me, her eyes wide and blond hair streaming in the unrelenting wind. She was filthy, what remained of her skirt flapping in the wind as she stared into nothing.

      “Ma’am?”

      She didn’t answer.

      “Ma’am, can you see me? Can you hear me?” I tried to project my voice against the howling wind.

      “What’s going on?” Kade popped up at my side, his expression grim.

      “I don’t know. I think she’s in shock or something.”

      Kade glanced around, although there was nothing to see but grit and dust. “Do you think she’s alone?”

      That was a good question. Unfortunately, I couldn’t see anything with my external eyes or internal sight to offer an answer. “I don’t know, but we have to get her out of the elements.”

      “I’m on it.” Kade handed me my laptop before reaching for the woman’s arm. “Ma’am, we need you to come with us. It’s not safe for you out here.”

      The woman remained frozen until Kade wrapped his hand around her wrist. Then she started screaming again, the sound long and drawn out. I almost wondered if she would ever stop.

      Then, finally, she found words. That should’ve been a comfort. It was anything but.

      “It’s coming!”

      

      “WHAT HAPPENED here?”

      Two hours later Dorsey showed up in front of my trailer, the same two uniformed officers trailing behind, and looked my disheveled appearance up and down.

      “You look rough.”

      “Oh, well, thank you so much for that,” I said dryly, rolling my eyes as I patted down my snarled hair. “She’s in here.”

      Dorsey smirked as he climbed the stairs and followed me into the trailer. He spared a small smile for Kade, who sat in the chair across from the couch watching the woman we found in the desert. “Fancy digs.”

      I ignored the snark. “We didn’t know who else to call,” I offered. “She’s kind of … messed up.”

      “I can see that.” Dorsey’s lips curved as he hunkered down so he was on an even level with the woman. “How are you doing, ma’am? Can you tell me how you got out here?”

      I did my best to clean up the woman, attempting to wash her face with a cloth even though she strenuously fought the effort. Eventually I left her to her filth, a bottle of water placed on the table in front of her, and paced the trailer until Dorsey arrived. She never said a word the entire time we waited. She didn’t break that streak now.

      “She’s said only one thing since we found her,” Kade offered, rubbing the palms of his hands over his cheeks. I had a feeling he was trying to clean up his appearance, but he was only making things worse.

      “What did she say?” Dorsey asked.

      “It’s coming.”

      “What’s coming?”

      I shrugged. “She didn’t expound,” I replied. “She only said ‘It’s coming,’ and then clammed up again. It was a struggle to get her to the trailer. We tried to get her to follow us, but she wouldn’t move. Eventually Kade had to carry her.”

      “Well, at least you found her.” Despite his earlier mirth, Dorsey seemed stymied. “And you have no idea what she was doing out here?”

      “Why would we?”

      “I don’t know. Are you sure she doesn’t work for you?”

      I lifted a dubious eyebrow, offended. “Are you suggesting we’re so stupid that we don’t know our own employees?”

      “Of course not.” Dorsey held up his hands in a placating manner. “You simply have a lot of people running around here. We counted at least a hundred and fifty people between movers, midway workers and clowns.”

      I stilled, the hair on the back of my neck standing on end. “You counted?” Kade and I shared a short look, something akin to annoyance passing between us. “Have you been watching us?”

      “I make it my job to make sure the people in my jurisdiction are safe,” Dorsey replied. “Given the reports I warned you about, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t worried about a member of your team going missing. We watched you move in yesterday. We counted when we came to see you.”

      “You weren’t here long enough to count.”

      “We might’ve parked on the highway and watched you with binoculars.”

      The admission was enough to make my skin crawl. “I see. Did you like what you saw?”

      “All we saw is people erecting tents and carnival games,” Dorsey answered. “Should we have seen something else?”

      He could’ve been lying. There was no way to know for sure. He could’ve sat with his friends and watched us erect the dreamcatcher and we might never know. Of course, from his point of view all he would’ve seen is four women – two with crazy hair and two tossing the occasional snarky remark at one another – wandering around the perimeter of the fairgrounds, occasionally doing funky things with their hands. He certainly didn’t witness anyone doing anything worth gossiping about. That didn’t make me feel much better, though.

      “No, but it’s invasive and annoying,” I replied, my tone clipped. “We may be circus folk, but that doesn’t mean we don’t deserve a little respect.”

      “I respect you just fine,” Dorsey shot back. “But you’re completely alone out here, and we’ve had some rather troubling reports in this area over the past couple of weeks. Keeping you safe falls under my job description.”

      “That’s funny, because keeping everyone here safe falls under my job description,” Kade said. “We appreciate due diligence and all – we really do – but we’re not generally keen about being spied on.”

      I had to hand it to Dorsey. He didn’t back down despite being called on his bad behavior. “Something tells me you’ll survive.” He turned his attention back to the woman. “How did you know she was in the desert?”

      “The storm came out of nowhere,” I replied, tugging on my limited patience. “We were sitting around the bonfire when I saw it. I told everyone to run inside. We were on our way to my trailer when I heard her scream.

      “I wasn’t sure what I heard at first,” I continued. “When she screamed a second time, I knew. I followed the sound and found her. She didn’t really acknowledge me when I talked to her. Kade carried her back and she’s been quiet while we waited out the storm.”

      “She hasn’t said anything other than the original warning?”

      “No.”

      Dorsey rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m not aware of any missing persons reports that fit her description, but I’ll take her into the station. She doesn’t look as if she’s homeless. She’s dressed like a tourist, which means someone has to be missing her.”

      “Unless she wasn’t alone in the desert and somehow got separated from the rest of her group.”

      “That’s a fair point.” Dorsey widened his grin as he stared into the woman’s blank face. “Ma’am, were you out here alone? We need to know if we should be looking for someone else. We don’t want to leave anyone behind. It’s important.”

      The words, while simple, were enough to cause the woman to sharpen her focus. She locked gazes with Dorsey and opened her mouth, licking her lips before finally finding her voice. “I was in my car and I got a flat tire. I was alone.”

      “What did you see?” Dorsey’s voice was gentle.

      “I was alone, but I got turned around in the sand,” the woman rasped. “I was confused … and afraid that I’d head in the wrong direction and get lost forever. You hear stories like that.”

      “You do,” Dorsey confirmed, nodding. “You’re safe here. You didn’t get lost. I’ll have you back in the city in a few minutes. Everything will be fine.”

      “I was trying to find cover,” the woman said, her voice cracking. She was lost in her own world as she remembered. “I knew the circus was close. I saw the big tent. I thought they would help.”

      “They did help,” Dorsey soothed.

      “I got turned around,” the woman offered. “I heard whispering. I heard noises. Growling. Then I … saw.”

      “What did you see?”

      “The eyes were red … and on fire.”

      I swallowed hard. “Did you see anything else? A face to go with the eyes?”

      I refused to meet Dorsey’s gaze even though I felt him burning holes in my profile.

      “Just the eyes,” the woman said. “It saw me. It knows what I look like. It will never stop coming now. I … it wants to kill me, consume me. It won’t stop. I can feel it.”
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      “I don’t like it.”

      I pooled my nervous energy from Dorsey’s visit into dusting off the furniture around the abandoned bonfire as soon as he pulled out of the parking lot. The woman didn’t offer much more information – not even her name – so I was happy to release her to Dorsey’s custody. Once he was gone, my temper got the better of me.

      “I don’t blame you for not liking it,” Kade said, retrieving a chair from beneath Raven’s trailer while casting me the occasional glance to make sure I didn’t wander too far away. “It’s troublesome.”

      “What’s troublesome?” Raven appeared in her open doorway and graced Kade with a flirty smile. “I can be troublesome if you want me to be.”

      “You know I can hear you, right?” I scorched Raven with a dark look. “He has more than enough trouble where I’m concerned. He doesn’t need you adding to it.”

      “I only said it because I knew you were listening,” Raven said, descending the stairs. “I saw the cops at your place a little bit ago. What were they doing here?”

      “We found a woman in the middle of the storm,” Kade explained. “She was kind of messed up, so we called them to take her off our hands.”

      Raven didn’t look surprised by the story. Of course, we lived in a world where evil clowns were a real thing and one of our ringmasters turned into a wolf when the mood struck. A woman lost in a dust storm hardly made the top of our “weird meter” this month, let alone this year. “What was she doing out in the desert?”

      “She said she had a flat tire and decided to head in our direction to get out of the storm,” I replied. “We didn’t get much more than that out of her.”

      “That’s interesting.”

      The way Raven said the words told me she found something else interesting about the discussion, something I apparently missed. “What?”

      “Well, I’m just thinking out loud here, but anyone who’s done any sort of reading about Las Vegas knows it’s hit with dust storms regularly,” Raven replied.

      “Yes, but she was caught unaware on the road,” Kade argued. “That could happen to anyone.”

      “Why did she get out of the car?”

      “To see what was wrong with it,” Kade answered. “When your vehicle dies, you get out to look around … even if you don’t know how to fix it. It’s human nature.”

      “I understand that,” Raven said. “My issue is that she got out of the car and stayed out. Now, if the dust storm was already hitting she would’ve stayed in the car and waited it out. That’s only common sense. It’s nearly impossible to drive in a dust storm.”

      I saw where she was going right away. “And if she was outside of the car when the storm hit, why did she walk instead of getting back inside and waiting it out?”

      Raven bobbed a finger. “There you go.”

      “What are you saying?” Kade asked, his eyes probing. “Do you think she was lying?”

      “I don’t know that I believe that,” I cautioned. “It’s just … maybe Raven is right. Maybe we shouldn’t believe everything we see simply because that woman seemed helpless.”

      “You saw her, Poet,” Kade prodded. “She was terrified.”

      “I believe that. But we don’t know why she was out here. And we know the cops have been watching us. Maybe that woman has been watching us, too.”

      Raven’s eyes gleamed with interest. “Why have the cops been watching us?”

      “Detective Dorsey said it’s because they’ve been getting weird reports about this area. I’m not sure I believe that. Part of me thinks he might try to pin whatever is happening out here on us.”

      “Why would he do that?” Kade asked. “We clearly weren’t here for the earlier events, and he said he wanted to warn us.”

      “Because he seems like a man who wants to close a case and put it behind him,” I replied. “I don’t know that he would blame us out of malice. But I think he might blame us out of convenience. We need to keep an eye on him.”

      “I still don’t understand,” Kade challenged. “He came out here to get her. Why don’t you trust him?”

      “Because if you’ve been in this business as long as we have you’ll come to understand that people find it easy to hate what’s different,” Raven answered. “We’re what’s different in this scenario, and we’ll be easy to blame if he decides he wants to.”

      “We don’t know who that woman is,” I added. “I should’ve touched her to see if I could see inside her mind. I didn’t even think about it. You carried her inside. I tried to clean her up, but she made such a fuss that I gave up. I didn’t try to touch her again.”

      “Do you think she wanted to keep you from doing that because she knows what you are?”

      I shrugged, my emotions disjointed. “I don’t know. But Raven is right. That woman’s story has a few holes in it. No one would get out of a vehicle in the middle of a dust storm. And if you saw one barreling down on you, wouldn’t you get back in the car to wait it out?”

      “I would,” Kade said. “But you’re leaving one possibility out of this scenario.”

      “And what is that?”

      “The woman said that her car broke down and she had a flat tire,” Kade said. “She also said that she saw the circus, knew where it was, and wanted help. Maybe she began walking in our direction before she saw the storm. Have you ever considered that?”

      Sadly, I hadn’t. “I … no,” I admitted after a beat. “I guess that makes sense.”

      “Not everyone is out to get you, honey.” Kade’s expression was plaintive. “I know you guys have dealt with a lot – including the fact that I didn’t have the best reaction when I found out what you could do – but I honestly believe that woman was a victim.”

      I ran my tongue over my teeth, buying time as I worked out my internal conflict. “What if she’s up to something, though?”

      “What?” Kade challenged. “She saw the same thing you did the other night. She saw red eyes in a storm. That can’t be a coincidence.”

      “I know, but … .” I left the sentence hanging, unsure how to continue.

      “We need to find out who she is,” Raven interjected, drawing my attention to her. “If she’s really just some hapless tourist, we need to know. It will make everyone feel better. If she’s not, it will give us a direction in which to look.”

      “How do you suggest we get that information?” Kade asked. “We didn’t get a name. Dorsey took her. We have no idea who she is.”

      “We have some idea where she is,” Raven argued. “The cops either took her into custody or to the hospital. Either way, that’s something I should be able to find out if I drop in and visit the night shift after dark.”

      “What do you mean?” Kade asked, intrigued. “Are you just going to wander in there and demand they tell you what you want to know?”

      Raven and I snorted in unison.

      “I have no intention of asking them to do anything,” Raven replied. “You’re forgetting who you’re dealing with. I simply need someone who is alone and has access to a computer. I’ll find out who she is. Trust me.”

      Kade remained unconvinced. “But how?”

      Raven grinned and splayed her fingers. “Magic.”

      I joined in Raven’s mirth and bobbed my head. “That’s a place to start. You’re right. We need to discover whatever we can about her. We’re either dealing with a monster in the desert or something else.”

      “And we can’t pick a direction to point our efforts toward until we rule her out,” Raven said. “I’ll leave in about an hour. It will probably be late when I return. If I get anything that needs immediate attention I’ll wake you so we can make some decisions.”

      “That sounds like a plan.” I cracked my knuckles, uncomfortable. “You probably shouldn’t go alone.”

      Raven’s expression was hard to read. “I know how to take care of myself.”

      “I didn’t say otherwise. There’s still something random and weird going on here. No one should go anywhere alone.”

      “Are you holding yourself to that same standard?”

      “I am.”

      Raven sighed. “Fine. I’ll take Percival.”

      I wanted to argue with her choice – taking a guy who enjoys dressing as a clown and fakes a British accent for no apparent reason seemed a bad idea – but I didn’t want to push my luck. “Well, I hope you have fun.”

      Raven wrinkled her nose. “Anything is more fun than helping you guys clean up this mess. At least I got out of the manual labor.”

      “That indeed is something.”

      

      “I THINK that’s everything.”

      I planted my hands on my hips shortly before midnight and glanced around the fairgrounds. As far as I could tell we hadn’t lost anything in the storm, but it was obvious we’d need to come up with a better storage strategy if we were going to keep a handle on our belongings.

      “It looks good.”

      I expected Kade to respond. Instead another voice echoed throughout the darkness, and when I turned I found Max standing a few feet away, watching. “You scared the crap out of me,” I complained, shoving my hair away from my face. “Make a noise next time.”

      “I thought I did.” Max chuckled. He was my boss and I was genuinely fond of him, but he gets an odd sort of pleasure out of irritating me. “That’s why I spoke … to make a noise and alert you to my presence.”

      “Oh, well, good job.”

      Max stepped closer, his white hair gleaming under the bright moonlight. “I heard we had some excitement.”

      “How did you hear?” I asked, glancing to the far side of the parking lot where Max set up his personal trailer. He was fond of most of his workers – nobody likes the clowns, for the record, including him – but he prefers spending large stretches of the day on his own. He wasn’t exactly what I would call a people person. “Who have you been talking to?”

      “Dolph dropped by looking for missing chairs,” Max replied. “He caught me up on things.”

      “How did he know? He wasn’t here when we were talking about it.”

      “How does anyone know anything around this place?” Max asked, turning his hands palms out. “We’re a gossipy bunch, and not above spying on one another. Are you all right after what happened?”

      “I’m fine.” I knew Max loved me. I also knew he wasn’t here to see if I was okay. He wanted to know about Kade … who had wandered off somewhere. “He’s fine, too.”

      “I know he is,” Max said, rubbing the palms of his hands against his hips. “If you’re wondering, he’s near your tent making sure nothing was disturbed during the storm.”

      I slid my eyes in that direction, but it was too dark for me to see if what Max said was true. “He’s very diligent.”

      “Yes, well, I think he’s checking on your tent because he’s especially devoted to you,” Max said. “I find it … adorable.”

      “I’m sure you do.”

      “We haven’t really had a chance to talk since everything happened in Utah.” Max trailed his fingers across the top of the picnic table, perhaps looking for dust or simply trying to ease his own unrest. “I know you and Kade seem happy. I’m glad. I want you both to be happy.”

      “Max, I think it’s sweet that you’re out here checking up on me at the one time I happen to be separated from Kade,” I said. “I’m not going to talk out of turn about him, though. I’m done with that. If you want to know how things are between us, you need to ask him.”

      “Oh, yes, that should go well,” Max muttered. “He’ll punch me in the face if I ask.”

      “He’s won’t punch you.”

      “I guess I should be glad for that.”

      “He’s also won’t be the first to reach out,” I added. “He’s not built that way. You’ll need to do the work on that front.”

      “What do you think I’ve been doing?” Max protested.

      “Hiding in your trailer,” I answered without hesitation. “You’re a brave man, Max, but you’re a coward sometimes. Kade is more settled now. He’s not leaving.”

      “Because of you.”

      “I don’t think it’s strictly because of me,” I countered. “You need to talk to him. If you want to move forward you have to let go of the past. That goes for both of you. I won’t get involved. I won’t put you before him. I … can’t.”

      “I don’t want you to.” Max’s words strained under the weight of his honesty. “I want you to put Kade first. He deserves it. I think you two are good for each other. I can’t wait to see how you grow together.”

      His words touched me, yet … . I tilted my head to the side when I felt Kade’s presence move into the dining area. “Max is just checking on how we’re doing after the storm,” I offered. “He really wants to know how you’re doing, but he was polite and asked about me first.”

      Max murdered me with a look. “Thank you, Poet.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “We’re fine,” Kade said, his tone even and somewhat remote. “Are you okay?”

      Max masqueraded as Kade’s favorite “uncle” his entire life. Shifting gears and accepting that the man who told him tall tales about a father who never existed was really responsible for supplying half of his genes wasn’t easy. He was dealing the best he could, and showing much more grace under pressure than I probably would.

      “I’m fine,” Max replied. “I heard about the woman … about the potential monster in the storm. If it helps, I haven’t sensed anything out there. Of course, that doesn’t mean it’s not there. I simply am not privy to it if it is.”

      “We’re not sure what to think of it,” I volunteered. “Raven headed to the police station to find out if the woman was really out here by accident. We can’t know which direction to look until we ascertain that.”

      “You think she’s lying?”

      “Not necessarily, but you’re the one who taught me to never rule anything out.”

      “Yes, and you always do what you’re told,” Max drawled. “Well, keep me updated. We have another full day of set-up tomorrow. Hopefully it will be a quiet one.”

      “Despite the two storms, we’re actually ahead of schedule,” I supplied. “Things are looking good for the weekend.”

      “And we have a liquor license for this venue, so it should be quite profitable,” Max added. “In fact … .” He broke off, his craggy face focused on Kade for a long moment. He made up his mind on the spot. “In fact, I was hoping you could spare Kade tomorrow … before things get busy and we lose the entire week.”

      I raised an eyebrow, surprised. “I … sure. If he wants to be spared, that is.”

      “Do you?” Max was pathetically hopeful.

      “I don’t know.” Kade rolled his neck, the crack audible. “What did you have in mind?”

      It was clear Max hadn’t yet gotten that far. He recovered quickly, though. “Golf. There’s a very nice course five miles away. I thought we could go together.”

      “I haven’t golfed in years,” Kade said. “I don’t know how good I’ll be.”

      “I don’t think that matters,” Max said. “It’s just an afternoon. I … we have to start somewhere.”

      Kade flicked his eyes to me and I read the uncertainty there. “Well … .”

      “You should take advantage of the timing,” I offered. “After tomorrow we’ll be too busy to spare any time for a week. You’ve done a lot of work tonight. You deserve a day off.”

      Kade looked caught. “Okay,” he said finally, blowing out a sigh. “I guess we’ll give it a try.”

      Max’s face split with a wide grin. “I … well … great. I’m looking forward to it.”

      I waited until Max was gone to speak, the warmth he emanated when Kade agreed to spend time with him still flowing over me. “That was a good thing you just did.”

      Kade met my thankful gaze. “I hope so. Now … come on.” He held out his hand and waited for me to take it. “I want to do a good thing for you before bed. I have some tension to work off.”

      I giggled as he hurried me toward the trailer. “I think that can be arranged.”
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      “Is this what one wears to golf?”

      Kade was so nervous about his outing with Max the next morning he changed his outfit three times.

      I glanced up from the computer, more research about the area mines on the screen, and smiled. “I think you’re supposed to wear short pants with tall socks. Do you have any of those? If not, Luke might be able to hook you up.”

      “Ha, ha.” Kade didn’t bother to muster an eye roll. “I think this was a bad idea.”

      “It’s a good idea and you’re going.”

      Kade arched an eyebrow. “Oh, really?”

      “Whether or not you and Max adopt a father-and-son relationship isn’t for me to say,” I replied. “You need to come up with a relationship you can both tolerate, though. That means you have to come to a meeting of the minds of sorts.”

      “And you think that starts with a round of golf?”

      I shrugged. “Stranger things have happened. You’re part of a magical circus where shifters and clowns co-exist. Golfing is the least of your worries.”

      “I’m not good at golf.” Kade sounded a bit whiny, and I couldn’t help but smile. “I only learned to play because a few of my high school friends thought it sounded like a good idea. You know how it is … you want to be cool and my friends decided golfing was cool. Of course, that might say something about them.”

      “I didn’t even graduate from high school, so I can’t comment on that.”

      “You didn’t graduate from high school?” Kade looked shocked. “But … why?”

      “Because I ran away from my foster home and spent a few years on the streets.”

      Kade had the grace to be embarrassed. “I’m sorry. That was a terrible thing to say. I didn’t even think … .”

      I waved off his apology. I wasn’t offended. He grew up with a single parent, but in what could only be described as a relatively comfortable world. I didn’t know much about Kade’s mother, but it was clear she wanted him to have a “normal” life despite the fact that Max was anything but normal. I didn’t think it was right that she unilaterally cut Max out of Kade’s life, but I admired her devotion to her child.

      “It’s fine. I got my GED. You didn’t hurt my feelings.”

      “That doesn’t matter.” Kade snagged my hand. “I shouldn’t have said it. I just … didn’t think. You’ve had a hard life.”

      “And yet it all seems worth it now.”

      Kade’s scowl flipped into a smile. “It does.” He squeezed my hand before releasing it. “I’m not keen on leaving you today. Do me a favor and don’t wander around the desert.”

      “Somehow I think I’ll manage that.”

      “You won’t if you get bitten by the curiosity bug,” Kade countered. “Just … be careful.”

      “You know I survived a long time before you joined us,” I reminded him. “I know how to take care of myself.”

      “I know that. Now you’re taking care of both of us, though, because I would be really sad if something happened to you.”

      “Right back at you.” I slipped my arms around his neck and gave him a hug. “It’ll be okay,” I whispered. “I think this will be good for both of you.”

      “What if it’s not?”

      “Then at least you’ll know.”

      “Ugh. I hate it when you’re right.” Kade kissed me on the cheek before letting his mouth migrate to mine. I slid into the kiss, pushing the outside world away, and then jerked my head toward the door when it opened to allow Raven entry.

      “What the … ?”

      “Oh, you guys are so cute,” Raven cooed, sarcasm practically dripping from her tongue. “It almost makes me want to puke.”

      “You wouldn’t have to see it if you knocked,” Kade pointed out.

      “Yeah, but I gave myself a manicure this morning and I don’t want to risk ruining my paint job.” Raven held her fingers up for emphasis. “So, the woman you found was the real deal. Her name is Wendy Roberts, and she’s from Ohio. She took the car because she wanted to go to some art festival about an hour away, leaving her husband at the hotel. They’ve since reunited.”

      “Well, that answers that.” I smoothed the front of my peasant blouse. “I don’t suppose you know why she walked into the storm instead of taking refuge in her car, do you?”

      “She was already walking toward us when the storm hit,” Raven replied. “Her cell phone wasn’t getting reception, and she thought we could help.”

      I should’ve been gladdened by the news, yet I couldn’t help but feel guilty. “So she was innocent.”

      “She was, and she’s not dead, so there’s no reason to get all melancholy,” Raven said. “I thought you’d want to know. Your trailer was dark when I got back, and I didn’t think this was worth waking you for.”

      “No, thanks.”

      Raven shifted her eyes to Kade. “Why are you so dressed up?”

      “I’m golfing with Max today,” Kade replied, grim. “Is this what one wears when golfing?”

      Raven shot him an incredulous look. “How should I know? Do I look like a golfer?”

      “You guys are absolutely no help,” Kade grumbled, turning his attention back to the mirror. “Maybe I should change.”

      I ignored Kade’s wardrobe indecision and focused on Raven. “Where do you think we should look next? I don’t think we can pretend there’s nothing out there given the fact that Wendy was real … and terrorized.”

      “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that.” Raven dug into her back pocket and handed me a brochure. “I stumbled across that last night. We stopped at a twenty-four-hour diner, and it was in one of those displays by the front door.”

      I flipped over the brochure and furrowed my brow. “They have a paranormal library here?”

      “They do. Whether it’s the real deal or a tourist trap I can’t say, but I’m interested enough to check it out. Do you want to come?”

      I was surprised by the invitation. Raven and I didn’t go on many outings together, but she seemed sincere. I smiled as I locked gazes with Kade. “I guess you’re not the only one going on an outing today.”

      “Weirdly enough, I’m glad you guys are going to be together.” Kade leaned over and gave me a soft kiss on the corner of my mouth. “Be good. Text me if you run into trouble.”

      “You be good, too,” I called to his back. “I still think the short pants are the way to go.”

      “This is going to suck,” Kade complained. “I just know it.”

      

      “SO … UM … I think I need to tell Percival that I’m not human.”

      Raven waited until we were in the library’s parking lot to spring that tidbit on me. I tilted my head to the side as I considered her statement. “Don’t you think he already knows?”

      “You mean because of the whole possessed scarecrow thing when he got so worked up he dropped his accent?”

      I nodded. “He saw us doing magic that day. He hasn’t mentioned it.”

      “He hasn’t mentioned it to me either,” Raven admitted. “I’m starting to get a little worried.”

      “Maybe he blocked it out.”

      “Or maybe he thinks we’re all monsters and he’s biding his time until he can slip away in the middle of the night.”

      That was an interesting theory. “Do you honestly believe that?”

      “No, but … I am starting to wonder if he has a case of hysterical amnesia,” Raven admitted.

      Hmm. “Is that really a thing?”

      Raven shrugged. “Hysterical blindness is. I figure it can’t be too far of a jump to get to hysterical amnesia.”

      “Do you want to know what I think?”

      “No, I merely arranged it so we could spend the day together because I want to hear about your happy home life with my ex-boyfriend.”

      I arched an eyebrow and inhaled deeply. “He was never your boyfriend.”

      “I think that’s a semantics argument.”

      “No, it’s the truth,” I challenged. “I get that you’re trying to do the whole chick bonding thing, but this is not the way to get what you want.”

      Raven made a hilarious face. “Chick bonding? That sounds nothing like me.”

      “You want advice about how to handle Percival,” I pointed out. “That’s kind of like a chick bonding thing.”

      “Ugh. I hate it when you’re right.” Raven dragged a hand through her long hair. “Fine. He wasn’t my boyfriend.”

      “Thank you.”

      “He wanted to be.”

      “Raven!” This time when I focused on Raven’s face I found her smiling. “You’re such a pain in the ass. You know that, right?”

      “It’s what keeps me young.”

      In truth, I had no idea how old Raven was. Lamia were longer lived than humans, but that didn’t mean she was ancient. My knowledge regarding her past was limited. That’s how she wanted it … and I honestly didn’t blame her.

      “Okay, back to Percival.” I stretched my fingers and searched my soul for a good bit of advice. “I don’t know Percival well enough to say one way or the other if he’ll accept what you have to tell him. I went through the same thing with Kade. He took it relatively well given the circumstances, but we clearly suffered through a few missteps.”

      “Yes, but that’s because he’s the son of a powerful mage.”

      I stilled, pressure building in my chest. “How do you know that?”

      “Because I keep my ear to the ground and eavesdrop whenever possible,” Raven replied. “I don’t know why you guys are keeping it a secret, but you can rest assured that I won’t spill the magic beans. It’s not my secret to share. I understand about wanting to keep some things private.

      “We live in a fish bowl,” she continued. “We’re on top of each other all of the time. There’s no reason to talk out of turn, and I have no interest in spreading Max’s secret. You don’t have to worry about that.”

      That was a relief … although I couldn’t stop myself from worrying all the same. “How long have you known?”

      Raven held her hands palms up and shrugged. “Since before the incident with the golem. You confirmed my instincts when I connected with your mind when you went missing. I cast a wide net … and it was strong. I’m not going to apologize.”

      “I don’t expect an apology. You saved my life that day.”

      “I guess we’re good then,” Raven said. “As for Percival, I’m not sure he has it in him to understand what we are, what we do. What if he freaks out?”

      “It’s better to know now than to get close to him and watch as he runs away,” I pointed out. “You know him better than I do. All I know is that he likes to dress like a clown. That’s not a ringing endorsement in my book.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Raven shuddered. “I never thought I’d consider having sex with a clown – I mean someone who dressed like an actual clown on purpose … because he liked it and didn’t think it was abnormal. I’ve had sex with different sorts of clowns throughout the years.”

      “We all have.”

      “I like him, though,” Raven said, earnest. “He’s educated and he likes to read a lot. He’s funny. The fake accent thing is weird and yet it’s oddly a turn on. I would like to get to know him better.”

      “And you can’t if you don’t tell him the truth.”

      “Exactly,” Raven confirmed, nodding. “The problem is, I’m terrified to tell him the truth. Did you feel that way with Kade?”

      “Yes.”

      “How did you get over it?”

      “I never got the chance to tell him what we were because he figured it out on his own,” I replied. “In truth, I think Percival already knows some of it. That’s where you come in.

      “If I were you I’d invite him over for a bottle of wine and just do it,” I continued. “Blurt it out, rip off the bandage, and go for it. If he reacts badly … well … at least you’ll know.”

      “I guess that’s good advice.”

      I considered stopping there, but didn’t. “Of course, I think part of you wants him to run away because it might be easier over the long haul if you don’t get too attached to him. I know that fear, too. I had a huge dose of it with Kade. It all worked out in the end for me. I think it will for you, too.”

      Raven pursed her lips, and I thought she was going to agree with me. I should’ve known better. “I’m pretty sure that’s not it. Only a ninny would be afraid of something like that.”

      I blew out a sigh. “I’m so glad we had this bonding exercise.”

      Raven smirked. “Me, too.”

      

      “I DON’T KNOW anything about a beast with red eyes, but some people claim there’s a dune monster out there that only shows up in the middle of dust storms.”

      Raven and I conducted our own research for a full hour before we gave up trying to find anything in the paranormal library’s messy organizational system and tackled the girl behind the counter together.

      “We’ve heard rumors about different types of monsters,” I said. “We’re looking for anything that might cover that particular monster, the one that is supposedly running around in the desert on the outskirts of town.”

      “We just do the normal stuff, like witches and vampires.” The girl’s nametag read “Rowan,” but I was fairly certain that was made up. “We only deal with the real stuff.”

      I exchanged an annoyed look with Raven but kept a placid smile on my face. “The legends have to come from somewhere. Are you sure you don’t have a book?”

      “No, but I have a great vampire romance that’s selling like crazy,” Rowan replied. “We loan some books, but sell more than we loan. I just got a new shipment in. There’s a lot of great magic stuff in it.”

      “We’re good,” Raven said, wrinkling her nose.

      “There’s a lot of hot sex, too,” Rowan added.

      “Maybe we’ll take one,” Raven corrected. “But what about the sand monster? Can you think of anyone who might have information on it?”

      “Well … .” Rowan screwed up her face in concentration. “You could always talk to the witch.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck as I absorbed the statement. Rowan’s tone was disdainful, but there was something about her expression that gave me hope. “The witch?”

      Rowan bobbed her head. “Her name is Dana Andrews. I know that doesn’t sound like a witch, but she really does have the sight. She gives readings and stuff at her store. It’s on the other side of town.”

      Most of the people I’d run into over the years who claimed to have the sight were really grifters. Still, it couldn’t hurt to check her out. “Do you have an address?”

      Rowan smiled happily.

      “Oh, and add another one of the dirty vampire books,” I added, glaring at Raven when she burst out laughing. “What? I’m out of stimulating reading material.”

      “If that’s your story.”
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      “I’ve been expecting you.”

      Raven and I were barely through the front door of The Magic Curio when Dana Andrews gestured toward a table and chairs at the back of the store. She used her hip to edge Raven out of the way, flipped the sign on the door so it read “closed,” and trudged toward the table without uttering another word.

      It was only when she sat in a chair and patted the top of the table in search of a package of cigarettes that I realized she was blind.

      “So you’re sightless but have the sight?” Raven asked. She’d clearly picked up on that little detail at the exact same moment I did. “That’s kind of poetically fun.”

      “If that’s how you want to put it, I guess that’s true,” Dana replied. “Sit.”

      Raven glanced at me, her expression weighted. “How do you know we’re not already sitting?”

      “The same way I know you’re a lamia and the other woman is … something else entirely.”

      I arched an eyebrow, convinced. “Well, that was fairly impressive.” I took the seat next to Raven as she grinned. “I guess you really do have the sight, huh?”

      Dana shrugged as she lit her cigarette. “There are many kinds of sight.”

      “I thought it was illegal to smoke in public places,” Raven complained, waving her hand to stop the smoke from billowing into her face.

      “I knew you were going to say that, and that’s why I say this.” Dana reached under the table and pulled up a small sign that read, “Pardon my smoke, but I don’t care what you like.”

      Raven grinned. “Fair enough. It is your business, after all.”

      “It is,” Dana agreed, blowing a heart-shaped smoke ring for effect and causing me to smirk. “I haven’t crossed paths with a lamia in a very long time. Where did you come from?”

      Raven risked a glance at me, and I could read the question in her eyes: Should I admit what I am? I merely shrugged in response. The woman already knew. I didn’t see how confirming it could possibly hurt

      “I come from all over,” Raven replied finally. “I spent a bit of time in Maine a few years back, but since then I’ve been traveling with the circus.”

      “I didn’t know that?” I scratched at my chin. “What were you doing in Maine?”

      “Eating lobster and hanging out at lighthouses,” Raven drawled.

      “It was just a question.”

      “I see.” Dana stubbed out her cigarette. “You’re with the circus, huh?”

      Raven’s tone shifted to something darker. “Is that a problem?”

      “No. Mystic Caravan?”

      For the second time in as many minutes I couldn’t hide my surprise. “How did you know that?”

      “I’ve heard rumblings about your group for a long time,” Dana replied, unruffled by the suspicion in my tone. “You’re famous in certain circles.”

      “Is that right?”

      Dana nodded, smoothing the long hair she had pulled back into a loose bun. “I didn’t realize you were in the area just yet. It makes sense. You come about this time every year. I hadn’t put it together.”

      “You hadn’t put what together?” Raven asked, leaning back in her chair.

      “I know you two don’t particularly like each other.”

      “If you expect me to be impressed with that you’re going to be sorely disappointed,” Raven shot back. “Anyone who has ever met us knows that we don’t like each other.”

      “And here I thought we were doing that whole chick bonding thing,” I deadpanned.

      “Don’t flatter yourself.” Raven tapped her silver-colored fingernails on the table. “We’re here because we have some questions about the area on the other side of town, the open spot that you use as fairgrounds.”

      “Do you know what we’re talking about?” I asked, briefly wondering if Dana ever saw long enough with her eyes to see that specific parcel of land.

      “I do know what you’re talking about,” Dana confirmed. “And, as to your other question, I’ve been blind since I was five. I don’t believe I ever visited that spot when I had sight, but I was young and can’t remember.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “How did you know I was thinking that?”

      “Because I’m better than you when it comes to invading someone’s mind and not leaving a mark,” Dana replied. “I’ve had more practice. Vegas is a busy town. I also don’t run from my gift when the going gets tough.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “I think it means that she thinks you’re a wuss when it comes to your abilities,” Raven interjected. “I’ve often thought that myself, but for diplomacy’s sake I decided to keep it to myself.”

      Oh, well, that was rich. “When have you ever been diplomatic?”

      “I’m always diplomatic,” Raven shot back. “Did I ever tell you that I think your ankles are abnormally thick? Of course not. That would be rude.”

      I shifted my eyes under the table to stare at my ankles. They weren’t small and dainty by any stretch of the imagination, but they were hardly tree trunks. “There’s nothing wrong with my ankles.”

      “If you believed that you wouldn’t have looked.”

      “Oh, well, whatever.” I rolled my eyes and found Dana scowling, arms folded over her chest. “Is something wrong?”

      “The two of you are wrong,” Dana replied, annoyance evident. “I can’t afford to close down my shop for the entire day to deal with you idiots. I would appreciate it if you could get your acts together.”

      “I’m really starting to like you,” Raven said, grinning. “Have you ever considered joining the circus?”

      “Clowns are creepy.”

      “Oh, we totally know that,” I said, resting my hand on the table. “We need information about the area in which we’re staying. We’ve seen a few things.”

      “And heard about a few others,” Raven added. “What’s out there?”

      “Haven’t you stayed in that area before?” Dana challenged.

      “We have, but we’ve never seen anything like this before,” I answered, seeing no reason to lie.

      “To be fair, it might’ve been hanging around last year, but we got distracted by that whole mummy thing, which took up most of our focus for that visit,” Raven added.

      “The mummy thing?” The look of mild mirth was back on Dana’s pleasing face. “I forgot about that. You really did have your hands full during your last visit.”

      “I would like to think that we would’ve recognized danger if we saw it, but I’m not so sure that’s true,” I offered. “We’re well aware that something is going on out there right now.”

      “You need to be more specific,” Dana said, crossing her legs at the ankles and leaning back in her chair. “What do you know?”

      “Know?” I scratched my cheek. “I think ‘know’ is a bit strong. We have suspicions and we’ve heard whispers.”

      “We found footprints when we first arrived at the fairgrounds,” Raven supplied. “The feet were webbed.”

      “Webbed?”

      “Do you know what that means?” I asked, instantly regretting that I asked the question when Dana gave me a “well, duh” look that was right out of Raven’s repertoire.

      “I’m seriously starting to like this woman,” Raven said, chuckling.

      “I know what webbed feet are,” Dana said dryly. “I saw a duck or two in my day before the accident.”

      “Sorry,” I offered lamely. “I’m trying to be sympathetic.”

      “And instead you’re insulting,” Dana said. “It’s a fine line. You might want to watch where you’re walking. Others might not be as understanding about your foot-in-mouth disease as I am.”

      I swallowed hard. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Go back to the feet,” Dana instructed. “Did you see anything else?”

      “Not at that time,” Raven replied. “That night a dust storm hit, and right before it did Poet thought she saw something in the desert.”

      “Really?” Dana was clearly intrigued as she tilted her chin and gave the appearance she was looking at me. “What did you see?”

      “I honestly don’t know.” There was no reason to hold anything back. “I woke up in the middle of the night, but I couldn’t put my finger on why. It was … odd, for lack of a better word. I went outside to look around, and that’s when it happened.”

      “You went outside?”

      “Yes.”

      “In the middle of the night?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “I just told you.”

      “No, you told me you woke up for no reason and walked outside,” Dana corrected. “You didn’t tell me what propelled you to do it. Most people would remain inside in a situation like that, no matter what ‘odd’ feeling overcame them. Why did you go outside?”

      That was an interesting question. I wasn’t sure I had an answer. “I don’t know. Something compelled me to go out there.”

      “And what happened when you did?”

      I shrugged, immediately realizing that Dana couldn’t see my response. “I walked out to the area right behind my trailer. I thought I sensed something there. I reached out my hand and for one second I thought I touched something. There were red eyes, steady eyes, and then … the dust storm hit. I was distracted, and when I opened my eyes again I was alone.

      “The things is, at the time I couldn’t be sure that I was seeing something real,” I continued. “I thought I might’ve imagined it because my inner danger alarm was trying to warn me about the storm.”

      “A reasonable assumption.” Dana tugged on her bottom lip as she considered our predicament. “And now?”

      “And now we’ve had another woman show up during a different sandstorm, claim that she saw red eyes in the storm, and then start screaming as if someone was trying to kill her,” I answered. “I think it’s too much of a coincidence.”

      “I think we can all agree on that,” Dana said, her tone dry.

      “We’ve done a little poking around,” Raven said. “We’ve heard some of the local legends and tried to read up on others. We’re mostly intrigued by the dune.”

      “I’m impressed!” Dana’s smile was sly. “You took the time to pick up our lingo. Most visitors don’t bother to do that.”

      “We’re interested in all sorts of creatures,” I offered. “We’re mostly interested in making sure those creatures don’t hurt others.”

      “My understanding is that you set a sort of … trap,” Dana said. “If whatever is out there is evil, wouldn’t your trap draw it in?”

      “We refer to it as the dreamcatcher,” Raven answered. “In theory it should draw the creature in, but only if it’s evil. If it’s not … .”

      “So you want to know if it’s evil. Is that it?”

      “We want to know about whatever is hiding out there, whether it’s evil or not,” I clarified. “We like learning about new beings when we can. We only go after those who survive by nefarious means. If there’s something out there minding its own business we’re certainly not interested in messing with it.”

      “On the flip side, if there’s something out there grabbing or terrorizing people – which seems to match the information we’ve been given by the police and random residents – then we don’t want to leave it to get bolder,” Raven said. “Our biggest problem is that we don’t know what we’re dealing with.”

      Dana’s attention returned to me. “I don’t think that’s true. The Romani seems to know at least part of the story.”

      That was news to me, but I decided to take a leap all the same. “What happened in that Gorgon Mine all of those years ago?”

      Dana pursed her lips. “I was not there to witness it.”

      “Yeah, that’s cute,” I said. “Something tells me that no matter what you say you still know.”

      “Like you, I only know what I can find out through online groups and rumor,” Dana said. “You seem to know about the mine and what happened. What exactly do you know?”

      “I know that the owner claimed the workers died, but other people believe they were alive underground for much longer,” I replied. “I know that the owner tried to lower another worker into a parallel shaft not long after the tragedy and that he died under mysterious circumstances. I know that the owner died not long after that.”

      “You know quite a bit,” Dana said. “That’s good. All of what you said is true. I’ve gone out to that land a few times – always during the day, mind you – and tried to get a feeling for what happened so long ago. When something that bad happens in one spot it leaves a mark.”

      “What kind of mark?”

      “The kind only people like you and I can see,” Dana answered. “I saw flashes of what happened. If you go to the location and looked you’d probably see the same. But I’m not sure that matters.

      “A few of the men died in the initial cave-in, but the rest were alive for days,” she continued. “They knew relatively quickly that the owner would not save them. They were trapped in a small space with nothing to do but wait to die. What do you think happened?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “What always happens when you lose hope?” Dana prodded. “They turned on one another, frustration taking over. Some of the men killed each other out of fury. Some did it out of a sense of mercy. Once they ran out of water the men started suffering. Still, others didn’t die from lack of food or murder at the hands of their coworkers. They still died horribly. I saw that … although not the how, which troubles me.

      “The remaining men survived longer than they should’ve, and they killed quite a few to last as long as they did,” she continued. “Imagine the anger and bitterness that fueled them to want to cling to life even though they knew the ultimate outcome would not be in their favor.”

      “Oh, I think I know what you’re saying,” Raven said, her interest evident as she leaned forward. “You’re saying that the dune isn’t really a thing. Er, well, it is, but we’re looking at it wrong. It’s a figment, isn’t it?”

      “I’m glad to see you’re knowledgeable,” Dana grinned. “What do you know about figments?”

      “They were once human,” I automatically answered, my mind busy. “They essentially wished themselves into being.”

      “That’s an oversimplification,” Dana corrected. “They didn’t wish themselves into being. They did hate enough to create a monster that bore no resemblance to what they used to be.”

      “So you’re saying that this dune, this monster that shows up only during storms so far, is one of those men,” I said. “You think he turned himself into a monster as a way to get out of that mine.”

      “And then you think he took revenge on the people who left him down there to suffer, like the mine owner,” Raven said. “That kind of makes sense.”

      “It does,” I agreed. “Is it dangerous?”

      Dana shrugged. “That is the question, isn’t it? I won’t pretend to know which soul turned into the figment or why he took the shape he did. I don’t know what storms have to do with anything. One of the visions I saw when I went to the property did involve a storm, but I’m almost certain it happened underground, which leaves out the possibility of them being ravaged by a dust storm.”

      “Yeah.” I rolled my neck until it cracked. “Does it kill?”

      “I don’t know,” Dana replied. “I’ve heard numerous stories about people disappearing. That’s why I did some research and went out there. No bodies have ever been found.”

      “Have the bodies from the mine been recovered?” I asked.

      Dana’s smile was appreciative. “You two are always thinking, aren’t you? I asked that question myself. No one seems to know.”

      “And there’s no way for us to know unless we start digging,” Raven muttered. “I’m not doing that.”

      “No, we have no idea what else could be down there for us to unleash,” I said. “I’m guessing the figment escaped because the owner – I think his name was Partlow, if I remember correctly – sent the worker down in a parallel shaft. The figment managed to escape because the owner was greedy and opened that shaft.”

      “That doesn’t mean the creature is evil,” Dana cautioned. “What happened to the other worker might’ve been an accident.”

      “Or a myth altogether,” Raven said. “If it is a figment, we have the means to kill it. This one is probably particularly strong because it’s been around for so long, but we could end it.”

      “I have no interest in ending it if it isn’t dangerous,” I supplied.

      “Even if no bodies have been found, you heard Dana,” Raven argued. “People have gone missing.”

      “Yes, but have they gone missing because of the figment or because this is a desert area and people often go missing in the desert?”

      “That right there is the question of the day.” Dana wagged her finger. “Also, I need to caution you that the figment is a theory of mine. I have not seen or felt its presence. I can’t say with any degree of certainty that my theory is correct.”

      “None of us can,” I said, getting to my feet. “We need to see it up close and personal for that to happen. You’ve given us a lot to think about and a way to direct our attention. Thank you for that.”

      Raven followed my lead and smiled as Dana grabbed another cigarette. “We’ll probably be back.”

      “I’ll throw you a party.”

      Raven snorted. “Yeah, I’m definitely starting to like you.”
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      We were back at the fairgrounds for almost two hours – lunch preparations underway – when Max and Kade returned. Max parked close to his trailer, and I found myself watching as the two men exited the vehicle.

      They didn’t look particularly happy. They didn’t look upset either. Kade even managed to flash a smile and wave as Max disappeared inside of his trailer.

      I decided to take that as a win.

      “Hello there, pop tart.” Kade kissed me before I could return the greeting. “How was your day?”

      I arched an eyebrow, amused. “Screw my day. How was your day?”

      “Yes, we’re much more interested in your day,” Raven teased, handing me a bag of cucumbers so I could slice them.

      Kade’s expression was unreadable as he stared at her. It took me a moment to realize what bothered him. “She knows,” I whispered, leaning closer.

      Kade flicked his eyes to me. “How?”

      “She suspected at first, but I clarified it for her when she managed to hop into my mind when I was taken outside of the Hall of Mirrors a few weeks ago.” I chewed on my bottom lip, uncomfortable. “I’m really sorry. I should’ve found a better way to shield that.”

      Kade cracked a genuine smile, though it was small. “I would much rather have you safe than worry about something like that. Besides … everyone will find out eventually.”

      “They will?”

      Kade nodded. “It’s inevitable in this place. It’s fine.” He ran his hands over my shoulders, tilting his head to the side as if conducting some sort of internal debate. “My day was fairly calm, sometimes uncomfortable, but overall fine,” he said after a moment. “I’m not sure there’s much to share, but it was … fine.”

      “You might want to pick a different word,” I noted. “When you say ‘fine’ I hear ‘sucky.’”

      “It really was fine,” Kade countered. “It wasn’t terrible. It was … fine.”

      “Okay.” I squeezed his hand. “You seem a little tense. Do you want to take a nap or something while we get dinner ready?”

      “A nap?” Kade was incensed. “Why would I need a nap? I’m not a child.”

      “You whine like one,” Raven interjected, handing me several tomatoes. “I think we should do a light vinaigrette dressing. The heat is making everyone want fresh vegetables.”

      “Sounds good to me.” We shared smiles. “I’m definitely sick of the heat, and it’s only going to get worse when we open. The sun will bake us, and the crowds will smother us.”

      “Now I’m starting to like you for saying something so snarky,” Raven teased.

      I chuckled as I turned back to my task, taking a moment to realize Kade was staring. “What?”

      “Did you guys bond or something while I was golfing with Max? I’m starting to feel like I wandered into a parallel universe. Wait … is that a thing?”

      “Not like you’re thinking, but there are definitely different planes of existence,” I replied. “Nixie and Naida grew up in one, in fact. As for getting along … well … we had a productive day.”

      “We did indeed,” Raven agreed, mixing the salad dressing ingredients. “We only had to stop ourselves from scratching each other’s eyes out once or twice.”

      “Well, that sounds much more interesting than my day,” Kade said, rubbing his hand over the back of his head. “Tell me about it.”

      I did just that, launching into the tale and relating it from start to finish with only a few interruptions from Raven. When I was done, Kade was clearly flummoxed.

      “A figment? And I thought it was weird that people called it a ‘dune.’ I don’t even know what to make of that.”

      “It’s not unheard of,” I supplied. “It’s happened throughout history, including in Nazi Germany. Several figments rose out of the misery there and exacted their revenge.”

      “And what happened to the figments once it was over?” Kade asked, legitimately curious.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, it sounds as if figments are created when one soul goes through enough misery to make it rip from one reality in an effort to create something new,” Kade replied. “They clearly want revenge – and it sounds like they deserve it – but what happens when they get their revenge?”

      “Oh.” Realization dawned. “You have a good heart. You’re worried about tortured souls. I like that about you.”

      “Oh, geez.” Raven made a disgusted face. “You two are way too schmaltzy for me to stomach without a family-sized bottle of antacid. Can you lay off the sugar?”

      “Can you lay off the snark?” Kade shot back.

      “Probably not.”

      “Then I think you have your answer.” Kade beamed at me as he reached for a knife. “I’ll help with the tomatoes.”

      “Thank you. As for the figment, I think most of them dissipate when they have nothing to focus on. Without a purpose, they float on the wind and eventually shake loose whatever holds them to this plane.”

      “In the case of that mine accident, the people responsible for letting those workers suffer and die have been gone a very long time,” Kade noted. “Who is the figment getting revenge on?”

      “That’s a good question. I don’t have an answer,” I replied. “Perhaps the figment has convinced itself that anyone hanging around this area is to blame. Plus, well, we don’t know that the figment is killing people. No bodies have ever been found.”

      “It’s the desert, honey. Bodies are rarely found in the desert. The bones get picked clean and are buried under blowing sand pretty quickly. This thing appears only during dust storms, so I can’t help but think they’re related.

      “Maybe the creature takes advantage of the camouflage to appear, but I think they’re tied together in a different way,” he continued. “Maybe this creature isn’t a figment at all. You guys seem happy to glom on to that theory, but it could be something else.”

      “It definitely could,” I agreed. “Dana said she had visions when she went to the property that included some sort of storm or dust mishap. How that could happen underground is a question I cannot answer.”

      “So … what do we do next?”

      I shrugged. “Right now we make a salad,” I replied. “While we’re doing that, you tell us more about your man date with Max. We’re interested in hearing all of the little tidbits you’ve left out. Oh, and we need to get ready for another potential dust storm tonight in case you’re right and the creature is purposely bringing them to us. For now, I think that’s all we have time to focus on.”

      Kade cocked his head. “It wasn’t a man date.”

      “It was close enough.”

      “Whatever. Sometimes I think women were only put on this planet to torture men. You know that, right?”

      Raven giggled. “I think that’s why we’re so good at it. We were bred to make those with penises suffer.”

      

      SHORTLY BEFORE we sat down to enjoy the meal, Detective Dorsey turned up. He was alone this time, his expression strained, and I couldn’t help but worry about his sudden appearance.

      “Detective.” I pasted a sugary smile on my face. “Nice of you to stop by. Would you like to join us for lunch?”

      I expected Dorsey to decline, but instead he took in the sandwiches and salad and immediately nodded his head. “That sounds nice. I haven’t had anything other than fried food in three days. This looks crisp and fresh.”

      “Take a seat.”

      Dorsey settled in the spot next to Kade, smiling as he glanced around the table. It wasn’t a full crew – something I was thankful for – but there were enough faces around that I didn’t have to worry about all of Dorsey’s attention being fixed on me.

      “So, did you get the woman back to her family?” I already knew the answer, but didn’t want Dorsey to think we checked up on him.

      “We did.” Dorsey nodded while taking a sandwich. “She was confused, but things cleared a bit once she reunited with her husband. It seems she went to an art fair and flea market down the way and got confused when coming back. The car was a rental. We arranged to have it returned. She’s already on her way back to Ohio.”

      “That’s good.” I sincerely meant it. “Things could’ve gone a whole lot worse.”

      “They could have,” Dorsey agreed. “We ran a drug panel on her at the hospital – just to be on the safe side, you know how that goes. She wasn’t stoned and she had no alcohol in her system.”

      “Why is that important?” Nellie asked, biting into a monstrous sandwich and methodically chewing as he stared at Dorsey. He was dressed in another flowing summer frock rather than an evening gown today. I wasn’t sure Dorsey realized how lucky he was to witness the rare occurrence.

      “Because if she was psychologically altered that might explain why she acted the way she did,” Kade explained. “The fact that she didn’t – and I’m assuming that she doesn’t have a history of mental problems – means that it’s far more likely she really did see something out in the desert.”

      “That’s what I think,” Dorsey confirmed, his gaze appreciative as it roamed Kade’s strong frame. “We’ve had far too many reports coming out of this area to ignore them. The problem is that none seem to match up. I don’t know what to think.”

      “The odds of someone being able to live out here, off the grid, seem pretty slim,” Nellie said, using his fingernail to dig bread from between his teeth. His table manners leave a lot to be desired. “Maybe it’s some sort of animal and people only think they’re seeing something wicked because the storm confuses and frightens them.”

      “What kind of animal?” Dorsey challenged. “I haven’t heard about any large animals in the desert that could terrorize a grown adult. The biggest things we have out here are coyotes and a few wolves.”

      “What about a camel?”

      Dorsey gave me a small nod as I dished some salad on his plate, his expression so twisted that I had to swallow the urge to laugh. “You think there’s a camel wandering around the desert terrifying people in dust storms?”

      Nellie shrugged, unbothered by Dorsey’s tone. “I’ve heard stranger things. We have grown men who enjoy dressing as clowns running around this place. I’d much rather see a camel.”

      Dorsey choked out a laugh. “I guess that’s fair. I doubt very much it’s a camel.”

      I didn’t add what I was thinking: that I was fairly certain that camels didn’t have webbed feet. “What do you think it is, detective?” I sat between Kade and Nellie, and focused on my own plate. “If it’s not a camel, what is it?”

      “If I knew that I wouldn’t be out here warning you folks,” Dorsey replied. “I know you’re opening for business tomorrow. I’d appreciate it if you increased your security.”

      “I’m head of security, so that falls to me,” Kade said. “I take my job seriously, but I’m open to any suggestions you might have.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you, but increased patrols around the perimeter couldn’t hurt,” Dorsey replied.

      He obviously didn’t know about the dreamcatcher and the way we operate, so I let Kade handle security discussions as I shifted my attention to Nellie. “This is the first time I’ve seen you since you left for the casino last night. How’d things go?”

      Nellie shrugged, averting his eyes. “They went … great.”

      I flicked my eyes up and down the table. “Where are Naida and Nixie?”

      “They’re probably hiding in their trailers,” Nellie replied. “They’re not in very good moods.”

      My stomach flipped at Nellie’s tone. I recognized it for what it was. “I was right, wasn’t I?”

      “Nobody likes a know-it-all, Poet,” Nellie chided.

      “I don’t care about that. But I was right. You guys lost all the money you won, didn’t you?”

      “Some of us lost more than we won,” Nellie conceded. “I quit when I lost my winnings and focused on the free food. You know me. I’m as happy with crab legs as cash.”

      Oddly enough, I did know him. That made sense. “How much did Nixie and Naida lose?” I asked, resigned.

      “They didn’t lose a heckuva lot,” Nellie replied, scratching the back of his neck. “About a hundred bucks each. They bitched and moaned the entire ride back that they should’ve listened to you. That means they’ll probably avoid you so they don’t have to hear you say, ‘I told you so.’”

      “I wouldn’t say that.”

      “But you’re thinking it.”

      He was right. “What about Luke?” I dreaded asking, but I had to know. I hadn’t seen Luke in more than seventeen hours, some sort of record for us. He didn’t hop into bed and wake me this morning, demanding breakfast or crowing about his night. He didn’t pout his way through a meal … or come to me for consoling. He was simply absent.

      “He was quiet from the time we left the casino,” Nellie answered. “He was in a really rotten mood. I didn’t push him too much.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” I pressed. “How much did he lose?”

      “I’m not his babysitter. I wasn’t keeping track.”

      I scowled. “That doesn’t mean you don’t know.”

      “He lost at least five hundred dollars, and that’s only what I saw,” Nellie offered. “He’s in a really bad mood – not that I blame him. The last thing he needs to hear is that you knew this would happen. I’m warning you now.”

      I gripped my hands together and stared at my plate, worry and anger warring for top billing in my busy head. “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Kade wrapped his hand around my wrist to still me before I could storm off. “Maybe you should take a walk to calm yourself first.”

      “This is between Luke and me,” I warned.

      “I understand that. I have no intention of getting involved, but I’m worried you’ll make things worse if you start yelling at him when he’s already feeling low,” Kade offered. “Just … give it a few minutes.”

      That was sound advice. I relaxed my fingers and forced a smile that felt more like a grimace. “Sure.”

      “Great.” Kade released my hand and turned back to a curious-looking Dorsey. “I’m sorry about that. It’s a … domestic issue. Where were we?”

      “I’ll be right back.” I hopped to my feet and skirted Kade’s outstretched hand when he tried to grab me. “I’m going to take that walk you suggested.”

      “No, you’re not,” Kade argued. I could feel his eyes on me as I strode away from the table. “You’re going to make things worse.”

      Well, he wasn’t wrong.
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      “Poet!”

      Kade called out one more time, but I pretended he wasn’t speaking, wasn’t trying to stop me from a course of action I couldn’t turn away from. I heard Dorsey ask what was wrong as I retreated, but didn’t hang around long enough to hear Kade’s response.

      I stomped up the steps to Luke’s trailer and raised my hand to knock, briefly considering throwing open the door and walking in without an invitation. That was something Luke would do, and I didn’t want to reinforce his bad behavior. I rapped my knuckles against the metal door three times in rapid succession.

      Then I waited.

      I heard feet shuffling on the other side of the threshold and knew Luke was close. I couldn’t see a shadow in the gap of the door and could almost picture him looking through the peephole. He didn’t open the door.

      “I hear you.”

      Silence met my announcement.

      “Luke, I’m not joking around,” I snapped. “Open this door right now or I’ll kick it in.”

      The threat was enough to garner a chuckle. “Oh, really? You’re going to kick the door in? You weigh a hundred and forty pounds soaking wet.”

      “Hey! I weigh a hundred and thirty pounds … and three months ago when I got the flu I was in the hundred and twenties.”

      “Whatever.” Luke didn’t open the door, further infuriating me.

      “Luke, I will use other means to kick in this door if you’re not careful,” I snapped. “They’ll be big, violent and explosive.”

      Luke snorted, sounding genuinely amused. “You’re not going to do that with the cop at the table. Yeah, I saw him walk up. What does he want?”

      “He wanted to talk about the woman we found in the storm last night.”

      This time I got the distinct impression that Luke’s silence was due to surprise. I racked my brain and realized we hadn’t talked since before the storm hit, which meant he wasn’t up on all of the gossip. That was likely to kill him – which made me happy – so I offered up a snarly grin. “You missed out on a lot of stuff.”

      “Oh, fine.” Luke blew out a sigh and opened the door. I took an involuntary step back when I caught sight of his disheveled hair and morning stubble that should’ve been removed hours before. Luke always showers and shaves, proving himself something of a dandy even when he has a fever and body-wracking coughs that could put down a giant. He never looks anything less than perfect.

      Heck, I didn’t know he could look this bad.

      “What happened to you?”

      Luke’s eyes flashed with irritation as he walked away from the door, leaving me to close it and follow him into the messy living room. Now, I don’t like to cast aspersions on my best friend – he’s the one person who has always been there for me – but he’s something of a fussbudget who borders on neat freak. The fact that his trailer looked as if a dust storm had kicked up a fuss inside was dumbfounding.

      “I don’t want to listen to you tell me ‘I told you so,’” Luke grumbled. “If that’s why you’re here … .”

      “I’m here because I love you.” The moment the words left my mouth I realized I honestly meant them, and the anger that had been coursing through me only moments before receded. “I haven’t seen you in a full day. I missed you.”

      Luke’s expression softened as he threw himself on the couch in the middle of the room. “I missed you, too.”

      “Then why have you been hiding all day? I could’ve used your help.”

      “Isn’t that what you have Kade for? He’s the one you spend all of your time with.”

      I narrowed my eyes to dangerous blue slits. “Don’t even think of trying to turn this around on me,” I warned. “You’re the one who has been avoiding me. Trying to rearrange the guilt won’t end well for you.”

      Luke ran his tongue over his teeth, and I could practically see the internal debate.

      “I’m serious,” I warned.

      “Fine.” Luke let loose with a dramatic sigh. “You do spend more time with him than me, though.”

      “That’s because we’re in a relationship. That’s how things are supposed to work,” I shot back. “If I thought for a second that you felt neglected I would carve out some special time just for you.”

      Luke beamed. “That sounds great.”

      I didn’t bother matching his expression. “You’ve been running off to the casino every chance you get,” I reminded him. “That’s on you.”

      “Yes, well, I only did that because I was feeling ignored.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “If you want to push this to that level, I promise you that you won’t be happy with the outcome.”

      “Geez, you’re such a stick in the mud,” Luke complained. “Tell me about the woman you found in the storm. I guess I missed out on some action last night.”

      I thought about arguing and pressing him on his disastrous evening instead, but I figured lulling him into a false sense of security was a better way to go. So I told him. I retold the story for what felt like the fiftieth time, and when I was done, he seemed amused.

      “You went to see a witch with Raven and you still have all of your hair? How did that even happen?”

      Of course he would pick that part of the conversation to focus on. “We’re trying to grow as people,” I replied. “She’s not so bad when she’s not after my man.”

      Luke slapped his knee as he guffawed. “Your man? Oh, I can’t wait to tell Kade that you’re referring to him in that manner.”

      “Yes, we’re all looking forward to that,” I deadpanned. “Anyway, odds are we’re dealing with a figment. It could be something else, but that’s what we’re leaning toward right now.”

      “I guess that makes sense.” Luke rubbed his chin. “I don’t think I’ve ever run across a figment. I’ve heard about them, but I’ve never seen one.”

      “I haven’t either, but I’ve heard plenty of stories about them,” I said. “Max has run into one or two. He told me. By the way, he and Kade went golfing today.”

      “I see you weren’t the only one on a weird bonding excursion today,” Luke mused. “It sounds like I missed a lot.”

      “You did. That’s what happens when you hide because you’re ashamed.”

      “Ashamed?” Luke barked. “What makes you think I’m ashamed?”

      “I know you lost the money you made the other night,” I said, lowering my voice. “I know you lost more. That’s nothing to be embarrassed about. It could’ve happened to anyone.”

      Luke lowered his gaze. “Who told you that?”

      “Casinos take a lot of good people for money,” I said, ignoring the question. “It’s not your fault. You’re a good guy who made a mistake. It’s hardly the end of the world.”

      Luke knit his eyebrows. “Was it Nixie? I bet it was Nixie.”

      “It’s a hard lesson, but it’s one you’ll remember for a long time,” I said, refusing to narc on Nellie. “It’ll be okay. I’m here for you.” I opened my arms to offer Luke a hug, but he was too busy wallowing to pay me much attention.

      “Oh, it was Nellie, wasn’t it?” Luke’s eyes gleamed with fury. “I’m going to dye all of his gowns orange so he looks like a pumpkin when he hits the big tent from now on.”

      “Luke, are you even listening to me?”

      No answer.

      “Luke!”

      “I’m going to make Nellie pay likes he’s never paid before,” Luke growled. “He’ll be sorry he ever met me. He’s definitely off the list of people I’m driving back to the casino tonight. Let’s see how he likes that.”

      My heart dropped into my stomach, causing me to feel ill as I gripped the arm of the couch where Luke sat. “You’re going back?”

      Luke snorted. “Of course I’m going back. I need to win back my money.”

      Any sympathy I felt for him evaporated. “You’re not going to win your money back. The house always wins. That’s an actual saying for a reason. It’s kind of like when we say ‘the show must go on.’ It has to go on … so it does. The house always freaking wins, Luke.”

      “It didn’t win the first night,” Luke argued, temper flitting through his eyes.

      “Yeah, but I’m starting to think that’s because they arranged it that way,” I argued. “They wanted you to win the first night so you’d become euphoric. They want you to keep coming back and losing more money. That’s how they win.”

      “Oh, puh-leez,” Luke scoffed. “You make them sound evil.”

      “They are evil.”

      “I think you’re projecting.”

      “And I think you’re being incredibly naïve,” I snapped. “Luke, get a grip. You’re acting like an imbecile. You can’t go back to the casino. You’ll lose even more money. Is that what you want?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Good.”

      “I’m going to win.”

      That did it. My temper exploded in a sea of white-hot rage. “No, you’re not,” I bellowed. “You’re not going back. I forbid it!”

      “You forbid it?” Luke was on his feet, his nose inches from mine. “You’re not the boss of me. You realize that, right?”

      “Technically I am the boss of you,” I said. “I’m second in command here.”

      Luke scowled. “You know what I mean. I can do whatever I want in my private time. That means I can go wherever I want to go … and do whatever I want to do.”

      “Luke … .” I felt helpless.

      “No, Poet,” Luke said, his eyes pooling with weariness. “I’m the boss of me, and I’m going to do whatever I want. Why are you making this a thing? Are you bored or something? Don’t you have a security studmuffin to focus on? Give me a small break here and stop treating me like an idiot. I don’t think I deserve that.”

      I thought my heart might break, but then annoyance won out. “I forbid you to go, and if you do I’ll make you pay!”

      “Bring it on!”

      

      “WELL, I DIDN’T handle that well.”

      I dropped my head into my hands as Kade rubbed my back. We sat on my bed, daylight dimming to darkness through the window. I stormed out of Luke’s trailer not long after our blow up and hadn’t talked to him since.

      Instead I paced, swore, cursed his name, considered enlisting Raven to cast a spell so he couldn’t leave the fairgrounds and came up with a bevy of revenge scenarios – one of which would make all of his favorite shirts itchy should he try to wear them – while hiding inside my trailer.

      It was all very mature.

      “I don’t think it’s as bad as you make it out to be,” Kade offered, adopting a sympathetic tone. “I’m sure once he has a chance to cool down things will be better.”

      I arched a challenging eyebrow. “What makes you think I’m waiting for him to cool down?”

      “Um … .”

      “I’m the one who needs to cool down,” I supplied. “I’m the one who was wronged.”

      “I see.” Kade scratched his cheek and I could practically see him searching for something that would soothe rather than fire me up. Instead, he took both of us by surprise when he went the opposite route. “How were you wronged?”

      “He called me bossy.”

      “He insinuated you were bossy,” Kade corrected. “He didn’t actually use that word.”

      “How do you know? You weren’t there.”

      “Hey, I am not the enemy,” Kade countered, wagging a finger. “I’m on your side. You repeated the conversation for me three times. He never called you bossy.”

      “He said I wasn’t the boss of him.”

      “You’re not.”

      “I am so! I’m second in command of Mystic Caravan. That makes me his boss.”

      “Okay, fine,” Kade conceded, rolling his eyes. “You’re not in charge of his personal life, though. He wasn’t wrong when he pointed that out.”

      “I’m technically your boss, too,” I muttered.

      “Actually, Max said when he hired me that I’m autonomous,” Kade corrected. “I believe that was the source of our first argument. That was before you decided you couldn’t survive without seeing me naked, of course. I understand that you were merely delusional that day.”

      It was a serious situation, but I couldn’t contain my laughter. “You’re awfully full of yourself.”

      “Yes, but I try to dole out my ego in bite-sized portions so I don’t become too much.” Kade shifted so his legs were around mine, resting my back against his chest and wrapping his arms around my torso. “Luke is a grown man. You can’t tell him what to do with his life.”

      “He’s my best friend. He’s the closest thing I’ve ever had to a brother. I’m not ordering him around just to do it.”

      “I get that. He still has a right to make his own decisions.”

      What Kade said made sense, yet I couldn’t completely let go of my anger. “Luke should know that I love him and that I only want the best for him. That’s what best friends want for each other. He should listen to me simply because I’m smart and know what I’m talking about.”

      Kade chuckled in my ear. “Well, I have a feeling that Luke isn’t in the mood to listen to you because you’re smart. He’s got it in his head that he’s going to win that money back. Now, I don’t know Luke all that well yet – although I think I’m getting to the point where it’s getting easier to read his moods – but he strikes me as someone who needs to make his own mistakes. You can’t protect him from everything.”

      “I should be able to protect him from this.”

      “Uh-huh. And what do you think is going to happen to him?”

      “He said he’s going to return to the casino and win his money back,” I replied. “He’s going to lose more money. I know it.”

      “Do you psychically know it?”

      “It’s something I feel.”

      “Well, I’ve come to realize that your feelings are generally spot on,” Kade conceded, rubbing his cheek against mine. “That doesn’t mean this isn’t Luke’s mistake to make. What’s the worst thing that could happen? He could lose money. I get that, but it’s not as if he has children to support … or a house he could lose. I believe the truck technically belongs to the circus, right, so he can’t gamble that away. So what are you worried about?”

      I hate it when people use logic on me. Kade had a point, and I was loath to admit it. “I’m worried that he’ll lose a piece of that shiny soul of his,” I admitted. “I’m worried that he’ll lose his smile.”

      “Money doesn’t buy happiness, honey,” Kade said. “This is his choice. If he loses more money … well … that’s on him. You can’t tell him what to do. He has to figure it out on his own.”

      “I know you’re right. I just … I don’t like it.”

      “You don’t have to like it. You simply have to accept it.” Kade kissed my cheek. “For all you know, your words already sank in. He might’ve decided not to go.”

      As if on cue, headlights flashed against my window, and when I leaned toward it to peer outside I saw Luke’s truck pulling onto the highway. “You were saying?”

      Kade watched the truck disappear from sight before speaking. “Do you want to roll around naked with me and forget about your problems?”

      “Do you think that will help?”

      “It can’t hurt.”

      He had a point. “Okay, but I might have to add s’mores to the mix later. I’m feeling a desperate need for chocolate.”

      “I’m always ready to mix chocolate and sex. You never have to worry about that.”
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      My dreams were convoluted, a foggy landscape that somehow also managed to boast a bright full moon. I could feel the sand squinching between my toes, so I looked down, frowning when I realized I was in the middle of the desert, surrounded by nothing but dense fog and limited light.

      This couldn’t be good.

      “Are you there?”

      I don’t know why I asked the question. Inherently I knew it was a dream. I’ve almost always been cognizant of my dreams, only the truly terrifying managing to overcome my self-control. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I wasn’t alone.

      I felt a finger tap my shoulder and I swiveled quickly. The space behind was empty, except for the feeling that someone was close.

      “I know you’re here,” I called out. “I can … feel … you.”

      No response. No tap.

      “I’m not sure if this is something my subconscious has dreamed up or if you’re somehow controlling it, but I would really like to talk to you.”

      This time I heard a whisper. It was brief, and pathetically weak, like a small breeze moving against the sand. It was there, though, and I could make out the words in my mind.

      Who are you?

      “I was just about to ask you the same question.”

      I asked you first.

      I smirked. “I love a figment with a sense of humor.”

      Figment? Is that what I am?

      “What do you think you are?”

      I don’t believe there’s a name for what I am.

      “I think there’s a name for anything,” I said, twirling a bit in case I could find a shadow looming in the darkness. I appeared to be alone, other than the voice. That was both a relief and strangely disconcerting. “How long have you been here?”

      Since time began … and ended.

      “Are you a philosophical voice in the darkness or something? That wasn’t really an answer.”

      It’s the only answer I have.

      “Since time began … and ended,” I mused aloud. “Is that when your life as a human ended in the mine and your life as a figment started?”

      I don’t know what that means.

      “It means … .” I broke off, deciding to change tactics. “Tell me what you remember from your life.”

      It was short and dark.

      “Is that because you worked in the mine?”

      That’s because my life ended before it should have … and in a dark place.

      “Were you a worker at the Gorgon Mine?”

      That name means nothing to me.

      “That’s funny, because the name is the thing I keep coming back to,” I explained. “Do you know what a gorgon is? It’s a Greek mythological creature that has snakes for hair and supposedly can turn a person to stone by looking at them.

      “Now, I don’t believe that gorgons are real because I’m pretty sure I would’ve heard stories about that over the course of my time with the circus,” I continued. “I still think it’s an odd name for a mine. Why would someone name a mine after a creature like that?”

      I don’t know.

      “Do you really not know or are you something I conjured in my head to distract me because I’m pissed off at Luke right now?”

      I don’t know.

      “You’re a quality conversationalist. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      I don’t know.

      I blew out a sigh, reining in my annoyance. Odds were this was a dream and I was irritating myself, so I could hardly blow a gasket at myself. “I can’t help but wonder if someone – maybe the owner, I don’t know – named that mine after the gorgons for a specific reason.”

      And what reason would that be?

      “Maybe someone saw something that reminded him or her of a gorgon,” I replied. “Maybe someone a hundred and twenty years ago saw a monster … or even the shadow of a monster … and named the mine after a gorgon.”

      Does it matter?

      I shrugged. “I guess not, but it honestly bugs me. The other mines I’ve seen mentioned throughout the history of this state have normal names. Like Fire Creek … and Ruby Hill … and Lone Tree. Gorgon Mine doesn’t seem to fit the naming history.”

      It was a long time ago. Things were different.

      “Yes, but the more things change, the more they stay the same.”

      I don’t know what that means.

      “It doesn’t matter.” I shook my head at the lame joke and the way it landed with a hollow thud. “I don’t know why the mine name bothers me so much. It simply does. Let’s go back to you. What can you tell me about your history? I would really appreciate it if you expanded from your standard ‘it’s short’ this go around.”

      I don’t know what to tell you.

      “That’s because you’re not real.” I was fairly certain this was a dream. Whatever prowled the area surrounding our circus setup was not invading my mind. I should’ve been relieved. Oddly, I wasn’t. “I conjured you because I’m worried about Luke.”

      That seems unlikely.

      I chuckled. “Yes, well, at least this conversation was good for something. I need to conduct more research on that mine … and specifically why they picked that name. I think it’s important.”

      Then that’s what you should do. Do you know what else you should do?

      “What?”

      Wake up. You’re not alone.

      

      I BOLTED TO a sitting position, cocking my head to the side as I reached out with my mind. I didn’t expect to find anything. I wigged myself out, after all. It was a simple dream with nothing to fear.

      I let that emotion wash over me for exactly two seconds until I felt movement at the end of the bed.

      “What the … ?”

      Kade peacefully slumbered next to me, unaware that someone was about to join us in bed.

      I snapped my head so I could stare at the end of the bed, my heart seizing with fear when I saw a silhouette. We really weren’t alone. Someone – or some thing – was inside the trailer.

      “Poet, I’m so sorry.”

      I let loose a sigh when I realized the interloper was Luke. “You scared the crap out of me!” I slapped his arm, the sound echoing through the room.

      “Ow!”

      “Shh!” I pressed my finger to my lips. “Can’t you see that Kade is sleeping?” I hissed.

      “Yes, I’m a security expert who managed to sleep through that,” Kade said dryly, shifting so he rested on his side. “If you two are going to be dramatic, can you take it out into the living room?”

      I glared at him, annoyed. “We’re not being annoying.”

      “Not yet, but I have a feeling you’ll get there.” Kade absently ran his hand down my bare arm. “Talk to him. You won’t sleep well until you do. We both know it.”

      “I … .” He was right. “Fine.” I tossed off the sheet and pointed toward the living room. “Go out there … and be quiet. Kade is trying to sleep.”

      “I like how you let him boss you around but insist on bossing me around,” Luke grumbled, casting a grating look over his shoulder as I followed him out of the bedroom. “The pecking order in our relationship has shifted, and I don’t like it at all.”

      I scalded him with the darkest expression in my arsenal. “You’re going to make me kick you in the butt, and I swear you won’t like it when it happens.”

      “Oh, whatever.” Luke rolled his eyes as he sank onto the couch. I turned on the lamp on the end table, but kept the overhead off. I didn’t want to draw attention to my trailer in the middle of the night.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Luke shrugged. “I live here. Er, well, kind of. I temporarily live here.”

      “That’s not what I mean, and you know it,” I argued. “I thought you were living the high life at the casino.”

      “I was but … I didn’t like how we left things.” Luke said the words but averted his gaze. That’s how I knew he was embarrassed. I decided to take pity on him.

      “It’s okay. I didn’t like how we left things either.”

      Luke licked his lips as he reclined in the chair. “I’m not used to us fighting like this. It makes me nervous.”

      “Nervous?” I couldn’t recall him ever using that word before. “Why would it make you nervous?”

      “Because we’ve been everything to one another since you joined us,” Luke replied. “That’s changing. Now Kade is everything to you.”

      “Kade is important to me,” I countered. “He’s not everything. There will always be room for you. Do you want to know why?”

      “Because I’m so handsome?”

      “That and I miss you when we don’t get to spend time together,” I answered. “You’ll always be my best friend.”

      “Really?” Luke looked so relieved I couldn’t help but feel guilty.

      “Do you doubt that? If so, apparently I’ve turned into a pretty crappy friend.”

      “You’re not a crappy friend.” Luke’s smile was legitimate when he reached forward to give me a hug. I returned the embrace with everything I had, momentarily resting my cheek against his shoulder. I didn’t want the moment to end. Luke apparently felt otherwise. “I need to borrow five hundred dollars.”

      I froze at the words, dumbfounded. For a moment I thought I was still dreaming. There could be no other explanation. “I’m sorry … what?”

      “I need it,” Luke repeated, locking gazes with me as I pulled my head back. The movement was stiff and deliberate. “I’m this close to winning it all back. I can feel that my luck is about to turn.” He held his fingers an inch apart for emphasis.

      In the limited light of the end table lamp he looked crazed. “Are you joking?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Is this a dream?”

      Luke reacted by pinching my arm, causing me to yelp and slap at the spot he’d pinched. “If it was a dream would you have felt that?”

      The small act was enough to cause me to come crashing back to reality. “Are you crazy?” I exploded. “How much money did you lose out there tonight? It must’ve been a lot if you’re desperate enough to come here to borrow money from me.”

      “It wasn’t a lot,” Luke shot back. “I just hit my limit at the ATM. Did you know you can only take out four hundred bucks a day? That seems as if it should be illegal since that’s my money.”

      “Only four hundred dollars, huh? I guess I should be relieved that technology cut you off before you lost everything.”

      “Oh, please.” Luke snorted. “I’m nowhere near close to losing everything. I am close to regaining everything, though. I feel my luck is about to turn.”

      “You’re crazy!”

      “And you’re being a bossy bitch,” Luke shot back. “I came here because you’re my best friend and I need to borrow five hundred dollars. It’s not as if I won’t pay you back. You know I’m good for it.”

      The old Luke was good for it. This crazed beast in front of me didn’t even resemble my former best friend. “I don’t know what’s wrong with you, but enough is enough,” I said, my voice low and even. “You’re not yourself. You’re acting crazy.

      “I know I encourage you to act crazy sometimes because I find it enjoyable, but this is not one of those instances,” I continued. “You are completely out of control, and I don’t like it.”

      “I think that’s because you don’t like anything you can’t control,” Luke barked back. “Are you honestly saying you’re not lending me the money?”

      “I wouldn’t give you that money right now if you needed it for a kidney transplant.”

      “I guess I should’ve expected nothing less,” Luke sneered, glaring at me as he moved toward the door. “You always have to be right, Poet. It’s not a very attractive quality.”

      I fought to hold back tears. “Neither is this thing you’ve turned into. I … Luke … just let it go. You’ll feel so much better if you let it go.”

      “No! I think the only thing I’ll let go is you.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek, refusing to break down in front of Luke. He had the door open and I thought he was already through it when he swiveled and grabbed me by the shoulders, taking me by surprise and causing me to whimper as he shoved me against the wall.

      “I need that money, Poet! Come on. You owe me.”

      “Owe you?” Despite the situation, I wasn’t afraid of Luke. I knew he wouldn’t hurt me. Hurting himself was another matter.

      “You owe me because you’ve been putting Kade ahead of me,” Luke barked. “Where is your purse? Give me your purse!”

      “Don’t even think about it.” I grappled with Luke’s arm, struggling to shove him off me. I had the strength to cripple him if I used my mind, but I didn’t want to go that far. “Luke!”

      I widened my eyes when Luke flew off me, Kade appearing at my best friend’s elbow, his chest heaving.

      “Don’t hurt him,” I said hurriedly, a tear slipping down my cheek.

      Kade didn’t glance in my direction, instead focusing on Luke. “Get out.”

      Luke looked embarrassed as he ran his hand up and down his cheek. “This isn’t what it looks like.”

      “I know exactly what it is,” Kade replied, his tone chilly. “Get out or I’ll throw you out.”

      “You know I’m a shifter, right?” Luke challenged. “I could rip you from limb to limb.”

      In truth, Luke was capable of great bodily harm. On a normal day I wouldn’t worry about it at all. Luke was pretty far from acting like himself, though.

      “And I could make you think you’re a chicken,” I hissed, swiping at my cheeks. “Get out.”

      Luke glanced between Kade and me, conflicted. “Poet, I didn’t mean for things to get so out of control.”

      “Get out,” I repeated, my heart shredding. “I don’t want to see you right now.”

      “Poet … .” Luke was on the verge of tears.

      “Get out, Luke!”

      Luke shrank in the wake of my anger and slipped through the door. “I’m sorry.”

      I slammed shut the door as soon as he passed through it, flicking the lock before turning to face Kade. I wasn’t sure if I was heartbroken or furious. One look at Kade’s sympathetic features answered that question.

      I burst into tears as Kade tugged me toward him, wrapping his arms around me.

      “It’s okay,” Kade whispered. “It’ll be okay.”

      “What if it’s not?”

      “It’ll be okay,” Kade repeated. “He’s lost his head or something. I’m starting to think you were on to something when you said that something very bad was going on with that casino. That was not normal Luke behavior.”

      “No,” I agreed. “My Luke would never do anything of the sort.”

      Kade ran his hand down the back of my head, rocking back and forth. “It’ll be okay, honey. We’ll figure it out.”

      I buried my face into his chest, refusing to meet his gaze as he led me back toward the bedroom. I could only hope he was right.
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      Kade tried to stay up until I fell asleep. No, really. He situated us so I rested my head on his chest, stroked the back of my head, and whispered reassurances that I’m sure he hoped would make me feel better. I appreciated the effort, but there was no way I was going to sleep tonight. But that didn’t mean he needed to be punished, too.

      I sang a lullaby to sooth him, only I did it in my head. I’m not one of those people who embraces false modesty and believes I have zero skills, but I can honestly say that I sing like a tone-deaf frog on uppers. I have zero rhythm and my tone won’t soothe anyone but people looking for a good laugh.

      That doesn’t mean I don’t know what I like and can’t project it for others.

      I picked a song from my childhood. I vaguely remembered it, although when I tried to think back to when it was first introduced to my life I came up blank. All I knew was that it was called the “Rainbow Connection” and I once heard Kermit the Frog sing it.

      Kade fought it, but drifted off less than ten minutes after I started. I was secretly relieved. He was doing his best to make me feel better – and in some ways he was achieving everything he set out to do – but he couldn’t grasp the reality of this particular situation. It wasn’t possible.

      I wasn’t afraid Luke would physically hurt me when he grabbed me. That didn’t worry me. I could protect myself and had proved it on more than one occasion. The look in his eyes, though, would haunt me for a long time. I’d never seen desperation there before, and I hoped to never see it again. I knew that wasn’t an option. Luke’s world was crumbling … and mine with it.

      I cast another glance at Kade – who slumbered peacefully – and then got out of bed. He rested deeply now, but that might not continue if I tossed, turned and sighed to my heart’s content. I wouldn’t rest, but Kade needed to because the circus would open the next day. He needed his strength.

      I didn’t close the door entirely when I left the bedroom, figuring the noise would wake him. I shut it until only a crack remained, and then grabbed my laptop before sitting on the couch. I needed to focus on something other than Luke or I’d go crazy.

      That left the mine … and the creature. They should be my top concerns anyway. We would leave this place in a few days. Hopefully Luke’s gambling mania would be abandoned at the same time. If it wasn’t, I might have to intervene in a different way. I wasn’t looking forward to broaching the subject with him.

      I typed “Gorgon Mine” into the search engine and followed a few links as I got comfortable. There were numerous stories about the mine’s history – most focusing on the tragedy, but some touching on the rumors after the fact – but nothing I found explained how the mine came by its name. That bothered me. There had to be a reason for the name.

      It took a concerted effort, but I managed to lose myself in the search. My internal clock let me know that it was after three but before five. Other than that, I didn’t care what time it was. The rising sun would alert me when I needed to focus on something other than my search.

      In truth, the research was fascinating even though I didn’t find the answers I sought. I never considered myself a history buff, but learning about turn-of-the century mining in Nevada held my full interest for a long time.

      It seemed Ned Partlow didn’t just own the one mine. He also owned Chastity Falls Mine, which was located about fifty miles from the Gorgon Mine, but didn’t yield nearly the amount of silver as the doomed location.

      “Why would you name one mine after a Greek mythological creature and another after a woman’s virtue?” I muttered, tapping away.

      I had no reason to fixate on the mine’s name, yet I couldn’t look away. I knew I was on to something. My inner self repeatedly patted me on the back every time I continued the search. Sure, I never got anywhere. Every small tidbit was another piece, though. I still had a few days to complete the puzzle.

      “Gorgon. Gorgon. Gorgon.” I murmured the name over and over, barely noticing when Kade walked out of the bedroom and wordlessly joined me on the couch. “I swear the name has to mean something.”

      “I believe you.” Kade ran his fingers through my hair and stared at the tangled ends. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure, but I have no idea why I know this is important,” I admitted. “The name will drive me crazy if I don’t figure out why it was called that in the first place. I think that helps fit things together, although I have no idea why.”

      “Not the name, honey,” Kade said. “I’ll give you whatever leeway you want on the name. You’ve earned it. And I believe you when you say it’s important.”

      I stilled. “Oh, well, what do you want to ask me?”

      “Did you put me to sleep?”

      That was a pointed … and odd … question. “Like a suffering animal?”

      Kade poked my side. “Like you didn’t want me hovering so you sang me to sleep. I have a memory of the ‘Rainbow Connection’ playing in my head. I’d forgotten all about that song. I used to love it when I was a kid.”

      My eyes sparked as I glanced at him. “Seriously? That was my favorite song. I used to run around the house singing it all of the time.”

      “I’m not sure I was much of a singer, but I liked the song.”

      “Oh, I was a terrible singer,” I admitted. “That’s why I let Kermit sing you to sleep.”

      “I knew it.” Kade made a clucking sound with his tongue as he shook his head. “Why did you do that? I thought you said it was an invasion.”

      “It’s an invasion if I go into your mind and see what you’re thinking,” I corrected. “It’s not an invasion to help you sleep. I knew you were trying to stay up for me, but it was a wasted effort. You shouldn’t have to pay because my best friend is … .” I drifted off, unsure how to finish.

      “What, Poet?” Kade prodded. “What is your best friend?”

      “Not himself.”

      “No, he’s not,” Kade agreed, sliding his hand to my knee and giving it a squeeze. “I’m extremely bothered by this situation. I’m going to have a talk with Luke this afternoon.”

      “How do you think that will help?”

      Kade shrugged. “I don’t know that it will, but it’s not okay for him to put his hands on you like that.”

      “He didn’t hurt me.”

      “That’s not the point.” Kade slipped a hank of my hair behind my ear. “Poet, it’s not okay for him to do what he did last night. Under different circumstances I would’ve beat the crap out of him. He’s your best friend, though, and I don’t want to overstep my bounds.”

      “Thank you.”

      “That doesn’t mean I’ll let him hurt you,” Kade added. “I know I’m walking a fine line here, potentially inserting myself into your private business even though you might not want it, but I won’t let him hurt you.”

      “Luke would never physically hurt me,” I argued. “It’s not in him. He could’ve technically shifted into a wolf last night and killed both of us with minimal effort, but he didn’t do that.”

      “You said you could control him should he try.”

      “I can but … .”

      “You won’t,” Kade finished. “I get it, and I appreciate it. You have a lot of power, but you don’t want to use it to control others. That’s why only people like you should have that much power. Others would abuse it.”

      That was one of the nicest things anyone had ever said to me. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “I asked you one, so it only seems fair.”

      “I … um … have you ever considered that you may have a magical ability or two?”

      Whatever he was expecting, that wasn’t it. Kade stiffened at the question and arched an eyebrow as he shifted his eyes to me. “I … what?”

      I could’ve backed down, but we’d gone this far. It didn’t seem like the time to erect an emotional barrier between us. “Max is a mage,” I reminded him. “He’s the most powerful being I’ve ever been in contact with. I know you haven’t gotten a chance to see him in action much because he’s been hiding, but he’s a complete and total badass.”

      “That’s good to know,” Kade said dryly, shifting his eyes to the window. “Do you want to get an early breakfast with me? I figured we could find an all-night diner and spend some time alone before we have to face the day.

      It was a nice suggestion, but there was no way I could back down now. “It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about it. I don’t blame you if that’s the case. Just … say it.”

      Kade tilted his head to the side as he rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t know how I feel about it,” he said after a beat. “It’s something I managed to put out of my mind when I was focused on being angry with you.”

      “Can I ask you another question?”

      “This is starting to get painful,” Kade muttered, although he nodded. “Go for it.”

      “Why do you think you were angrier with me than Max at the beginning?”

      “I wasn’t,” Kade immediately answered. “I know it probably felt that way to you – and I really wanted to hate you there for a little bit. I’m sorry if that hurts your feelings, but in the end it was Max who hurt me, and my anger with him was much worse than my anger with you.”

      “I hurt you, too.”

      “You did and you didn’t,” Kade clarified. “The first lie you told was to protect the circus. I don’t blame you for that, and I’ll be part of the magical cover-up from here on out. The first rule of Mystic Caravan is that you don’t tell strangers what you’re really up to until you have a better feel for them. I totally get that.

      “I don’t blame you for that at all. Even though I was surprised and confused when I found out the truth, you did the right thing,” he continued. “The second lie was different, but I understand how you got caught up in it.”

      “It was still wrong.”

      “It was, but … everyone tells a lie or two over the course of a lifetime, Poet,” Kade said, mustering a rueful smile. “You love Max. You were caught in a bad position because you didn’t want to betray him.”

      “But in keeping the secret about Max being your father I betrayed you,” I reminded him. “I didn’t want to do it, but I did it all the same.”

      “You did your best,” Kade corrected. “I think you always do your best. I also think you have a tendency to carry the weight of the world inside of you. There are a lot of people here who like you, who want to help you. I’m one of them.

      “What happened with the Max secret was unfortunate, but I’m not sure the bulk of my reaction had to do with you,” he continued. “Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t happy. I was hurt and angry, and I believe I had a right to those feelings.”

      “You totally did.”

      Kade tweaked my nose, amused. “I also think it was easier to be angry with you than Max, because he ran away and hid. You took my verbal punches on the chin. I was mean to you when I was angry with him. I’m not sure that was fair.”

      “You weren’t mean to me,” I countered. “You were … thinking, dealing with stuff. You have a right to your feelings.”

      “I did,” Kade agreed. “I did not have a right to purposely try to drive you insane by hanging out with Raven. I knew what I was doing, and that it would drive you batty.”

      I straightened. “I knew it!”

      Kade smirked at my outrage. “Of course you did. I’m fairly transparent where you’re concerned.”

      I grinned as I leaned over and kissed him. “I’m still sorry. I’m glad we made up.”

      Kade returned the smile. “I am, too.” We lapsed into companionable silence for a few moments, Kade rubbing my shoulders before he broke the comfortable spell settling over the room. “I’m still going to talk to Luke. He can’t treat you the way he did last night.”

      “That wasn’t Luke,” I argued. “My Luke would never do something like that.”

      “So … why did he do it?”

      “I don’t know, but I have a sneaking suspicion something is going on at that casino.”

      Kade cocked a curious eyebrow. “Something magical?”

      “It’s not out of the realm of possibility,” I replied. “We told you that this place was swimming with paranormal entities. That wasn’t an exaggeration. It wouldn’t surprise me if someone realized magic could be a way to make a whole lot of money.”

      “But … how would they do it?”

      “I don’t know the specifics, obviously, but I’m guessing that they mark new people when they come through the door,” I replied. “They monitor how much money they’re spending and allow them to win the first time. I always thought it was odd that all four of them managed to win right out of the gate.”

      “And then all four of them lost the next night,” Kade mused. “It makes sense. Go on.”

      “What if they set it up so they would win, weave a little spell or implant a suggestion that winning is somehow necessary, and then sent them on their way?” I asked. “Luke is manic about gambling. He thinks he’s going to win that money back. I’ve never known Luke to act like this. It can’t be accidental.”

      “So what do you want to do?”

      “I don’t know,” I replied, shaking my head. “One part of me – the bad part – wants to poke inside his head to see if I can find a psychic suggestion anchored there.”

      “Can you do that?”

      I nodded. “It’s invasive. I would never do it without permission unless … .”

      “Unless what?”

      “Unless I believe Luke is in real danger of losing himself,” I replied. “I won’t rule it out because I will protect Luke no matter what, but I won’t do it without being invited unless I absolutely have no other choice.”

      “Have you considered asking Nixie or Naida to let you poke around in their minds?” Kade asked. “They might be more open to it because they don’t seem quite as manic as Luke.”

      “I noticed that too,” I said. “They’re both strong psychic transmitters, so that might have something to do with it. That’s an idea.”

      “You also might be able to bribe Nellie into letting you inside his mind with a new dress,” Kade added. “I’ll help you pick it out if it comes to it.”

      I snorted, amused. “That’s not a bad idea. I’ll definitely consider it.”

      “Good.” Kade slipped his arm around my shoulders so he could tug me closer and kiss my forehead. “I’m not angry about you singing me to sleep, but I kind of wanted to be there for you when you were so upset.”

      “And I knew I needed time to decompress and work things out,” I offered. “I didn’t want you to go without sleep, because I’m an emotional mess.”

      “You’re hardly a mess. You have a right to be upset.” Kade heaved out a sigh as he glanced toward the window. “The sun will rise in an hour. What do you say about letting me buy you breakfast? We’ll discuss the Luke thing and come up with a plan, and then we’ll tackle the day from there. How does that sound?”

      I flashed a legitimate smile. “That sounds like the best offer I’ve had all day.”

      “The day is just beginning.”

      “That doesn’t mean it’s not the best offer I’ll get over the next twenty-four hours.”

      Kade chuckled as he leaned over to kiss me, sinking into the exchange until a scream from outside caused us to jerk in the direction of the desert. I hopped to my feet and barreled into the bedroom, peering through the window as Kade followed.

      “What do you see?”

      “It’s still too dark to see anything,” I replied, tearing toward the front of the trailer. “I have to go out there.”

      “You’re not going alone,” Kade said. “If this is another dust storm, trust me, you’ll want me with you.”

      I had a feeling he was right. “Okay. I … .”

      A second scream filled the air and my blood cooled when I realized who made the sound. “That’s Nixie!”

      Kade’s shoulders snapped to attention. “Then let’s go get her right now.”
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      The wind slapped me in the face when I hit the steps, which I took two at a time. I didn’t bother putting on shoes – a mistake in hindsight – and when I glanced over my shoulder I found Kade tugging on a shirt as he followed. I guess he didn’t want to save the day shirtless. That was a pity.

      “Nixie!”

      I tilted my head to the side, my hair whipping in every direction. The dust storm was almost here, yet only the wind impeded me at present. Things would get worse when the dust hit, and while I couldn’t see it I could sense it. The storm was close.

      “Where?” Kade asked, appearing at my side.

      “I … don’t know.” I pressed my eyes shut, unfurling the feelers in my mind in a bevy of directions. I expected to find Nixie on the other side of my trailer – that was where I saw the creature the first night, and where I found the wandering woman as well – but when my mind overlapped with Nixie’s it was in the center of the circus setup.

      “She’s there.” I pointed, my stomach tilting.

      Kade stared in the opposite direction and his eyebrows flew up his forehead when he let his gaze follow my finger. “Are you sure?”

      I gave him a dirty look. “What do you think?”

      “Let’s go.” Kade ushered me forward with shooing hands. “You lead the way.”

      “That should always be how we operate,” I muttered.

      “I heard that.”

      “I wasn’t whispering.”

      Kade kept close, one hand on my hip as he followed. The storm would come from the other direction, essentially cutting us off from my trailer. The good news was we had tents to take refuge in if needed. The feeling building in my chest told me it would be necessary.

      I let my mind act as shepherd and herd us in the right direction, sliding around the corner of Nixie and Naida’s tent – where they peddled their voodoo dolls (which were really shrunken humans, but only of the evil variety) and other kitschy trinkets – and pulled up short when I saw Nixie standing in the middle of the pathway crossing.

      She was alone, her turquoise head thrown back as she stared at the sky and extended her hands, as if she was trying to call a truckload of magic and bring it to bear against an enemy only she could see.

      “Nixie?”

      She didn’t answer, instead screaming again. I furtively scanned the area, confused. I couldn’t see an enemy, or feel one, for that matter. Nixie looked to be well and truly alone.

      I stalked closer, grabbing her elbow and whipping her thin body around so she had no choice but to meet my curious gaze. “What are you doing?”

      Nixie registered surprise when she saw she wasn’t alone. “What are you doing?”

      “Following the sounds of screams.”

      “Oh … who is screaming?”

      “You are, you idiot,” I barked, annoyance getting the better of me. The colored flags attached to Nixie’s tent – fabric instead of plastic because they were cuter, of course – started flapping incessantly, indicating the storm was growing close. “What are you doing?”

      Nixie blinked several times in rapid succession. “Don’t you hear that?”

      “Hear what?”

      Nixie dug her finger in her ear, as if trying to clear a high-pressure blockage. “That. That! Don’t you hear that?”

      I shifted my eyes to Kade, dumbfounded. “Do you hear something?”

      “No.” Kade took a step away from me, peering into the murky gloom that resulted from night turning into day. It wasn’t exactly dark. It wasn’t light either. “There’s nothing here. She’s flipped her lid or something.”

      “I have not flipped my lid.” Nixie was understandably offended. “I hear it. It’s here.”

      She was so serious, her eyes flashed with fury and worry, I couldn’t help but believe her. “Where?”

      “I don’t know.” Nixie was frustrated. “I feel it. It’s close. It’s here.”

      The fact that she echoed the woman from the previous storm set my teeth on edge, and I couldn’t shake the feeling of eerie doom closing over me. “Nixie … what do you hear?”

      “It’s screaming.” Nixie’s voice was ominous.

      I peered at her profile, licking my lips. “Like you were screaming?”

      “I wasn’t screaming. I was … trying to communicate.”

      “Oh, well, good job,” Kade deadpanned. “You communicated the crap out of us.”

      I ignored his worry and kept my eyes focused on the hyper-vigilant pixie. “Nixie, I need to know where it’s at if I’m going to fight it.”

      Nixie finally snapped her eyes to me, her expression unreadable. “You can’t fight it.”

      “We can fight anything,” I countered. “You know that.”

      “You don’t understand,” Nixie argued. “The thing that’s here isn’t … here. It’s straddling two worlds.”

      I had no idea what that meant. “Is it a figment?”

      “Maybe.”

      “How do you know it’s straddling two worlds if you don’t know what it is?” I challenged, my heart pounding.

      “Because I saw inside of it,” Nixie replied. “I don’t understand what it is, but I know what it isn’t. It’s not of this world.”

      “Can you see this because you’re not of this world either?” Kade asked, his eyes sharp as they scanned the night for hidden threats.

      “No, you don’t understand!” Nixie rarely melted down, but she was close now. “It’s not like me. It’s not like you either.”

      “Then what is it like?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Nixie said, a lone tear sliding down her cheek as she stared at a spot over my right shoulder, causing me to dart a glance and find nothing filling the space behind me. “It’s here … and it wants to show you.”

      “What does that mean?” Kade asked, instantly alert. He was a good thirty feet away now, peering between tents in an effort to discover whatever danger was about to strike. “What does it want to show us?”

      “Not you,” Nixie replied, her expression downtrodden. “It wants to show Poet.”

      “What?” I asked, my stomach twisting. “What does it want to show me?”

      “I … .” Nixie didn’t have a chance to finish because the storm finally hit, the force of the wind shifting her to the side. Kade instinctively moved in her direction, catching her around the waist to make sure she didn’t fall.

      That’s when I felt it, a cold presence moving in at my left even as the hot wind and sand pelted me from behind. I turned slowly, my torso stiff, my movements deliberate, and came face to face with the red eyes.

      “Poet, look out!” Luke’s voice echoed from a great distance and I had time to register his presence … and briefly wonder where he came from. Then I was officially out of time.

      The entity grabbed me, swirling wind hands wrapping around my arms and roughly shoving me. My body tilted toward the hard ground and I fell, my arms flailing to stop whatever was about to happen. It was fruitless, and I continued to fall.

      “Poet!” Kade and Luke screamed in unison, but I couldn’t spare them a glance.

      I expected to hit the ground, perhaps even bounce on the packed earth as the sand pelted me and Armageddon unleashed. Instead I fell through the earth’s crust and didn’t stop until I reached the past.

      

      “WHERE AM I?”

      I asked the question the second I hit the ground, paying little heed to my dank surroundings and the fact that the sand pelting me only seconds before was gone. I rubbed my shoulder, the idea that I should be hurt propelling me even though I felt no pain.

      Listen.

      I froze when the voice echoed in my head, keeping my shoulders squared as I turned and stared into the vast nothingness to my left. I was sure that’s where the voice originated from, but there was nothing there. I was also sure I heard it with my mind, but I got the distinct impression that the area to my left housed something I’d never seen before … and I was hoping it wasn’t huge spiders or anything. That would really suck. I’m not afraid of bugs in general – I’m not a big fan of them either, don’t get me wrong – but the notion of huge spiders stalking me was enough to make me want to curl into a ball and remain there until I woke up from this horrible dream.

      “Where … ?”

      Shh.

      I wanted to smack the voice. Because I had no idea who was supplying it, that didn’t seem like an option. “Fine,” I grumbled, cocking my head to the side and looking to my right. “I’m supposed to be having a romantic breakfast with my boyfriend, just for the record. I hope you realize you’re ruining my morning. I had a really long night and I was looking forward to that breakfast. I earned it … and so did he.”

      Listen.

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      I scratched the side of my nose as I peered into the blackness. After a few seconds, I made out several dim outlines and realized I wasn’t alone. The notion should’ve filled me with fear, yet I instinctively knew I wasn’t in any danger. The second that one of the men at the far end of the small chamber struck a match and lit his lantern I instinctively understood that I was perfectly fine because I wasn’t really here.

      I could see the light. I could hear the men. I couldn’t smell the smoke. I couldn’t feel the cold pervading the chamber. We were underground – at least they were – and the chamber should’ve been cold. It wasn’t, and that’s how I knew this was happening inside my head.

      “I guess I should’ve asked ‘When am I,’” I grumbled, curiosity forcing me to look over the huddling men sharing the cramped quarters. Their clothes were dated, most ragged and torn, and the fear reflected in their eyes was enough to rip out my heart. “This is the Gorgon Mine disaster, isn’t it?”

      Listen.

      “Good grief. You’re like a broken record. You’d better take me back the second I’m done listening because I don’t think Kade and Luke will find this funny.” My heart pinged when I thought of Kade and Luke. I knew they’d panic. They wouldn’t be able to help themselves. Was my body still there? Was I unconscious? Heck, was I dead? I didn’t feel dead, but that didn’t mean the creature didn’t kill me. “Am I dead?”

      Listen!

      This time there was no mistaking the creature’s tone for anything other than furious. “I’m taking a lot on faith here … but fine.” Despite my worry about Kade and Luke’s mental health, I focused on the men, crossing my arms over my chest and darting the occasional look to my left. Something was there … I was sure of it. I could feel it … watching. I could almost hear it scenting the air, although I was positive I was imagining that. Even though I felt a presence, I could see nothing.

      “What do you think is happening up there?” One of the men, a blond with dirty cheeks and brown eyes asked as he flicked his eyes to the sky. “Do you think they’re getting the rescue team in place?”

      “Of course they are, Fred.” A second man, this one sporting a bald head and handlebar mustache – two things that seemed surreal and out of place given the circumstances – patted the blond man on the shoulder. “They’re probably talking about whether or not the best way to conduct a rescue is to open the top or dig a parallel shaft. Those things take time. You know that better than anyone. We have to be patient.”

      Fred didn’t look convinced. “We’ve been down here for hours and haven’t heard a thing.”

      “That’s because the sound is muted by all of the earth that fell between us and them,” the bald man explained. “They’re coming for us. Don’t doubt that.”

      A third man, this one with black hair and eyes so dark they almost disappeared in the shadows, shifted. “I doubt exactly that,” he said, his voice distinct and weary. “They’re not going to come for us.”

      “Shut up, Stan.” I couldn’t make out who admonished the man, but the voice came from a spot over the bald man’s left shoulder. “You don’t know that.”

      “I do know that,” Stan countered, rubbing his cheek. “I saw the emergency rescue plan they have to file with the mining board in the main office when I was there to fill out some paperwork the other day. The ‘smarter’ plan is to only dig beneath the surface if they have irrefutable proof there are survivors. They don’t have that. They’re not coming after us. They’re not going to save us.”

      “That’s ridiculous!” The bald man shifted his tall frame to face off with Stan. “They’re not just going to leave us down here to die. Our families will make a huge stink if they try.”

      “Rodney, you’re missing the point,” Stan shot back. “Our families have no idea we’re still alive. Partlow will simply tell them we died in the initial cave-in. He doesn’t have to spend the money and resources to look for us because … well … they’ll never know the difference.”

      “But … no.” One of the men on the far side of the chamber spoke. I couldn’t see his face but I could hear the fear in this voice. “Even a man like Partlow – that snake in the grass – wouldn’t leave us to die down here.”

      “Snake in the grass is exactly right,” Stan said. “Trust me. As far as Partlow is concerned, we’re already dead. We lost at least fifteen men in the initial collapse. By the time they’re done telling the story, that’s how we’ll have all died.”

      “Then what do we do?” another man asked. “If they’re not coming for us, we have to find a way out on our own. That’s our only shot.”

      Stan snorted. “With no equipment? How are we supposed to do that? We can’t magically open a door to let ourselves out. We’re in a hole in the ground. There’s no door to kick open to offer us escape. We’re … done.”

      I tugged on my bottom lip as I listened to the conversation. Even though I felt as if I should be visible to them – they were solid and close enough for me to touch, after all – no one so much as looked in my direction. That further proved I wasn’t really there, instead listening to a conversation that happened more than a hundred years ago.

      “This was before they died.” I knew whispering was unnecessary, but did it all the same. “Some of the stories I read online said they lived for days, that screams were heard days after the initial collapse. I also read that some of the men killed each other. This seems tense, but things obviously haven’t deteriorated to that point yet.”

      Listen.

      “I can talk and listen at the same time.”

      Watch.

      “Watch what?”

      As if on cue, a breeze rustled my hair, causing it to flutter forward. I stared down, sucking in a breath when I realized it wasn’t a breeze. It was breath. It was a lot of breath. It was hot breath with a touch of moisture and a raspy quality that made my insides shudder. The breath was coming from behind me. Which meant … .

      I pressed my eyes shut and turned, expecting to find some wild hell beast staring me down. I couldn’t see what was there, but I could feel the hot breath on my face and I wanted to find a hole – a different hole, of course – to hide in.

      “What’s that?”

      Watch.

      “Did you hear that?” Stan rolled to his knees and stared in my direction, squinting as if trying to make something out in the dark.

      “What?” Rodney asked, his cheeks glistening with sweat.

      “There’s something down there.”

      “Where?”

      “I … don’t know,” Stan gritted out, planting his feet on the ground and readying himself to move. “I’m not kidding. There’s definitely something down there.”

      “You’re imagining things,” Fred barked out. “You’re trying to frighten us.”

      “And why would I do that?” Stan’s anger came out to play. “What could I possibly gain from that?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe you’re trying to keep us from getting bored.”

      “Yes, well, that sounds like a great idea,” Stan gritted out. “Listen, you idiot, there’s something down here. I heard it. More importantly, I feel it in my bones. In fact … .”

      Stan didn’t get to finish. Instead, a wispy hand emerged out of the darkness and grabbed his arm. Stan screamed, slapping away at the hand. It did no good, and whatever was down there had enough strength to yank Stan away from his friends even though the man put up an impressive fight.

      The rest of the men were on their feet, everyone talking at once. The panic was overwhelming, yet no one moved to follow Stan into the darkness. No one so much as shifted a muscle to help him. It was probably too late, I rationalized. They couldn’t have saved him anyway. Still, the pressure in my chest increased.

      Do you see?

      “I saw what happened, but … what’s down here?”

      The beginning.

      “That’s not really an answer.”

      That’s the only answer I have. Now … come.

      “Where are we going?”

      You must go back. This is only the beginning … and it’s coming.

      “What’s coming?”

      The darkness. You’re almost out of time. Now … go. Find the light.
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      “Poet!”

      Three things happened at once. First, I realized I was flying through the air – flashes from the time the men spent in the mine after the initial attack hacking at my mind with invisible and yet ridiculously sharp swords. Second, the dimness turned to daylight and I no longer had to strain to see what was right in front of me. Third, I heard Luke and Kade screaming my name. They sounded as if they were about to completely melt down.

      I slammed into a heavy tent wall, my head snapping back as I tried to find my footing. I was discombobulated, though, and it didn’t go as planned. I tilted to the side, extending my hand in an effort to break my fall. My head felt so heavy – heavy and overloaded, as if my circuits were about to fry – that I overcorrected and smashed into the ground with a loud thump.

      “Ugh. Son of a … .”

      “Poet!”

      Feet pounded against the ground before I felt gentle hands wrap around my shoulders. Someone pulled me into a sitting position, propping me against a broad chest as strong arms cushioned me. It took me a moment to realize it was Kade.

      “Poet?” He sounded anguished, his handsome features twisted as he pushed my hair from my face.

      “I’m okay,” I managed to grit out, my stomach revolting against the statement. For the first time this morning I was glad the chaos happened after Kade promised to take me to breakfast. If it had happened in the opposite order I’d be throwing up all over his legs right about now. “I … what happened? Where’s the storm? I … wasn’t there a storm?”

      “We were just about to ask you that,” Luke said, his eyes filled with concern as he kneeled in front of me. “You disappeared … and as soon as you did, the storm went with you. It just … vanished as if it had never even started.”

      “Disappeared?” Hmm. That was interesting. I thought I was merely knocked unconscious, my body remaining behind while my mind took a whirlwind trip to the past. Apparently, things weren’t quite how I imagined them.

      “You literally poofed into nothing,” Nixie replied, hunkering down next to Luke. She was clearly intrigued, worry giving way to curiosity as we locked gazes. “Where did you go?”

      “The past.”

      “The past?” Kade’s voice cracked as he stroked my hair, his eyes red and glassy. I couldn’t be sure if that was because of the storm or my disappearance, but I had a feeling it was a mixture of both. “I didn’t know that was possible. I … does your head hurt?”

      I forced a smile for his benefit, cocking my head so I could see him out of the corner of my eye. “I don’t think I hit my head. Er, well, I hit my head against the tent when I was coming back. It doesn’t hurt, though.”

      “What does hurt?”

      That was an interesting question. I tested my fingers and limbs, rolling my shoulders as I took stock of my body. “Nothing really. My face hurts a bit from where it smacked into the ground when I landed, but it’s not unbearable. How does it look?”

      “Beautiful,” Kade answered immediately, choking back a sniffling sound that he probably believed would unnerve me.

      “Oh, don’t lie to her,” Nixie chided. “She’s been through enough and now isn’t the time to start lying. The truth is, it’s a little red on the cheek there. You’re going to end up with a scrape … and possibly a bruise. We should be able to cover it with makeup and I just made a batch of my special ointment, so it should be mostly back to normal tomorrow afternoon.”

      That, at least, was something. “I see.”

      “I don’t see,” Luke prodded, adopting a bewildered expression as he wildly gestured. “Where did you go?”

      I fixed him with an even look, memories from the previous night rushing back and forcing the immediate problem to the back of my brain for a bit. “Where did you come from? I thought you were at the casino.”

      Embarrassment flooded Luke’s features. “I went to the casino … and then I came back earlier than I thought I would.”

      “You did?” Nixie looked surprised. “I thought I wouldn’t see you for hours once I loaned you that money.”

      I gripped my hands together on my knees, anger hitting me in the face full force as I grinded my molars against one another. “You have got to be kidding me. You loaned him money?”

      Nixie balked. “Only five hundred dollars. He said he’d pay me back. I trust him.”

      “That’s not the point,” I growled. “I … .”

      “Poet, I know you’re upset about the Luke situation and I do think we need to talk about that before things get even more out of control,” Kade said gently, scorching Luke with a dark look. “What happened earlier is not acceptable and it’s definitely something we need to talk about. That said … that’s not our biggest concern right now.”

      “What happened earlier?” Nixie is oblivious sometimes. It made sense to her that whatever gossip she was missing out on when it came to Luke was more important than the fact that I had traveled through time. “What did I miss?” She was practically salivating.

      “Later,” Kade growled, running his hands up and down my shoulders. “Your skin is cold, honey. You’re a bit clammy. We should get you inside … maybe into a shower.”

      I pursed my lips. “That sounds good, actually.” I groaned as I tried to get to my feet, Kade doing the bulk of the heavy lifting as he hauled me up. “A shower is exactly what I need.”

      “Wait a second … .” Luke’s eyes flashed as they hopped between faces. “Aren’t you going to tell me what you saw?”

      “I think you have other things on your mind,” I replied, my fury returning.

      “Nothing is more important than you,” Luke shot back.

      “I think you proved otherwise several hours ago,” I countered. “Perhaps you should explain to Nixie what happened to her money while I’m in the shower. I think that would be beneficial to all of us … or at least mark one thing off my to-do list for the day.”

      Luke lowered his eyes, his lips curling into a sneer. He was furious, and I really couldn’t blame him given the tone I adopted when talking to him. “So you’re shutting me out because you don’t agree with me going to the casino?”

      “Why doesn’t Poet want you to go to the casino?” Nixie asked, blinking rapidly. “Is there something wrong with the casino?”

      “No,” Luke automatically answered.

      “Yes,” I corrected, keeping my gaze firm. “Nixie, don’t give him more money. I don’t care how much he wheedles or begs. Don’t do it. It’s important.”

      “But … why?”

      “Because I said so.” It was something I never thought I would say – my mother said it all of the time and I had tried to push the phrase out of my brain because it reminded me of her – but I couldn’t find the energy to utter anything else. “I’m not joking. If Luke wants to waste money at the casino, he needs to take it out of his own account. You’re not to give him money again.”

      “You can’t boss her around like that,” Luke snapped. “It’s her money. I’m going to pay her back.”

      I ignored his outrage. “It’s important, Nixie.”

      Nixie sucked in a breath as she debated. I understood she felt caught between the two of us, but I refused to back down. This situation was spiraling as fast as the one I visited in the past, although in different but still terrifying ways. Finally, Nixie offered me a curt nod. “Okay.”

      “Make sure everyone else knows, too,” I said, leaning into Kade as he slipped his arm around my waist. “I don’t want anyone loaning Luke money.”

      “You can’t do that,” Luke argued. “You’re the boss of the circus, not what everyone does in their private life.”

      “That’s true,” I conceded. “Nixie, make sure everyone knows that I’d consider it a personal favor if they didn’t share money with Luke. Can you do that for me?”

      “Yes.” Nixie shrugged when Luke turned on her, his rage palpable. “She seems serious and if she’s worried about you after traveling through time with some weird monster, I think there’s obviously something wrong.”

      “There’s nothing wrong!” Luke bellowed.

      “He’s lying,” I said, trudging toward my trailer. “There’s something very wrong.”

      Kade remained quiet until we were out of earshot – I could hear Luke and Nixie yelling at one another even as the distance between us increased – and when he spoke he seemed broken down, almost beaten. “You scared me.”

      I patted his hand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to happen.”

      “I know you didn’t mean it. You just … disappeared.”

      “I didn’t even know that was possible,” I admitted, hitting the steps that led to my trailer. “I’ll tell you about everything … at least as far as I understand it.”

      “Did you get the answers we need?”

      Of course he would ask a question I didn’t have an answer to. “I got some answers and even more questions. The important thing to know is that we’re dealing with two entities … and one of them is definitely evil. It was also in the mine before the men became trapped there.”

      Kade was dumbfounded. “What does that mean?”

      I shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. Let’s get that shower and the breakfast you promised me. We have a lot to talk about.”

      

      WE OPENED that afternoon.

      I saw no reason for the schedule to shift despite what happened.

      Kade wasn’t keen on the idea. In fact, he wanted to call off the entire endeavor and run – not walk – away from Vegas, never looking back. Part of me wanted to give in to his fear. Worry over Luke and the way he was acting fueled that inclination.

      Mystic Caravan is a circus, but that’s only its secondary priority. Catching and eradicating evil beings is our primary focus. It was clear something roamed the desert surrounding Las Vegas – it probably had for a very long time – but now that we knew about its existence we couldn’t ignore it.

      In truth, I was fairly certain two entities stalked the area. The first was a figment, something that remained from one of the miners I saw in the past. I wasn’t sure which one. I wasn’t even sure the figment remembered who he used to be. He remembered the terror, though. That was something he’d never forget, and that’s what forced him to remain even though his physical remains had long ago disappeared into the earth.

      The figment wasn’t our main worry. Whatever killed the men a century before, that’s what escaped when Partlow sent down the new excavation team. Perhaps that’s what the mine was named after in the first place. I wasn’t ruling it out. That was the malevolent force. Odds were that once that creature was removed from the locale the figment would fade away. It seemed to be acting as a guide, even a barrier of sorts. It didn’t retain enough language or comprehension to serve as a tutor, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t eventually help eradicate the problem.

      With nothing more to do than wait, I enjoyed my breakfast with Kade and then returned to the fairgrounds to prepare for the day. He remained agitated by what had happened – I understood that, but refused to run away – and increased security around the perimeter while I pretended not to notice that he was constantly muttering to himself about “bullheaded women.” I spent the morning in my tent arranging things, and the afternoon walking the midway to make sure everything was ready for the big show.

      We had a line in the parking lot when we opened. Mystic Caravan employees know exactly what they’re doing – even in times of strife – so I wasn’t worried we wouldn’t be able to pull it off. What did worry me was another dust storm. But I couldn’t control the weather, so I focused on what I had to do and let the rest fall by the wayside.

      “I want to know if we’re going to live happily ever after.”

      Jasmine Ludwig had a dreamy look on her face as she leaned forward and stared into my crystal ball. Her hair was so blond that it gleamed under the twinkle lights lining my tent ceiling. Her eyes were wide and blue, and she extended her left hand so I could admire the honking diamond she boasted on her ring finger.

      “We’re getting married in two months,” Jasmine explained, gesturing toward the sour-looking man sitting to her left. “I’m very excited, but I want to know that we’re going to live happily ever after.”

      Joshua Ellsworth was at least ten years older than Jasmine – I would guess fifteen if someone put a magic wand to my head and demanded I choose – and he looked completely over the entire endeavor. He wore an expensive suit, which seemed the perfect thing for an evening at the circus, and the look he shot me was one of tolerance rather than excitement.

      “I told you that we’re going to live happily ever after, Jasmine,” he chided. “I don’t see why you won’t believe me.”

      “She’s an expert.” Jasmine beamed. “What should we do?”

      I returned the smile, indulging the woman’s excitement even as her paramour made me want to kick him in the head. “When is the big day?”

      “Don’t you already know that?” Joshua sneered, disdain practically oozing out of every pore.

      I ignored the sarcasm. If I wanted to glean the date I could easily pick it out of Jasmine’s mind. I saw no reason to do that. “You’ve been dating only three months, huh?”

      Jasmine’s eyes widened to saucer-like proportions. “How did you know that?”

      “That’s my job.” I kept my smile in place. “It was a fast courtship, wasn’t it?”

      “When you know, you know.” Joshua’s smile reminded me of Oscar the Grouch’s grimace. “I knew the second I saw her that she was the one for me.”

      “Joshua never thought he would get married before me,” Jasmine volunteered. “He said it was love at first sight, and that made him realize he’d been thinking the wrong way his entire life. Isn’t that romantic?”

      It was … something. Sadly, it was nothing akin to romance. It was more like a steaming pile of horse excrement, and someone was about to step in it because she wasn’t looking where she walked. “What about you, Jasmine?” I asked. “Was it love at first sight for you?”

      “Of course it was.” Joshua puffed out his chest. “I’m an investment banker. What’s not to love?”

      That had to be a loaded question, and from the furtive look Jasmine darted in his direction I was fairly certain that “love” didn’t enter the equation until Joshua started wining and dining the young woman. She was from the poor side of town, working as a cocktail waitress in one of the ritzier casinos to make her way. Her looks got her through the door and Joshua took advantage of her naïveté as soon as he realized that he could manipulate her. It wasn’t love fueling him. He wanted a pretty accessory to display on his arm at business parties. His personal taste ran a bit more … risqué.

      I considered my options. I could tell Jasmine what she wanted to hear and let her go on her merry way. In two years’ time she would be divorced, but only after signing a prenuptial agreement that would leave her penniless and searching for a job. Joshua, out of spite, would blackball her at all of the casinos and make it impossible for her to find employment. He wouldn’t overtly mistreat her, though, and I’d seen far worse when looking into futures.

      Still … it had already been a long day and I didn’t like his smarmy attitude.

      “Okay, here’s the situation, Jasmine,” I volunteered, leaning forward. “He doesn’t love you. He wants to be able to parade you around as a prize and tell all of his business associates that he’s a stallion in the sack and that’s why you married him. We both know that you’re marrying him because you think he can give you a comfortable life. That won’t last.”

      Jasmine’s mouth dropped open. “W-what?”

      I ignored the fury emanating from Joshua and pushed forward. “He is a stallion of sorts,” I continued. “He likes to be ridden … by chaps in chaps. He doesn’t want anyone to know that. He keeps it a secret because he thinks it makes him seem like less of a man, which is ridiculous in this day. Dude, if you like dudes it’s okay. No one is going to judge you. Er, well, no one who matters is going to judge you. You’ll be happier if you just embrace who you are.”

      “You take that back!” Joshua snapped, jerking forward. “That is an abominable lie.”

      “Really, Desperado?” I smirked when I saw the color flooding his face. “Isn’t that what Ethan called you just last night when you got out the riding crop at that little hotel, the one out on the freeway where you can rent by the hour?”

      “That’s not true,” Jasmine protested. “He had a business meeting last night. I mean … .” She risked a glance at Joshua and furiously blushed when she read the truth on his face. “Oh, no!”

      “Listen to me, Jasmine,” I prodded, drawing her attention to me. “Don’t quit your job. You’ll regret it. Don’t marry him. You’ll regret that more. Also, don’t give back the engagement ring. Consider that the price of doing business and pawn it. You’ll be glad to have the money when he goes out of his way to make sure you can never work in Vegas again.”

      “You unbelievable whore!” Joshua spat, slapping his hands to the table as he rose on shaky legs. “I will show you a little something about being ridden.” Joshua murdered me with a look as his face flushed with enough color that I briefly worried he might have a heart attack.

      “I would like to see that,” Nellie announced, slipping through the doorway. He clearly had heard raised voices while passing by. Even though he was in a pink evening gown with matching pumps, it was clear he meant business. “Would you like me to show you out, sir?”

      “I want her to tell Jasmine she’s lying.” Joshua wasn’t ready to concede defeat. “Jasmine, honey, you know that’s not true. She’s trying to play you.”

      Jasmine wasn’t in the mood to listen. “I knew that riding crop wasn’t part of a Halloween costume. I could smell the sweat on it.”

      “She’s lying!” Joshua bellowed. “That’s what these types of people do. They lie and get you to pay them money for making stuff up. They’re … grifters!”

      I exchanged a quick look with Nellie, amusement washing over me. Having such a fun reading so early in the night served as a nice tension breaker. It was clear my work with this particular couple was done, though.

      “Next.”
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      “Are you coming to see the big show?”

      Nellie waited for me outside of my tent once I shut down for the night, his solid presence surprisingly welcome after the long day I’d been forced to endure. Most nights, as soon as the big show started, I usually either closed down or allowed Melissa to take the few stragglers who bothered to come by for a reading. Since I had no idea where Melissa was at present, I opted for closing down.

      “I’m not in the mood,” I said, tying the flaps and fixing Nellie with a curious look. It wasn’t like him to hover. In fact, he was against hovering on general principle. “Why are you hanging around me instead of messing with the guests?”

      “Maybe I like your face – despite the fact that it’s all scraped and puffy right now under that thick layer of makeup you’re sporting. Have you ever considered that?”

      I cocked a challenging eyebrow but didn’t answer.

      “Maybe I was making sure that your friend from earlier didn’t return,” Nellie conceded, grinning. “He seemed unhappy. Sometimes – and I’m not pointing fingers here – but sometimes you make people unhappy and it comes back to bite you in the behind. There might be a lesson in that.”

      “Yes, well, he had it coming,” I said, cracking my neck as I stretched. “I don’t care who he wants to spend his personal time with, but he was going to use, abuse and then discard that girl. Because he’s a total tool, he’d ruin her life in the process. I couldn’t just let him do that without trying to warn her.”

      “She was clearly going to marry him for his money,” Nellie pointed out. “Is she any better?”

      I nodded without hesitation. “Definitely. She truly loved him, or at least convinced herself she did. She was loyal and would’ve stayed with him despite the nonstop verbal abuse. She’s a good, if somewhat misguided, individual.”

      “Then I’m glad you messed with him.” Nellie fell into step with me, not questioning why I was heading toward the trailers rather than conducting my usual fairgrounds rounds or stopping by the big tent to enjoy a portion of the main event. “Just so you know, she called a cab. It picked her up about thirty minutes after she ran from your tent. The guy pleaded his case in the parking lot before losing his temper and kicking some tires.”

      “I saw you loitering around my tent opening several times tonight,” I noted. “Were you protecting me?”

      “I know you can take care of yourself.”

      “But?”

      “But I heard you had a rough morning and I wanted to make sure you weren’t suffering any ill effects,” Nellie conceded. “I mean … you traveled through time. That has to be hard on the immune system.”

      I didn’t bother hiding my smile. “You’re a good man – when you want to be, that is.”

      “I wasn’t lying earlier when I said I like your face either. Sue me.”

      “I think I’ll refrain tonight because I am feeling a bit tired.” I poked his side as we walked. “Do you know what happened this morning? I mean, you obviously know some of it. Do you know all of it?”

      “I got a rundown from Kade, who seemed a bit confused and overwrought, and then I clarified things with Nixie. She’s in a terrible mood, by the way. She spread the word about loaning money to Luke, like you asked, and he’s been burning your name in effigy to anyone who will listen.”

      “Is anyone listening?” I was legitimately curious. I would exert undue pressure on anyone who broke from my wishes … and I wouldn’t feel guilty in the least for invading a mind here or there to do it. Luke needed some tough love, and I was happy to be the one to give it to him.

      “Mark looked as if he was going to buckle for a bit,” Nellie replied, referring to the midway chief Mark Lane. “You know he likes to mess with people. He ultimately turned Luke down. I doubt very much it was to appease you, but he did it all the same, which is probably a good thing from your point of view.”

      “Did you have something to do with that?”

      Nellie pursed his lips, running his hand over his beard as he heaved a sigh. “I don’t know what to think about all of this,” he admitted after a beat. “I know I trust you. I always have. If you think Luke is in trouble, then I’m going to side with you. The guy is a pain in the ass when he wants to be, but I like him. You love him and want to protect him. There doesn’t seem to be much of a choice in there for anyone who honestly wants to do the right thing.”

      “I’m worried about him. He’s obsessed with that casino. It’s not healthy.”

      “I know you’ve already heard this from a few other people – including your muscle-bound love muffin – but Luke is an adult,” Nellie pointed out. “Are you sure you’re going about this the right way? As an adult, he’s allowed to throw all of his money away if he wants to do it.”

      “I don’t argue with that, but he’s starting to throw away other people’s money.”

      “Only because he’s limited by the amount of money he can pull out of his own accounts on a daily basis.”

      “Do you really believe that?”

      “It’s clear you don’t.” Nellie slowed his pace. “Tell me what’s really bothering you. I can see that something very heavy is weighing on you, and that’s on top of the figment and the ceaseless dust storms.”

      “We’re dealing with more than a figment, but I’m not sure what the other entity is,” I said. “I need to talk to Raven, but that will have to wait until later. As for Luke, I’m worried because I’ve never seen him act like this. He’s different … and not in a good way.”

      “Is this because he barreled into your trailer and demanded money? I heard he grabbed a hold of you when you turned him down. He has no right to put his hands on you.”

      I had no intention of telling anyone about that altercation, so my heart skipped a beat when I realized the Mystic Caravan gossip mill was already in full bloom. “Did Kade tell you that?”

      “No, Luke did,” Nellie replied. “He’s feeling a bit guilty, although he’s not approaching the situation as if he’s guilty, mind you. He’s blaming everything on you and making excuses for his actions. That’s why I’m prone to taking your side. You know how I feel about excuses.”

      I did indeed. In fact, I felt the same way about excuses. “There’s something wrong here, Nellie. I can’t shake the feeling that maybe something paranormal is going on here, like perhaps the casino owner casts some sort of spell over new visitors or something. I have no proof, of course, but I feel it.”

      “If that’s the case, why did I manage to walk away with minimal effort?” Nellie challenged. “I went the first two nights and stopped once I lost my money. Nixie and Naida did the same.”

      I held my hands palms up and shrugged. “I don’t have an answer for that question. All I have is theories. Like … maybe because you’re a different sort of being so the spell was easier for you to overcome. The same for Nixie and Naida. They’re from a different plane of existence.

      “Maybe it works more on Luke because most of his genes are human,” I continued. “Maybe Luke is more affected because he has an addictive personality. Maybe Luke is more affected because he got hit with a higher dose of magic. I honestly don’t know the answer. I do know that he’s not acting like himself and I don’t like it.”

      “I will agree that he’s acting out of sorts,” Nellie said. “I think it’s a little early to be screaming ‘gambling addiction’ and planning an intervention, though.”

      “You might not say that if he shoved you against a wall.”

      “He would be dead if he tried.”

      “You also might not say it if you loved him as much as I love him,” I added, my escaping sigh heavy as I worked to tamp down my worry. “If you want me to feel guilty about bossing him around, I won’t. I feel in my soul that something is wrong here. I love him … and I’ll die to protect him.”

      “That’s the other reason I’m taking your side,” Nellie said. He inclined his chin in the direction of my trailer, his lips curving under the wiry beard. “I think you have a lot of people on your side, even more than you’re ready to acknowledge. You need to remember that you’re not in this alone. We’ll all do what it takes to protect Luke.”

      I followed his gaze, my lips curving when I caught sight of Kade. He rested with his back against my trailer, his muscular arms folded over his chest, as if he expected me to join him at any moment. “I know that.”

      “I’m not saying you’re wrong, Poet,” Nellie added. “Maybe I just hope you are. Either way, we’ll stand with you when it comes to Luke. I promise you that.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      Nellie shook off his melancholy and turned back to the fairgrounds. “Have fun with your boy wonder. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      “That gives me a lot of room to work with,” I teased.

      “That’s the way I roll.”

      

      “COME ON. It will be fun.”

      Kade wouldn’t allow me to hide in my trailer and wallow, instead insisting that we walk around the fairgrounds and enjoy a beautiful evening and the rare opportunity to spend quality time together on a show night. I had to believe it was because his job required him to remain alert and he wanted me with him, but ultimately it seemed like a losing cause to argue, so I fell into step with him after minimal argument. When he suggested we play a few games, I couldn’t help but be dubious.

      “You want to play games?”

      Kade shrugged, the corners of his mouth tipping up. “Are you going to tell me that they’re rigged and it’s a waste of money?”

      “No, because that wouldn’t make much business sense. You don’t have to pay if you want to play, by the way. Mark will let you play for free.”

      “No, Mark won’t.” Mark Lane, always hiding in the shadows (and apparently never washing his hair or purchasing a bar of soap), emerged from behind one of the ticket booths and fixed me with a dark look. “That’s not how we make a profit here.”

      “I don’t expect to play for free.” Kade dug in his pocket and returned with his wallet. “I want some game tickets.”

      “Certainly.” Mark is so oily that I often wonder how he manages to stay upright without slipping in the puddle of goo he leaves behind. “How many tickets would you like?”

      “If you make him pay, I’ll make you pay,” I warned, my temper flaring.

      Mark chewed on his bottom lip as he flicked his eyes to me, perhaps debating my seriousness. Mark is human, and he’s good at what he does. While his personality leaves a lot to be desired I’ve never put up much of a fight with Max when it comes to Mark’s continued stay with Mystic Caravan. I wasn’t opposed to eventually tackling that argument if it became necessary, though. Max would take my side over Mark’s no matter how profitable the midway was. I knew that. I believed Mark knew it, too.

      “It’s fine, Poet,” Kade interjected. “I want to pay. I’m going to win you a stuffed animal. It won’t be much of a feat if I don’t have to pay.”

      I shifted my eyes to Kade, surprised. “You’re going to win me a stuffed animal?”

      Kade nodded. “That’s what men do when they’re at a circus and they want to impress a woman.”

      “Is that a law or something?”

      “It’s my law,” Kade said, handing Mark a twenty. “Get me some tickets.”

      “I don’t handle the tickets,” Mark countered. “I’m management. If you want tickets, you’ll have to get them from the booth.”

      “Oh, good grief.” I grabbed Kade’s twenty and stalked around the side of the ticket booth, handing it to the girl behind the window and wordlessly taking the tickets she offered while glaring at Mark with slit-eyed hatred. I gave the tickets to Kade upon returning, never letting my scowl slide. “You’re a real piece of work, Mark. You know that, right?”

      Mark shrugged, seemingly unbothered. “I’m management.”

      “Yeah? Well, things can change.” I started to move toward the games and then stilled, Nellie’s words from earlier penetrating my agitated mind. “I hear that you almost gave Luke money, by the way. Gossip says that you were very close to disobeying my orders. If you do, we’re going to have a problem.”

      Mark wasn’t supernatural. He didn’t boast any magical powers. But he wasn’t obtuse when it came to the rest of us and what we could do. He had the grace to be worried about my tone, swallowing hard as he nodded. “I wasn’t really considering it.”

      “You’d better not,” I said, my tone grave. “If you do, I swear you won’t like what happens.”

      “Yes, well … .”

      “Also, I’ll know even if Luke doesn’t tell me,” I added, cutting Mark off and mustering a cold sneer. “You know I will, so don’t push me on this. Luke is off limits when it comes to open pockets around your part of the camp. If any of your people go against my wishes, I’ll hold you responsible.”

      Mark opened his mouth, and I was sure he was going to argue. Instead he thought better of it, snapped shut his jaw, and offered me a curt nod. “Have a wonderful evening.”

      “We intend to,” Kade said, grabbing my hand and dragging me away from Mark. He waited until it was just the two of us to speak again. “You can be terrifying when you want to be. You know that, right?”

      I forced a smile for his benefit. “Do I terrify you?”

      “I happen to believe you’re a ball of fluff where I’m concerned,” Kade replied, his lips curving. “Granted, you’re an incredibly cute ball of fluff, but you’re fluffy all the same.”

      I managed to muster a scowl despite his earnest expression. “I’m going to fluff your socks off later.”

      “Oh, now that’s a threat I can get behind.” Kade pressed a kiss to the corner of my mouth before straightening. “I don’t want to risk a fight – believe me, that’s not what I’m after – but are you sure this is the way you want to go with Luke?”

      That was the second time I’d heard the exact same question in less than an hour. It grated even worse this go around. I wasn’t used to having my decisions questioned. “Tough love, baby.”

      Kade cocked an eyebrow. “You know him better than I do – and I plan to have a very long conversation with him sooner rather than later – but he could instinctively balk against heavy-handed tactics. This could blow up in your pretty little face. I don’t want to see that happen.”

      “I know. I’ve considered that. He’s my family, though.”

      “He’s your brother,” Kade conceded. “I get that. I don’t want to get in between the two of you. I am worried this will get worse before it gets better.”

      I wasn’t sure how it could get much worse, but I knew better than voicing that belief aloud. I would definitely jinx us if I did. “You do what needs to be done to take care of your family. I would do the same thing for you.”

      “Just for the record, I don’t want you thinking of me as a brother.”

      This time the grin I flashed was legitimate. “Duly noted.”

      “I know that you would fight for me,” Kade volunteered, linking his fingers with mine as he lowered his forehead. “I know you have already fought for me, for that matter, and will continue to do so. I will do the same for you. Whatever you decide with Luke, I need you to know that I’m with you.”

      “I never doubted it for a second.”

      “Good.” Kade slung his arm over my shoulder and kissed my forehead. “We have an hour until the big show is over and I have to return to work. What stuffed animal do you want me to win for you?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t ever looked at the stuffed animals here.”

      “Well, look. I want to get you what you want.”

      “I don’t think I’ve had a stuffed animal since I was a kid,” I admitted, my eyes busy as they flitted from booth to booth. “I lost the few remaining ones I was allowed to keep when I ran from the foster home. I had to travel light.”

      The admission wasn’t meant to be heavy, but Kade looked pained. “Then pick one,” he ordered. “I feel an incredible urge to win you something cuddly to sleep with at night.”

      “I thought that’s why I have you.”

      “Something else, like for when you need to take a nap and I have to work,” Kade conceded. “Come on. We only have an hour together before things get busy. Let’s spend it in style.”

      Surprisingly enough, that was the best offer I’d had all day. “Okay, but you might have to buy me some ice cream, too.”

      “Now you’re getting in the spirit. Let’s do this.”

      I knew what he was really saying. He wanted a small portion of our day to revolve around us and not Luke or the figment. I could give him that. Heck, I wanted to give him that.

      “Okay. I might want cotton candy, too. I haven’t had it in forever.”

      “Nothing is off limits tonight. That’s our mantra.”

      As far as mantras go, it was a good one.
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      Once the big show ended, Kade left me with my stuffed bear – I would never hear the end of it when Luke realized I didn’t pick a wolf, but I was irritated with him so it hardly mattered – and left to handle traffic in the parking lot.

      I made my rounds through the midway, helping a few workers shut down their games before shuffling in the direction of Nixie and Naida’s tent. I had wanted to touch base with Nixie after what happened this morning, but lost most of the day to work. By the time I remembered, it was too late to pull her away from our guests, so I had no choice but to wait until closing.

      This part of the circus was empty. I could see the lights from the parking lot as cars moved in an orderly fashion. A couple of figures directed traffic, waving people through and sending them on their way. I knew one was Kade – I recognized the broad set of his shoulders from a distance – and the other looked to be Dolph. They worked fast. The parking lot would be vacant in five minutes.

      “Another storm is coming.”

      Mark appeared in the doorway of the ticket booth. He neither looked alarmed or blasé about the situation, merely calm as he related the information.

      “A storm or a dust storm?” I asked, my heart rate picking up a bit.

      “It looks to be a dust storm, but the forecasters are saying that it will be followed by a thunderstorm. They seem to think that’s a good thing given how dry the area has been for the past three weeks. I’m of a different mind.”

      Mark was always of a different mind. Sometimes I thought he was contrary just to be contrary. “Make sure your people are buttoned up,” I instructed. “Then get to your trailers and stay inside. Don’t come out … especially alone.”

      Mark cocked a challenging eyebrow. “Are you going to be issuing the same orders to your people?”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It’s a simple question,” Mark replied. “Your people have been running around in dust storms since we got here, saving strange women and screaming at the top of their lungs when the mood strikes. I don’t see you yelling at them.”

      Technically I was the one running around in dust storms and I didn’t think yelling at myself was the way to go. Mounting that argument with Mark seemed like a losing endeavor right now. “Just do what I say. Can you handle that?”

      Mark shrugged, seemingly unbothered by my tone. “I know something is going on here,” he said after a beat. “I’m not an idiot. I also know you put priority on your workers over mine. That’s human nature.”

      “Everyone here is my worker.”

      “Perhaps in a broad sense,” Mark conceded. “But everyone sticks with their own. It’s like middle school.”

      “Sticks with their own?” I was too tired and worried to delve into a deep conversation about circus politics, but I made a mental note to get into it later. “We’re all one people here, Mark. You should know that.”

      Mark didn’t look convinced. “Really? Would you run out into a dust storm to save one of the clowns?”

      Oh, well, that was a low blow. “Of course I would.” I said the words but couldn’t be sure they were true. I would probably risk my life to save one of the clowns. If I had to choose between a clown and someone else, though, I would sacrifice the clown without thinking twice. What? Even though I deny it and enjoy messing with Kade’s clown fear, the clowns are odd. There’s no getting around it.

      Mark snorted. “If you say so.”

      I studied him for a moment, waiting for him to scurry away and help his workers with cleanup so everyone could get indoors before the storm hit. He remained where he was, arms crossed over his chest, and stared. His weighted gaze was eerie. “What, Mark?”

      “I’m waiting for you to tell me what’s going on.”

      “What makes you think something is going on?”

      “Answering a question with another question is always a dead giveaway,” Mark replied. “Most of the time I’m happy that your little group doesn’t play well with others and you leave us out of the paranormal deathtraps that you constantly find yourselves in. But this little scenario is different.”

      I tilted my head to the side, intrigued. “How so?”

      “People claim there are glowing eyes bouncing around in the dust storms,” Mark replied. “That leads me to believe that whatever is happening has more to do with your brethren than mine. Personally, I like to pretend that you’re not all crazy freaks and stay out of your business. But if something is out … .”

      I debated how to respond for several moments and then bobbed my head as I made up my mind. “There’s at least one something out there. I believe there’s really two, though.”

      Mark waited for me to expound. When I didn’t, his eyebrows flew up his forehead and he gestured wildly. “And?”

      Under different circumstances, his response would’ve been entertaining. We had a storm barreling down, though, and I couldn’t waste time dealing with him. “I think one of the … um, let’s call them creatures … is actually trying to help. I think the other is malevolent.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that people shouldn’t wander around alone, and that whatever it is keeps happening during storms. That’s all we know so far.”

      Mark shifted his eyes to the horizon, contemplative. “The forecaster says the storm will be here within a half hour. He said that twenty minutes ago, so we have less time.”

      “Then we’d better get moving,” I said. “In fact … .” I briefly pressed my eyes shut when something muffled my senses. It was as if someone created a person-sized sock and slipped it over my head. It happened once before – in the moments leading up to a dust storm – and I knew it was already here when I opened my eyes again. “It’s too late. Get under cover now!”

      As much as he likes agitating people, Mark enjoys keeping himself safe even more. He didn’t have to be instructed to take cover twice. He hurried in the direction of his trailer, his eyes continuously flicking toward the direction of the parking lot as he waited for the storm to hit.

      The blasting heat of the dust storm washed over me seconds later, followed quickly by pelting sand as my hair whipped free from the loose bun at the nape of my neck. I protected my eyes to the best of my ability as I scanned for stragglers. Mystic Caravan workers – even the non-paranormal ones – know how to take care of themselves in a tense situation. I wasn’t worried about that. Still, something akin to fear niggled at the back of my brain, and I jerked my head in the direction of the House of Mirrors the same moment I heard Raven scream.

      My knees buckled as I grabbed my head and tipped forward. The only thing that kept me standing was the tent I careened into, the support ropes keeping me upright even though my legs desperately wanted to allow me to fall. I expected to hear pounding feet as people rushed toward the House of Mirrors to save Raven – the debilitating headache obviously slowing my reaction time – but nothing happened and I remained alone.

      That’s when I realized the scream hadn’t been aloud, or for the masses. The scream was in my head, which meant Raven was in real trouble.

      “Oh, Criminy,” I groaned, struggling to square my shoulders and strengthen my stance. “She’s being attacked.”

      Raven wasn’t my favorite person, but she needed help. Apparently I was the only one in the position to offer it. I didn’t think my night could get worse after I spent more than five minutes in Mark’s presence. Obviously I was wrong.

      

      I FOLLOWED the noise in my head toward the House of Mirrors, instinct telling me that Raven sent the mental emergency beacon for a very specific reason. The wind and pelting sand made it difficult to keep my eyes open, so I clenched them shut and opened my senses as far as I could.

      I was almost to the far side of the fairgrounds – the spot where we always erected the House of Mirrors and the animal tents – and smacked into Naida’s mind at the same moment I almost careened into her body.

      I wrenched open my eyes, dumbfounded, and glared. “Make a noise or something,” I growled, frowning when I realized she had sunglasses perched on her nose. “What are you … Jack Nicholson? It’s dark. How can you see?”

      “I can see better than you when you have your eyes closed,” Naida shot back. “The sunglasses keep out the sand and I can see outlines. It’s better than nothing.”

      I hated to admit it – mostly because I didn’t think of it myself – but it was a fairly good idea. “Oh, well, what are you doing here?” I worked overtime to regroup.

      “The same thing you are,” Naida replied grimly. “Raven.”

      I should’ve known that Raven’s distress call wasn’t merely for me. She called to anyone straddling the psychic plane. “Then let’s go.”

      Naida gripped my hand, taking the lead because she could see thanks to her ingenious sunglasses experiment. Seriously, why didn’t I think of that? By the time we hit the House of Mirrors I was furious at myself, although the emotion disappeared quickly when I realized where we were.

      “Do you see anything?”

      Naida shook her head. “No, but that doesn’t mean Raven isn’t in trouble.”

      I reached out with my senses, frowning. “She’s inside. I would’ve thought for sure she was attacked outside. I haven’t heard of anyone being approached inside yet.”

      “Maybe she was attacked outside,” Naida suggested. “She could’ve fled back inside when she realized what was happening.”

      That was a very good point. “Let’s go.”

      Naida needed no further prodding. She kept a firm grip on my hand as we hit the open pathway that separated the back of the midway buildings from the front of the House of Mirrors. We were halfway across the pathway when I felt a presence to my left. The wind came from the opposite direction, so I could risk a look, and when I did I found nothing but a pair of floating eyes. They watched me, seemingly interested, but didn’t advance. There was no body to go with the eyes. I was certain of that despite the whipping wind. There was no steady blinking to give the eyes character. There was no mouth to give the creature sound. Whatever was there wasn’t a full entity.

      The realization struck me hard. “You’re the figment,” I muttered, shaking my head. “You’re one of the men from the mine.”

      “Who are you talking to?” Naida groused.

      “I think it’s a figment.”

      Naida snapped her head to the side, whipping off the sunglasses and staring into the whirling abyss. She made a clucking sound with her tongue as she flicked her eyes from location to location. “I don’t see anything.”

      I followed her gaze and realized the eyes were gone. “It was here just a second ago. I think the figment was formed when the miners died at the Gorgon Mine about a century ago. I saw a vision of what happened to them. There was something else in the mine.”

      “How do you know that you didn’t see the other thing?” Naida asked.

      “I don’t know that,” I conceded. “I feel it. I think we’re dealing with more than one creature, more than one being.”

      “Yeah? Well, your feelings are good enough for me. But we need to get to Raven. She’s not screaming in my head like she was. I’m worried she’s unconscious or dead.”

      Naida said it in such a matter-of-fact way that it was unbelievably jarring. “She’s not dead. We would feel that.”

      “Would we?” Naida wasn’t trying to be contrary, but I could read the doubt on her features. “We need to move now.”

      I couldn’t argue with that so I followed, both of us picking up our paces. Something occurred to me as we closed the distance to the House of Mirrors. “The figment isn’t tripping the dreamcatcher. It’s been inside at least twice that I know of. That means it isn’t evil.”

      “Or it simply means that the new dreamcatcher caused the old one to malfunction,” Naida countered. “We can’t know until we can get out there to look at the perimeter, which won’t happen until tomorrow.”

      She had a point, even though I wasn’t keen to hear it. Instead of focusing on her words, I sprinted up the steps to the House of Mirrors and wrenched open the door. The second I walked into the calmer environment I heard voices … and neither of them sounded happy.

      “Well, this is complete and total bollocks!”

      Naida and I exchanged an odd look before working our way around the corner, stopping in the entryway to the main floor room and finding Percival facing off with what looked to be a malevolent shadow.

      The creature – although it appeared wispy and somewhat transparent in the light – was focused on Raven as Percival, dressed in his clown regalia, waved an umbrella to keep it away from the lamia. For her part, Raven rested her back against the far wall and nursed her left arm, her expression displaying dislike rather than distress.

      “What’s going on?” I asked. The dark creature turned to stare at me. It had red eyes – exactly as I saw outside – but I was almost certain it wasn’t the same creature. The one outside seemed almost gentle. This one? Yeah, not so much. There was definitely something different about this … thing.

      “I was walking back to my trailer when the storm hit,” Raven replied, her face twisting with pain. “That thing came out of nowhere and grabbed me. I sensed it the second it lashed out and managed to evade most of the blow, but it broke my arm.”

      I wrinkled my nose, staring down the intrigued creature. It lifted its snout to the air and scented, its ears wriggling. It looked like a cross between a panther and a mutant clay monster that somehow managed to also be filmy. It was interesting … and completely frightening.

      “It’s scenting us,” Naida noted, more intrigued than worried.

      “I think it smells the magic somehow,” I said. “It’s confused. It went after Raven because she smelled different. It’s showing very little interest in Percival – other than the fact that he’s positioned himself in front of Raven – but he’s interested in you and me.”

      “Hmm. I think you’re right.” Naida tilted her head to the side, resembling a dog studying something it doesn’t understand or is seeing for the first time. “It’s … interesting. Is this what you saw in the memory?”

      “What memory?” Raven gritted out, her face twisted with pain. We needed to get Nixie over here with her special ointment, and fast. For Raven to show any sign of weakness must mean she was at death’s door. The woman wasn’t known for being anything other than solid and strong.

      “It’s a long story,” I replied, licking my lips. “I’ll tell you in a little bit. For now, we need to destroy this thing.”

      I wasn’t sure the creature could understand me until it made a chuffing noise at my words, as if amused.

      “I don’t think it’s worried about us destroying it,” Naida mused. “That doesn’t bode well.”

      “It doesn’t,” I agreed. “We still have to try.” I reached out with my mind, prodding the dark mass that held the creature’s memories and thoughts as I attempted to find a way in. I wanted to order the creature to stand down in case it took us longer than a few minutes to figure out how to kill it. Unfortunately, I couldn’t find a way into its mind. “I can’t see what’s inside. I … there’s either nothing there or it can shield.”

      “It shields,” Raven supplied. “I tried. I wanted to see what’s in there, but I didn’t get very far before it realized what was happening. It shields.”

      “Is that how it got across the dreamcatcher?”

      Raven, her cheeks streaked with sweat, shrugged. “I have no idea. We need to get rid of it, though.”

      “I’ll handle it.” Naida took a bold step forward and raised her hands. “It’s a monster that hides in a dust storm, so let’s see how it likes the water.”

      I realized what she was going to do a split second too late. “Naida, no!”

      Water poured from Naida’s fingertips as she mustered a tempest, directing it in the direction of the creature. The monster barely reacted as the water shot through him and smacked Percival with enough force to knock him over, leaving the clown with streaked makeup and quivering lips as he murdered us with a dark expression.

      “Whoops!” Naida didn’t look all that apologetic. “I see now why that was a bad idea.”

      Percival sputtered as he wiped his hand over his strong features, what remained of the makeup splotchy and somehow creepier than the shadow monster. “Oh, this is just … bollocks!”

      “You need to learn a few new British words if you’re going to keep pretending you have an accent,” I shot back. “You can’t always use the same one.”

      “Why?” Naida was blasé. “You use ‘crap’ and ‘crud’ all the time.”

      Raven chuckled. “She has a point.”

      “Oh, whatever.” I flicked my eyes back to the creature and found the spot it stood in only moments before now empty. Somehow we didn’t notice that it dissipated right in front of us.

      “Where did it go?” Naida asked, whipping her head around, confused.

      “It went away,” I replied, rubbing the back of my neck as I peered into various corners to see if it was hiding. “I don’t think this thing is going to be easy to get rid of.”

      “Oh, really?” Raven was feeling bolder now that she was no longer in danger. “What was your first clue?”

      I ignored the sarcasm. “We can’t physically touch it.”

      “Which means we’re going to have to fight it mentally,” Naida said. “Oh, well, you learn something new every day, huh?”

      Percival scalded Naida with a dark look. “Yes, isn’t that great? Listen, ladies, it’s very hard for me to pretend you’re not supernatural terrors if you insist on doing things in front of me. Can we go back to how things were when I first started?”

      I widened my eyes, surprised. “You want to pretend we’re not magical even though you know we are?”

      Percival nodded as he wrung out the bottom of his shirt. “That would be great.”

      Well, that answered another question. He didn’t have hysterical amnesia. He simply wanted to be willfully blind. I can’t say I blame him. If I didn’t have to know about this type of stuff I’d be happier, too. “We’ll do our best.”

      “That’s all I ask.”
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      I slept hard despite the upheaval. At first I thought I’d be too edgy to rest, but the moment I put my cheek against Kade’s shoulder I drifted off.

      For his part, he was angry that I had taken off in the middle of a dust storm to fight certain evil. But he knew that reaction was instinctive, so he didn’t press me on it very long. He would’ve done the same in my position, and he knew he couldn’t very well order me not to help. It was something he’d simply have to deal with, and he appeared to be up to the challenge.

      He yelled at first, but let it go once I told him what had happened. He had questions, I could read them behind his eyes, but he wisely refrained from heaping them on me. I was tired and needed rest. That’s what I got, and for the first time since arriving in Las Vegas my slumber was dreamless.

      I woke feeling better than I had in days.

      “Good morning,” Kade murmured, stroking the back of my head as he shifted to get more comfortable. He didn’t seem keen on rushing to start the day.

      “Good morning.”

      Kade kissed my forehead, resting his cheek in the same spot when he finished. “How did you sleep?”

      “Hard.”

      “I figured that. You snored like a logger with a freshly tooled chainsaw and an entire forest in front of him.”

      That sounded bad. “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I was glad to hear it. And I was so tired that it didn’t stop me from following you. Nothing woke me, so I’m guessing our troupe is safe for the time being.”

      “I hope so.” I rolled a bit, resting my chin on his chest as I stared at his strong profile. “Either the dreamcatcher isn’t working or whatever that thing was last night doesn’t trip it because it lacks physical form.”

      “Hello.” Kade’s eyebrows shot up his forehead. “You’re getting right to the heart of matters this morning, huh? I thought we’d get in some mindless flirting and groping before tackling the serious stuff.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” I wiggled my butt so it brushed against the hand he draped over my hip. “Better?”

      Kade snorted, genuinely amused. “Much better.” He squeezed for emphasis and then heaved a sigh. “What do we do about the dreamcatcher?”

      “I don’t know. There’s no way to test it without an evil paranormal entity,” I replied, sobering. “You don’t happen to have one of those in your pocket, do you?”

      Kade’s grin was mischievous. “Why don’t you check for yourself?”

      I lifted the covers to look beneath and smirked. “I don’t think you have anything in your pockets.”

      “Looks can be deceiving. You might want to feel around for yourself. You know, just to be on the safe side.”

      It was an interesting offer – and I wasn’t opposed to taking him up on it – but I also wasn’t finished with this conversation. “We have to check the dreamcatcher, although at this point I’m not sure what good it will do. We only have a few nights left.”

      “That doesn’t mean something terrible won’t happen in that time frame,” Kade pointed out, resting his hand on top of mine and pressing the covers back to his abdomen, earning a questioning look from me. “I was starting to feel a draft.”

      “Ah, well … .”

      Kade ignored the flirty opening I gave him. “You were tired last night, but you said you didn’t think the normal way you approach things – the normal way your group takes down enemies – would work in this situation because the beast wasn’t corporeal. What does that mean?”

      “It means that it doesn’t really have a body,” I replied. “It simply has a shadow shape and things fly through it.”

      “I know what corporeal means. I’m not an idiot.” Kade tweaked my nose. “I meant what you said about fighting it. How do you fight a ghost?”

      “Well, when you fight a ghost you have to find what anchors it to this world and release it,” I answered. “Most ghosts really aren’t dangerous. They’re more annoying than anything else. They also haunt people rather than kill people. I think this creature is different.”

      “You saw it when you were in the past. What did it do to those men?”

      I ran my tongue over my lips as I searched my memory, choosing my words carefully. “I didn’t technically see what it did to them. I saw the run-up to the first grab and then a lot of flashes after that.”

      “What did you see in the flashes? Could you make any of it out?”

      I brushed my hair from my face, my eyes landing on a framed photograph hanging on the wall. The photo of Luke and me had been taken about six months after I joined Mystic Caravan. We were young – both of us mugging for the camera in front of the big show tent – and looked as if we didn’t have a care in the world. It wasn’t entirely true for that particular moment in time, of course. Even then we dealt with issues. That photograph was from a time before things seemed to so regularly hover between life and death, and for a moment I wanted to be in the photograph.

      “Poet?” Kade prodded, forcing my eyes to his.

      I cleared my throat to cover the fact that I’d become lost in the past for the second time in one twenty-four hour period. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

      “Where did you go?”

      “I … .”

      Kade flicked his eyes to the wall. “Were you thinking about Luke?”

      “I was thinking that sometimes we don’t realize when we have it good,” I clarified. “Luke and I had already dealt with terrible things when that photograph was taken, yet things seemed so much easier then.”

      “Honey, you’ll fix things with Luke,” Kade supplied. “You haven’t had time to really deal with him yet because of everything else we have going on. That time will come.”

      “And we have to focus our attention on the creature,” I added. “I know. As for what I saw in the memory, it was bits and pieces of horror. I heard screaming. All of the men huddled together in one corner, yet the creature returned regularly to grab another one of them.

      “There was nothing they could do to fight it off,” I continued. “I didn’t realize when visiting the memory, but the creature isn’t corporeal so there’s absolutely nothing they could’ve done. All they had was the knowledge that eventually it would come for them.”

      “And you still think there are two entities out there?”

      I nodded. “I saw the figment – and I’m certain that’s what it was – in the storm before we went into the House of Mirrors. It watched us. It was waiting to see what we would do. It didn’t move to hurt us.”

      “It didn’t move to help either,” Kade argued, his tone gruff. “I’d feel better about that thing if it had tried to help.”

      “I’m not sure it knows how to help. I’m not sure it’s corporeal either,” I explained. “We’ve been assuming that the dreamcatcher is failing. In the case of the figment, I don’t think it’s evil, so it wouldn’t trip the dreamcatcher. I don’t know what to think about the shadow. It needs form to grab someone, but you can see right through it, which seems to suggest it doesn’t have physical form.”

      “I’m not an expert or anything, but wouldn’t it make more sense to organize the dreamcatcher so that it alerts on all paranormals?” Kade asked. “That doesn’t mean you have to kill something whenever it alerts, but you can always sort the good from the bad after the fact.”

      “That’s a great idea. I can’t believe we never thought of it before,” I drawled.

      Kade tickled my ribs. “No one needs the sarcasm. It was simply a suggestion.”

      “I understand that. It’s just … what’s to stop it from alerting every time one of us crosses the threshold?”

      “I … huh.” Kade took on a far-off expression. “I didn’t think of that.”

      “Yes, well, we didn’t the first time we put up the dreamcatcher either. It alerted every thirty seconds for twenty-four hours before we were ready to kill one another. This is the compromise we developed.”

      “Yeah, I can see that driving you batty. That makes sense.” Kade traced a lazy pattern on the back of my shoulders. “Okay, ignore what I said about modifying the dreamcatcher that way. What are you going to do about it? If it’s not going to alert us when someone is close it’s not much good.”

      “I have no idea what we’re going to do. It’s a mess. The dreamcatcher isn’t even our biggest problem.”

      “No, our biggest problem is that we can’t fight something that doesn’t have a body for Nellie to hack up,” Kade said. “I’ve seen you guys use magic in the past, but if you can’t get in its head or rip its body apart, what does that leave you with?”

      “Very little.” It was a chilling thought. “I’m not sure what we’ll be able to do.”

      “Well, we’d better figure it out,” Kade said. “We have only a few days left here, and I have a feeling this thing won’t want us to go because we’ve been providing nonstop amusement.”

      That was something I hadn’t considered. Hmm. Still, I had another idea before we got out of bed. “I thought you wanted me to frisk you for evil beings?”

      Kade’s grin returned. “Oh, now you want to play, huh?”

      “I always wanted to play. I simply wanted to get the serious stuff out of the way first.”

      “Well then … bring it on.”

      That’s exactly what I was planning to do.

      

      RAVEN, NAIDA, Nixie and I planned a strategy session for after breakfast. We were just finishing our cleanup when Raven alerted us to an incoming police presence by flashing an image of sizzling bacon into our heads.

      I wiped my hands as I turned, shooting a gleeful-looking Raven a warning scowl before plastering a welcoming smile on my face as Detective Dorsey approached. I’d made a mental note to question Raven about what happened with Percival once we left – I’d lost track of his rather hilarious reaction to what happened in the House of Mirrors – and I didn’t want to fall behind when it came to those developments.

      “Detective Dorsey, we just finished breakfast but if you’re hungry I’m sure we can scrounge something up,” I offered.

      Dorsey flashed a smile that didn’t make it all the way to his eyes. The closer he got, the more tired he looked. “Thanks, but I had a doughnut for breakfast.”

      Raven widened her eyes. “Isn’t that a bit of a stereotype?”

      “I might take offense if doughnuts weren’t the best breakfast ever,” Dorsey replied, running a hand through his hair as he stopped in front of us. “I’m actually here on official business.”

      Oh, well, that couldn’t be good.

      “And what business is that?” Kade took the question out of my mouth when he moved to my side and fixed Dorsey with an even, though also a bit challenging, look. “Has something happened?”

      “That’s what I’m here to ask you folks,” Dorsey replied. His tone wasn’t accusatory, but he seemed on edge. “As you know, I keep track of the missing persons reports coming out of this area. I’ve been worried about your proximity to what I’m calling the dead zone. It’s been relatively quiet – at least compared to normal – for the past few days, but we got a new report early this morning.”

      I pursed my lips, unsure how to proceed. “I see. Usually when someone goes missing at a circus it’s a child and the parent comes to us for help. We didn’t get any reports like that last night.” I looked to Kade for confirmation and he nodded.

      “Everything was smooth sailing last night,” Kade offered. “No one went missing to our knowledge, and we lucked out that the dust storm the news warned everyone about blew through after we closed for the night.”

      “There aren’t any leftover cars in the parking lot either,” Naida noted. “How did someone go missing without leaving behind a car?”

      “The woman in question doesn’t drive,” Dorsey replied. “She took a cab out here to see the show – although I’m not sure why she would do that, given her circumstances. Her sister reported her missing this morning.”

      Something about the way Dorsey phrased the statement set my teeth on edge. “Why would her coming here be such an issue given her circumstances?”

      Dorsey answered without hesitation. “Because she’s blind.”

      My stomach painfully flopped as I risked a glance at Raven. “Was her name Dana Andrews?” I probably shouldn’t have asked, but lying about my suspicions didn’t seem prudent. Any number of people could’ve seen Raven and me in Dana’s shop. Pretending otherwise would only make us look guilty should Dana’s body turn up near the fairgrounds.

      “How did you know that?” Dorsey’s tone registered surprise and I nudged his brain a bit to see what he knew. It wasn’t much, so I decided to fill in the blanks for him.

      “We stopped and visited her the other day,” I replied, opting for honesty. “When you told us the stories about people going missing in the area and seeing things in storms we thought we’d conduct a little research.”

      “And why would you do that?”

      “Because we work for a circus,” Raven replied. “We deal in the odd and absurd on a daily basis. If there’s a local legend we could use to our advantage we’d want to know about it.”

      “I guess that makes sense.” Dorsey rubbed his chin. “What did you find?”

      “Well, for starters, we went to that paranormal library on the far side of town and attempted to do research there first,” I volunteered. “We didn’t find any information to help us there.”

      “You can say that again,” Raven muttered.

      “The girl behind the counter – I believe her name was Rowan – pointed us toward Dana,” I added. “She said Dana was a witch and knew what was haunting this area.”

      “Yeah, I know Rowan.” Dorsey sounded more disgusted than amused. “She shows up at all of the paranormal conventions and causes a scene to draw people to her store. Then the people who visit the store complain because she’s clearly clueless and has no idea what she’s doing.”

      “She recommends excellent vampire porn.” Raven’s lips curved.

      “I’m sorry … what?”

      “It’s a dirty book,” I supplied, annoyed that Raven needed to bring up something so embarrassing in front of an audience. “She recommended it when we were leaving.”

      “We both bought a copy,” Raven said. “I’ve found it very … stimulating.”

      Kade arched in intrigued eyebrow. “You bought a dirty book and didn’t tell me about it?”

      “I forgot,” I protested. “I’ve been busy.”

      “Well, I know what we’re doing tonight. Don’t make other plans.”

      “I think you’re imagining a different sort of book,” I argued. “There aren’t any pictures.”

      “There will be when I’m done.” Kade straightened his shoulders. “But we’re off topic. So this Dana Andrews came to the circus but didn’t return home. I think Raven and Poet were the only ones to meet her. Did you two see her last night?”

      I shook my head. “I was busy in my tent for most of the night. I spent an hour with you on the midway after. If she was here, she didn’t go in that area.”

      “She wasn’t in the House of Mirrors either,” Raven said. “I would’ve seen her. I was there all night.”

      “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t worried,” Dorsey admitted. “She’s blind and was at a fairground surrounded by desert. She could’ve easily been turned around.”

      Or led away by a malevolent force, I silently added. “We can get our people to search the surrounding area,” I offered. “We have the bodies and it won’t take long. Perhaps she’s close.”

      “I won’t turn down the offer, but if this case holds to what I’ve seen with the others, odds are we’ve already lost her and she’ll never show up again.” Dorsey seemed defeated.

      “Well, it can’t hurt to look,” Kade said, turning his attention to the table where the majority of our companions sat and chatted. They seemed interested in Dorsey’s arrival, but wisely stayed back a bit. “I’ll rally the troops.”

      He didn’t get a chance to move in that direction because Dolph appeared from between the tents that formed the main aisle that led to the big tent. His face was red and he breathed in heavy gasps as he pulled up.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, instantly alert.

      “Mark Lane came and got me about twenty minutes ago,” Dolph replied. “He said there was a body behind one of the game stations.”

      My heart twisted. “Did you look?”

      Dolph nodded, flicking a curious gaze toward Dorsey before continuing. I gave him a small nod to tell him it was all right to talk openly. We were beyond hiding things now.

      “It’s a woman,” Dolph volunteered. “Her eyes are open and staring at the sky. They’re completely white, as if she saw something really terrible.”

      “I don’t know if she saw it, but she clearly ran into something terrible,” I said, shaking my head. “Come on. Take us to her.”

      “I was afraid of this,” Dorsey said. “This area isn’t safe.”

      He was right. But I had no idea what to do about the situation.
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      “We have a situation.”

      Max was a master at appearing calm, but he practically vibrated with energy when he joined us around the picnic tables an hour later.

      The far side of the circus buzzed with activity, bodies rapidly moving around the fairgrounds to make sure we were ready for today’s itinerary. We weren’t due to open for another three hours. Dorsey said his people would probably be gone by then, but he didn’t look thrilled when I told him we would have to call City Hall if he cut it too close. I wasn’t keen on threatening him, but I didn’t know what else to do. We could hardly have the police wandering around a dead body when kids showed up to see the sights.

      “Oh, really? We have a situation?” Nellie wasn’t in the mood to be handled as he sat in a lawn chair and rested his feet on a picnic bench, his pink toenails gleaming in the bright sunshine. His short legs and slinky dress allowed us to see everything north of the equator.

      “Put on some underwear, Nellie,” Raven groused, making a face. “No one wants to see that.”

      “Says you,” Nellie countered. “I happen to know a lot of people who would pay for the privilege to see what I’m offering you for free.”

      “Name one.”

      “Um … everyone who pays to walk through the front gates,” Nellie shot back, not missing a beat. “You wouldn’t believe how many people pull me aside and ask about my equipment. Most of them don’t even beat around the bush. Wait … that came out a little filthier than I intended. Still, people have no qualms about asking. They’re curious.”

      Sadly, given the lack of politeness I’d seen over my years with the circus, I knew Nellie was right. “Yes, well, we don’t want to see it. Save it for the paying customers.”

      “Do not show it to them either,” Max snapped, cuffing the back of Nellie’s head as he paced behind him. “Does someone want to tell me why I’m just now finding out about all of this?”

      I flicked my eyes to Max, my agitation bubbling up as I struggled to rein in my snarky tongue. “Excuse me? You’re the one who has been making yourself scarce for the past few weeks. That’s not on us.”

      Max extended a warning finger. “Don’t take that tone with me, young lady.”

      “And don’t wag that finger at me,” I said, refusing to back down. “No one has kept information from you. Until this morning, we had no idea things were this serious. We thought we had a figment running around. That’s hardly cause for panic.”

      “No, it’s not,” Max agreed, sucking in a breath. I could practically see him tugging on his patience. He didn’t want to fly off the handle in front of Kade and undo all of the goodwill he’d earned with the golf trip earlier in the week.

      Speaking of Kade … where did he go? I craned my neck as I glanced around trailer row. I couldn’t see him. That didn’t mean he didn’t mosey back over to see what the police were doing, but I had my doubts that he’d glean much information while over there. I attempted to force myself to relax. He wasn’t the only one missing. Luke was gone, too.

      Hmm. That was interesting … and a little frightening. Kade said he would have a chat with Luke. If he was doing that now, he picked the absolute worst time. That’s normal operating procedure at Mystic Caravan, though, so I could hardly work myself into a tizzy over it.

      “Poet is right,” Raven interjected. “We thought it was a figment. Those are usually harmless. At best we thought it was hanging around because it was curious. At worst we thought it was accidentally approaching people in storms and leading them out to the desert to die. We had no idea there was a second entity.”

      That wasn’t exactly true from my perspective, and I averted my eyes when Max looked to me for answers. It was obvious he read the guilt on my face, because he heaved one of those long-suffering sighs only parents of tempestuous teenagers can muster. “You suspected, didn’t you?”

      “Not until yesterday morning,” I hedged. “Before then I honestly thought we were dealing with a figment. Then something happened, and … well … I changed my mind.”

      Max knit his eyebrows. “What happened?”

      “Oh, well … .”

      “The figment approached me in the middle of the tents,” Nixie supplied, her attitude blunted as she leaned back in her chair. “I started screaming to draw people to me. As soon as Poet showed up, the figment lost its interest in me and focused on her.”

      “Yeah, speaking of that, you told me that I was about to see something before it shoved me into the past,” I said. “Did it show you what happened back then?”

      “No, but I could pick up wisps of horror from its mind,” Nixie answered. “I saw a few scattered images. That’s all. I knew it was bad. I also knew the odds of you seeing more were pretty good.”

      “Wait, wait, wait.” Max shook his hand to get everyone’s attention. “You went back in time?”

      Hmm. That was an interesting question. “Well … .”

      “If I could go back in time I’d want to see dinosaurs,” Percival announced, sipping his tea and smiling easily as half a dozen people lobbed glares in his direction.

      “Yes, because that went so well in Jurassic Park,” Nellie drawled, making a face. “Word around the fairgrounds is that you want to pretend magic doesn’t exist. That’s the rumor I heard last night, at least. If that’s the case, why are you even part of this conversation?”

      Percival’s eyes flashed. “Because you insist on talking about it in front of me. I can hardly ignore it when you act as if figments … and scarecrow people … and whatever it is that knocked Poet over the head and dragged her into the woods a couple of weeks ago are normal. I’m just going with the flow.”

      “Bollocks.” Nellie mimicked Percival’s voice to perfection. “Drink your tea and shut your hole.”

      “Nellie, that’s hardly helping matters.” Max rubbed his forehead, weary. “Go back to the part where you traveled through time. How did that occur?”

      “I’m not sure I really traveled through time,” I admitted. “The figment merely wanted me to see what happened when the mine collapsed and a bunch of men were trapped. I think the figment used to be one of those men, but I don’t know which one.”

      “It probably doesn’t matter,” Raven mused. “The figment came into being because whatever happened then was bad enough to rip his soul free from his body before he died. He’s been around so long he’s probably forgotten his former life – er, well, except for the death, of course.”

      Wait … . “Is that true? Is that how a figment is created?”

      Raven was incredulous. “How do you think it happens?”

      I pondered the scenario and shrugged. “I haven’t given it much thought. All of my figment knowledge comes from books.”

      “Yes, well, that’s how it happens,” Raven said dryly. “I think the figment was created during the initial horror. It escaped through the same hole the creature did when the mine owner sent down the other worker in the parallel shaft to see if they could reclaim the mine.”

      “You saw the creature,” Max prodded. “What was it?”

      “I have no idea, but it was ugly,” Raven replied. “It’s strong, too. It has no corporeal form, yet it managed to get its hands on me. If I hadn’t managed to get away when I did, I doubt very much I would’ve stood much of a chance against it on my own.”

      I’d almost forgotten about that. “Did you break your arm?”

      “Apparently it just felt that way,” Raven replied. “Nixie rubbed her magic tonic on it. It’s a bit sore, but it doesn’t feel as if I’m being stabbed by a million small needles any longer. I look at that as a win.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. “I’ve never seen anything like the creature before,” I said, turning back to Max. “It was dark, but you could see through it. Almost as if it was Peter Pan’s shadow coming out to play. It was wide through the shoulders and narrow through the hips. It had glowing red eyes … and webbed feet, which explains the tracks we saw when we first arrived. It also had weird ears on the top of its head.”

      The last bit piqued Max’s interest. “Ears? What kind of ears?”

      “Kind of like cat ears.”

      “I thought they looked more like horse ears,” Raven volunteered. “They were longer than cat ears.”

      “Hmm.” Max rubbed his chin as he thought. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard about a creature that even remotely resembles that description. I don’t know what to think.”

      “I tried to poke into its mind, but it’s shielded,” I said. “Raven said she tried the same. I don’t know what that means, but it’s not good news for us. Fighting a creature that’s not corporeal isn’t easy.”

      “No, and we have other issues.” Max cocked his head and stared in the direction of the police officers. “I don’t believe the police in this area are idiots – and Poet mentioned that they’ve been worried about disappearances long before we arrived. We’re going to make tantalizing scapegoats now that there’s a body.”

      “What are you suggesting?”

      “We could leave,” Max said, sending a murmur through the crowd. “I know that’s not our style, but I can’t help but worry about what will come should we stay. This creature will clearly keep attacking. It won’t leave, and we’re drawing people to this area.”

      “I don’t think it’s after normal humans any longer,” Raven said, catching me off guard. “You didn’t see it last night, but it seemed intrigued by me. And it recognized what I was doing when I tried to get in its head. When Percival showed up, it ignored him.”

      “That’s probably because it realized you were a bigger threat than Percival,” Nellie noted.

      “Yes, well, that makes me feel manly,” Percival muttered.

      Raven absently patted his shoulder in a consoling manner. It was an interesting development, the fact that she was trying to soothe him, but I didn’t know what to make of it and now was hardly the time for idle girl gossip.

      “That’s not what I was saying,” Raven said. “It’s just … it seemed to sense I was different. Then, when Naida and Poet came in, it was equally interested in them. Somehow it knows when the being it’s facing off against is imbued with magic.”

      “That only adds to the confusion,” Max said. “We have a very important decision to make. We can leave, use the death to cancel the rest of our shows, and explain to city officials that we’re too traumatized to continue. It might be a tough sell, but it’s definitely doable.”

      “What’s our other option?” Nellie asked.

      “We can stay and see what happens.”

      “I vote for the second option.” Nellie raised his hand for emphasis. “I’m not the type to run from trouble.”

      “Yes, but this is the kind of trouble that you can’t behead with an ax,” I pointed out. “Max is right about being in a sticky situation. I think leaving runs counter to what we’re supposed to be doing. We’re supposed to be hunting evil beings. This is clearly an evil being.”

      “It is,” Max said. “If it has decided that it wants to switch from feeding on humans to magical beings, though – and I’m not convinced of that as of yet – then it will increase its attacks on us.”

      “I agree with Raven,” I supplied. “Dana Andrews was magical. She might not have been as magical as most of us, but she had the sight. The creature killed her. There has to be a reason for that. It didn’t randomly pick her out of a crowd of thousands. It wasn’t a coincidence.”

      Max’s eyebrows winged up. “You left that out of your retelling.”

      “She was an interesting woman and she knew a bit about the history of this place,” I said, refusing to feel guilty for not keeping Max up to date on everything. If he wanted information he’d have to make his presence known more than once a week. I wasn’t going to go out of my way for him. “She came here for a reason. Now, sadly, we’ll never know what that reason was.”

      “As much as I don’t fancy myself a hero, I agree with Poet,” Raven said. “We can’t leave this thing to hunt. It might stay in the desert now, but when we leave and humans stop coming to this area because the police enact some sort of curfew, it’ll get bored.”

      “It will then head to the city,” I added. “It could massacre people there, and no one would be able to stop it. We have to at least try to figure out a way to kill it.”

      Max licked his lips as he tugged a hand through his white hair, ultimately nodding in agreement. “Okay. We’ll do some research and figure this out. Until we do, absolutely no one is allowed to go anywhere by themselves. You’re always to have someone else with you. Do you understand?”

      Nellie raised his hand again, causing temper to flash on Max’s face.

      “Yes, Nellie?”

      “What if I don’t like anyone enough to partner with them?”

      “Then I’ll use my magic to make you think you’re a cat and you can spend the next eighteen hours sleeping in your trailer,” Max replied, not missing a beat. “I’ll even feed you canned tuna and kibble. Let you scratch your claws on every evening gown you own.”

      Instead of being angry, Nellie nodded. “As far as threats go, that’s a good one.”

      Max smiled. “I thought so.”

      

      I FOUND KADE loitering between his trailer and mine, a distracted expression on his face. He seemed to sense my approach, and when he turned he forced a smile that wasn’t quite as convincing as he probably hoped. I wasn’t fooled.

      “Where were you?”

      Kade shrugged. “Why? Did something happen?”

      “We had a long discussion on recent events with Max and he floated the idea of leaving early. We shot that down. We’re staying.”

      “Oh, well, I’m kind of sorry I missed it. I would’ve sided with Max.”

      “Bummer, huh?”

      “Yeah.” Kade opened his arms and pulled me in for a hug, pressing his lips to my forehead. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there.”

      “I survived.” I tilted my head back and searched his face. “Where were you?”

      “I was … .”

      “Don’t lie,” I warned when he broke off, clearly searching for an acceptable excuse. “I thought we agreed lying was bad.”

      “I wasn’t going to lie,” Kade countered, smoothing my hair. “I was simply debating the best way to tell you what I have to tell you.”

      I instinctively knew I was right earlier when I thought Kade and Luke were probably together. “You didn’t kill Luke, did you? I won’t take it well if you did. I know Luke and I are fighting, but I still love him.”

      Kade chuckled, the sound low and guttural. “I didn’t kill Luke. I did talk to him, though.”

      “I figured that out myself.”

      “He’s … not easy to be around right now.”

      “I also figured that out myself.”

      “Ugh. You’re so quick with the words.” Kade mock shook me, his face lighting with momentary mirth before sobering. I could tell right away something was wrong.

      “What is it?”

      Kade didn’t hesitate. He didn’t consider prettying things up for my benefit. He simply blurted out the truth, which I was ultimately thankful for. “He made a bad choice last night when no one would loan him money.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that one bit. “And?”

      “He found someone else to loan it to him.”

      “From here? I will kill the crap out of whoever it is. In fact, I’ll kill him or her. Wait … that’s a bad idea. I might go to jail for that. No, I’ll put this person in the hospital and then kick them a second time. Tell me. I’m not joking. Tell me. I’m about to go crazy.”

      “Honey, it wasn’t someone with the circus,” Kade said, tightening his grip on my shoulders. “He found someone at one of the casinos to loan him money.”

      Despite the fact that he was skirting the issue, I knew what Kade was implying. “A loan shark? He borrowed money from a loan shark?”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s not what the guy called himself, but that’s essentially what he is,” Kade conceded. “He loaned Luke two grand, which isn’t a lot when you really consider how much worse it could’ve been, so we got lucky there.”

      “You don’t look as if you’re feeling very lucky.”

      “No, I was feeling lucky this morning,” Kade said. “Luke lost the money. He told the guy he borrowed the money from that he would have to take a few days to pay him. The guy told Luke that each day he waits the amount owed doubles. Then Luke tried to pay with a check, and the guy said he doesn’t accept checks … only cash.”

      I opened my mouth, dumbfounded, but no sound came out. “You can’t be serious. That’s not legal.”

      “It doesn’t matter what’s legal,” Kade countered. “It only matters that Luke is in trouble. This is actually standard operating procedure with these guys.”

      “I just … son of a … .” I ground my molars together so hard I worried I’d crack one. “I’ll kill him!”

      Kade remained calm. “Luke or the guy who loaned him the money?”

      “Will you think I’m bloodthirsty and terrible if I say both?”

      Kade shook his head. “No, but I do think we have more than one problem now.”

      “Okay, I’m definitely going to start with killing Luke. We’ll see how things go after that. How does that sound? Oh, and before you answer, I’ll kill him whether you agree or not.”
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      “Can I do readings later?”

      Melissa, youthful vigor rolling off of her, had the look of a caged animal as she paced my tent shortly before we opened for business. It was a full day at the circus, so we would run from noon until ten without stopping. It was one of our longest days of the week. I didn’t care about that in the least, but Melissa was another story. She was young and eager. Waiting wasn’t one of her strengths.

      I took Melissa on in a mentor relationship – mostly because I saw a sad and lonely girl trying to come to grips with her abilities and I knew what that was like – and then I got caught up in my own drama. It wasn’t fair, especially given the fact that I took her away from everything that she knew and dropped her in a new world with very little guidance. She hadn’t complained a bit, but I’d neglected her since bringing her in, and I felt guilty about it.

      “We need to get you a tent of your own,” I said, avoiding the question until I had time to think it through. “We don’t really need two fortune tellers but we could set up some sort of tarot card swami act or something. In the beginning you might want to sample what everyone else was doing, but you really aren’t interested, are you?”

      Melissa shrugged. “I’m interested in what you do.”

      “But not in helping at the House of Mirrors or with Nixie’s voodoo doll stand?”

      “Nixie’s voodoo stand consists of evil humans she’s shrunk down with that weird powder of hers,” Melissa replied. “Do you ever wonder how she came up with that idea? It’s weird and creepy, yet she looks all sweet and innocent. Something is definitely up there. Why would I want to be part of that?”

      She had a point, still … . “I don’t know. I think it’s fascinating to see them all lined up like that. I like to talk to them when I stop by and remind them how they ended up in that position.” I was talking about the dolls, of course. As much as I liked Nixie I tried to avoid talking to her on long days because she was far too happy and chipper to be tolerated.

      “They’re not still alive, are they?” Melissa was horrified. “I mean … they’re not trapped in there and forced to watch what’s going on around them even though they can’t move, are they?”

      Now that was a really interesting question. “I don’t think so.” I gave the notion some thought. “I’ve been in that tent hundreds of times. I think I would’ve tripped over an anguished soul if they were still alive in those husks.”

      Melissa pursed her lips. “I guess that’s true. It’s still weird to think about.”

      It was definitely weird to think about. It was also dangerous to talk about if Nixie overheard and started whining. “Well, it’s not as if Nixie is dressing them up like Barbie dolls or anything.” I rolled my neck and glanced toward the open tent flap, my mind busy. “Do you want your own tent?”

      “I … don’t know.” Melissa looked caught. “I kind of like doing what you’re doing.”

      “So you want me to quit and give you my job?”

      Melissa shook her head. “No, I just want to work with you more often and do the occasional readings. You know a lot about dealing with the public. I’m not quite there yet. I have more left to learn.”

      The simple admission was enough to double my guilt. “I’m sorry I haven’t spent a lot of time with you. I know you were probably expecting more when you joined, up but … it’s been a busy couple of weeks. That’s not an excuse … I am sorry.”

      “I don’t need a babysitter,” Melissa countered. “I don’t expect you to stop living your life simply so you can focus on me. I just wanted to learn from you.”

      If I wasn’t already swimming in guilt, that would’ve tossed me over the edge. “You can do some readings tonight.” I made the offer without thinking it through, but realized relatively quickly that it was a good idea. “I have some other things to deal with anyway. It will work out well.”

      “Really?” Melissa brightened. “I should probably get dressed for it then, huh? Get completely decked out and everything so people don’t question why I’m the one running the tent.”

      “That’s probably a good idea.” I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. “I’ll take the early shift and work until five. Then you can take the night shift.”

      “The entire night shift?” Melissa’s eyes were so wide I thought they might swallow her entire face. “This is so great.” She bounced toward the opening, clapping her hands, and then stilled before casting a gaze over her shoulder. “I don’t expect you to rearrange your life for me. I’m not a child, and you don’t have to entertain me. You’ve already done a lot for me. I don’t expect more. You know that, right?”

      “I do.”

      “You’ve been busy with Kade, and I get that,” Melissa added. “You deserve to be happy, and you seem happy.”

      “I … well … thank you.”

      “Are you happy?”

      Several months ago the question would’ve annoyed me. Now I was happy to answer it.

      “I am.” I meant it. “I’m not happy with Luke right now, but I guess everything can’t be perfect at the same time. That would be asking too much.”

      Melissa giggled. “Well, I want to thank you for this. I really appreciate it.”

      “Once this is over we’ll get you a tent of your own,” I said. “We’ll figure out a shtick for you – something unique – and you’ll find that it’s just as much fun as doing what I do. Trust me.”

      “Okay. That sounds good.”

      It did … and I was almost looking forward to it. Now we just had to survive Las Vegas, jerky loan sharks, a morose figment and whatever that shadow monster happened to be if we expected to get out of town alive.

      That wasn’t too much to expect, right?

      Right?

      

      “I WANT TO know when I’m going to become a top model. I need specific dates and hints about where I should be when I’m about to be discovered. Also, it might be best to write down your answers so nothing is lost in translation.”

      Kaylene Bishop was cute as a kitten with a ball of yarn. She had long blonde hair, bright blue eyes and a smile that lit up the entire tent. She had star presence … and then some. She was also five feet tall – if I’m being generous – and wore Crocs to cover what had to be a pair of the biggest feet I’ve ever seen.

      I pursed my lips, unsure how to answer. Most people visiting my tent want to hear good things. They think they’ll become rich … or maybe marry the perfect man … or somehow become president and rule the world. This was the first time I was asked about being a top model. It was mildly exciting.

      “So … that’s what you want to do with your life?” I ran my hand over the crystal ball resting in the middle of the table. It was mostly for looks. I could count on one hand the number of times I gleaned a vision from it. They were rare and often cloudy because the energy in the ball was ancient and muddled. But my customers didn’t need to know that. Props always help in this line of work.

      “It is.” Kaylene bobbed her head so enthusiastically her ample bosom – which was on display in her tight top – jiggled.

      “Well, honey, I think perhaps you’re barking up the wrong malnourished model tree.” I could see inside her head. She was open to almost anything, but her heart was set on walking important runways in Europe. She had no idea how that works, only that she wanted it. I also got a few curious glimpses into her future. She definitely was going to be a star. She simply wasn’t going to be the kind of star she thought she’d be.

      “I don’t know what that means.” Kaylene’s face was blank, her pouty lips pronounced. “Are you saying I’m not going to be a top model? Because let me tell you, I’ve done a lot of research and I’m totally going to be a top model. I know every single thing there is to know and I’m ready for the big time.”

      “Uh-huh. I see.”

      “I am.”

      “It’s just … where did you perform your research?” The girl was so cute I didn’t want to risk insulting her.

      “Um … television.”

      Oh, well, that made sense. “America’s Next Top Model?”

      “They show reruns on the Oxygen network,” Kaylene conceded, twiddling with the end of the straw in the soda she clutched. “I’ve learned everything I can possibly learn. I know how to smile, how to look high fashion and commercial depending on the day, and how to mentally mess with the other models so they quit and I’m the only one left standing.”

      “It sounds as if you’ve got it all figured out.”

      “I do.”

      “There’s just one thing, sweetie,” I said, shifting on my chair as I prepared myself to deliver a soul-crushing blow. “You’re only five feet tall.”

      “So?”

      “So I believe – and correct me if I’m wrong because I don’t follow the modeling profession very closely – but I believe that most models are like, five-foot-ten, or so.”

      “So?”

      I wet my lips, frustration bubbling up. “So you’re ten inches too short. And, truth be told, I think you’re a little too well-endowed to be a high fashion model.”

      “I … what?” Kaylene glanced around, her expression unreadable although I could feel her frustration bubbling up. She expected me to roll over, tell her what she wanted to hear, and then hit the rest of the circus so she could flirt with whatever young men crossed her path. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “I mean that your boobs are too big, honey,” I said, grabbing my own for emphasis. “Most high fashion models have much smaller breasts. Yours are like watermelons … and I think, at best, you can only have oversized oranges and the occasional grapefruits.”

      Instead of being annoyed, Kaylene offered up a “well, duh” expression that almost caused me to snicker. “Not the ones in Sports Illustrated.”

      “Okay, well, I think that’s a different sort of model. I also think you’re too short to be that sort of model.”

      “You don’t know!” Kaylene was offended. “I could be a great Sports Illustrated model.”

      “I’m sure you could. I don’t make the modeling rules. I’m simply telling you what I see when I look into your future.”

      “You don’t see crap,” Kaylene exploded, hopping to her feet. “You’re a fraud! I want my money back.”

      I pointed to the “no refunds” sign affixed to the wall behind me. I was trying to help, but there was only so far I could go without losing my cool. “Sorry.”

      “You suck!”

      I opened my mouth to wish her a nice day but found myself distracted as the soda from her cup flew in my direction. I blinked rapidly, tamping down the urge to smack her in the face for her actions. Kaylene proceeded to stomp on the ground. I sucked in a breath as I wiped the soda from my face and glared at the mess pooling on the front of my shirt.

      “Well, that was mature.”

      “I will be a top model!” Kaylene barked. “I want to do it!”

      Despite the fact that I was dripping with soda and Kaylene had turned into a whining baby, I didn’t want to send off the girl without hope. It seemed somehow cruel. “You won’t be a top model. I’m sorry. Although … you will be famous.”

      Kaylene stilled, her interest ignited. “How will I be famous?”

      “How do you feel about adult films?”

      The look on her face told me I should be glad she was out of drinks to throw. And here I was trying to help. I wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      

      MELISSA THANKFULLY stopped by not long after Kaylene and her soda of death erupted. I let her take charge of the tent early, returning to my trailer to change before hitting the midway.

      I was anxious to be out and about in case the creature returned. I had a feeling it wouldn’t show itself in a huge crowd, that it would wait until later, when it was dark, and people started leaving. Still, I wanted to be close should it decide that waiting wasn’t a prime option.

      I also wanted to find Luke.

      I looked for him after Kade admitted what he’d done the previous evening, my stomach thick with unease and anger. I had every intention of unloading a week’s worth of fury on him. I wanted to yell, kick my feet and possibly pull his hair for good measure. Then I wanted to reassure him that everything would be okay and we would fix the situation.

      Luke wisely hid. He had to know that Kade would tell me what he’d been up to. By the time the cops toted away Dana Andrews’ body and the gates opened, Luke had managed to hide for a good three hours. I was mildly impressed.

      I was also ticked off.

      I figured the best place to start looking was the main tent. Luke enjoys acting as ringmaster for early shows. None of those performances include every show in our repertoire. They’re more like appetizers, a small sampling to keep the crowds happy while holding back the main course until night. Still, Luke loves mugging for the crowd. Whenever he’s in a sour mood it makes him feel better. I figured that was my best bet for finding him.

      I took a pass by the midway first, making sure Mark was on top of things. Las Vegas wasn’t a dry venue. It was still early enough in the afternoon that most visitors weren’t drunk. Once the beer and wine started flowing, though, fists often followed.

      Mark stood in his usual spot, arms crossed, and watched the families throw money away on endless games. He raised his chin when he saw me staring, offering me a smarmy wink. I swallowed my bile as I closed the distance.

      “Hello, Poet. You look … fresh … today.”

      I glanced down at my cargo shorts and T-shirt – a decidedly un-Poet outfit for a show day – and shrugged. “One of my earlier clients didn’t like the future I read for her and threw a drink on me.”

      Mark snorted, amused. “Well, that’s nice. It can’t be the first time.”

      “It’s not even the first time this month,” I admitted. “I’ve considered banning drinks from my tent. I didn’t see it coming from her. She’s so tiny you could fit her in your pocket.”

      “That sounds darling,” Mark drawled. “Is that why you’re here? Are you calling it a day on reading fortunes?”

      “I left Melissa in charge of the tent. She’ll be fine.”

      “She is a cute little thing, too, isn’t she?”

      I stiffened at his tone. He’s gross even when he’s not preying on women who are barely legal. When he doesn’t bother to hide his lecherous intentions he’s downright disgusting. “Don’t even think about it.”

      Mark faked shock. “I can’t believe you’d actually think that about me.”

      “And I can’t believe you think I’ll believe that innocent act of yours,” I shot back. “If you make a move on her, I’ll make a move on you.”

      “Ooh. That sounds exciting.”

      “It won’t when I’m done with you.”

      “You know, this is the second time in as many days that you’ve threatened me,” Mark noted. “I’m starting to think you like me. Isn’t that how it works? You always pretend to hate those you really love?”

      “Think again.” I moved to walk away but I should’ve known better. Mark is far too fond of getting in the last word.

      “So, did Luke’s friend find him?”

      I tilted my head as I turned, interested despite my dislike of Mark. “What friend?”

      Mark acted innocent. “The one in the fancy suit. He had shoulders like a linebacker.”

      My stomach flipped as I worked overtime to keep my temper in check. “How long ago was this?”

      “Oh, about ten minutes ago.”

      I fought the urge to kick Mark’s shins … and lost. I whacked him as hard as I could with the toe of my shoe.

      “Ow!”

      “I know exactly what you’re doing,” I hissed. “You’re not an idiot. You recognized that guy for what he was and you didn’t do a thing to dissuade him or offer help. You’ll be so sorry when I’m done with you.”

      “What did I do?” Mark rubbed his shin, frustrated. “It’s not my job to keep track of all of the guests. I watch my small corner of the world. The rest is up to you.”

      “I don’t have time for this argument, but I swear to you, I’ll make you cry before this is all said and done,” I snapped.

      “I feel like crying now.”

      “Nowhere near as much as you will when I have time to think of a proper punishment,” I seethed. “Where is he?”

      “How should I know?”

      “You pointed him in Luke’s direction. Which way?”

      Mark extended his finger toward the animal tents, grimacing as he tried to fake a sunny smile. “I hope you take out some of this … sexual frustration … on Luke’s friend. Otherwise I won’t be looking forward to seeing you again. You’re mean when you want to be … and not in a fun way.”

      “Oh, well, that’s the best thing I’ve heard all day.” I was ready to storm off, but I opted to kick Mark again for good measure. “Just you wait. You’ll wish you’d never met me.”

      “Girl, I’m already there.”
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      I was a mass of nerves by the time I hit the animal tent. Because we don’t really house animals – but we want the public to believe we do because explaining shifters is more difficult than jumping through animal management hoops on the state and federal level – we’re fairly stringent when it comes to protecting the animal tents.

      We put added wards on them to alert us if someone gets too close. It happens occasionally, although it’s almost always a child who gets away from his mother and wants to see the tiger or wolf up close and personal, or an animal rights activist who thinks we’re mistreating animals instead of mocking shifters. Every once in a while we get a stupid adult, but we can generally head them off before it becomes an issue.

      Only two people have ever made it inside the tents and realized we didn’t have animals. I had to modify both of their memories. Thankfully it was an easy job because I essentially only had to change a few minutes of memory, make them think they saw animals in cages, and send them on their way with fond thoughts and an exciting story to tell.

      What was happening inside the tent at this moment was vastly different.

      “I said I would get the money.”

      I recognized Luke’s voice right away and slowed my pace, hovering outside the flap so I could listen for a moment. If Luke was in real trouble I’d know it quickly enough to run to his aid. For now, I simply wanted to overhear what the goon had to say.

      “I’m sure you’ll understand that Mr. Pardo has his doubts,” the man said. I hadn’t caught a glimpse of him yet, but I could imagine what he looked like, and not just because I watch a lot of movies and television. He sounded as if his neck was so thick it took forever for his voice to travel through the extra layers of skin.

      “Why does he have his doubts?” Luke sounded whinier than usual. “I said I would come up with the money … and I will.”

      “You have a deadline.”

      “I’m well aware of that.”

      “You agreed to pay off the money before your little … let’s call it a meltdown … regarding the interest payments,” the man said. “Mr. Pardo sent me out here to make sure you understand the severity of the punishment when it comes to nonpayment.”

      I risked a look around the flap so I could see Luke’s face, and didn’t miss his hard swallow. “I can assure you that I understand. I don’t need you to give me a preview of the punishment or anything.”

      “Do you? Understand, I mean.” The pumped-up side of beef standing in front of Luke looked dubious. “I’m not sure. I think I should send a message of sorts to make sure you truly understand what will happen if you don’t pay up.”

      “I understand.”

      “Let’s just see, shall we?”

      I’d heard more than enough, my stomach somersaulting as I acted without thinking. I breezed into the tent, my hands clenched at my sides, and glared fiery bolts at the back of the Neanderthal’s head. He was even wider than I first imagined, and that neck was thick enough to make steroid abusers the world over jealous.

      “Poet?” Luke gasped when he saw me, scrambling to put himself between the thug and me.

      Our visitor seemed amused by my presence, his eyebrows quirking. “Who is this?” he asked, knocking Luke to the side with his beefy arm and grinning in my direction. “She’s very pretty. I was under the impression you were batting for the other team, Luke, but your girlfriend here is … something else. I guess we have different forms of punishment to explore after all.”

      “Don’t you even look at her,” Luke hissed, his eyes flashing as his fingers elongated a bit. He didn’t shift, but I recognized the signs that he was readying to do just that should the need arise.

      “Oh, I’m going to do more than look at her.” The man licked his lips, reminding me of a disgusting snake about to strike. “I’m going to spend some quality time with her … right here and now. I think she’s really going to like it.”

      I swallowed the urge to throw up and stared down the man. “Who are you?”

      “Who are you?” he shot back.

      “Don’t worry about her,” Luke said, his tone bordering on desperate. “She’s not part of this. Focus on me.”

      I’d never seen Luke this unhinged, and I was around that time they announced the wrong Miss Universe winner and he had a complete and total freakout. He was totally out of sorts, unable to make eye contact and sweating profusely, and I had my suspicions why. That was a discussion for another time, though. For now we had other issues to deal with.

      “No, you focus on me,” I instructed, never moving my eyes from the man’s face. “What’s your name?”

      “What’s your name?” the man countered, clearly enjoying the game. I could guarantee that smug smile wouldn’t last for very long.

      “Poet Parker.”

      “That’s cute.” The man smiled. “And what do you do here, Poet Parker?”

      “I’m the fortune teller.”

      “Really?” The stranger’s eyes gleamed. “Can you see how this is going to end?”

      “As a matter of fact, I can.”

      “Poet, I’m handling this,” Luke said, his eyes busily bouncing between the stranger and me, panic spilling out of his pores as he fought to maintain some modicum of control. He didn’t realize it was far too late for that. “Don’t get involved. I … you were right. I know that now, but you can’t get involved.”

      “It’s too late, Luke. I’m already involved.”

      “Poet.” Luke’s frustration was evident as it washed over his handsome features, drowning him in sorrow and regret. “This is dangerous.”

      “Shh.” I pressed my finger to my lips, every syllable uttered serving as a salve to my frazzled nerves. “I’ve got this, Luke. Don’t worry.”

      “Yeah, Luke,” the man mocked. “She’s got this. She’s a fortune teller, after all. She can tell us exactly what’s going to happen. Tell me, girl, how do you see this going?”

      I wasn’t fond of the man’s smug attitude, so I decided to turn the tables on him, invading his mind with minimal effort. “Well, Ron Waters, I see it going poorly for you.” It was easy to pick the man’s name from the surface of his brain. I had no problem going deeper, but for now I merely watched his reaction. The way his lips twisted told me Waters wasn’t happy about being caught off guard. In fact, he was almost fearful given the shift in my demeanor.

      “How do you know my name?” Waters asked.

      “I’m a fortune teller.”

      Waters pursed his lips, as if measuring my worth. After a few moments of silence he offered up a lame chuckle. “That’s a nice trick there, girly, but I’m not falling for it. Do you have cameras in the parking lot? Did you have your friends run my license plate and track my name that way? If so, that was a smart move. What you’re doing now isn’t exactly smart.”

      The threat didn’t dissuade me. “No. I didn’t run your license plate.”

      “Then how did you figure out my name?” Waters’ voice turned unnaturally dangerous. “What game are you playing here?”

      “I’m a fortune teller,” I reminded him. “I know things.”

      “Oh, really?” Waters tilted his head to the side in a challenging manner. “What else do you know?”

      That was a loaded question, and I was ready to unload the past weeks’ worth of misery on someone. I vented a bit of it on Mark a few moments earlier, but this guy was something else entirely. I couldn’t wait to mess with him.

      “Your name is Ron Waters,” I repeated. “You were born on the eighth of March in 1979 to a single mother who worked as a showgirl at one of the lower-ranked Vegas establishments. Well, at least that’s what she told you. She wasn’t really a showgirl as much as a prostitute.”

      “You take that back,” Waters hissed, narrowing his eyes.

      I ignored the order. “When you were thirteen you figured out that she was really a prostitute,” I continued. “Actually, one of your friends told you the truth. His father was a regular client and he happened to see them getting it on in a car. Your friend wanted to know how much she charged because he was interested in spending time alone with her himself.”

      The expression on Waters’ face was beyond comical. “How can you possibly know that?”

      “I’m psychic,” I reminded him. “I’m also not done. Where was I?”

      Luke still looked terrified but he was mildly interested in Waters’ reaction, so he decided to see how far we could take this. “His mother.”

      “Right, his mother,” I intoned. “His mother worked for a man named David Pardo until she was all used up, and then she was killed in a freak accident involving a train and an accidental push on the track at the commuter terminal. The cameras recorded a man pushing your mother and then fleeing … a man you recognized as one of Pardo’s bodyguards.”

      “How can you possibly know that?” Waters was beyond frustrated.

      I ignored him. “You were an adult then, Ron, and you thought you would make Pardo pay. You loaded up the only gun in the house and decided to go on a suicide mission to avenge your mother’s honor, but instead he offered you money and you forgot any loyalty you had for your mother and joined his employ within a few minutes of discussion.”

      “I had no loyalty to that woman,” Waters spat. “She was a terrible mother.”

      “Yeah? You weren’t much of a son. Anyway, Pardo realized you were easy to manipulate, so he gave you all of the jobs no one else wanted. He also paid you less than he paid his other muscle. He didn’t have to. He simply enjoyed using you.”

      “You lying piece of … .”

      I held up my hand to cut off Waters’ argument, using my magic to tangle his tongue so he couldn’t utter a sound. I got perverse pleasure out of watching him struggle to make a noise, his face reflecting more panic with each passing second.

      “Poet, what are you doing?” Luke looked worried.

      “I’m having a talk with your friend,” I replied. “Don’t worry, I’ll have a talk with you before too much time passes.”

      “I can’t wait,” Luke muttered.

      “Neither can I.” I took a bold step forward and fixed Waters with a serious look. “You are paid far less than your co-workers, and Pardo’s only keeps you around until he needs a sacrificial lamb. That will occur in exactly six months. I read the future just as well as I see the past. He’ll get in deep with a drug pusher – you know, try to take over his territory – only he’ll pick the wrong person to mess with.

      “The drug pusher is going to push back and Pardo is going to realize that he’s in a world of hurt,” I continued. “He’ll find that out after the drug dealer kills his current showgirl bed buddy – who he is legitimately fond of despite the fact that he feels very little loyalty to most people – and then he’ll sacrifice you to get out of trouble.”

      Waters’ mouth dropped open, but no sound came out.

      “It’s true,” I pressed. “I don’t really care how you die. I can’t stand you regardless. You should know that you sold out for money and it’s going to cost you your life. I think that’s only fair.”

      Waters clawed at his throat, as if trying to rip a hole so he could speak, but he was too feeble to face off with my magic.

      “Now, we’re going to have a little talk,” I said, trailing my fingers over the empty animal cages as I walked through the tent. “As you’ve figured out by now, this isn’t a normal circus and we’re not your run-of-the-mill circus folk.”

      “Oh, he’s definitely figured that out,” Luke drawled, relaxing a bit even though his expression remained tense. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

      “Because you haven’t had a good idea in almost a week, Luke, I’d really appreciate it if you stayed out of this,” I snapped.

      “I created this mess. I can hardly stay out of it.”

      “Oh, there are ways.” I glared at him, mildly delighting in the fact that he refused to break eye contact. He was beaten down and worried, but he was still Luke. He wouldn’t allow me to bully him even though he was practically ready to throw himself at my feet and beg forgiveness.

      “Hey, I admit I made a few mistakes, and I’m really sorry for them,” Luke growled. “I think you’re the one making the mistake here, though. What’s your plan?”

      I shrugged, noncommittal. “Don’t worry about that.”

      “I can’t help but worry,” Luke countered. “You seem … a bit crazed.”

      “It’s been a long couple of days,” I admitted, never moving my gaze from Waters’ terrified face. I could tell that the reality of his situation was beginning to sink in, and he didn’t like it one little bit. “Between the figment … and the shadow monster … and you becoming the world’s worst gambler … and the dead body … and this tool … well, I really need a vacation.”

      “I’m sorry for the worry I’ve caused you,” Luke offered. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”

      “I know you didn’t. That doesn’t mean you’re blameless. You’re not off the hook, even though I don’t believe all of this is your fault.”

      Luke knit his eyebrows, confusion evident. “What do you mean?”

      “Later.” I returned my full focus to Waters. “We need to have a little discussion here. I trust you’ll pass along the message I impart to your employer – make him see the error of his ways – and then move on. Can I trust you to do that, Ron?”

      I tilted my head as I waited for Waters to confirm he’d heard me. When he didn’t speak, Luke snapped his fingers and pointed at the man’s throat.

      “He can’t talk.”

      “Oh, right.” I shook my head and released Waters’ vocal cords. He seemed tentative when he opened his mouth and tested them.

      “I’m going to kill you.”

      I wagged a finger, annoyed. “Now you’re not making me want to work with you, Ron. In fact, I kind of want to punish you instead.”

      Luke’s eyebrows winged up, but otherwise he remained quiet.

      “I’m going to kill you.” Waters took a purposeful step in my direction, his eyes blazing.

      I didn’t back down. I couldn’t. I had a message to send, and Waters was my best opportunity.

      Luke sprang into action, moving to intercept, but I ignored him and focused on Waters. The second the man was within striking distance, I momentarily delayed his reflexes – slowing him down so I could move fast enough to make him think I had super powers – and grabbed both sides of his face with my hands before returning his movement to normal time.

      Waters groaned when my hands slapped against his face, his knees buckling as I poured all of the anger and resentment clouding my mind during the past few days into him.

      “You need to understand what’s going on here, Ron,” I seethed, staring into his terrified brown eyes. He had no idea what was happening, but the images I showed him were enough to make him wet himself as he cowered on the floor in front of me.

      “Do you see that?” I asked, my voice eerie and hollow to the point I almost didn’t recognize it, my back aching as I bent over him. “We’re not going to lie down and let you bully us. Now, you will get your payment for the money Luke borrowed because that’s only fair, but you’re not getting a penny more from us.”

      Waters’ mouth formed an “O” as drool spilled from the corners and he made soft gagging sounds.

      “We have a lot going on here,” I added. “We don’t have time to mess with the likes of you. Do you understand?”

      Waters dumbly nodded, so I released him and took a step back.

      “Don’t come back here,” I warned. “I’ll make sure your boss gets the money he’s owed before we leave town, but if you come back here … all bets are off. I’ll make you wish you’d never been born.”

      Waters lurched to his feet, running into the pole at the center of the tent and bouncing off it, reminding me a sitcom scene I saw as a child. Very little was laughable about this situation, though. Waters managed to remain standing – although just barely – as he trudged toward the exit.

      My emotions boiled as I watched him go, but I waited until he disappeared through the flap before heaving a sigh. I kept my eyes on the opening as Kade walked in and stared at Luke and me, his expression unreadable even as his discomfort and worry filled the tent.

      “What happened?” Kade asked, confused. “Mark said I should get over here because there was about to be trouble, but … I only heard the tail end of that.”

      “Poet … um … showed him the light,” Luke said, clutching his hands together as he stared at me. “Are you all right? You look a little pale.”

      “I’m totally all right,” I shot back, even though I felt anything but all right. My legs threatened to give out as I took a step toward a concerned-looking Kade. “I’m perfectly fine.”

      My knees buckled in that instant, and Kade leaped forward to catch me. Worry etched lines into his handsome face as he swung me up and cradled my body against his chest, glancing between Luke and me as he struggled to contain his temper. “What is going on?”

      “I think I’m going to take a nap now,” I murmured, a tear sliding down my cheek. “I’m really tired.”

      “You do that,” Kade said, kissing my forehead. “I think that would be best for all concerned.”

      “Okay.” I closed my eyes. “That guy probably won’t be back, but that doesn’t mean others won’t come. We have to be ready.”

      Kade cradled me closer to his chest. “I’ll handle it. You’ve done enough for one day.”

      “Okay.” I was close to falling asleep when something occurred to me. “We’re totally going to fight later, Luke.”

      Luke chuckled, the sound low and hollow. “I’m looking forward to it. Just … rest.”

      “Okay.”

      That was all it took for me to let go and fall asleep. I expended more magic than I should have – my rage getting the better of me in the face of Waters’ defiance – but I knew I would wake strong and recharged. I was fairly certain the world would keep spinning in my absence.

      Oh, well, at least I hoped so.
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      I woke with a start, jerking to a sitting position and fixing my eyes on the end of the bed. My inner alarm clock reminded me I had things to do, and sleeping wasn’t one of them.

      “I’m here.” Kade quickly moved to my side, cupping the back of my head as he sat. “Did you have a nightmare?”

      Did I? I couldn’t be sure. My dreams were heavy and disjointed. It didn’t feel as if I had a nightmare, though. “I don’t think so.” I tilted my head to the side and stared at the window. Someone – probably Kade – drew the blinds to allow me to sleep without risking the light waking me, but it was still early enough that the sun filtered through the slits. “What time is it?”

      “Almost dinner time,” Kade replied, his hand busy as it rubbed the back of my neck. “Do you want to tell me what happened?”

      “Didn’t Luke tell you?”

      “He did, but even he seemed confused about what you did at the end,” Kade replied, his voice soothing. “I need to know what you did, because I’m guessing this Pardo guy will send someone else out to reason with us … and by reason with us I mean terrorize.”

      “I don’t doubt that.” I rubbed at the tender spot between my eyebrows. “I need to get back out to the circus grounds in case it happens soon. I should get up.”

      “You slept for only two hours,” Kade argued. “I thought about leaving you alone for as long as possible, but … I needed to see you.”

      “That’s sweet.”

      “I think my presence woke you.” Kade was contrite. “You were dead to the world when I came in. I paced at the end of the bed for about two minutes trying to decide if I should wake you. I had just about decided to leave you for another hour when you bolted awake.”

      “That’s okay.” I patted his hand reassuringly. “I’m up. I’m fine.” That was true. I felt relatively strong despite the draining magic I had employed a few hours earlier.

      “I don’t think you’re fine, but you are awake.” Kade heaved out a sigh as he shifted me a bit, tilting up my chin so he could study my face. “You look okay.”

      I offered him a rueful smile. “You’re supposed to say I look gorgeous … even if you’re not certain whether or not I was run over by a train.”

      “Ah, well, I’ll file that one away for later,” Kade teased. “You look pretty good all things considered.”

      “And what are those things?”

      “I need you to tell me that,” Kade admitted. “What did you do to that guy?”

      “I showed him what would happen if he didn’t lay off Luke.”

      “And what was that?”

      “Basically I just grabbed a bunch of memories from some of the beasts we’ve fought over the years and mashed them together,” I replied. “Then I shoved the memories into his head and watched his reaction. It wasn’t good.”

      “Why did you do that?”

      I shrugged, unsure how to answer. Even I couldn’t be certain why I opted to go the route I did. “It was effective when the figment showed me what happened to the miners. I thought it might work on that Waters guy.”

      “Okay.” Kade licked his lips. “Does he realize that you guys have special abilities?”

      I nodded. “He figured that out when I made it so he couldn’t talk, although he had no idea how I was doing it. The panic was real when he grasped the fact that he couldn’t speak. Plus, well, some of the visions I showed him were a bit fantastical. There was this one time we were fighting a human spider and it was just a bevy of dismembered legs flying around. So gross.”

      Kade pressed his lips together. I got the distinct impression he was trying to refrain from laughing. “Oh, well, that’s … interesting.”

      “It wasn’t interesting,” I countered. “We now know there’s an entire colony of arachnid hybrids living in Arizona. They spin webs around humans and keep them alive and fresh for long periods of time until they can … um … eat them. Next time we visit we have to mix up some magical Raid.”

      This time Kade didn’t bother hiding his smile. “You’re very cute.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re also putting on a brave face. I need you to know that it’s not necessary. I would rather hear the truth – even if you’re afraid – than have you be brave for my benefit.”

      I scratched the side of my nose as I regarded him. “I’m not putting on a brave face as much as I’m starting to feel a little guilty about what I did. I’m not sure that makes sense, but … there it is.”

      “Why?” Kade was legitimately curious.

      “Because I took over his mind.”

      Kade didn’t look as if the admission bothered him in the least. “So?”

      “So, it’s an invasion. It’s not right.”

      “Honey, the guy is a leg breaker who came to shake down your best friend,” Kade pointed out. “What did you do? Essentially it sounds as if you made it so he couldn’t talk and then shoved a lot of really nasty images in his head. I doubt that’s worse than the things he’s done for this Pardo guy.”

      “Maybe, but … it’s still wrong.”

      “You’re an oddly moral thing.” Kade tapped the end of my nose. “You see shades of gray unless you’re looking at yourself. When that happens, you only see black and white. Why do you hold yourself to a different standard than you do others?”

      “I don’t.”

      “You do,” Kade argued, shaking his head. “You’re sitting here right now feeling guilty about terrifying a man who was sent here to shake down Luke, perhaps even hurt him. He would’ve physically injured Luke if things went a different way. You know that, right?”

      “I know, but … he didn’t hurt Luke.”

      “So if he had you wouldn’t feel guilty about any of it?”

      I gave considerable thought to the question. “No. If he’d touched Luke, I wouldn’t feel guilty about what I did. He didn’t touch Luke. I attacked him before he had a chance. We can never know what he was going to do because I didn’t give him the time to find out.”

      “Well, that’s a little odd, but okay,” Kade conceded. “The thing is, I think you know that he had every intention of hurting Luke. That would’ve ended badly whether or not you stepped in and took the fight upon yourself.

      “Either Luke would’ve shifted to protect himself … or Nellie would’ve come in with his ax … or Dolph would’ve come in with his muscles … or even Raven would’ve come in with her magic,” he continued. “That guy was going to end up hurt no matter what. You didn’t physically hurt him. You gave him a warning.”

      “I still feel guilty,” I muttered. “He wet himself.”

      Kade’s eyebrows flew up his forehead. “Oh, well, that explains the smell.”

      I pinched his flank, his amusement serving as an annoyance. “You’re not funny.”

      “And yet I always make you smile.”

      “For different reasons.”

      “Yeah? I’ll take it.” Kade gave me a lingering hug and then released me. “So, I didn’t come in here just to play a round of cuddle the security chief.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad,” I lamented. “Still, we should totally create a game based on that title.”

      “I agree.”

      “Why did you come in here?”

      “Dorsey is outside by the picnic tables. He insists on talking to you,” Kade answered. “He tracked down Melissa in your tent and started asking questions about you, like where you were when that woman died and whether or not she thought you were capable of murder. Melissa hadn’t heard what happened yet, so she told him she didn’t know where you were and she was convinced that you would never physically harm someone.

      “After that Dorsey found me, and I told him that he could relate whatever information he had to me instead of bothering you. He didn’t like that at all,” he continued. “He said it’s necessary to talk to you, and he doesn’t look as if he plans to leave until he does exactly that.”

      “What did you tell him I was doing?”

      “I was caught. I didn’t expect him, and told him you were sick,” Kade explained. “I didn’t know what else to say. You are taking a nap in your trailer because you drained yourself. I volunteered to check to see if you’re presentable for company.”

      I snorted at the way he worded the sentence. “I’m presentable.”

      “You’re more than presentable.” Kade ran his fingers through my hair to tame it. “We’ll handle the Luke situation together. I’ve left word at the front gate so we’ll know if anyone like Waters comes calling. We’ll protect Luke. I swear it.”

      “We will,” I agreed, rolling my legs to the side of the bed. “But I’m still going to punish him to within an inch of his life for getting us in this situation in the first place.”

      Kade grinned. “That only seems fair.”

      

      DORSEY SAT in the shade, nursing a glass of lemonade as Nellie sat next to him and chatted away.

      “Some people think dresses are uncomfortable, but I’m the exact opposite,” Nellie explained. “I like the freedom of a flowing skirt. If you wear it exactly right, you can ensure a nice breeze on your nether parts. Nothing is better than a nice breeze on a hot day. It helps with potential sweat issues.”

      Dorsey seemed caught. “Uh-uh. I can see that.”

      “I prefer a rayon dress in temperatures like this, but as long as I don’t wear silk or satin I’m good to go in this climate.”

      “Well, I surely thank you for sharing that,” Dorsey said, his eyebrows leaping up his forehead as he fought to remain calm. “You’ve given me a lot to think about.”

      Anyone who didn’t know Nellie would think he believed Dorsey’s reaction was one of acceptance. I knew him better than most and recognized the tilt of his head. Nellie was having a good time at Dorsey’s expense. He gets his jollies in weird ways. He hadn’t been able to behead something in almost two weeks, so I figured he was getting antsy. Dorsey made a compelling distraction.

      “Yes, Nellie knows everything there is to know about summer fashion,” I drawled, heaving as I sat at the table. “He could teach classes and never run out of students. I’m convinced of that.”

      “I’ve been suggesting that for years,” Nellie said, running his thumb over his chin as he regarded me. “However, you said I couldn’t have my own tent for something like that.”

      “And I stand by that.” I rubbed the back of my neck as I stared at the lemonade. “Where did that come from? It looks fresh.”

      “Nixie made it when she heard you weren’t feeling well,” Kade replied smoothly. “I’ll get a glass for you.”

      “You don’t have to do that.” I moved to stand. “I can get it myself.”

      “You’re still shaky from earlier,” Kade argued, pressing my shoulder and prodding me to sit. “I’ll get it.”

      “Let him get it,” Nellie said. “If a man wants to dote on you, never say no.”

      “You really are a fountain of information today,” I deadpanned. “You’re practically a walking encyclopedia.”

      “I know.” Nellie smirked as Kade slid my glass of lemonade into the spot on my right. “So, Detective Dorsey, what’s going on today? I doubt very much you dropped by because you want to chat about my dress collection.”

      “Oh, no, I found that fascinating,” Dorsey said, sarcasm practically dripping from his tongue. “It was well worth the trip.”

      “And yet we know that’s not why you’re here,” I interjected, rubbing my forehead as I sipped my lemonade. “Why don’t you get to it?”

      Dorsey leveled his weighted gaze on me. “Your boyfriend said you were sick.”

      “I have a whopper of a headache.” It wasn’t exactly a lie. “I think the heat and nonstop dust are starting to get to me. It’s hardly life-threatening”

      “Still, you look a little tired.” Dorsey smiled in a manner that put Kade’s hackles up. There was a touch of flirting mixed with his somber attitude. “I came here because we found something with your name on it when we were searching Dana Andrews’ store.”

      I stilled, genuinely surprised. “Something with my name on it?” I racked my brain. “A business card? I think Raven and I both gave her business cards when we stopped in her store. I can’t exactly remember the specifics.”

      “No, I wouldn’t be bothering you for a business card.” Dorsey dug in his back pocket and pulled out an envelope. It looked to be sealed and had my name scrawled across the front of it. “It’s a letter.”

      A letter? That was odd.

      “What does it say?” Nellie asked, leaning forward.

      “I don’t know,” Dorsey replied, flicking the envelope back and forth as he searched my face. It was almost as if he believed he could see into my soul. There wasn’t a lick of magic flitting around him, though, so I knew that wasn’t the case. “I didn’t open it.”

      “Why not?” Nellie wasn’t one to play verbal games unless he thought it might garner him a monster to behead. “I’d think that’s the first thing you’d do because she ended up dead close to us.”

      “Yes, well, I thought I’d give Ms. Parker the option of sharing the contents of the letter with us.” Dorsey dangled the envelope in front of me. I wordlessly took it and opened it, scanning the hand-written note with a bit of trepidation and a lot of curiosity.

      “Well?” Dorsey watched me with unveiled interest.

      I handed the letter to him. “See for yourself.”

      Dorsey took the note and read it, raising his eyebrows a few times before running his tongue over his teeth. “Do you understand this letter?”

      “Is that a trick question?” I asked, leaning closer to Kade as he pressed his hand to my back. He seemed curious, but comfortable letting me handle the interrogation.

      “She says weird things in here,” Dorsey noted, refusing to back down. “Like ... um … what does ‘the figment isn’t the enemy’ mean?”

      I let an ice cube melt in my mouth as I debated how to answer. Finally, I saw no reason to veer too far from the truth. He would think we were nuts no matter how we framed it. “I told you we went to the paranormal library looking for answers,” I explained. “We figured a paranormal culprit would only make us more popular with the residents if we could spread the word.”

      “Okay, but … what does that mean?”

      “Well, if you spend any time in paranormal circles you’ll learn that a figment is an entity birthed when a human dies and his or her soul is ripped away from a physical body,” I replied. “Dana theorized that a figment was running around in this area.”

      “I see.” Dorsey didn’t come out and call me crazy, but his expression was fairly close to expressing that. “And do you believe in these … figments?”

      “I believe in a lot of things. I travel with a circus. I wouldn’t be very good at my job if I didn’t believe in the fantastical, would I?”

      “That wasn’t really an answer to my question.”

      “I do believe in figments,” I said. “Figments very rarely turn into killers, though.”

      “Seriously?” Dorsey flicked his attention to Kade. “Do you believe in figments?”

      “I haven’t been with the circus that long,” Kade answered, choosing his words carefully. “I’ve never seen a figment, but if Poet says they’re real … I believe it.”

      “Are you simply saying that because she looks good naked?”

      Kade’s formerly light grip on the back of my neck tightened. “I’m saying that because I believe in her.”

      “Okay. Fair enough.” Dorsey bobbed his head. “This letter also says that Dana expected to die when she came out here that night. She left the letter next to her cash register, which means she wrote it before heading out here.

      “The medical examiner has been unable to find a cause of death yet,” he continued. “She had no wounds. She didn’t suffer a blow to a head. She didn’t have any chronic health conditions.”

      “Is there a question in there?” Kade challenged.

      “There is. How did she know she was going to die – especially when there didn’t appear to be anything physically wrong with her – before she came out here?”

      “I don’t have the answer to that,” I said. “Dana was the only one with answers, and she’s dead.”

      “We’re running a toxicology report on her and rushing it through the state police lab,” Dorsey said. “Nothing showed up upon a cursory exam, but that doesn’t mean we won’t find anything.”

      “Are you saying we’re suspects?”

      “I’m saying that this letter makes me feel worse instead of better,” Dorsey replied. “I won’t pretend to understand all of this supernatural talk. I get that you work for the circus and you’re used to putting on a show, but this is beyond anything I’ve ever been a part of.”

      “You said yourself that something weird was going on out here,” I pointed out. “I think in your head you convinced yourself that there was some sort of serial killer stalking this road. Have you ever considered that you and I might both be right?”

      Dorsey tilted his head to the side. “Meaning?”

      “Meaning that maybe we have a supernatural serial killer, and that’s what’s going after people along this stretch of highway.”

      Dorsey didn’t immediately respond, instead blinking in a slow and steady rhythm as he gauged my sincerity. Finally he got to his feet and handed the letter back to me. “Thank you for an enlightening visit. I surely am going to miss you folks when you leave.”

      That was it. He was dismissing us. I guess I couldn’t blame him. From his perspective I probably would’ve thought I was crazy, too.

      I waved as Dorsey picked his way toward the parking lot. He didn’t so much as glance back in our direction as he exited the fairgrounds, his eyes pointed forward and his hands tightly gripping the steering wheel.

      “That probably could’ve gone better.”

      “Yeah, I’m guessing that didn’t go how you imagined things at all,” Nellie offered.

      “Not in the least.”

      Kade exhaled heavily through his nose. “I thought it was kind of fun. Does anyone else want a snack? I missed lunch because I was waiting for Poet to wake up.”

      That was one of the better offers I’d had today. “Let’s get hot dogs … and fries … and maybe some ice cream.”

      “That sounds good. No onions, though. I have plans for you later.”

      “I can live with that.”
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      I tapped the letter against the table as I watched Dorsey quickly navigate past the fairgrounds on the highway, my anxiety climbing a notch. Despite my suggestion that we get dinner, I couldn’t force myself to leave the table.

      “I’m guessing he thinks I’m crazy.”

      Nellie wrinkled his nose. “Meh. While he waited for Kade to wake you up I did five minutes on why it’s better for men not to wear nylons under dresses – you know, the sweaty balls thing – and he merely looked uncomfortable.

      “If he didn’t find me crazy for having that conversation with him, I doubt very much your figment theory was enough to tip him over the edge,” he continued. “Still … he’s going to be watching us. It’s not simply because he thinks you’re crazy, though.”

      “What do you mean by that?” Kade asked, shifting on the picnic table bench. “Why do you think he’ll be watching us?”

      “Think about it. A blind purported psychic ended up dead in our backyard and the cops found a letter to our psychic in her store. Not only did the psychic believe she was going to die, she talked about magical nonsense in her goodbye letter. I mean … what are the odds of that?”

      “I hate to admit it, but he has a point,” Kade said. “I’m also curious as to why she left the letter at her store instead of bringing it with her. She must’ve assumed if she was killed that her body wouldn’t be found. That’s all I can figure. What else did the letter say?”

      I hated to admit it, too, but if I were in Dorsey’s position I’d probably already have me locked up. That didn’t bode well for us getting out of Vegas without drawing additional attention. “She talked about things in a roundabout way – which is good for us – but I get what she was saying.”

      “Can I see it?”

      I handed the letter to Kade and let him read it, his expression unflappable as he took his time. Nellie seemed amused by Kade’s focus, poking my side to get my attention.

      “I think it’s cute how his lips move when he’s reading.”

      I scorched Nellie with a dark look. “His lips aren’t moving.”

      “They are so.”

      “They are not.”

      “They are so.”

      “They are not.”

      “I appreciate you taking up for me, honey, but there’s no reason to get worked up.” Kade absent-mindedly patted my knee. “My lips might’ve been moving. I don’t really care.”

      “They weren’t,” I muttered.

      “They were,” Nellie shot back.

      “Knock it off, guys.” Kade was understandably distracted as he tapped his finger against the letter. “She talks around a bunch of things in here. She talks about thinking wind and shadows that stalk people and ultimately kill them. To anyone who doesn’t believe in the supernatural she’d come across as crazy.”

      I shrugged, noncommittal. “I can see that. I’m not sure Dorsey is a non-believer, though. I don’t think he’s ready to jump into the paranormal pool without a life jacket, but I believe part of him already suspected that there was something odd happening out here. I also think the biggest part of him wished he could come up with a rational explanation.”

      “I don’t necessarily disagree with that,” Kade conceded. “The first day we met him I got the distinct impression that he was trying to warn us off without tipping his hand. He wanted us to know that there was something to worry about out here, but he was purposely vague.

      “At first I thought it was because he didn’t trust us and wanted to see how we’d react to the news,” he continued. “I thought there was a fair possibility he believed we’d make things worse rather than serve as bait, if that makes sense.

      “The more I’ve talked to him, the more I believe he doesn’t understand what’s going on. It’s eating him alive because he can’t solve it,” Kade said. “He knows it’s something bad. He also knows it might be above his pay grade. He’s desperately trying to figure out what it is.”

      “So you’re basically saying he came here to see if we could help, and all we did was confuse him further,” I mused.

      “I think we have a lot going on,” Kade countered. “I think we have a dangerous shade monster thingy … a possibly benevolent figment something or other … a cop who may or may not think we’re crazy … and that’s on top of the leg breaker you made wet himself earlier this afternoon. We’re spreading ourselves a bit thin here, honey.”

      “Speaking of the loan shark, I’ve only heard bits and pieces about that,” Nellie said. “Can anyone enlighten me as to exactly how Luke got in so much trouble in such a short amount of time?”

      “He borrowed two grand from a loan shark without reading the fine print,” Kade supplied. “He thought he could pay back the money over a couple of days.”

      “No, he thought he was going to win big and pay back the money right away,” I corrected. “He sank hard and fast, and I’m telling you that there’s something more going on here. You guys might not want to believe me – you’ve got that whole ‘boys will be boys and you’re not his mother’ thing going on – but I’m telling you that something else is happening, and I’m not going to rest until I find out what.”

      “And what do you think that is?” Kade asked, his tone even rather than doubtful.

      “I think that the casino is enchanted.”

      “Enchanted?” Kade’s eyebrow winged up. “Like … in a fairy tale?”

      “An evil fairy tale,” I countered. “I think they’ve got someone extremely powerful enchanting the building. When people enter, they have a bout of luck and get a taste of fun gambling. That enchantment is made to turn, though. It makes the targets happy when they win – and that initial purse is probably small, which explains why it doesn’t hurt the casino if a random few walk off as winners and never return. But for most, the idea of winning, the sheer joy, burrows inside of their heads until all they can think about is winning more.

      “Then all that person can focus on is the casino and going back,” I continued. “The luck is gone after that first visit. All that’s left is losing. The targets still remember winning, they’re fixated on it. They believe the luck will return. It’s circular … and it makes sense.”

      “It does make sense,” Nellie conceded. “I will also admit that I felt an overwhelming urge to go back after that first night. I managed to shake it after the second visit. I really wanted to go the next day, but I had too much work to do. Once I got over that hump I wasn’t interested in returning.”

      “I’ve given that a decent amount of thought and I think your personal fortitude saved you,” I said. “I think the same can be said for Nixie and Naida to some extent – although I think it’s far more likely their pixie heritage mixed with the fact that they’re easily distracted and they merely forgot they were ever interested in gambling.”

      “What does that say about Luke?” Nellie asked.

      “That he has an addictive personality and can’t help himself for jumping into things without seeing the full picture,” I replied. “He loves new things, gets all caught up in them, and then becomes obsessed until he moves on to the next new thing. That’s simply part of his mental makeup. He really didn’t have a chance. It was a perfect storm of events.”

      Kade ran his tongue over his teeth, conflict lurking in the depths of his eyes.

      “Luke throws himself headfirst into whatever endeavor piques his interest,” I said, rolling my fingertips over the roughened tabletop. “He’s five hundred pounds of enthusiasm shoved into a two-hundred-pound package.”

      “One hundred and eighty,” Nellie corrected. “If you assume Luke weighs two hundred pounds he’ll melt down. You know how he feels about his physique.”

      I did indeed. “I need more information on this loan shark, Pardo. I also need more information on the casino.”

      “Oh, I guess that’s my cue,” Raven said, causing me to jump when she popped up behind me. I didn’t sense her coming, but she chuckled as she gauged my reaction. “You’re still a bit slow I see. That’s probably not good if our friend decides to return tonight – and I’m guessing that will take place, just for the record.”

      “Sorry,” I offered. “I guess my senses are a bit dulled. I can usually feel you even when I’m not trying to.”

      “Yeah, well … .” Raven tilted her head to the side as she pressed her hand to my forehead, making a clicking sound with her tongue before walking to the other side of the table and sitting. “You poured a lot of energy into that guy. It was more energy than was really necessary. You could’ve scared him twice as much with half the effort. I’m guessing that your emotions got the better of you?”

      I shrugged. “I was a little angry,” I conceded. “I didn’t give much thought to what I was doing.”

      “You should’ve gotten me to help you.”

      I pursed my lips, considering. “I didn’t need help.”

      “No, but you have an aversion to invading people’s minds that I don’t happen to share,” Raven said. “I could’ve gotten all of the information we needed from that pants-wetting baby and I wouldn’t have needed to force myself into a cathartic nap afterward to do it. As it is, I had to use … alternative … means to track down the information after the fact.”

      “Do I even want to know what that means?” Kade asked, worry oozing out of his pores. “Did you make some poor guy think he was a frog so you could shove him in a blender?”

      “Eww, gross!” Raven made a disgusted face. “I would never put a frog in a blender!”

      Kade held up his hands in mock surrender. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

      “Humans are another story,” Raven said. “I would totally put a rotten human in a blender.”

      Now it was Kade’s turn to make a face.

      Nellie made a slurping sound as he extended his tongue. “They’re delicious.”

      “You people are sick,” Kade muttered, shaking his head.

      “We’re also off track,” Raven said. “I did some research while Poet was sleeping away the afternoon. I know quite a bit about David Pardo and the owner of the casino.”

      “You did research?” I couldn’t help but be impressed. “How did you do research?”

      “I would like to pretend I toiled at the library or over the internet, but that’s simply not true,” Raven replied. “There was a guy in the House of Mirrors. He was there a long time … and he talked on his cell phone quite often. I heard him asking about what happened in the animal tent. That was enough to make me curious.”

      “You read his mind,” I deduced.

      Raven nodded. “It wasn’t hard. There wasn’t a lot in there. I was going to warn you, but Dolph stopped by and told me what happened. He thought it was funny that you managed to make a grown man piss his pants without putting a mark on him. I knew you didn’t immediately need me, so I decided to leave the House of Mirrors in Percival’s capable hands while I took my new friend into my office for a little chat.”

      “I’m sure that was a lovely chat,” Kade noted. “What did he tell you?”

      “That Pardo has four men on the premises and they’ve been watching us all day,” Raven answered, her disdain evident. “They’re extremely interested in the circus and how it runs … including how the money comes in and where it’s stored.”

      Oh, well, that was definitely interesting. “I knew they couldn’t be this keen on going after Luke simply for two grand,” I muttered, my temper flaring. “It didn’t make any sense. They know Luke has ties to the circus, and they’re watching us to see how we operate.”

      “To what end?” Nellie asked.

      “They want to rob us,” Kade answered for me. “It makes sense. Luke doesn’t owe them enough money to warrant the full treatment. When they picture the circus they probably imagine a business that runs mostly on cash. That’s rare these days.”

      I bobbed my head. “Indeed.”

      “That’s the basic gist of it,” Raven said. “There’s more.”

      I didn’t like the tilt of her head. “How bad?”

      “I don’t think it’s bad,” Raven replied. “I think it’s more … interesting … than anything else.”

      “Meaning?”

      “That guy didn’t have a lot in his mind – and he’s still in my office, in case you’re interested – but he had two main highways of thought that intersected in a very interesting place.”

      I got to the point before she did. “The casino.”

      “Exactly,” Raven confirmed. “It was very clear. Pardo works in conjunction with the casino owner, who just happens to be married to Pardo’s sister. Pardo’s sister is a former showgirl. While I don’t know a lot about her, I can guess that she’s a witch because the guy in my office was convinced she tried to hex him with black magic when he called her a bitch one day.”

      “So what does that mean?” Nellie asked before answering his own question. “The witch enchanted the casino. The witch’s brother slides in when people are desperate for money and makes it so those people might never be able to dig out of the trouble they’re in. It’s a vicious little cycle.”

      “It is,” I agreed. “We need to head off the trouble before we face off with the even bigger danger barreling down on us. As bad as these casino creeps are, they’re nowhere near as dangerous as that thing in the desert.” I flicked my eyes to Raven. “I don’t suppose you’ve figured out what it is, have you?”

      Raven shook her head. “I wish I had easy answers for you. I don’t know what it is. I do know it’s not going to be something we can fight unless we get a better handle on what we’re dealing with. I never thought I’d say it, but I’m not sure that magic is the answer this go around.”

      “What is the answer?” I challenged. “It doesn’t have form. Sending Nellie after it with his ax is a losing proposition.”

      “We don’t know that until we try,” Nellie argued. “I should at least get a chance to try.”

      I ignored him. “We need to handle the loan shark first,” I decided. “We need to get him out here – and I’m talking about the big guy himself – so we can scare the crap out of him. We need to put the fear of the clown in him.”

      Raven snorted, genuinely amused. “We haven’t done that since we ran across that rapist in Pennsylvania three years ago. We made him think that clowns were licking his face whenever he even considered going after a fresh victim.”

      “I thought you handled human criminals another way,” Kade prodded.

      Raven shrugged. “We couldn’t get to this one because he was already in a jail cell. We took a bottle of whiskey and cast the spell from outside the police station before we left town. Then we sat outside and amused ourselves with the whiskey until we were sure it worked. We had a good time.”

      “We did,” I confirmed. “We need to do something similar with the loan shark.”

      “Well, if Raven has one of his soldiers in her office, it shouldn’t be hard to get the information we need to contact the guy in charge,” Kade said, getting to his feet. “I’ll talk to him and arrange for Pardo to make a visit when we close tonight.”

      “Do you think that’s a good idea?” Nellie questioned. “If the shadow is going to attack, most likely it will happen at the same time.”

      “We can’t risk the guests,” Kade replied. “We need privacy to do what we need to do. Quite frankly, if this shadow creature shows up at the same time I’m not going to cry any tears if it focuses on the bad guys.”

      Now that was an interesting idea. “I’m going to talk to Nixie and Naida,” I offered. “We need to be on alert as soon as the sun starts setting. We have to keep Luke close to us, too. I don’t want to risk him being isolated.”

      “Are you still angry at him?” Raven asked.

      I nodded. “Yes, but I love him. Not all of this is his fault. Granted, it wouldn’t have happened if he had listened to me that first night, but his enthusiasm is one of the things I love most about him.”

      “What are you going to tell him?” Kade asked.

      “The truth. He has to be a part of the big finale with these guys. He has to see what he did. I also want him to see that he’s safe. That’s important to me. Once I talk to Nixie, Naida and Luke, I’ll join you in the House of Mirrors. I kind of want to talk to this guy myself … just to be on the safe side.”

      “Then let’s do it,” Raven said, dusting off the seat of her skirt. “I have a feeling it’s going to be a busy night.”

      I had a feeling she was right.
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      I checked on Melissa before winding my way over to the House of Mirrors, trying not to smirk as she shooed me away and focused on the guests. She was having a great time, so I tucked away the guilt about sticking her with my job and focused on the two big problems in front of us.

      Because it was a venue where guests could pretty much wander wherever they wanted – within reason, of course – Raven didn’t need to be hands-on when it came to watching over the House of Mirrors. That came in handy, given what we had to do.

      I found Raven, Kade, Nellie and Percival in the office when I pushed open the door. Nellie – never one to ignore an opportunity to mess with someone – poked the man in the chest several times as he tried to draw the set of glazed eyes in his direction.

      “What’s he doing?” I asked, moving to Kade’s side.

      “He’s being Nellie as far as I can tell,” Kade answered. “We’ve been here twenty minutes and Nellie has poked him at least a hundred times. The guy is probably covered in a series of tiny bruises from Nellie’s stubby little fingers.”

      “You probably shouldn’t say ‘poked’ like that,” Nellie complained, straightening. “It makes what I’m doing here sound dirty.”

      “You’re wearing a pink dress,” I reminded him. “You also need your shoulders waxed. Everything you do in that ensemble looks dirty.”

      “I don’t think I like your attitude,” Nellie sniffed, crossing his arms over his chest. “I’m a beautiful and delicate flower.”

      “You’re a pain in the ass who likes to mess with people,” I countered, sliding around Nellie and staring into the man’s unfocused eyes. “Do we know his name?”

      “Wendell Wortham,” Percival replied, leaning back in Raven’s desk chair as he flipped through what looked to be an alligator skin wallet. “He’s a strapping chap with varied interests, although he has a ponce of a name.”

      “Well, Percival, that must be quite the trial to deal with,” Kade said, pursing his lips to keep from laughing as Nellie’s eyes lit up.

      “I don’t know what that means,” I said blankly, attempting to ignore the fact that Percival was dressed in his clown garb and Kade kept giving him the evil eye when he thought no one was looking. In truth, Kade’s dislike of clowns was much more rampant than anyone else’s. He actually feared clowns … which I found amusing and used to my advantage when possible. “How are his interests varied?”

      “It means that he doesn’t have a library card in his wallet, but he does have a photo of a bloody baseball bat,” Percival volunteered.

      I wrinkled my nose as I stepped closer, making a face when I saw the photo in question. “That is just sick,” I muttered, shaking my head. “What kind of sick individual carries something like that in his wallet?”

      “Negan,” Nellie automatically answered. “I knew The Walking Dead would overtake real life at some point.”

      Kade snagged the photograph and stared. “If I had to guess, it’s something he pulls out to frighten his marks. These guys are mostly bravado and bluster, but they’re not afraid to get their hands dirty. They’re paid well for it, after all.

      “Still, if they can scare someone without getting down and dirty they prefer to go that route,” he continued. “That’s why he has the photograph. It’s probably enough to terrify eighty percent of his marks.”

      “Well, I don’t like him on principle alone,” I said. “I think anyone who carries something like this is a sick bastard.”

      “And not in a fun way like me,” Nellie added.

      I rolled my eyes. Nellie was having far too much fun with this. “I want to talk to him. Can you release him from whatever spell you put him under, Raven?”

      “I can, but I want to be sure that we’re clear on what’s going to happen here,” Raven replied. “He’s going to be spitting mad when he realizes that we’re on to him. He’ll be violent.”

      “That’s why Kade and Nellie are here,” I said. “They’ll be on either side of him when he wakes. They should be able to control him.”

      “Hey! What about me?” Percival was affronted. “I’m strong and manly, too.”

      Because he wore a purple wig and big, floppy shoes, I couldn’t help but disagree. “Of course you’re manly,” I lied.

      “You’re definitely manly,” Raven agreed, her smile reflecting fondness as she locked gazes with Percival. “The good news is – like many other men I know – Wendell here is afraid of clowns. I think your presence will be enough to make him wet his pants.”

      “Oh, well, the day won’t be complete until we do that to at least two people,” I teased, smirking.

      “You’re feeling pretty good about yourself now that you’ve had some rest, aren’t you?” Kade looked amused as he shifted behind me and patted my rear end before crossing to Wendell’s left side. “I worried you were going to eat yourself up with guilt.”

      He wasn’t wrong. “I don’t feel particularly sorry for guys who break legs for a living.”

      “You know that’s a figure of speech, right?” Kade challenged. “Most of these guys don’t go around breaking people’s legs. They did back in the day, but there would be too many questions and the possibility of law enforcement getting involved now. People don’t look the other way like they used to.”

      “That guy has a photograph of something really bloody in his wallet,” I pointed out. “He clearly did harm to someone.”

      “Maybe it was an animal,” Raven suggested. “He might be all about the posturing.”

      “That doesn’t really make me feel better.” My stomach squirmed. “It almost makes me feel worse. What does that say about me that I’m more upset at the prospect of an animal being hurt than a human?”

      “It says that you’re normal,” Raven replied, moving in front of Wendell. “Animals are often helpless and trusting. You can’t often say that about humans. Well, you can say it about children a lot of the time, but because those children are also screaming snot monsters they lose a lot of the appeal that dogs and cats have.”

      Kade made a disgusted face. “I see you’ve given this a lot of thought.”

      Raven nodded without hesitation. “I have,” she confirmed. “I can guarantee that I like animals better than humans.”

      “Yes, well, that feels somehow wrong,” Kade muttered, flicking his eyes to me.

      I averted my gaze. “Let’s release this guy and see what he can tell us, okay? We’ll question him and then send him on his merry way with our demands. If everything goes as planned, Pardo will show up at dusk.”

      “I know I’m not the only one thinking it, so I’ll ask the obvious question,” Raven said. “What happens if the shadow creature shows up at the same time Pardo does?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess we’ll just have to play it by ear. Maybe we’ll get lucky and the shadow will cause Pardo to crap his pants or something. We might as well go for the trifecta.”

      “I’ve heard worse ideas,” Raven said, gesturing for Kade to get in position.

      Kade wasn’t quite ready to let go of the earlier argument. “Do you like animals better than humans?”

      I heaved out a sigh, resigned. I had to answer the question. I knew he wouldn’t be willing to let it go otherwise. “A lot of the time I feel that way,” I conceded. “Animals are pure and gentle. They’re sweet and never want more than you can give.

      “People, on the other hand, are often takers,” I continued. “Some of them were raised that way, but others get off on being horrible people. Humans are the only creatures in the wild kingdom who hunt for sport … torture for sport … break legs for sport.” I gestured toward the enforcer for emphasis. “In the end, as a whole, animals are better than humans.”

      Kade pressed his lips together, frustrated. “I want to argue but I think you’re right.”

      I patted his shoulder before moving to stand next to Raven. “You’ll soon learn that I’m always right.”

      Despite the tense situation, Kade barked out a gravelly laugh. “I’m glad to see you’re feeling better.”

      “That makes two of us.” I locked gazes with Raven and nodded. “Let’s do this, shall we? Part of me is looking forward to having a conversation with this jerkwad now that I’ve gotten some sleep and refined my technique following the first guy. I know exactly what I’m doing this go around.”

      “That will be a nice change of pace,” Nellie said, grinning. “Wake him up. I want to see if he pisses himself. I also want to see if he mouths off, because I’ve got fifty bucks that says he tries to bully us.”

      “You’re on,” Percival said. “I think he’ll cry and carry on out of fright. I don’t think he’ll be a bully.”

      “That just shows how little you really know about human behavior,” Nellie groused. “This guy is going to go full-on bully. Man, now I wish I had brought my ax.”

      I ignored the bluster. “Do it, Raven. I’m ready to talk to our friend.”

      Raven sucked in a breath. “Okay. Here he comes.”

      

      WENDELL surfaced slowly, his eyes focusing in increments. The first thing he saw was Percival reclining behind the desk. Wendell jolted in a mixture of surprise and fright, moving to stand. Nellie and Kade firmly grabbed his shoulders and pressed him back into the chair. They’d been expecting the move.

      Wendell fought against the effort, but they were stronger and he finally ceased struggling and focused on Raven and me. It was clearly a strategic move, and I didn’t believe for a second that he wouldn’t attempt to fight his way out a second time. He was simply biding his time until he formed a plan and made his move. We were ready for that.

      “Good afternoon.” I flashed a faux sugary smile when his gaze landed on me. “How are you feeling?”

      Wendell worked his jaw back and forth as he glanced around the office, his mind clearly busy. “What’s going on?”

      “You fainted,” Raven replied. “You swooned in the middle of the House of Mirrors, and we moved you here so as not to upset the rest of the guests. We thought about calling an ambulance, but we figured there was a decent chance you’d recover on your own.”

      Wendell was flabbergasted. “I don’t faint.”

      “Oh, but you did this time,” Raven countered. “You pressed the back of your hand to your forehead and swayed back and forth, complaining the entire time that you felt lightheaded … and perhaps even felt as if you were facing an onset of the vapors. Frankly, I think you’re lucky that we swooped in when we did.”

      Wendell shifted on his chair. I didn’t miss the way his hand moved to his pockets. He was trying to be surreptitious.

      “We have your wallet,” Percival announced, holding it up for emphasis. “It was very enlightening. Do you know that you have eight of those punch cards for various fast food restaurants? You must be big on free food.”

      Given the size of his shoulders, I didn’t doubt that. “We also have your phone.” I gestured toward the corner of the desk where his iPhone rested. “We needed to see if you had an emergency contact listed. We would’ve called for you, but … we didn’t find anything obvious when we looked.”

      Wendell balked. “You can’t get in my phone. It’s password protected.”

      “Yes, and your password is ‘hardcore,’” Raven supplied, her features lit with amusement. “Now, my question is, did you pick that word because you think you’re hardcore or because you’re trying to posture and make others believe you’re hardcore when you’re really a marshmallow who watches Lifetime movies when he’s home alone on Saturday nights?”

      Wendell’s mouth dropped open as dumbfounded realization washed over him. “How did you know that?”

      “I’m gifted.” Raven’s tone was breezy. “I have a way with men. You were more than happy to share your password with me … and all I had to do was ask nicely.”

      “Bullshit!” Wendell exploded as he tried to hop to his feet. Kade and Nellie were ready, and snapped him back with minimal effort.

      “You need to stay in your chair,” Kade warned, drawing Wendell’s attention to him. “If you try to get up again we’ll have to secure you there.”

      “And you won’t like that,” Nellie added, his eyes flashing with a mixture of mischief and mirth. “We don’t believe in safe words here at Mystic Caravan, so I can pretty much guarantee that experience won’t be pleasant if you force us to go that route. Our handcuffs aren’t the soft and fluffy kind.”

      “You’re a midget in a dress,” Wendell spat.

      “I’m your worst nightmare,” Nellie shot back. “You know Dirty Harry? Well, he ain’t got nothing on me. And, for the record, I’m a dwarf. The word ‘midget’ is considered derogatory, so you should probably stop using it.”

      I knew Nellie meant it as a terrifying threat, but given Wendell’s age I didn’t think it meant nearly as much as Nellie hoped. “I don’t think he knows who Dirty Harry is.”

      Nellie wrinkled his nose. “Everyone knows Dirty Harry.”

      “Not people born after a certain date,” I argued. “To this guy, Clint Eastwood is an old man warning people to stay off his lawn. In fact, the last movie I saw him in he sat on the front porch and threatened people to stay off his lawn. No joke.”

      Nellie was understandably annoyed. “Whatever.”

      I ignored his tone. “You need to use a reference that he’ll understand,” I continued. “Like … Jason Statham has nothing on you. Or, those gun thug rappers who are only famous for shooting one another instead of the music might work. You should be tough like them.”

      Nellie held up his hand to silence me. “Yeah, I’m done talking to you.” He rolled his eyes until they landed on Kade. “How do you put up with her?”

      Kade shrugged. “I think she’s kind of cute.”

      “Ugh, you’re ruled by your hormones, man,” Nellie complained. “It’s not an attractive quality.”

      “We need to focus,” Raven interrupted, stepping between Nellie and me. “This guy’s mind tends to wander faster than a toddler at a chocolate festival. We need to remain on task and point him in the direction we want him to go.”

      “We also need to do it quickly,” Percival pointed out. “We need to give him time to get back to his boss and talk things out if we want him to return after dark but before it gets late enough to draw the other … um … thing.”

      He had a point. I pressed my lips together as I regarded Wendell. “We know what you are,” I said, resting my hands on the knees of my cargo pants as I leaned against the desk. “We know you work for David Pardo. We know you came here because your other friend – Ron Waters – was supposed to shake down Luke for money. We know about it all.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” The words came out mechanical and rehearsed as Wendell stared into nothing.

      “I think we’re all too old and weary to play this game,” I prodded. “I know why you’re here. I had a little discussion with your co-worker a few hours ago and sent him on his way. In hindsight, I’m not sure how much good he’ll be at conveying our message.”

      “He wet his pants,” Nellie explained, grinning.

      Wendell remained stoic, but I didn’t miss the flicker of fear in his eyes.

      “We need you to get your boss out here so we can have a discussion,” I said. “We’re very aware of what he has planned for the circus – all of it – and we want him to understand that it won’t work.”

      “Not in the least,” Kade reinforced, leaning closer. “Not even a little bit.”

      Wendell kept his eyes on me. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “We know that’s not true.” I licked my lips as I regarded him. “Do you know what time it is?”

      Wendell blinked three times in rapid succession, the question catching him off guard.

      “It’s after three,” I informed him, enjoying the way he squirmed in the chair and the flash of doubt that washed over his face. “You can verify that on your way out. It’s hardly important now.”

      I leaned forward so Wendell would have no choice but to focus on my face. “So, here’s the situation, I’m going to pay Pardo the original two grand Luke borrowed. He’s going to come out here after dark tonight, we’re going to have a talk and I will pay him that amount of money at that specific time.

      “I will not, however, pay him any interest,” I continued. “I will not kowtow to his demands or act fearful. We’re not easy marks out here – no matter what Mr. Pardo seems to believe – and he won’t be happy if he pushes us.

      “We know he plans to rob the place,” I said. “If he tries it will have to be tonight, because we leave tomorrow. We know he has a specific plan, but it’s going to fail.

      “Now, I need you to tell Mr. Pardo that we’re not messing around and he’ll be sorry if he tries to take us on,” I said. “I fully expect him to stick with his plan, but it’s important that he and I have a talk if he ever wants to see the money Luke borrowed. Can you share that message for me?”

      Wendell gripped the arms of the chair so tightly that his knuckles turned white. I could feel the rage coursing through him.

      “You don’t have many options,” I offered. “You can either take this message to Mr. Pardo or we can cause you to swoon again and let him come out here to find you drooling and twitching on the floor like a big old wuss. Which do you prefer?”

      Wendell snapped his eyes to me, hatred oozing from his onyx orbs. “I will share your message with the team.”

      I patted his shoulder in a condescending manner. “I thought you would.” I handed back his wallet. “We’ll hold onto your phone until you return tonight. Think of it as … collateral.”

      “That’s my property,” Wendell protested.

      “Why don’t you report our theft of your property to the police,” Nellie suggested. “I think that will go over well.”

      Wendell ignored the suggestion. “I need my phone.”

      “And I need to be sure that you’re properly motivated when it comes to relating our message to your boss,” I countered. “You have a job to do. We have a job to do. I promise you’ll get your phone back if you hold up your end of the bargain.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “You might want to ask your friend how his visit differed from yours and use it as a comparison point,” I suggested.

      Wendell made a low growling sound in the back of his throat. “I’ll share your message.”

      I beamed in a way I knew he’d find grating. “We can’t ask for anything more. Thank you so much for your time.”
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      I left Kade and Nellie to put their security plan in action, including preparing for closing time by making sure our people were in place, giving Kade a quick kiss on the cheek before turning my attention to Raven and Percival. I was about to suggest they help me for the rest of the afternoon when I got a brief glimpse inside Percival’s mind and found something freaky weird – something about his annoying clown horn and her magic hands – and turned myself toward Nixie and Naida’s tents while admonishing them to spend a little time together without making eye contact.

      I needed to have a word with the pixie twins before everything went down. They’d be instrumental in my plans – Naida especially – and I had to make sure they were ready for a fight.

      I was well on my way when a jolt of pain waylaid me, causing me to list to the side. Something pierced my heart, although after a few moments of contemplation I realized it wasn’t a physical wound. It was mental anguish, someone else’s mental anguish, in fact. I snapped my head toward the animal tents when I recognized the emotion for what it was and pointed myself in that direction. Someone was in trouble … it was just a different type of trouble from what I was used to tackling.

      I found Luke sitting on the metal table in the middle of the empty animal tent. To keep up appearances – and head off spot inspections from state and federal animal welfare experts – we go all out when it comes to our animal act. Everyone has a specific job where that’s concerned. We even keep meat in freezers in case we have to fake feed one of our “animals.” We don’t garner much attention, but it does occasionally happen. We have to be prepared. That’s why the animal tents are always the first we set up and the last we tear down.

      Luke was the only one in the tent. He sat on the table facing away from me, his palms flat as he kicked his legs. From behind he looked like a happy animal handler waiting for his friends to return to the large cages. I knew him better. I recognized the guilt and disgust running through him.

      “Why aren’t you in the main tent?”

      Luke cringed when he heard my voice, jerking his head over his shoulder and meeting my steady gaze with a worried one of his own. “I thought you were sleeping.”

      “I was. Then we had a visit from Detective Dorsey, so Kade had to wake me.”

      Luke scowled. “Kade should’ve told Detective Dorsey to shove it. You need your sleep.”

      “Surprisingly enough, I feel okay.” I stepped carefully as I moved closer to him. “I poured a little too much energy into that guy than I probably should have, but it’s hardly the end of the world. I’ll eat a big dinner to fortify myself. Kade and I made plans for hot dogs a little while ago. We’re eating in thirty minutes or so. If you’re hungry, I mean.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Luke cocked an eyebrow as he swiveled. “You look pale.”

      “Thanks,” I said dryly. “You have no idea how women love to hear things like that.”

      “Oh, don’t start that.” Luke wagged his finger. “We both know you’re not a normal girl.”

      “We do,” I agreed, moving around the edge of the table and hopping up so I could sit next to Luke. I was careful to keep a bit of space between us – for his benefit and my own. He needed to apologize and I couldn’t be too eager when it came to forgiving him, no matter how much my heart kicked and screamed to the contrary. “We need to talk about a few things.”

      Luke heaved a sigh, the sound depressing and dramatic. “I’d rather wait until we’re away from this place for you to unload on me.”

      “What makes you think I’m going to unload on you?”

      “I’ve met you.”

      He had a point, and still … . “Luke, this isn’t all your fault.”

      Luke cocked a curious eyebrow. “How so?”

      I held up a hand to caution him. “I said I didn’t think this was all your fault. Some of it is. I don’t want you getting ahead of yourself.”

      “Oh, here we go,” Luke grumbled, hopping off the table to pace the open space in front of me. He reminded me of a caged animal or a small child who was put on timeout and suddenly found himself all sugared up with nowhere to go.

      “I’m not going to pull punches with you because I think you’re delicate or somehow the victim in all of this,” I warned him. “You made mistakes. We both know it. If you start out this conversation by denying that, it’s going to be a really long night.”

      “Fine. I made mistakes.” Luke lifted his hands in a placating manner. “Are you going to spank me as punishment?”

      “I might kick you in the rear end if you don’t adjust your tone,” I countered, my temper flaring. “Enough is enough, Luke. You know you did wrong. You’re only acting this way because you don’t want to admit it. You think it will somehow make things better if you become defensive and lash out. We both know that’s not how this is going to be solved.”

      “And how is this going to be solved?”

      “By working together,” I replied, not missing a beat. “I want to yell and scream at you for choosing to go to the casino that first night. I didn’t understand why you did it, but from the expressions on everyone else’s faces I could tell I was being unfair. I think I sensed something was going to go wrong that first night, and I simply couldn’t shake it. I’m at fault for not putting my foot down.”

      “It must be hard to be right all of the time,” Luke deadpanned, shaking his head. “What a terrible cross to bear.”

      I ignored the sarcasm. “I definitely knew something was wrong when all of you won. That made absolutely no sense. When you take the odds into consideration, no one in their right mind would bet on the fact that one-hundred percent of one group would walk away winners from a casino on the same night.”

      “Yes, well, you’ve always been wiser than the rest of us combined.” Luke sounded bitter. It took every ounce of strength I had to keep from jumping off the table and smacking him across the face.

      “Shut up, Luke,” I barked, taking him by surprise. “I’m the one talking here. Understand?”

      “You’re not my mother.”

      “No, but I am your friend,” I countered. “You’re the best friend I’ve ever had. You’re going to be the best friend I’ll ever have. I don’t care how angry you are with me right now. I believe that we’ll get past this, because – no matter what – we love each other. We always will. I have faith in that.”

      Luke licked his lips and dragged a hand through his blond hair. “I didn’t realize what was happening,” he admitted, his voice small. “Things got out of control so quickly that I had no idea what was happening. From inside, I could tell I was being irrational and acting like an idiot, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself.”

      “I have a theory about that, if you’re interested, of course.”

      “Let me get this out first.” Luke’s eyes were glassy as they locked with mine. “I convinced myself that you were trying to ruin my fun the first few times you expressed worry about my trips to the casino. I thought some very mean things about you, like you wanted me to be unhappy because somehow you were getting off on it and didn’t love me as much now that you had Kade.”

      The admission was like a punch in the gut. “You can’t believe that.”

      “I don’t,” Luke offered. “I’m not sure my head ever agreed with that at all. But my stomach was another story. My stomach was this sour ball of bitterness, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that you were purposely working against me. I even convinced myself that you cast a spell over me so I would lose.”

      I wanted to cry. Instead I remained strong and calm. “I see.”

      “I don’t think you do,” Luke argued. “I would say that seventy-five percent of the time my head agreed with my stomach – that you were trying to hurt me. There were times when reason and sanity returned, and I knew I was being a complete and total tool. Those were the times I wanted to talk to you … but I didn’t.”

      “Why?”

      “Mostly because they happened when you were about ready to go to bed with Kade … or sit by the fire with Kade … or smile at Kade.” Luke pursed his lips, his expression rueful. “Yeah, I might be a little bitter about Kade. And I don’t think all of that is because of whatever is going on here. It’s been hard for me.”

      “Then you need to talk to me about these things instead of lashing out.” I adopted a pragmatic tone. “We can’t fix things until we know there’s a problem. As for Kade … .” I broke off, unsure how to proceed.

      “I don’t want to get between you and Kade,” Luke offered. “Only a small part of me is jealous that you’re so close with him. A bigger part of me is jealous because you’ve been spending so much time with him, but I’m capable of battling things out to win your time and affection.

      “The thing is, I want you to be happy,” he continued. “I want you to be so happy that you’re over the moon every moment of every day. I see you that happy with Kade most of the time. A good friend should be happy. I’ve spent the last week being miserable, and I don’t like myself for it. I never thought I was that type of person.”

      “Well, I don’t think you really are that type of person.”

      “I told you what I was feeling,” Luke argued. “Clearly I am that type of person.”

      “And yet years of friendship, years of witnessing your giving spirit, have taught me otherwise,” I said. “Luke, I’m pretty sure that we’ve figured out most of what’s going on. I’m going to tell you, but not because I want to completely alleviate your guilty conscience. I plan to make you pay for a few of the things you’ve done, but this isn’t all your fault. It’s not all your bitterness.”

      “So … what is it?”

      “We’ve managed to put together some background on the casino owner and that Pardo guy,” I replied. “Pardo’s sister is the casino owner’s wife. The enforcers Pardo sent out here seem to believe that the sister is a witch.”

      Luke stilled, the information catching him completely off guard. “Seriously?”

      I nodded. “I think that the sister cast a spell on casino patrons so that they win the first night and then became infatuated with the feeling of being a winner, if that makes sense.”

      “It doesn’t, but continue.”

      I could tell Luke wanted me to assuage a portion of his guilt. I was more than willing to do that, mostly because I wanted my best friend back. The other portion of his guilt – the small sliver he’d refuse to let go because of his martyr complex – well, that would take longer to eradicate.

      “The spell made winners fall in love with the euphoria associated with winning, which made them want to return to the casino and gamble again,” I supplied. “The whole point was to hook people on winning and make them come back to the casino as often as possible. You were only guaranteed to win the first time, so when you lost it made you all the more desperate to regain that euphoric feeling associated with your first visit.”

      “Oh.” Realization dawned on Luke. “I get what you’re saying. You think the spell is what made me more and more manic.”

      I nodded. “Exactly.”

      “But why didn’t it have the same effect on Nellie, Naida and Nixie?”

      “It did in some ways but not in others,” I answered. “Nellie told me that he really wanted to go back that second night, but after losing the money he managed to tamp down his urges to return. He focused on work instead. It was hard for a bit, but the more he focused on work the more the feelings faded.”

      “Uh-huh. And what about Naida and Nixie?”

      “I haven’t talked to them in depth about this – mostly because I’ve been busy napping and questioning one of Pardo’s men in the House of Mirrors – but I’m guessing Nixie and Naida’s pixie nature played into that a bit. They’re not from this plane. They don’t often react to spells that affect normal human emotions.”

      Luke rubbed his chin as he absorbed what I said. “But I really fell fast and hard. I’m a shifter. Shouldn’t I have a natural immunity?”

      “Shifters are still part human,” I reminded him. “The spell was geared toward humans. Nellie, Naida and Nixie have no human blood flowing through their veins, so it was easier for them to shake off the urges or they were immune.” I had no idea if that part was true, but I needed to prop up Luke’s ego. “It’s not your fault. Er, well, it’s not all your fault. You did some dumbass things that I’m not happy with, but it wasn’t all you.”

      “I grabbed you.” Luke’s cheeks flooded with color as he stared at the ground. “I entered your trailer and grabbed you. In fact – and I can barely admit this to myself, let alone you – but I think I would have stolen from you if you’d slept through my visit.”

      I’d already come to that conclusion myself. “I know.”

      “How can you still be fighting for me knowing that?”

      “Because you’re my best friend. You made a mistake,” I replied, the answer coming much easier than I expected. “I know what’s in your heart, Luke. Malice doesn’t live there. Sure, a bit of mischief takes up residence from time to time, but you’re not an evil person. It’s okay.”

      Luke pressed his lips together, making a firm line as he risked a glance at me. “You’re not angry?”

      “I am angry that you came into my trailer and I’m totally ticked off that you didn’t listen to me in the first place, because we both know I’m the wisest person in the land. As for the rest … no. I don’t blame you for any of this. I do expect you to do my bidding for the foreseeable future as payback, though.”

      Luke snorted, his strangled laughter a welcome sound. “I guess that means I have to listen to you no matter what you say until you let me off the hook, huh?”

      “You have no idea.”

      “Well, given the circumstances, I guess I can live with that.” Luke edged a bit closer but didn’t completely close the distance between us. “I feel so horrible about grabbing you the way I did. I don’t know what kept Kade from pounding the crap out of me. He showed a lot more restraint than I would’ve in similar circumstances.”

      “Kade didn’t physically hurt you because he knew it would emotionally cripple me,” I explained. “I knew something was going on from the beginning, Luke. I’m not just saying that because I want you to pat me on the top of the head and wax poetic about how intelligent I am. I felt something was off from that very first trip. I should’ve been more forceful when it came to stopping you from making a second trip.”

      “I wouldn’t have listened. In fact, anything you did simply would’ve made me angrier. You couldn’t have stopped me.”

      “We’ll never know.”

      Luke smirked. “I know.”

      “Yeah? I know, too.”

      Luke’s grin widened. “I really want to give you a hug. Even though you have punishment planned for me – and I’ll probably whine nonstop when you start doling it out – I need to hug you. Is that allowed?”

      I nodded as I hopped off the table and opened my arms. “It’s necessary.”

      Luke fought back tears as he hurried closer and pulled me tight against his chest, one long, wracking sob escaping as he buried his face in my hair. “I’m so sorry.”

      I patted his back, all of the awkwardness and anger from the past few days evaporating. “I know you are. I’m sorry, too. I should’ve stepped in the second I knew something was going on. Instead I let it fester and grow until it was out of control.”

      “That’s not on you,” Luke countered. “I created this situation. It’s on me. I made mistake after mistake.”

      “You did, but your brain was being influenced by someone else. We’re going to fix that tonight.”

      Luke pulled back, although he didn’t release me entirely. “We are?”

      “We are. We used one of the men Pardo sent as a messenger boy. Even as we speak he’s scurrying off to tell his boss our demands.”

      Luke widened his eyes, surprised. “We have demands?”

      “Yes. Those guys weren’t simply here because they wanted to shake more money out of you. They’ve been casing the place because they want to make a move on us.”

      Luke was dumbfounded. “Why?”

      “Because we’re a cash business, and that’s rare these days,” I replied. “No matter what, they were always going to come back tonight. We let Pardo know we were on to his plan and insisted he visit himself if he wants his money back.”

      “I don’t have that much money on me,” Luke admitted. “I can only get so much out of the ATM every day.”

      “We’ve got the money covered,” I said. “We’ve also got Pardo covered. Don’t worry about that.”

      Luke studied my face for a moment, reading the obstinate tilt of my chin as he smoothed my hair. “What happens if that shadow monster attacks while Pardo is here?”

      “That’s a definite possibility,” I conceded. “We can only handle one problem at a time. If our problems happen to converge … we’ll wing it.”

      Luke snorted, genuinely amused. “That sounds dangerous.”

      “Oh, no, we’re the dangerous ones,” I corrected. “Pardo needs to realize he messed with the wrong people. There are consequences, and it’s time Pardo faced some.”

      Luke slung an arm over my shoulders. “You know, you’re terrifying when you want to be.”

      “And don’t you forget it … especially when I’m punishing you once this is all settled.”

      Luke’s smile slipped. “I have a feeling that’s going to suck.”

      “Oh, you have no idea.”
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      I stopped at my tent shortly before the big show ended. The longer the day stretched, the more antsy I got.

      Melissa was in her element, a scarf tied around her hair and big gold earrings dangling from her lobes as she excitedly told a woman that she was going to have twins. Unfortunately for Melissa, she misread the situation. Roseanne Dawson wasn’t remotely excited by the news.

      “Twins?” Roseanne arched a dark eyebrow and glared at the tent ceiling. “Son of a … !”

      Melissa balked, her smile slipping. “I’m sorry. I thought that would be good news.”

      “How could that possibly be good news?” Roseanne challenged. “My husband has been out of town on a business trip for six months. He’s building a resort in Tokyo. Do you think he’s going to be happy to come back and find out I’m pregnant with twins?”

      Melissa shrugged, noncommittal. “Maybe he’ll think it was an immaculate conception or something. Have you been having phone sex?”

      Roseanne’s expression was comical. “What does that possibly matter?”

      Melissa shrugged. “He might think he’s so potent that he got you pregnant over the telephone. Men think a lot about themselves. I see it here all the time. If a guy thought he was potent enough to knock up a woman over the phone – with twins, no less – he’d probably brag about it to anyone who would listen.”

      “Yes, he would,” Roseanne drawled. “Then the other men would laugh and bring him back to reality. That’s on top of the fact that the babies are likely to come out … um … a bit darker than he might expect.”

      Melissa knit her eyebrows. “A bit darker? Oh, you mean … .”

      “Yes, I’ve found the new pool boy to be especially invigorating,” Roseanne drawled.

      “And potent,” Melissa said, rubbing her chin.

      I considered stepping in and easing my young protégé’s burden, but I was mildly curious to see how she’d handle herself. I waited, keeping a safe distance, but poised to spring into action should things spin out of control.

      “He’s definitely potent,” Roseanne agreed, adopting a far-off expression. “He looks like sex on two legs. He waxes his chest and gets all … sweaty and glistening … while he’s tending to the pool. He’s got more potency than any three men combined.”

      I wanted to laugh at her description, but kept the chuckles to myself.

      “So why not leave your husband for him?” Melissa suggested. “It sounds as if you like the pool boy more than the man you married.”

      “It does, doesn’t it?” Roseanne shrugged. “The thing is, the pool boy gets paid fifteen dollars an hour and my husband makes six figures a month. One of those things is definitely better than the other.”

      “Speaking of things … um … is the pool boy’s thing bigger than your husband’s thing? Is that why you fell for him?”

      “Oh, geez.” Roseanne pinched the bridge of her nose and stared skyward. “This is why I don’t talk with women under the age of thirty. They’re all stupid … and ask stupid questions … just like you.”

      Melissa wisely didn’t take offense. “Is that a no?”

      “Oh, geez.” Roseanne hopped to her feet. “Well, this day just sucks. I came here hoping you’d tell me I was imagining things, that my sore boobs were all in my head, and that everything would be okay because I could keep the pool boy and my husband for the long haul. Now I have to figure out what to do with twins, an angry husband, a prenuptial agreement that I can’t stand and a pool boy who thinks he’s in love with me. This is just … great!”

      Melissa pursed her lips. “Well, at least you have a plan. Have a nice day.”

      Roseanne scalded Melissa with a dark look and turned on her heel, brushing past me as she stormed out of the tent. Melissa met my steady gaze with a wide-eyed one of her own.

      “That didn’t go very well, did it?”

      I shrugged, amused. “I think it went fine. You did the best you could.”

      “Really?” Melissa brightened considerably. “What are you doing here? Are you taking the tent back for the rest of the night?”

      I shook my head. “I’m here to tell you to close early.”

      Melissa’s smile slipped. “Why? I can keep working. I like it.”

      “I know you can, but we have a situation and I want you to head to your trailer for the rest of the night.” I saw no reason to lie to Melissa, figuring she’d react better if I told her the truth. “We’re expecting trouble as soon as the circus closes tonight. It could get intense.”

      Melissa was affronted. “And you want me to hide from the trouble?”

      I forced a smile. “I want you to be safe. That means you need to stay in your trailer after dark tonight. Do you understand?”

      “I do … but I could be some help.”

      “Yes, you could.” I figured playing to her ego could only help the situation. “I don’t have time to catch you up, though, and we’re dealing with multitudes of crap. I need you to be safe. That means you need to be in your trailer.”

      Melissa pursed her lips, and I thought for a moment that she would argue further. Instead she bobbed her head. “Okay. I’ll be in my trailer.”

      “Thank you.” I smiled. “You need to go now just to be on the safe side.”

      Melissa rolled her eyes. “You’re so bossy.”

      “Oh, sweetie, you haven’t seen anything yet. Wait until the bad guys get here. I’m going to boss them all over the place.”

      

      KADE WAS quick and efficient when he emptied the park, Dolph and Nellie joining him and hopping into action to make sure no inadvertent stragglers were left behind. I met Mark’s gaze over the main aisle. He seemed to read my mind despite the distance, kicking his heels together and mock saluting before gathering his workers and pointing them in the direction of their trailers.

      Mark was hardly an idiot. He recognized that something big was about to happen and wisely pulled his people out of the line of fire. Percival did the same with the clowns, although the look he cast Raven before herding them in the opposite direction told me he would ultimately return. They seemed to be moving forward in a fast and furious manner, which meant he had no intention of letting Raven remain out of his sight for long.

      I watched Melissa long enough to make sure she really did point herself in the direction of her trailer, Dolph securing her inside before moving to the parking lot to help Kade show our guests to the big tent. We decided to meet there because the tent was large enough for our people to spread out – and scare the crap out of Pardo’s men – while hiding us from prying eyes should Dorsey return or leave men behind to watch us.

      I paced the space under the big tent as I waited for Pardo to show up, my stomach knotted as Nellie and Luke watched me wear a path in the sawdust. Neither one of them looked half as agitated as I felt.

      “You need to chill, drama llama,” Nellie ordered. “If you have all of this energy now you’ll need to vent by the time our guests arrive. If you vent all over them we’ll have a situation similar to this afternoon … and I doubt you’ll be able to take a nap in the middle of this confrontation.

      I scorched him with a dark look, frustrated. “Did you just call me a drama llama?”

      Nellie was unruffled. “What? That’s a thing. I hear the youngsters say it all of the time.”

      “Since when did you become a youngster?”

      “Because I’m young at heart and you guys are going to make me manscape before the next stop,” Nellie replied. “That means my body will be hair free – except for my face, of course – which is something only young people care about. Now … chill out. This guy isn’t a threat to us.”

      “I know that,” I said. “I’m more worried about that shadow showing up and eating him than anything else.”

      Nellie tilted his head to the side, as if considering the possibility for the first time. “That might not be all bad. It would kind of erase one of our problems.”

      “And leave us with the biggest one still to deal with,” I pointed out.

      Nellie shrugged. “Yeah, but it would send a message to the gambling community here,” Nellie argued.

      “And what message would that be?”

      “We’re so scary we have murderous monsters attacking regularly and they eat loan sharks as snacks,” Nellie answered. “Do you really want to mess with us?”

      I couldn’t stop myself from laughing. “That’s a good message to send.”

      “It is indeed.” Nellie nodded and shifted his eyes to the tent opening behind me. “They’re here.”

      I pressed my lips together and lifted my eyebrows, inhaling heavily through my nose before turning to face the first threat of the evening.

      David Pardo was not what I expected. He looked like a congenial grandfather wearing a nice suit, a placating smile on his face as he waggled his sparkplug eyebrows and glided in my direction. The men surrounding him – all four of them – were built like professional football players (the ones on the offensive line, not the pretty ones who throw and catch the ball) and I was fairly certain they could easily tip over a semi-truck if properly motivated. They were just that big.

      I wasn’t afraid of any of them, despite the fact that everyone was clearly packing. Pardo looked annoyed with my audacity, even though he put on an amused face. I summoned him to me, which was probably a no-no in gambling circles. A man like Pardo wasn’t used to that.

      “You must be Miss Parker.” Pardo oozed fake charm as he looked me up and down. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      I cocked a challenging eyebrow, practically daring him to say something untoward as Dolph, Kade and Seth – our resident tiger shifter – took up position along the back wall of the tent. Kade momentarily met my gaze – offered me a small head nod – and then crossed his arms over his chest as he waited.

      “Really? I’ve heard very little about you.” I trailed my fingertips over the back of the chair I had sat in moments before and leveled a “been there, done that” look at Pardo. “You seem to hide behind other men and let them do all of the hard work. We’re not used to that here. We do the exact opposite.”

      Pardo’s eyes flashed as annoyance took over. “If you invited me here to insult me … .”

      “I didn’t have that in mind,” I said, wiping my hands over the seat of my cargo pants. “I asked you here so we can strike a business deal and then you can be on your merry way.”

      “What kind of business deal?”

      “I’m prepared to pay you the money Luke owes you in exchange for you walking away and not coming back,” I replied, matter-of-fact.

      “I see.” Pardo almost looked amused. “Young Luke here has already racked up twice the amount of money he borrowed thanks to interest so – I’m sure you understand – I’m going to need a little more than my initial investment.”

      “And I’m sure you understand that I’m not going to pay you that,” I shot back, refusing to back down. “I have the two grand Luke owes you. In fact, a co-worker is putting the money together right now and she’ll be here shortly.”

      “A co-worker, huh?” Pardo looked genuinely amused. “And what if I don’t agree to your terms?”

      I answered without hesitation. “Then you’ll be sorry.”

      “Really?” Pardo didn’t look convinced. “I’ve been involved in this line of work for longer than you’ve been alive, young lady. Hell, I’ve been working in this area for longer than any of you have been alive. You really think you can shake me down?”

      I shrugged. “I really think you don’t know who you’re messing with.”

      “And I think you’re on my last nerve,” Pardo barked. “You don’t come into my town and dictate to me. I’ve been doing business here for a very long time. There are rules that have to be followed. Your friend Luke, here, was aware of those rules when he borrowed the money.”

      I promised myself that I would keep my temper in check when dealing with Pardo, but I wasn’t sure that was a possibility given his attitude. “Really? Was Luke aware of the rules when your sister enchanted the casino and caused unsuspecting gamblers to fall into a magical net?”

      It was a calculated move, but I knew it was the right one when Pardo uncomfortably shifted from one foot to the other.

      “What do you mean?” Pardo hedged.

      “You know exactly what I mean, and I’d appreciate it if you didn’t insult me with idiocy and insolence. I don’t have time to deal with your crap,” I snapped. “Believe it or not, you’re low on our list of things to worry about right now.”

      “If you’re not worried about me, why am I here?”

      “Because we’re not stupid. We know what you have planned,” I replied. “You and your friends are staking this place out because you think it’s an easy mark. It’s a cash-rich business that will pack up and leave soon. You think you can rob us and we won’t put up a fight.”

      Pardo’s eyes glinted with malice as they locked with mine. “That’s a bold statement.”

      “Yes, well, I’m fine with that,” I intoned. “This is the circus, after all. Everything we do is bold.”

      “Do you really think it’s wise to accuse me of marking you for theft?” Pardo asked. “That seems almost reckless to me.”

      “Were we normal people – heck, were we normal circus folk – your threat might hold some weight,” I explained. “We’re not afraid of you, though, and you’ve woefully underestimated us.”

      “Is that a fact?”

      “It is.” I glanced at the men standing guard over Pardo. “What happened to Ron Waters and Wendell Wortham? Why aren’t they here to play games with you? Could it be they’ve already played some games with us … and lost?”

      For the first time, Pardo looked momentarily worried. “What are you insinuating?”

      “I’m not insinuating anything,” I replied. “I’m flat out saying we messed with your men to the point where one wet himself and the other really wanted to.”

      “Oh, boy did he ever,” Nellie enthused, grinning as Pardo glared at him. He leaned on his ax, the head on the ground and the handle in his hand as he swayed back and forth next to the grim weapon. “You know what, Poet, I don’t think he’s fully grasped what’s going on here.”

      Sadly, I was coming to the same realization. “Yeah. I think his sister is a witch, but he seems to believe that’s a fluke. He doesn’t understand that there’s a vast world out there, one in which his sister is low witch on the totem pole and we could end her without breaking a sweat.”

      Pardo openly glared as his focus returned to me. “Are you threatening my sister?”

      “I’m telling you that I know what your sister is,” I answered, opting to bluff because I had no real confirmation that Pardo’s sister was a witch. That was simply a hunch. “I’m also telling you that she’s not alone in this world with her abilities, and some of us are much stronger.”

      “Think of it like the Olympics,” Nellie suggested. “We’ll leave with gold medals. You’ll be disqualified for doping even though you never had a chance to reach the podium.”

      I couldn’t help but be mildly impressed by Nellie’s comparison. “That was very good.”

      Nellie winked. “I’m gifted.”

      Pardo shook his head, as if dislodging the possibility that he might lose, and glared at me. “We’re here as a courtesy. You will start doing as you’re told or … .”

      I cut him off with a wag of the finger. “You’re not in charge here. Don’t you get that?”

      “I am the boss,” Pardo snapped.

      “Oh, geez.” I rubbed the tender spot between my eyebrows and glanced at Luke. “You’re going to owe me big time for this. It’s like talking to a wall dealing with this guy.”

      “I’m sorry.” Luke’s smile was rueful. “We could just shift and scare the crap out of him. It might be quicker.”

      That was an interesting thought. I opened my mouth to give him the go ahead, but I didn’t get the chance because Nixie picked that moment to barrel into the tent. Her eyes were wide and she gasped to catch her breath as she rested her palms on her knees and glanced around.

      “What’s wrong?” Kade asked, instantly on alert.

      Nixie’s gaze bounced between faces. “Are these the cheesy mobster guys who want to break Luke’s legs? I was expecting The Godfather, but these guys are like Muppets or something.”

      I nodded. “Yes. We’re in the middle of a discussion. Do you need something? I thought I told you to watch the perimeter for our other friend.”

      “That’s why I’m here,” Nixie replied, all business. “The shadow is back and it’s headed in this direction.”

      Oh, well, great. And I thought things couldn’t get any worse.
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      “Well, this isn’t good.”

      I flicked my eyes to Kade and found him staring at the tent opening, his hands clenched at his sides as if he expected to fight a creature he couldn’t actually touch.

      “What’s not good?” Pardo asked, his expression shifting when he got a gander at the reactions around the tent. “What’s going on?”

      “Our other … problem … has decided to make an appearance,” I replied, opting for honesty. “I can’t say I’m surprised. I was hoping we would be able to get you in and out before it arrived, but that appears to have been wishful thinking.”

      “It?” Pardo’s eyebrows shot up. “Are you trying to pull one over on me?”

      I could see why he jumped to that conclusion. He wasn’t privy to the things I shoved into Waters’ mind. He wasn’t present when Raven turned Wendell Wortham into a walking voodoo doll. To him, we were putting on a show.

      “I wasn’t lying when I said you weren’t our top priority,” I offered. “We have another issue … and it’s a serious one.”

      Pardo furrowed his brow, his hands landing on his hips. “I have to hand it to you guys. You certainly are dramatic. I don’t know anyone else who would even try to go this route.” He wagged his finger in a teasing manner. “I’m going to give you style points if nothing else.”

      “I don’t really care what you want to give me,” I countered. “Or how you want to give it to me, for that matter.”

      “Um, that came out kind of dirty,” Luke noted. “You might want to rephrase it.”

      “I have to agree with Luke,” Kade said, refusing to look away from the tent opening. “Pick a different way to phrase that.”

      “Yes, because these are the things we should be worrying about right now,” I muttered, shaking my head when the tent walls shuddered. I shifted my eyes to the left as I realized what was happening. “Dust storm.”

      “It looks like,” Kade confirmed. “It’s not quite here yet, but you can feel it’s coming. It’s blocking out the moon in that direction.” He pointed for emphasis, causing my stomach to flip.

      “Well, that’s just great,” I muttered, shaking my head. “Where did you see it, Nixie? What part of camp was it hanging around?”

      “I didn’t see it,” Nixie replied. “The figment told me.”

      I pressed the heel of my hand to my forehead. “Now the figment is talking to you?”

      “It doesn’t talk to me,” Nixie clarified. “It’s trapped between two planes of existence and I’m from a different plane. When it touches me I can kind of … see things. It’s not as violent for me as when it tried to show you the past. You’re from this plane, and traveling between planes is much more difficult for you.”

      “It wasn’t exactly violent as much as terrifying.”

      “Yes, well, the figment is here, too,” Nixie said. “It’s trying to warn us. You were right about it not being evil. I don’t know if I would call it a friend, but it’s certainly not our enemy.”

      “It’s a he,” I corrected. “I’m not sure which man it used to be, but it’s a he.”

      “All right, that will be enough of that crap,” Pardo snapped. “I don’t know what game you guys are playing, but I absolutely refuse to play it with you. Now, Luke here owes us some money … and the sum grows daily. I’m adding five grand to the total for the sheer annoyance of having to visit this place. Do you understand?”

      His petulance and refusal to admit he was no longer in charge made me want to laugh, but now was hardly the time.

      “I understand that I’ve had it with your mouth,” I shot back. “Do you really not grasp what’s happening here?”

      “I sincerely doubt it. He sent men to rob the ticket booths while he was in here distracting you,” Nixie supplied. “Don’t worry. The midway folks took them down with minimal effort. They didn’t even have to kill anyone.”

      I was dumbfounded. “The midway folks? Are you telling me that Mark got off his dead rear end and actually did some work?”

      Nixie shrugged. “They tried to steal his profit margin. You know that puts his knickers in a twist. He’s feeling mean, too. He had Peg Leg Helen sit on one guy’s head until the clowns showed up as reinforcements.”

      I tilted my head to the side at the visual. “The clowns are in on it?”

      “Yeah, Percival is trying to show he’s all manly, so he wanted to run to Raven’s defense,” Nixie replied. “She took down one of the men, too. Some guy named Barney. She made him strip naked and do the chicken dance.”

      “That’s a load of crap!” Pardo was so worked up that spittle formed at the corners of his mouth. “If you think I believe that you’re crazier than the chick with green hair.”

      “Do you know what I find funny about that sentence?” I asked, moving past Pardo and heading toward Kade so I could scan the area outside. “It’s not the part about green hair. It’s that you didn’t even bother to act surprised that we captured your men.”

      Pardo’s mouth dropped open. “I didn’t send any men.”

      “Luke, sing that song you like to sing.”

      “What?” Luke’s face was blank. “The ‘Liar, Liar, Pants on Fire’ song?”

      I nodded. “That’s the one.”

      “I’m not feeling very musical right now,” Luke supplied. “Maybe later.”

      “Well, that will be fun, too.” I stood next to Kade and peered out into the darkness. It looked restful and quiet – the storm hadn’t started yet – but I knew hell was about to come calling. It was only a matter of time. “Have you seen anything?”

      “No,” Kade answered. “I’m worried, though. That shadow monster is interested in people with magical leanings. That puts you, Raven and Naida high on its list.”

      “There’s nothing we can do about that. I’d rather the three of us be its targets than anyone else.”

      “I’m sure you’ll understand, but I don’t feel that way,” Kade argued. “We need to get these guys out of here right now and focus on the real threat.”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to do.”

      “Really? It doesn’t feel that way to me,” Kade shot back. “To me it feels as if you’ve been playing with him. Cut him loose, honey. The storm is almost here.”

      I rested my hand on his forearm in an effort to calm him. “I’ll take care of it right now. It’ll be okay.”

      “I hope so.” Kade gave my hand a reassuring squeeze before releasing me. “Get rid of him.”

      I sucked in a breath as I swiveled, finding Pardo staring at us with unfettered loathing. “You need to go,” I ordered. “I’ve told you how things will play out. We’ll get the money Luke owes to you before we leave town. I made a promise and I intend to keep it.”

      “Plus interest.”

      “No interest.”

      “Listen, you little bitch, you’re not in charge here!” Pardo’s anger grew at a rate that matched the whipping wind outside.

      Kade took a step away from the tent flap and rubbed the side of his face, casting me a sidelong look. “The storm is here.”

      “Which means the creature is here,” I murmured, shaking my head. “It’s too late to send them out of here. They’ll be easy targets if we do. We need a new plan.”

      “Sometimes I think we should get T-shirts made up with that saying,” Nixie said, grinning. “Mystic Caravan, come for the food and show, stay for the new and even more craptastic plan.”

      I didn’t want to laugh – it wasn’t a funny situation, after all – but I couldn’t stop myself. “I think you found our new slogan.” I shifted my eyes to Pardo. “I think you and your friends should move back to the far wall – away from any openings – and wait there until the storm passes.”

      “You have got to be kidding me.” Pardo exchanged an amused look with one of his trained monkeys. “Do you think we’re idiots? We’re not going to fall for this, woman. If you think … .”

      As if on cue, the wind swept inside of the tent and began swirling. I shoved Kade away from the flap in an effort to keep us clear of the guest I knew was coming. Nellie took an aggressive stance in the middle of the tent, crouched low and waited. Pardo widened his eyes to comical proportions and for the first time I got the distinct impression that he was starting to believe.

      I felt a presence at my side and turned, locking gazes with the invisible figment. He still lacked form, but the red eyes were open and full of warning.

      “Which one are you?” I asked. “You’re Rodney, aren’t you?” I’m not sure how I knew – or why it mattered – but something about the creature’s demeanor reminded me of the frightened man in the memory. “Were you the last to survive?”

      Yes.

      The creature answered in my head, not so much as blinking as it stared.

      “What is that thing?” Pardo asked, his voice going unnaturally squeaky. “Is that a … monster?”

      I ignored him. “Your soul separated from your body before you died, didn’t it?”

      Yes.

      “Is that thing talking to you?” Kade whispered, resting his hand on my hip.

      I nodded. “In his own way. What’s the creature? Is it a Gorgon?”

      I don’t know.

      “Is there a way to kill it?”

      Not unless it takes human form.

      Now that was an interesting. “Can it do that?”

      I’ve seen it once before. It happened in the mine. It hollows out men and takes them over for a time … but only until it can’t keep the bodies working any longer. The mind works in the new space, the body starts decaying right away.

      “Oh.” Realization dawned. “It’s not a Gorgon. It’s a soul eater. I’ve never seen one like we have here, but I’m betting that’s what it is.”

      Kade arched an eyebrow. “What’s a soul eater?”

      “They’re numerous things, but it makes sense that the original settlers might’ve thought it was a Gorgon,” Nixie replied. “They’re evil beings. They can take multiple forms – including animals – and they’ve been known to twist animals into mutilated forms while inhabiting them.”

      “Thus the legend of the Gorgon,” I added. “And the webbed footprints we found. A creature wouldn’t need webbed feet in the desert, but it might underground.”

      “And that’s the woman with snakes for hair, right?” Kade queried.

      “Yes.”

      I ran my thumb over my lip, an idea forming. “We can kill it if it’s in human form.”

      “Doesn’t that mean we have to sacrifice a human to kill the creature?” Kade didn’t look thrilled with the prospect.

      I saw no reason to lie – or back away from the prospect. “Yes.”

      Kade swallowed hard, absorbing the news, and then flicked his eyes to Pardo. “I think we have a volunteer.”

      I followed his gaze, my stomach rumbling with distaste at the thought. “We’re not there yet.”

      “Not where?” Pardo asked, shifting closer to his bodyguards. “What are you guys talking about?”

      I turned back to the figment. “Will you go when it goes?”

      I hope so. I am tired of … all of this.

      I couldn’t blame him. “How close is it?”

      Very close.

      “Then I guess we’d better get ready.” I pressed my eyes shut, sending out a mental distress call for Raven and Max. I had a feeling we’d need both of them before the night was done. When I opened my eyes I found Kade shifting closer so he could slip his arm around my back. “Max and Raven will be here soon.”

      “Can’t you do it?” Kade asked. “I mean … if it comes to it … can you do it?”

      “Maybe, but I doubt I’m strong enough,” I replied. “I could do it with Raven and Naida, but Max is more powerful. He can do it himself.”

      “Well, at least we have that going for us.” Kade rested his forehead against mine. “I don’t see where we have much choice. It solves multiple problems.”

      “Yes, but it’s also cold and makes us murderers.”

      “I’m pretty sure he’s a murderer,” Kade pointed out, inclining his chin toward Pardo. “The only other choice you have is to let Pardo go, hope he won’t come after Luke again down the line – which seems unlikely – and leave the soul eater to keep hunting this area. How many innocent people do you think will die because of that decision?”

      “More than I’m comfortable with, but … I’m not sure I’m altogether comfortable with this either,” I admitted.

      “Then let Max decide,” Kade suggested. “He’s the leader. He should have to take on some of the responsibility. It shouldn’t always fall on you.”

      He had a point, still … . “It’s here.” I snapped my head to the opening a few feet away and stared at the shadow taking form in the entryway. It didn’t even glance in my direction, instead focusing on Pardo and his men.

      Kade moved to shove me behind him, inserting himself in the space between the soul eater and me. It didn’t matter. The soul eater seemed much more interested in Pardo and his men than the circus brethren scattering to the walls of the tent.

      “Nellie, you and Luke need to move away from them,” I ordered, causing Nellie and Luke to snap their eyes in my direction. “Do it now.”

      They both did as I instructed without argument, leaving the space in the center of the tent empty except for Pardo and his four cohorts. Pardo realized they were being isolated but only when it was too late to make an escape.

      “What is that thing?” Pardo demanded, his face flushing with unnatural color. “I … it’s sucking the oxygen out of the room.”

      I didn’t feel that in the least, and when I glanced at Kade he didn’t seem to be having trouble breathing either. “I think you might be having a heart attack or something,” I offered. “No one else is having trouble breathing.”

      “I think it’s karma.” Nellie clutched his ax handle as tightly as possible. Because he didn’t have an enemy to strike at, he could do nothing but watch. “It’s coming for you.”

      “What is it?” Pardo repeated, jerking the shoulder of one of his bodyguards and attempting to shove the man in front of him. The man – however well paid – had no interest in sacrificing himself to an evil hell beast, so he wisely wrenched himself out of Pardo’s grip. “Do something, you idiots!” He screamed so loudly I jolted. “Kill it!”

      One of his men pulled a gun from inside his coat and pointed, causing Kade to shove me further back and drape his body protectively over mine. “Don’t fire that thing in here! You’ll hit someone by accident!”

      The man didn’t listen, pulling the trigger and firing wildly. The soul eater didn’t slow its approach, the bullets passing harmlessly through it as it advanced.

      “What’s happening?” Pardo sounded like a shrieking child, which made what was about to happen all the worse.

      “What do we do?” Nellie called out, appearing across the main ring with Luke on his heels. “Do we just let this happen?”

      “We need it to happen,” Kade replied. “The other thing … the figment … says that the soul eater can only be destroyed when it’s in human form.”

      “That’s a soul eater?” Luke didn’t bother hiding his surprise. “I’ve read about them, heard the stories and stuff, but I’ve never seen one. I had no idea they looked like that.”

      “I don’t think they all look the same,” I said. “It doesn’t matter. We need it to invade a human host.”

      “I think you’re about to get your wish,” Nellie said, wrinkling his nose. “He seems very interested in Pardo.”

      It always goes for the dark souls first.

      I glanced at the figment. That made an odd sort of sense. “It wants to take Pardo because it thinks that they’re somehow alike and it might be able to survive longer in his body,” I deduced. “We don’t even have to point it in that direction.”

      “No, we don’t,” Max agreed, moving into the tent. His eyes were glassy and full of fire as he absorbed the situation. “There it is.”

      “You got my call.” I couldn’t help but be relieved. “The only way we can kill it is … .”

      “If it takes on a human host,” Max finished. “I understand.” He flicked his gaze to the figment. “Is that one of the fallen miners?”

      I nodded. “Rodney.”

      “Well, Rodney, we thank you for your insight and time,” Max said. “We can take it from here.”

      The figment didn’t respond, merely hovering in midair and watching as Max closed the distance behind the soul eater. “He’s right there,” Max whispered, his voice carrying to the soul eater. “Take him.”

      “Who is this?” Pardo was on the edge of a mental breakdown. His four bodyguards scattered to the sides of the tent, abandoning him to a fate he couldn’t hope to fight off. They didn’t look nearly as tough as they pretended to be a mere twenty minutes before. “Do something!”

      “We are,” Max replied calmly, raising his hands as the soul eater finished its trek and began merging its ethereal body with Pardo’s physical one. “We’re ending the terror. It won’t be long now.”

      Pardo screamed in protest, vainly fighting against a creature without physical form. I closed my eyes and buried my face in Kade’s shoulder, lifting my hands to cover my ears as the screams grew more and more desperate.

      “It’s almost done.” Max sounded pleased with himself. He looked upon the terrible sight with something of a clinical detachment. “As soon as it is, I’ll handle the rest of it.”

      “How?” Kade asked, wrapping his arms around my back and pressing me tightly against his chest. “What are you going to do?”

      “What needs to be done,” Max replied simply. “It seems we’ll solve two problems tonight.”

      The screaming returned – although only briefly – and then died on the wind as the dust storm really got going outside. I glanced at the figment and watched it rather than the violence occurring on the other side of the tent, trying to ignore the grunts, groans and gasps coming from the creature as it took over Pardo’s body.

      Kade cupped the back of my head and I felt more than saw when Max delivered the killing blow. Whether the soul eater realized what was coming, or it was simply too late to stop the transformation, I would never know. It screamed in protest as Max attacked – Nellie jumping in to help, of course – and then it went silent as its useless body, the shell that used to be Pardo, fell to the ground.

      The figment turned its eyes to me one last time when it was over.

      Thank you.

      Then he was gone … and all that was left was the cleanup.
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      Cleanup was easier than I expected.

      Naida whipped up an indoor rainstorm and Nellie handled the body disposal. Because he got to use his ax after all, he was in a fairly good mood and didn’t complain even once about having to dump a body. We doubted Pardo’s goons would send the police our way, but we were prepared in case they did, an extravagant lie all plotted out and ready to drop on Detective Dorsey.

      Dorsey never came. Perhaps that was on purpose. Perhaps he was simply too busy to spare the time. Perhaps the final discussion he bore witness to was simply too much.

      It didn’t matter.

      We opened the circus on time the next morning, worked all day and then started our teardown the moment the show closed. We were anxious to get out of town, put Vegas in our rearview mirror, and debate how wise a return was once we had distance between the city and us.

      Dinner was a muted affair, very little conversation shared, and I was exhausted when I finally turned in. I simply slid under the covers, waited for Kade to get comfortable, and placed my head on his shoulder. He kissed my forehead, whispered that everything was going to be okay, and then hummed a bit for me before I drifted off.

      We rose with the sun Monday morning, ready to hit the road. We were already packed, only a few small things left to store for the ride, when I found Luke waiting for me in front of my trailer.

      “I’m going to check with everyone and make sure they’re ready,” Kade offered, running his hand up and down my arm. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. Take your time.”

      I nodded in thanks. “Okay.”

      “You don’t have to go,” Luke offered. “In fact, I think it would be better if you stayed.”

      Kade glanced to me, as if asking permission, and I nodded. There was nothing Luke could say that Kade shouldn’t hear. We’d all gone through the same thing together. There was nothing to hide.

      “I’ll stay then,” Kade said, his expression flat rather than warm.

      “First, I want to thank you,” Luke started, twisting his fingers together. He was clearly uncomfortable, something I didn’t see often in my gregarious best friend. “Both of you, in fact. You stood by me when other people might’ve left me to clean up my own mess … no matter how dangerous it was.”

      “We’ve already been over this, Luke,” I pointed out. “Only some of this was your fault. Do you feel the need to talk about that again, or do you need reassurance?”

      “I don’t need either.” Luke’s eyes flashed. “I’m not here to beg for forgiveness, if that’s what you think.”

      “I think you should beg for Poet’s forgiveness,” Kade interjected. “You put your hands on her.”

      “And he already apologized for that,” I countered. “He didn’t hurt me.”

      Kade wasn’t quite ready to let it go. “He could’ve hurt you.”

      “Yes, and I could’ve hurt him worse,” I said. “It doesn’t really matter, though, does it? It’s over. He wasn’t in control of his own faculties. I know Luke would never hurt me.”

      “Not on purpose, no,” Luke agreed. “But I did hurt you, and I will be forever sorry.”

      “Well, you can pay me back when I think of a proper punishment,” I teased. I was sick of the melancholy man in front of me. I wanted my mischievous best friend back. I hoped he was only taking a brief break, because the alternative was too much to bear.

      “You’re going to punish him?” Kade was understandably intrigued. “Can I punish him, too?”

      “That sounds vaguely sexual when you say it,” Luke said dryly, earning an antagonistic glare for his lame attempt at humor. “I might like that. Poet’s kept me apprised of your abilities, so if you want to punish me … .”

      “Don’t push it,” Kade warned, wagging a warning finger.

      I snorted in amusement, grabbing Kade’s hand and pushing it down. “Luke, not everything that happened was your fault. We’ve already talked about the parts that were your fault. You can’t dwell on it. It will eat you alive.”

      “Like the soul eater ate David Pardo alive?” Luke involuntarily shuddered. “I can’t get that out of my head.”

      He wasn’t the only one. I refused to watch the entire show, so I didn’t have as many dark memories to grapple with as the rest. “I can’t either, but you should know that Kade and I were already talking about sacrificing Pardo to the soul eater before it fixated on him. That was probably always going to happen.”

      “Yeah, I still don’t understand why that thing did what it did,” Kade admitted. “I thought for sure it would go for Poet because she was the most magical being in the room.”

      “I thought that was a possibility,” I conceded. “That’s why I planned to direct it in Pardo’s direction. It clearly saw something dark inside of Pardo that it identified with. I’m starting to wonder if he didn’t have a little warlock in his blood.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because they say his sister was a witch – and I’m really surprised that she didn’t show up to question us, by the way – so maybe she wasn’t self-taught after all,” I replied. “Maybe they both had a little magic in their blood. Pardo pointed his inner urges toward business and his sister handled the magical heavy lifting.”

      “I guess that’s possible, but why didn’t the sister come out here looking for her brother?” Kade asked. “I’d think that we would be her first stop. Wouldn’t she want some form of confirmation?”

      “I’m sure the men who were out here with Pardo told her what happened, and that’s on top of the other two men we saw earlier in the day,” I explained. “If she’s smart, which I’m guessing she is to have pulled off what she did for so long, she realized she was outnumbered and wisely kept her distance.”

      “Should we go after her?” Kade asked. “If she’s supplying the magic to ensnare people, shouldn’t we do something to save them?”

      I shrugged, unsure how to answer. “In theory, yes, but it’s a slippery slope. People go in those casinos of their own free will. No one makes them gamble that first time.”

      “I think that was a pointed jab at me,” Luke muttered. “Still, Kade is right. Shouldn’t we at least send her a warning?”

      “I’d think that the death of her brother was more than enough of a warning,” I answered. “The men must’ve told her what we discussed. They knew we were aware of what she was doing. If she has any brains at all she’ll leave Vegas and move somewhere else.”

      “What’s to stop her from doing this somewhere else?”

      “Only her own conscience.”

      “So … nothing?” Kade tugged a restless hand through his hair. “I guess I don’t see another choice. We can hardly walk into the casino and demand to see the witch on premises. We’ve probably done enough for now.”

      “Probably,” I agreed, shifting my attention back to Luke. “Other than the death … and the nasty cleanup Naida made you help with … how are you feeling?”

      “Guilty,” Luke answered without hesitation. “I feel disconnected from you and guilty. I don’t like either feeling.”

      I patted his arm and offered a wry smile. “The guilt will ease with time, especially when I start punishing you.”

      “And being disconnected from you?”

      “Oh, we’re going to start working on that today,” I answered, grinning. “Kade and I already talked about it. He agrees that you and I need some intensive time together, Luke. We need to make up for the fact that you’ve obviously been feeling neglected.”

      Luke licked his lips, unsure. “What does that mean?”

      “It means she’s riding with you today,” Kade answered for me. “We think you two need some intensive family therapy.”

      “So I’m going with you.” I enjoyed the way Luke uncomfortably scuffed his shoe against the ground. “I’m going to take command of the radio and we’re going to bond all the way to Montana.”

      “Ugh.” Luke made a disgusted face as he rolled his eyes. “Now you want to ride with me? Now that you’re angry and I’m vulnerable, now you want to bond?”

      “Oh, I always want to bond with you, Luke,” I said, linking my arm with his. “I think it’s a virtual necessity right now.”

      Luke darted a desperate look in Kade’s direction. “You know she’s going to torture me for the entire trip, right? This is cruel and unusual punishment. You’re the only one who can save me.”

      “You say that as if I want to save you,” Kade pointed out. “I don’t. I think you’ve earned everything you have coming.” Kade dropped a kiss on my upturned mouth. “I’ll see you in time for dinner, Poet. As for you, Luke, I hope to see you again one day … once your punishment is complete and everything, of course.”

      Luke scowled. “Oh, you guys suck. You get more and more alike with each passing day. You’re going to enjoy torturing me, aren’t you? You’re going to make a game of it and laugh behind my back when you go to bed tonight. You think I don’t know, but I know.”

      “I believe we’ve already admitted that,” Kade said, stroking the back of my head. “Poet promised to text me whenever she makes you do something really funny. She might even take a video of you doing it. I don’t want to miss out on the fun.”

      “You’re sadists,” Luke hissed, narrowing his eyes to dangerous slits. “I know exactly what you’re doing, and I don’t like it.”

      “I believe that’s a win then,” I offered. “That’s what family is all about, after all.”

      “And this is exactly why I hate family,” Luke grumbled.

      I linked my arm with his. “You love me, though, don’t you?”

      Luke’s expression softened, although only marginally. “I’m not sure how I feel right now. Ask me again in eight hours, because that’s how long we’re driving today.”

      “That sounds like the perfect day to me,” I crooned, grinning.

      In the grand scheme of things, it did sound like the perfect day. It couldn’t get much better than my best friend and boyfriend being safe … and a day of torturing one of them until I could be rewarded by the other.

      What’s better than that?
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