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DESCRIPTION
Welcome to the deadliest show on Earth...
When the Ruby Red Spectacle Circus rolls into town, chaos and death follow in its wake. At first, the accidents seem coincidental, but as the body count rises, it becomes clear that a killer is lurking within the big top’s shadows.
Smoke and mirrors concealing love and hate.
After a third performer turns up dead, the newly formed FBI Violent Crimes Unit in Washington, DC is called in to investigate. For FBI Special Agent Emma Last, the case is a chance to prove herself to her new SSA—and a welcome distraction from the ghosts who’ve invaded her life.
As Emma delves deeper into the twisted world of the circus, she begins to see things that can't be explained. And when the animal rights activists outside the fairgrounds grow increasingly aggressive, the team must protect the performers from both outside threats and their own dark secrets.
Secrets worth killing over.
When the investigation takes a sinister turn, Emma knows she's not the only one haunted by ghosts. With each shocking revelation, she's forced to confront the terrifying truth...someone is willing to do whatever it takes to keep the circus's secrets buried.
By turns thrilling and jaw-dropping, Last Breath is the first book in the exciting new FBI mystery series from bestselling author Mary Stone—where you’ll realize the show must go on...no matter the cost.
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T he lingering stink of popcorn, cotton candy, and salted peanuts was swallowed by the sweet smell of blueberry muffins, but Kyle Perkins had no trouble resisting the lure of Cookie’s fresh-baked goods. He’d done his carbo-loading over the past few days and was happily burning it away with this morning’s workout.
Mornings like this were Kyle’s favorite. The world was peaceful, despite containing residual energy and odors from the previous night’s festivities.
Beyond Cookie’s trailer, the peak of a bright-red tent sliced into the horizon, casting a dark shadow across the pavement as the sun rose behind it. Signs proclaiming Spectacles and Marvels! and A Plethora of Pyrotechnics! and Strongman Shoulders Chevrolet! pointed the way toward the circus act areas.
Even with those distractions, Kyle found a sense of ease and comfort in his lifting regimen.
Thirty-three down.
The Ruby Red Spectacle Circus strongman brought the weight up again, ensuring the motion of the hundred-pound barbell remained smooth through the arc of his arm curl.
In his other hand, he held the day’s first protein shake, a double-chocolate-almond concoction that would soon serve as his breakfast appetizer. As always, the glass remained steady in his hand. That was the test.
Thirty-four down.
It wasn’t enough to just lift the weight. The muscles needed to be isolated from the rest of his body.
Thirty-five down.
Behind him, the kitchen trailer’s old stove rattled the wall, overworked and struggling. Not for the first time, he thought about how nice it would be to have a fridge or stove in his own camper. He’d never set foot outside that cozy space for anything but workouts and performances if that were the case, especially on cold January mornings like this. Maybe one of these days…
Thirty-seven down.
His stomach grumbled, as it usually did around this time. The straw of his protein shake tempted him.
No. Routine was everything.
No eating or drinking ’til you’re done, Strongman Perkins. Not a sip.
From the other side of the trailer, a performer was crying as she left the kitchen area. Maybe the fortune teller, Esther, but maybe not. Grief still hung heavy in the air since they’d lost Penelope and Dennis so suddenly, and Kyle imagined that had to be why she was still distraught.
Losing Penelope had shocked him, too, and it still did. She’d been a serious athlete and deserved a hell of a lot more than a cheap-ass billing with the Ruby Red Spectacle Circus. No, she’d been of an elite breed like him, devoted to her training and her craft as a trapeze artist against all obstacles and distractions. She’d just been trying to make a decent life for herself after being dealt a losing hand.
It still didn’t feel real.
A safety line had allegedly snapped, plummeting Penelope to the dirt- and straw-covered asphalt. Kyle worried no one had checked the lines as they were supposed to nightly. Like so much of the circus’s equipment, however, they were probably ten years overdue for replacement.
Forty-one down.
Gritting his teeth against the ache building in his right bicep, he refused to stop. He eyed his protein shake, noting a tremor in the liquid as he exhaled a cloud of breath through his chapped lips.
It seemed like whoever was in charge of those safety lines should’ve been fired, but no one claimed responsibility, and he hadn’t heard of anybody leaving the circus. Even the damn police had labeled it an accident and washed their hands of things in record time. Though they lived, breathed, loved, and lost like the rest of the world, “circus freaks” were not treated equally.
Not viewed as normal.
Reggie O’Rourke, the ringmaster and owner, said the Ruby Red took care of their own like a family…but that wasn’t how Penelope’s and Dennis’s demises felt. They felt like neglect.
“Least my barbells and other equipment can’t fall apart and drop me to my death,” Kyle muttered to himself between counts. “That’s something.”
Forty-five down.
Of course, Dennis Hamel’s death, unlike Penelope’s, hadn’t been because of aged materials. That’d been his own fault. How a trained professional like Dennis, who’d performed hundreds of shows, could mix up a prop firecracker with a real one was anyone’s guess.
Well, no, Kyle corrected himself.
The reason was clear. Dennis had been a drunk and a moron, an unfortunate trend within the Ruby Red Spectacle Circus.
That damn firecracker had blown a hole right through Dennis a week ago, and not one person trained in pyrotechnics within the circus could figure out how he’d mixed the real thing up with his props. His death was a true blow to morale.
But the two deaths together…
Kyle brushed away the thought.
Coincidences happened, especially in a world like the one they lived in.
High-pitched, off-tune whistling signaled Reggie O’Rourke’s
approach. Kyle looked up just as the ringmaster rounded the corner, glad for anything to interrupt his thoughts.
“Fancy seeing you here.” Reggie’s greeting came complete with one of his annoying bows.
“Always am. Gotta get the morning curls in.”
“So you do, so you do.” The man’s white hair and bushy beard were even unrulier than usual, but Kyle tried not to judge his unkempt appearance when he wasn’t on the job.
It wasn’t as if Reggie ever really had a wife to tell him when he looked the fool. He slept with enough women, though. Surely, one of them would tell him how nuts he appeared at some point. Though it didn’t seem like that was ever going to happen.
The thought might’ve made him laugh on another day. Today, not so much.
Instead, Kyle bit back the urge to ask about the investigation into the circus’s recent deaths. Police were still wandering around, looking into Dennis’s demise, but Reggie hedged whenever he was asked a direct question about the situation. He’d only say that this stuff took time.
“Don’t forget, I want you to do some research into adding cannonballs into your routine. Take advantage of this downtime while we’re between shows, all right? Let’s see if we can find some thirty- or forty-pounders in D.C. this week. Get me the costs, and let’s get it done.”
Reggie clapped him on the shoulder as he went on by, rocking Kyle’s shake and not bothering to wait for a response. Why everyone couldn’t leave him in peace so he could exercise—so he could do the job they damn well paid him for—he didn’t know.
“I’ll look into the cannonballs,” he promised to Reggie’s back, doubting the ringmaster even heard him.
What Reggie said, folks did. Normal enough for the owner of a circus, Kyle guessed. If the man really thought cannonballs would wow the crowds, he didn’t mind obliging, as long as he didn’t have to foot the bill. What did he care what he lifted for their audience? So long as whatever it was didn’t blow him up…
At least the Ruby Red provided him with a solid job and an escape from his old life.
That was what he should’ve been billed as—an escape artist.
He’d escaped his parents, his marriage, and his mortgage. And even though everyone was in disbelief when he filed for divorce, they didn’t ask questions. The marriage had been his mistake either way, and it didn’t matter what anyone said.
He’d only married Marsha to prove to his parents he wasn’t gay. But after five years, no kids, and a lot of personal growth, he hadn’t been willing to hold up his end of the charade. And staying at his accounting job felt more like a death sentence every day.
His one serious hobby—bodybuilding—had saved him. Given him the escape he’d desperately needed.
And now he’d lost track of his damn count.
He set the heavy barbell gently down before stretching his bicep. He hadn’t mucked up his routine too badly. Looking around, he hoped nobody had noticed him spacing out, but the only person around was the young trick rider.
Bunny Weaver was up early, too, training. The makeshift corral was like a second home to the preteen. Her focus was wholly on somersaults around her horse’s belly at crazed speeds. Good on her for being that brave, but Kyle preferred to keep his feet on the ground. He admired Bunny, though. She had the same discipline as he and Penelope had, rest her soul.
Sitting on top of a crate, he downed his breakfast, enjoying the richness of the double-chocolate-almond shake as it coated his throat. The chill of the drink would’ve been more enjoyable on a warmer day, but he was warm enough after his workout.
Reaching down to retrieve his barbell, Kyle froze as the world began to spin. Nausea roiled in his stomach, churning like a knife in his gut. He tried to straighten back up but couldn’t. His entire body seemed to be locked in place.
What the hell?
His heart picked up speed, pounding against his ribs worse than when he’d walked out on his wife.
The protein shake burbled in his stomach. He fell to his hands and knees just before bitter vomit exploded from his lips, covering the ground, his hands, his barbell. It was frothy like the chocolate of his shake but bloody too.
Hot, bright lightning bolts of pain struck all the way down his spine. His muscles seized, spilling him sideways in the dirt. White stars flared across his vision as his head knocked against the kitchen trailer.
“I need…” His cry for help was preempted by another flood of bloody vomit. His body arched back and then curled in on itself like a giant was playing with him, pulling and pounding until he simply broke.
Agony brought a tight scream from his lips. His whole body was being crushed and punched and stretched, and his heart drummed ever harder as his brain went white-hot from the pain. He jammed his eyes shut, wishing he were dead.
Distantly, panicked voices shouted his name. Cookie? Bunny? Reggie? Ty? Jamie? But they didn’t matter. Not unless one of them would have mercy, finish the deed, and just kill him already.
Kill me. Kill me, please.
He tried to speak the words, but his body jerked again, hard, then his stomach spasmed, twisting tighter than any charley horse from overdoing it during training. Then the seizure came, stretching his muscles to their breaking point and beyond. It felt like every abdominal muscle snapped like an overworked rubber band.
Kyle really wanted to die. There were sounds coming from him, from his throat and chest, but they weren’t human. He wasn’t human anymore. Just a big ball of burning pain with no means of escape.
He didn’t know how much time had passed, but he could barely breathe through the blood and vomit dribbling from his mouth. His lungs ached, too, and a pressure like none he’d ever felt built behind his eyes. When the pounding in his heart got louder, then louder again, he knew cardiac arrest was coming for him.
And he welcomed it.
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F BI Special Agent Emma Last reached around the tree of ceramic coffee mugs on her kitchen counter and smacked her Keurig on its side—again—waiting for some gurgle of compliance. None came. The device appeared to be hopelessly clogged, or else it’d swallowed the water she’d poured in for her coffee.
Emma groaned in frustration.
She brushed a few locks of light-brown hair out of her face, flinching as her fingers passed through a patch of icy air. The dreaded, frigid chill had become an all-too-familiar sensation ever since her birthday. Still, sometimes that was all it was, just a sensation that came and went. Emma waited, hoping that would be the case this morning.
When another, more powerful shiver raced down her spine, all the way to her toes, Emma groaned a second time. She was no longer alone.
“Those newfangled machines are always going to let you down.”
The ghost of Mrs. Kellerly lurked behind Emma, peering over her shoulder with those milky-white, pupil-free eyes. “If you want a decent cup of coffee, young lady, you start with a kettle of boiling water. That’s the only real way to go about it. You must invest in a press.” The woman had risen from the dead last week, too, to tell her the very same thing. Mrs. Kellerly really needed to get a life. Or get a death, in her case.
At least I’m not screaming this time.
Emma suspected the first time she’d seen a ghost was at her high school graduation party. Over the ten years between then and now, a specter would occasionally appear. Then there was the woman she spoke to in Ireland. Then there was Miguel, someone she’d known personally. Her murdered FBI teammate had tried to help her with an investigation, but Emma claimed it was a dream. She half believed she’d dreamed Miguel and his shooting injury.
But it wasn’t until last month, right around her twenty-eighth birthday, that ghosts started popping up in her daily life.
Like Mrs. Kellerly, for example.
Emma sighed and turned to her elderly neighbor, who now stood on the other side of the kitchen island. Ghosts could move fast. “I think you must be right, Mrs. Kellerly. Unfortunately, I really have to get to work. And I need caffeine. So I need to focus.”
“New team members today, hmm? Are you nervous?”
Emma wasn’t sure what had possessed her to tell Mrs. Kellerly about her team dynamics. The Washington D.C. Violent Crime Unit had recently attained a new supervisory special agent, Jacinda Hollingsworth, after Neil Forrester, Emma’s mentor and former SSA, decided to retire. To make matters more awkward, her best friend and VCU partner, Keaton Holland, had transferred to the Richmond Behavioral Analysis Unit.
She not only had to get used to a new supervisor but also needed to learn how to work with Keaton’s replacement, a guy named Leo Ambrose, who transferred from the Miami office with the new SSA.
The end result of all these new faces was that Emma felt like this was the first day of school and she was missing supplies. “Not…nervous, per se.”
“You’ll make new friends, dear. Don’t worry.”
At least one of the new faces was familiar, though.
Special Agent Mia Logan’s transfer from Richmond to D.C. couldn’t have come at a better time. With Mia around, plus the two remaining members of her original team, Denae Monroe and Vance Jessup, Emma could count on more familiar faces than new ones.
“New team members, new case, new everything. So I have to get ready.”
Emma waited, thinking Mrs. Kellerly might take the hint, but it didn’t happen. Hands clasped together in front of her like a schoolmarm, Mrs. Kellerly stood there observing the kitchen drama as if she might just be content to do so all day. Emma suspected ghosts just didn’t have much to do.
She decided to be more pointed. “That means I have to get dressed.”
The woman shook her head. “Everybody in this city is always rushing around. It’s a real shame. You need to slow down and smell the flowers sometimes. Take your time and have a real cup of coffee, with me even, instead of rushing out the door.”
The hope in the ghost’s voice made Emma’s heart squeeze.
When Mrs. Kellerly first appeared in her kitchen, Emma had poured them both a cup of coffee—after she’d calmed down from the fright. The old woman couldn’t enjoy the beverage, of course, but had seemed pleased with the gesture.
Over time, Emma had found the courage and refined some skills to make the visits end quicker without making the old soul feel rejected. Yes, ghosts had feelings, too, she’d learned.
“That’s Washington, D.C. for you, always a rush. But…” Emma gestured down to the running gear she still wore from her morning outing. Two miles in the cold January air had woken her up, but she could’ve used the added warmth of coffee. “Maybe you wouldn’t mind going back across the hall to your own apartment, so I can have some privacy to get showered?”
The gray-haired woman huffed, her lips forming into a comical pout. She clutched the oversize sweater hanging on her bony frame and shook her head. “You know I get so incredibly bored over there. But I suppose I understand.”
Instead of allowing guilt to change her mind, Emma gave her a small wave that some might call affectionate. The white-eyed Mrs. Kellerly mimicked the gesture before disappearing through the front door.
I’m sorry, Mrs. Kellerly.
Emma paused a moment to make sure the old woman had gone, then headed off to shower. Breakfast and coffee could wait, or else she’d risk the old woman wandering back over for another visit.
Emma didn’t get a single moment of peace anymore.
Not. One. Moment.
Granted, she hadn’t had much peace to begin with—not since joining the FBI’s Violent Crimes Unit two years ago—but now? Now everything had changed. Her work life, her private life, and even her perception of the world had altered.
Because of the ghosts.
At first, Emma couldn’t even comprehend that they were ghosts. They appeared humanlike—opaque, 3D figures like their formerly living selves. It was their eyes that gave them away—all whites with no pupils.
For some, the other giveaways were their wounds, like Miguel’s shooting injury. Fortunately for Emma, her elderly neighbor had no “war wounds.” It was hard not to react to the ghosts that appeared out of nowhere with their throats slit or their guts hanging out.
Emma knew the signs by now, though, which helped her to remain calm, including controlling her facial expressions. A shift in air pressure and a chilling sensation. A decade back, the first time that feeling had come over her, she’d mistaken it for some kind of random windchill phenomenon.
Ten years later, she was only just beginning to understand her esoteric ability sometimes referred to as a “gift.”
The fact that Mrs. Kellerly wandered in to chat over morning coffee every day, even though she’d died of heart failure three months before, had certainly been giving Emma a crash course in how it felt to have ghosts spring up on you from the abyss, or “the Other,” in her words. And although she’d somehow grown used to the woman’s visits, she was far from being used to these changes in her life.
Even her showers had gotten faster, partly for fear of a ghost popping up on her out of nowhere.
Which meant she needed to hurry. She bore down harder on her toothbrush and spit out the remaining paste with some water. Thank god Mrs. Kellerly always stopped short of following her into the bathroom, or she’d probably instruct her on how to brush her teeth. She’d always been quick to offer unsolicited, vaguely parental advice when she was alive too. Why should Emma expect the woman to be any different as a dead person?
Deep inside, though, Emma appreciated the routine of the visits. The consistency. The knowing. Especially now that so much was changing in her life.
Her biggest adjustment was losing Keaton. He’d transferred to Richmond’s BAU to be near his little sister, Hailey. Her career with the Richmond PD had just started. More than anything, losing him from the office hurt.
“Wonder what it would be like to have a big brother willing to make a move like that for me?” Emma scoffed at herself in the bathroom mirror as she tucked her button-down white blouse into her pants. She would’ve been lucky to have had family who wanted to be close to her that badly for any reason. Dead or alive. But then she let out a humorless bark of laughter that cut through the apartment. It wasn’t like she was all alone and hurting for company.
No, Emma was arguably inching toward becoming the most popular living human on the planet. Always surrounded by people these days…or what was left of them, at least.
She finished tying the laces on her work boots just as her phone buzzed.
SSA Jacinda Hollingsworth’s name popped up on her screen. She clicked the message to read the whole of it. The new SSA wanted the full team to meet up at some seldomly used fairgrounds out on the edge of D.C.
ASAP.
New week, new team members, new case.
Emma shook off her nerves. Strangely, today reminded her of the first day of school. An unknown teacher would be steering her and her new classmates.
But a case was good. A newly formed team built for action and investigation couldn’t exactly mesh while sitting around an office, after all.
After pulling on a scarf and zipping up her work coat, Emma picked up the keys to her white Prius. She grabbed her iPad and shoved it into her shoulder bag as she headed out the door.
SSA Hollingsworth had included the address of the fairgrounds and promised to brief them at the scene, which was fine with Emma.
Maybe getting on scene early with her new SSA would allow her to gain Hollingsworth’s approval sooner rather than later. Emma hadn’t been able to get a read on the woman or her dry sense of humor very well. She hoped working an actual case might help in that department. A new case would also be a welcome distraction from the ghostly changes accosting Emma’s life on the regular.
And with any luck, working a first case together would help Emma get to know Leo Ambrose, the agent who’d tagged along with Hollingsworth from Miami. She could read him fine. After just one week in the D.C. field office together, Emma knew Leo was one of the nicest people she’d ever met. Not to mention charismatic. Charming too.
Leo couldn’t have been more different from her old friend and partner, but for some reason, she thought of him as Keaton’s Replacement.
Emma sighed as she flopped into the driver’s seat. “Really, aside from the two of them both needing a haircut, they’re polar opposites.” Where Keaton was somewhat shy and regularly anxious, Leo was outgoing and seemed to always have his shit together. At least, Emma hadn’t seen him lose his cool yet. Where Keaton had been humble, Leo was, well, not arrogant, but he wasn’t ashamed to share his accomplishments, that was for sure.
“I just hope I can depend on Leo like I depended on Keaton.”
Turning out of her quiet subdivision and onto the main road, Emma pushed herself to reframe her thoughts. There was no use being pessimistic about the new team situation. Being an adult meant dealing with change. So she would. This was just a transitional period.
Did she miss her best friend? Yes, absolutely. Was she more than a little disoriented by the dead people popping up every time she turned her head these last six months? Well, yeah. Who the hell wouldn’t be? Were the two issues technically nonrelated? Yes, but still…the universe was piling on.
“Bring it on.” Emma shifted into drive and cruised to the fairgrounds. She’d never met a challenge she’d backed down from, and she wasn’t about to start now.
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W hen Special Agent Leo Ambrose arrived at the fairgrounds, he regretted not wearing a heavier coat. He had the truck’s heater going full blast but was still freezing his ass off.
He lifted a hand to a police officer at the perimeter. The man looked like a Popsicle, even in his winter uniform. He directed Leo to a section dominated by the traveling circus and its caravan of vehicles. Leo idled his way forward, staying at a crawl as he followed the gravel path into the fairgrounds.
I’m not in Miami anymore.
A giant red circus tent towered over everything. Tattered pennant flags hung half-heartedly at the pinnacle. There wasn’t enough wind to lift the material, thank goodness.
The circus vehicles stood out—banged up and, in some cases, all but rusted through. They were parked on one side of the lot and made space for an easy entrance.
News vans took up the other side of the gravel lot, but crime-scene tape and some uniformed police officers kept them at bay for the moment. The area was empty of pedestrian traffic, a clear enough sign that the place was currently closed for business.
Protesters gathered beyond the news crews for some reason. Leo couldn’t read the signs from where he was, but he’d check them out later.
He parked his black Dodge Ram 1500—arguably his only pride and joy at this point in life—alongside Jacinda Hollingsworth’s dark-green Hyundai Sonata. Climbing out of his truck, he spotted a garish red sign, sparkling with its welcome to the Ruby Red Spectacle Circus. Stretching out around the central tent were stands, smaller tents, a smattering of rides, and even a few buildings that looked solid enough to keep in the heat. Temporary structures to house kiddie rides and games and fun houses, Leo assumed.
Farther out from all that, Leo could just glimpse some trailers and campers on the outskirts of the circus grounds.
He walked around to the passenger side of his truck and gathered two bags—both filled with an assortment of bagels and cream cheeses—and stuffed them into his shoulder bag. Then he grabbed the two cardboard carriers filled with still-hot coffees.
This little café with good coffee, easy parking, and a cute barista was stationed right smack between his house and the Bureau’s field office, which meant he’d be seeing a lot of the place.
Balancing one carrier against his hip and remaining mindful of the shoulder bag with precious cargo, he back-kicked the passenger door closed. As he headed into the circus world at a fast walk, keeping the drinks balanced took quite a bit of his concentration.
Jacinda’s text had said to get his butt to the fairgrounds ASAP. But it was his first case with his new team, so he’d taken time to buy some goodwill with hot beverages and toasty carbohydrates.
He looked forward to showing his new team what he was made of.
No one could get to know a person like him—or any FBI agent worth their salt—while sitting around a bullpen. The bagels and coffee would be a nice opening gesture. Regardless of the gifts, he was well aware the other agents would be watching him.
Judging.
Would be nice if I could explain to them I’ve got the judgment thing covered. No way any of them will be harder on me than I am on myself.
Still, he remained determined to go a bit easier on himself in this new job. Just last night, his grandmother had reminded him it wasn’t his job to save the world. He’d had an easy answer for her, of course. “Yaya, you used to ground me and my brothers for making our beds wrong. Who do you think I got my overdeveloped sense of responsibility from?”
She’d laughed at that. Self-chastisement was built into Leo’s genetic code, as inescapable and as real as his Iowa roots.
Along with two of the other agents, the SSA waited under a much smaller white tent just inside the circus’s main entrance, and Leo noticed two small heaters going full blast beside her as he approached. Setting the carriers and bags of bagels on a nearby table gave him an excuse to position himself near the heat sources. Washington, D.C. in January was nothing like Miami, that was for sure.
“Coffee and bagels.” He grinned, motioning over Special Agents Denae Monroe and Vance Jessup. Jacinda would help herself whether he invited her to or not. He needed to make a good impression on these two.
“Is it strong?” Denae Monroe raised an eyebrow. Her curly dark-brown hair bounced in the wind as she reached for a cup of the brew.
Vance dug in a bag and grabbed an everything bagel.
“I hope so. Not as strong as you make it, of course.” The one time Leo had sampled Denae’s coffee-making skills at the Bureau offices, he’d needed a spoon. Thick as tar. Hopefully, this would toe a middle ground.
Denae bobbed her head, offering a pursed-lip acknowledgment as Leo grinned and grabbed a cup for himself, adding sweetener.
He was gratified to see the other agent smile after she took a sip. His main assessment of the woman so far—aside from her inability to brew coffee fit for human consumption—was that she was one of the more laid-back agents he’d had the pleasure of meeting. He wondered if that would change now that they had a case.
The only other man on their team, Vance Jessup, had been polite enough, and he seemed like he’d be a good guy to work with. Beyond the tent, Agents Emma Last and Mia Logan were approaching together, both of them moving at a fast pace. They completed the team.
Although they hadn’t really begun working together, Leo liked his new team. He got a good feeling from them and thought they were solid. And, though it was too soon to say, maybe even better than the team he’d been on in Miami.
It meant a lot to him that he got welcoming vibes from every single one of them.
Well, all but one.
When Agent Emma Last looked at him with those sky-blue eyes of hers, it seemed like she was struggling not to frown. Clearly, she was trying to be welcoming…but failing miserably. It made him wonder where her head was and what she’d been through.
He hadn’t felt right about asking Jacinda, especially with her not only being new to this team but also the new SSA. Hell, even if Jacinda knew what was going on inside Emma’s head, it probably wasn’t her place to tell him. Any relevant stories of her past would just have to come to him with time.
The question revolving in his mind was, how much time? That was his one concern about this team. How much time would it take them to feel like a full team, all of them depending on each other fully? Having each other’s backs? How long would it take him to convince Emma in particular he was there to help? That he lived and breathed to assist his fellow agents?
He had too many loved ones lying in graves to feel any differently, and whether he was driven by survivor’s guilt didn’t really matter. It was what it was.
Being an FBI agent wasn’t just a job for Leo but a lifestyle and a very purposeful, all-consuming choice. He wouldn’t be there otherwise, and the sooner his whole team accepted that fact, the better.
But given that Emma seemed the one most doubtful of him, as well as something of a team leader beneath the purview of the SSA, he suspected that this team meshing would depend on him gaining her approval in particular.
Emma reached for a coffee with a quick “Thank you” on her lips and averted her eyes before Leo responded with, “You’re welcome.”
He passed her a napkin and told himself to take it as a good sign she was mowing down an onion bagel slathered in cream cheese. There were more where that came from. One way or another, he’d win her over.
Far as he was concerned, failure had stopped being an option twenty years ago.
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E mma shifted from foot to foot, trying to stamp some warmth into her toes. She stood beside Mia, embarrassed at being one of the last ones to arrive. So much for making a solid first impression with her new SSA.
Once the group was gathered, Hollingsworth got things moving. She cleared her throat, waiting until she had everyone’s attention. Her long red hair was groomed in perfect waves, as if she’d just stepped out of a salon, and it was only eight thirty in the morning.
And her freckles made her unique. Emma figured that could only work in the team’s favor. There was something to be said for the ability of a pretty woman to make criminals give up more than they intended.
Wiping the cream cheese from her lips with a napkin, Emma took a step closer to Hollingsworth.
“Welcome to the Ruby Red Spectacle Circus, everyone. Anyone visit over the weekend?” The agents each shook their heads, unsurprisingly. “Well, this is a traveling C-list circus that’s been on the outskirts of D.C. for about the last month. Further travel plans are currently on hold because, as of yesterday, three of their performers have turned up dead over the past two weeks. I’m sending you the victims’ files as we speak.”
She tapped the face of her iPad.
Emma’s device dinged, echoed by four others. A photo of a dazzling woman in golden sparkles flashed on the screen. The woman’s eyes were a brilliant, clear green. She hung upside down, her legs hooked on a trapeze bar. Her long brown ponytail dangled below her head like a waterfall. Another photo immediately followed, showing her right side up. Her smile revealed a thin dimple. Everything about the woman was bright and shiny.
“The first death, that of twenty-six-year-old Penelope Dowe, was originally thought to be an accident.”
“I heard about that one on the news.” Mia used two fingers to expand Penelope’s picture. “She fell to her death in the middle of a show when her safety lines broke.”
“That’s correct.”
“And she didn’t have a safety tech holding either line? They were just clipped to her belt and the trapeze rig?”
“Correct again, Agent Logan. Apparently Miss Dowe’s reputation rested on her being a daredevil in the air. Crowds love to watch people taking risks.” Hollingsworth gazed around their group, tapping one manicured nail against her screen. “Dowe was one of those rare trapeze artists who didn’t use a safety net and went so far as to place her trust in unsupervised safety lines. This wouldn’t have been the first time a performer like her died during a show. However, late last night, our forensic team came through with a report that the safety lines appeared to be cut with a sharp object prior to snapping. Forensics noted a distinct lack of fraying on the fibers. The cut was clean.”
Hollingsworth adjusted her coat. “Revisiting it, the second death also seems to have been staged. Because the first death was thought an accident, no one suspected the second death would be a homicide either.” She sighed.
Emma read the sigh for what it was. If the homicides had been caught sooner, the third death might’ve been prevented. Maybe even the second. “Two deaths occurring so close together among one group of performers would’ve been a big coincidence.”
Hollingsworth nodded at her, grimacing. “Too much of a coincidence, obviously.” She swiped at her iPad.
Again, Emma’s device dinged. This victim, a middle-aged man with a giant bald spot was less sparkly than Penelope. But his blue eyes were friendly. The next photo was a promotional still of the man in full clown makeup. He held a hoop of sparklers in his white-gloved hand.
“The second death, that of forty-eight-year-old Dennis Hamel, occurred almost exactly a week after Dowe’s. His death was questionable even to his fellow performers. But it was chalked up as a very serious mistake made by the severely intoxicated Hamel himself. He was in charge of his own props and managed to light a display firework instead of the smaller commercial prop he normally used for his act. Hamel caught the blast directly in his chest.”
Vance coughed to cover a laugh. “How do you light a firecracker that big and not realize it? Even if you are drunk? They’re not the same thing.”
“Hamel’s act involved him lighting a fuse that went to a container holding the explosive device. Ordinarily, it would be a small bottle rocket, the kind kids shoot on the Fourth of July. Hamel’s costume was padded with a layer of fire-retardant material, so the firecracker would fly out and do nothing worse than singe his nose hairs, if that. But a display firework carries a much bigger punch.”
Another photo of Hamel loaded. It consisted of strings of skin and muscle. Rib bones pushed through the gaping hole in Hamel’s chest.
Leo spit out the bite of blueberry bagel he’d just taken. It landed with a splat on the asphalt. “A little warning next time, Boss.”
Denae grunted under her breath. “Hell of a way to go.”
Emma raised a hand to push pause on the conversation before Hollingsworth could continue. “Excuse me, SSA Hollingsworth—”
“Just call me Jacinda.”
“Right, sorry. Jacinda, do we know if Dennis had access to the real fireworks? Those are usually limited access, right? You’re supposed to be trained and licensed in pyrotechnics to handle them?”
“I asked about that, yes.” Jacinda pushed some buttons on her iPad before continuing to address the group. “Hamel was recertified in pyrotechnics last year per industry standards, and although his license and certification were about up for renewal, everyone around him has said he took the responsibility seriously and remained sober—generally speaking—whenever called on to work with the display fireworks. Of course, those were never part of his act. The circus used them for opening nights and to give the crowds a treat at the end of the night.”
Vance waved his coffee cup to get Jacinda’s attention. “His blood come back with alcohol?”
“You could say that.” Mia tapped her screen. Emma looked over her shoulder to read the report. “He had a point-two blood alcohol concentration.”
“Whoa.” Emma wrinkled her nose. “And the man was working with explosives?”
“No wonder he mixed them up,” Mia murmured.
Jacinda glanced around the group. Her gaze fell on each one of them in turn, as if trying to read their reactions. “Remember, he was a known drunk, and that BAL isn’t unheard of for a functioning alcoholic. He also had no visual confirmation of what that fuse was connected to. Presumably he set up his own props, so he’d know what was inside the box and would assume it was safe to light.”
Vance chuckled again. “So this clown gets drunk and sets up his firecracker act, then he pounds a few more beers and doesn’t bother checking if he put the right one in the box before going on stage?”
“That was the accepted explanation until yesterday morning. Everyone here apparently trusted him to set up his own act and to help with the fireworks and pyrotechnics for larger shows, provided he was given advance notice so he could be sober. Hamel’s death sent up red flags, so detectives were already investigating when the third death occurred.”
“How many folks had access to the fireworks?” Keaton’s Replacement—Leo Ambrose, Emma corrected herself—asked. Though a bit scruffy to her, with his just-too-long facial hair and his dark brown curls, he was smart.
Jacinda frowned, creating twin fine lines between her flawless eyebrows. “Unfortunately, although they keep the fireworks locked up, the key is easily accessible in a pouch near the fireworks themselves.”
“Safely away from any wandering pedestrian.” Mia lowered her tablet to look up and down the thoroughfare. “But anyone who wanted it knew where to find it.”
“Exactly. And then we come to the third case.” Jacinda turned her gaze back to her device.
Emma skimmed the newest file that had come through, following along as Jacinda narrated what they had in the way of facts.
“Kyle Perkins was the circus strongman. Twenty-seven years old and known to be a serious athlete. He drank a protein shake, as he did every morning, and was dead within ten minutes.”
“So much for shouldering a Chevrolet.” Emma nodded at one of the circus signs.
“Indeed.”
Emma still couldn’t read Jacinda’s dry responses. She refocused as the SSA continued.
“This happened early yesterday morning. The M.E. says initial drug test results will be back sometime today. Tomorrow at the latest. But full testing will take weeks. That said, the bloody vomit and foam emitted from the victim’s mouth, the locked-up state of his musculature, and firsthand accounts of the violent swiftness of his demise lead the M.E. to suspect a fast-acting poison.”
“Like cyanide?” Leo took an educated guess.
“Could be. Something potent, which, given the timing, we have every reason to suspect was slipped into his protein shake.”
Vance Jessup raised his coffee cup. “Does that mean somebody had to have access to his place? A camper, I imagine?”
Several campers could just be seen in the distance beyond the gaudy circus tents and smaller stands filling the area.
But Jacinda was already shaking her head. “I’m afraid not. He kept his protein shakes in the circus’s kitchen trailer. Anyone would’ve had access to them. It’s possible somebody drugged him after he’d picked up his shake yesterday morning. But it seems Perkins kept to himself, and nobody, with one exception, remembers him speaking to anyone before he died.”
Emma swiped her hands on her coat, swallowing the last of her bagel.
She eyed the performers and carnies lingering outside the main tent, wondering when the first set of milky-white eyes would appear. So far, the ghosts had left her free to focus on her job. But at some point, she knew they’d show up and make themselves part of the scene.
Jacinda returned to her notes. “The owner of the circus is Reginald O’Rourke. He goes by Reggie. We understand that about twenty minutes before Perkins’s death, O’Rourke spoke to him briefly about an addition to his act.”
Emma’s attention pivoted back to the SSA. “What did they discuss?”
“We don’t know the details, or at least I don’t. Local PD have a brief statement from O’Rourke. He broke down during questioning and has confined himself to his trailer ever since.”
Emma huffed. “Leaving us wondering what happened to Kyle Perkins.”
“We’re still waiting for autopsy reports, but Perkins was in exceptional physical condition, so we’re going to run on an assumption of foul play. According to O’Rourke, Kyle Perkins was fine when he and the ringmaster spoke, which gives us a sense of how quickly the poison acted.”
The SSA glanced around their group, meeting Emma’s and the other agents’ eyes in turn. “Any questions about the facts so far?”
Everyone chorused in the negative.
Jacinda set down her tablet and took a quick drink of her coffee before continuing. “The crime detective assigned to the case, Detective Frank Griff, requested federal assistance late yesterday, at which point related evidence was passed on to our forensic team for examination. As you know, local police are bogged down with cases and short on officers, so it’s no surprise they could use a hand. The fairgrounds are overflowing with news teams, nosy civilians, and animal rights protesters who are causing more headaches than anything or anyone else so far.”
As if the mention of his name conjured him forth, Detective Frank Griff walked up to the group of agents.
He conferred briefly with their SSA. He was in his late forties or early fifties. His reddish-brown hair held threads of gray, and more strands seemed to sprout as Emma watched. The man didn’t look to have slept well in a while, with bags around his eyes and a pull to his mouth, even when he smiled.
“SSA Hollingsworth tells me she’s given you the rundown on the situation, including all three victims. That means you know what I know, and I won’t waste your time by repeating the facts.”
Griff paused, surveying the group. Emma was surprised to see his eyes were still keen and alert, even behind the purple smudges.
“We’ve got more protesters showing up by the minute, along with lookie-loos. The same thing happened yesterday, and I won’t be surprised if it gets worse as we move toward lunchtime. You can hear the protesters from here.” He paused, and sure enough, the distant, steady chanting reached them.
“My officers have them contained to the parking lots, along with the media, but between them and the crowd, I don’t have anyone left to engage in an actual investigation.”
Can’t have a circus without a contingent of civilians bringing their own act.
“Thank you, Detective. If you handle the protesters, we’ll take over the scene within the circus.”
Griff nodded at Jacinda’s suggestion. “Let me know if you need anything, Agents.” He offered a weak salute and headed off to the circus entrance.
Emma watched him go. A square of crime scene ribbon could just be seen farther down the thoroughfare, fluttering in the cold breeze.
Jacinda resumed the last of her briefing. “We’ve got the area where Kyle Perkins died roped off, and the news teams are being kept out as much as possible, but this is a less-than-ideal crime scene, even with the circus closed. You’ve got performers and workers who live here as well as work here, so there’s just no way to keep the full area clear. Not to mention, two of our crime scenes were cleaned up, one of them before any real investigation occurred.”
“Sounds like a mess.” Emma’s blunt assessment had come out before she could catch herself.
Jacinda’s lips quirked in what might have been the beginning of a smile, and she nodded. “Agreed, Emma. It’s a mess. But it’s our mess now. Three people are dead, and they and their families deserve a thorough investigation.”
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“S hut it down! Shut it down! Shut it down!”
The chanting from the protesters was so relentless I could barely think.
But it was pretty funny too. Those dumbasses all up in arms about animal cruelty instead of the actual murders of human beings.
This city was something else. Apparently, people didn’t have jobs or responsibilities to handle on this chilly Monday morning. And no kids to care for. What a bunch of lucky ducks.
Or dickheads.
Behind me, some performers talked about the FBI agents hovering a few hundred feet away. The Feds were chatting over coffee and bagels. Seemed bagels were the new doughnuts for the little piggies.
At the moment, the sight in front of me was the real show.
The west parking lot was overtaken by media. Protesters, like squatters, had laid claim to the northwest corner, near the circus entrance. That section sounded more like a circus than the actual circus did.
Fucking extremist protesters. Even when the cops managed to keep them in their own little space, they just yelled and yelled. It wasn’t like the circus was torturing endangered species or keeping kids chained up in whiskey barrels.
“They’re yelling like they’re up against Barnum and Bailey.” My comment received hums of agreement. “We’ve only got one animal, you morons.”
It was true. We only had a ten-year-old mare. That creature was the best-groomed and most-adored member of the entire troupe.
Abused animals, my ass.
One woman waved a sign directly at me and the few others watching their crowd. Save The Elephants!!!
“Who wants to tell her we ain’t got no elephants?” Billy Weaver muttered as he turned to head back to the corral.
A few more folks stomped off to their campers, bored with the circus outside the circus. I understood the impulse, but I found it kind of nice to be the one taking in some entertainment rather than providing the show, for once.
Still, these folks were a joke. Second-rate protesters for a second-rate circus. Soon to be less than that, too, so those high-minded folks were wasting their time. Because the Ruby Red was falling apart regardless.
I sipped my soda and bit back a grin at the thought of it. The circus was on its knees, bending lower than our trick horse kneeling in the dirt.
Our breathtaking trapeze artist had gotten her beautiful face smashed into the ground two weeks ago, murdered in front of a whole bunch of little kids and their parents, who no doubt went home and called high-priced therapists and bloodthirsty reporters to complain about the sight.
But what no one seemed to know about our breathtaking trapeze artist was that she’d found herself in a “family way” last year, dropped out of the circus for six months, then abandoned her newborn to strangers. She’d just come back to swing through the air, as if she didn’t have a care in the world, as if she hadn’t abandoned her own flesh and blood just a month earlier.
But pretty Penelope Dowe’s brains and blood had been nothing compared to the gory remains of that bumbling drunk of a clown, Dennis Hamel—another loser who’d left his family behind.
I’d always wondered what a firecracker through the chest would do to a human body, and it’d been something of a pleasure to blow up Dennis’s cold, dead heart.
Then, yesterday, good ole Kyle Perkins, a man just so perfect and so talented, who ditched his wife and didn’t understand the meaning of family, had gone face down in his own puke and blood. I’d sat back and watched the cops pull together his remains and cart him off to the morgue. Our troupe’s strongman taken down by an itsy-bitsy little glass of chocolate-flavored poison.
Entertainment at its best.
That’d been a fun death to watch. At first, I was going to keep my train of deaths popping up during shows for maximum exposure. Rigging a frayed safety cable and switching out firecrackers had been awfully fun to arrange, but Kyle’s seizures in the blood-churned mud had been worth the price of admission.
Reggie might’ve actually done me a favor by closing down the shows and forcing my hand in a different direction.
Now everyone seemed to be one meal away from fight-or-flight mode. As I’d suspected, most of the circus performers were more cowards than lions. Two deserted us after Dennis’s death, and I expected more would leave soon. But most wouldn’t, as the act of leaving itself would put a spotlight of suspicion on them. Another thing that might work in my favor, because I wasn’t going anywhere. At least, not until the big top was ready to come down for good.
Across the street, a man waved a sign with some message about child endangerment. I wondered what child he was talking about. None I knew, for sure. The kids around here were treated like royalty. Obnoxiously so. Maybe this guy and the woman going on about elephants were both carrying recycled signs and just aiming to make trouble.
I could relate to that…wanting to make trouble. The circus was a crime scene now because of me, and I enjoyed the hell out of that fact.
Reggie the Ringmaster said the circus shutdown was temporary, but he was wrong.
I was going to close this place down permanently.
Now that multiple murders were being examined and the Feds were around, the whole circus would suffer a slow death. I planned on making sure we never put on a show again.
I squeezed my empty Coke can, enjoying the satisfying crunch as it collapsed in my grip. I dropped the can to the ground and kicked it across the asphalt, where it landed among soggy paper popcorn buckets.
The Feds were still gathered around bagels and coffees like overpriced cops, fancy tablets in their hands. One of them—a lithe woman with flyaway brown hair—looked around the grounds as if waiting for someone. She caught my eye and nodded briefly. Pretty, if a little skinny for my taste.
I nodded back, making sure my face stayed all solemn. Had to keep up appearances, obviously, and in the mess of performers all watching this group, I was just another face.
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L eo had been observing his new team throughout the briefing. More than the others, Emma was growing more and more antsy to move on to the active investigation. The other agents appeared more relaxed, familiarizing themselves with the details in the files and the few notes they had on the other performers.
Anxiety sat heavy in the air, especially with the protestations of the crowd growing louder, buzzing in the background of their thoughts.
Jacinda stepped in beside him. “Detective Griff and I agree we should talk to everyone. This is a closed environment, so we should be able to cover a lot of ground in a short time. Griff’s been gracious enough to provide a full list of circus employees the department obtained from the circus owner yesterday, and we’ll cover them faster if we split up.”
Once again, she tapped her tablet. “I’m sending a list to you now. Three columns of suspects, so three two-agent teams to do the questioning. Vance and I will take the first column. The four of you can split up to take columns two and three. Any questions?”
Leo pulled up the list of circus employees, ensuring he had the file on his device before straightening up to talk to the three remaining women and see how they’d pair up.
Before he could say a word, Emma grabbed Denae’s elbow. “Let’s go.” She waved at Mia and Leo. “We’ve got column two!”
Emma’s light-brown ponytail swung back and forth as she walked away.
Mia offered him Leo wide, dimpled smile as she pulled her coat tighter around her thin form. Her dimples might open up any number of tight lips. “Looks like it’s you and me with column three, Agent Ambrose.”
Leo gave Mia his best smile. “Fine by me.” He glanced at column three. “First name on the list is Jamie Hearn, resident contortionist.”
“You know…” Mia started and then paused, making sure they wouldn’t be overheard. “Agent Last’s on high-octane fuel at all times. They just paired off automatically. Don’t take it personally.”
So she’d seen the snub too. Leo made sure to keep his smile in place. “No worries. I’m glad to be here, and we’re the new agents on the D.C. team, right? Natural that we’d pair up. Ready to get started?”
Mia nodded and tucked her black hair behind her ears.
He slipped his tablet back into his bag and gestured beyond the tent to a nearby group of circus employees. The group had been lingering on the outskirts of the main tent for a while, drinking coffee and observing his team’s briefing. Leo ignored the pointed suspicion in their gazes as they approached. He turned on his most charming smile.
“I’m Special Agent Leo Ambrose, and this is Special Agent Mia Logan. We have routine questions for each of you. The first person on our list is a Mr. Jamie Hearn. Could you tell us where to find him?”
Leo stopped there, hoping the employees would cooperate. He imagined they’d have no reason not to at this early point, but sometimes people were feisty.
A man with grease on his hands and a cigarette dangling from his mouth nodded toward two refreshment stands opposite the direction Jacinda and Vance had headed. “You go beyond those stands, look for the camper painted with brown and red stripes. That’s Jamie’s. He’s pretty broken up about Kyle, so he’s been keeping to himself. You should find him there.”
Mia thanked the man, nodding to the greased-up worker and the others in turn. Their smiles seemed to get brighter when she did. The power of dimples in action.
Leo might just let her do the talking next time. A head or so shorter than he, she was less likely to read as threatening. No small thing when they were on the hunt for a murderer.
He offered his own quiet thanks and followed Mia in search of a striped camper. He took in the attractions and tents they passed, noting the shuttered stands that normally would’ve held games, junk food, and tickets to a whole variety of shows.
The circus was losing serious money right now, but Leo appreciated that the owner had shut things down. Assuming their investigation found no ulterior motive for that decision, there was something to be said for the man’s willingness to be proactive.
Soon, they’d have a better feel for the setup of the circus. It appeared run-down but had, by all accounts, been successful enough. They’d have to find out whether all these employees considered themselves a team, though. Or gauge how much strife there might be.
“You see the folks watching us, right?” Mia nodded toward a tent flap opened just enough for two faces to peer through. “Normal suspicion, you think?”
“We’re outsiders.” Leo smiled in the direction of the open flap as they passed but received no acknowledgment from those on the other side. “I worked a scene on the outskirts of a tattoo exposition a few years ago. Bunch of artists who traveled together, city to city, showing off their art and doing tattoos. Getting a word in edgewise with any of them was a nightmare.”
Mia chuckled. “You solve the case?”
“Without their help.”
“Well, these folks lost three of their own.” Mia waved to a woman carrying oversize stuffed animals, and although it took her a moment, the woman nodded back as she passed. “I hope they’ll be more helpful.”
“The two of us’ll keep smiling until they are.”
Realistically, Leo expected this would be a different situation. A circus family was insular, like an FBI team. They learned to trust, discovered one another’s quirks, and navigated sensitive situations.
Mia gestured down a side lane to a dented trailer older than the two agents combined. “They said Jamie’s camper is red-and-brown striped, right? That trailer could be described like that, but it’s got so much rust. Probably not what they meant, though, huh?”
Leo scanned the old vehicle. “I feel like I need a tetanus shot just looking at it.” He gave an exaggerated shiver and kept moving forward. “Or maybe I just need a real meal. I can feel the aroma of popcorn and funnel cake soaking into my skin.”
Mia’s light laugh sounded free and relaxed, assuring him the two of them were gaining some ease with each other. Maybe it was a stroke of luck that Emma had partnered off with Denae automatically. Mia was easy to connect with.
He knew Mia’s comment about Emma being high octane had been meant to soothe ruffled feathers, avoiding any strife, but Mia didn’t know him yet. His feathers rarely got ruffled. Leo understood that two agents who already knew each other would choose to work together.
Besides that, he was happy to be partnered with Mia. She’d worked with the Richmond BAU until recently, so he didn’t doubt her intelligence or professionalism for even a second.
Together, they had a case to solve. He’d get to solving High-Octane Emma later.
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E mma continued watching for the dead.
In her growing experience, they could appear anywhere but tended to linger closest to places with meaning for them. Mrs. Kellerly, for example, generally stuck to her apartment, except when she was breaking into Emma’s. Well, not so much breaking but definitely entering.
Nothing so far.
She and Denae headed toward the outskirts of the circus, where they’d been told they might find the Weavers. The couple was first on their list. As they were a pair of professional fire-breathers, Emma guessed they might’ve been close to the pyrotechnic clown.
Emma preferred fire-breathers to fortune tellers and had done a quick scan of the interview list to check for one. She’d found only one named, an Esther Payne. To Emma’s great relief, the fortune teller wasn’t listed in her and Denae’s allotment of suspects. Most of the time, fortune tellers were frauds and hucksters, but Murphy’s Law might’ve had Emma finding the one person in the circus with one foot in the afterlife, or the Other, as Mrs. Kellerly phrased it.
That was the last thing Emma needed.
Perhaps she’d talk to someone she trusted about her ability to speak to the dead. She doubted a fortune teller fit the bill. Then again, maybe that was narrow-minded of her. If people knew about this, maybe they’d think of her as a type of psychic or medium. Or maybe they’d think she was just plain nuts.
When Emma and Denae reached the outskirts of the circus, they found only one tween girl and a horse corral. The girl was brushing an Appaloosa lovingly, but Emma saw no sign of the fire-breathing Weaver couple.
“Must’ve made a wrong turn.” But Denae approached the young girl anyway.
“Hi, there.” Emma waved to catch the girl’s attention. “I’m Special Agent Emma Last with the FBI, and this is Special Agent Denae Monroe. We’re looking for Billy and Betty Weaver.”
The girl glanced between them, stepping down from the footstool she’d used to reach her horse’s back. She was tiny, maybe eleven or twelve years old. Her eyes were a brilliant green, smart and observant, making her appear ever-so-slightly older.
“I’m Bunny Weaver, their daughter.” Bunny patted the horse’s neck. “Gray doesn’t like the fire, so we keep her away from my parents when they’re practicing. But I’m glad to take you there. You’re here about Penelope? And Dennis and Kyle?”
“Yes, we are.” Denae gestured to the horse. “May I?”
Bunny offered a wide smile. “She likes her neck stroked. I’m the circus’s trick rider. You should see us go.”
“I bet you’re impressive.” Denae gave the horse a few long strokes, as did Emma beside her. Offering to pet the horse had brought in at least a little bit of trust between the girl and their team. “Awfully young to be a performer, aren’t you?”
“Nah. Lots of kids grow up performing in this circus. Ty, the knife thrower, has been here since he was a baby, like me. And Lawrence, the Chess Wonder, was born in the Red Top. He’s in law school now.”
“The Chess Wonder?” Emma raised her eyebrows. Chess wasn’t everyday circus fare.
“It wasn’t the biggest act, but he wanted to do nothing more than checkmate paying customers in five moves or less. And there’s nothing I’d rather be doing than riding Gray.” The girl patted the Appaloosa on the side, sending the horse off to graze in the corral. She made sure the lock was in place.
Emma smiled. “I can see that.”
Then Bunny waved one hand off to the right. “My parents are over by our RV.”
Emma curbed her urge to question the girl about anything case related. As a minor, she’d need to be with her parents for that, or they’d need the guardians’ permission to interview her alone.
Following the girl away from the corral, the trio paused at a small trailer of tack. Bunny stopped to deposit the footstool and currycomb she’d been using.
They passed through a row of trailers and campers before coming up to a large patch of concrete behind a run-down RV with a sailcloth canopy providing shade along one side. Billy and Betty Weaver were some distance away in a clear area, focused on their rehearsal.
Emma couldn’t help looking on with a bit of awe.
Betty Weaver held a white torch with a meager wreath of fire surrounding the fabric-wrapped head. She leaned back and sprayed some sort of liquid from her mouth, the torch erupted, and a gout of flame shot three feet into the distance, billowing through a Hula-Hoop with photos attached to its rim. The flames calmed and receded without setting the pictures alight.
In the end, Betty simply held a torch, gently flickering with a halo of fire.
Nearby, Billy Weaver stood watching with an extinguisher ready, but the woman seemed to have her flame under control.
“Mom, Dad, these FBI agents want to talk to you,” Bunny called out.
Emma waved as the pair turned toward them. The woman extinguished the flame with a wet cloth and placed the torch down on a patch of dry concrete, away from where she’d been working.
“Impressive.” Emma nodded toward the torch as the two of them came forward. She introduced herself and Denae. “I don’t have to ask what you do around here.”
Betty smiled, and Emma decided she was either in her late thirties or early forties. With brown hair and eyes, the woman would probably blend into a crowd, but her glittery black sweater indicated a certain dramatic flair.
She placed a protective hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Do you need Bunny here?”
“No, I don’t think so.” Denae smiled down at the girl. “Not right now, unless Bunny has anything she wants to tell us. Maybe about Gray stealing more than her share of carrots at mealtime?”
The tween giggled and shook her head. “Gray would never.” She stood on her tiptoes and kissed her mom on the cheek before calling a goodbye over her shoulder. “I’ll get back to Gray’s grooming and be at the paddock if you need me.”
Betty waited until the girl disappeared, going back to Gray, before focusing on the agents. “She doesn’t like talking about the deaths right now. The grief is too fresh. She saw Kyle start to seize, but we pulled her away quickly, thank goodness. And she and Penelope were close. We’ve had performers leave the circus before, but this is the first time someone she’s been close to has…” She shook her head and gestured over to some lawn chairs near the RV. “Care to sit down?”
Emma nodded and followed the couple, Denae beside her. “Thank you. We won’t take up much of your time.”
“Oh, that’s all right. We’ve been doing this so long, the practice is more a habit than a need. Comfort in times like this, you might say. But with no shows coming…” The woman broke off there, and her husband put a hand on her shoulder.
“Billy Weaver, but you knew that.” About the same age as his wife, Billy had a drawl that Emma guessed put his upbringing around Mississippi. He was tan and fit. His plaid shirt and jeans made Emma think more of a lumberjack than a circus performer. “Betty and I are glad to help however we can. Penelope, and even Kyle and Dennis, were like family.”
“Even Kyle and Dennis?” Emma glanced between the couple, waiting.
“Don’t speak ill of the dead, honey.” Betty spoke so quietly, Emma barely heard the words, but her husband nodded. “Just the facts they need.”
“That’s all we’re asking for.” Emma leaned forward, noting the sadness in the woman’s face. “But if there’s anything that could’ve made them targets, anything they did wrong, we should know. We’d appreciate hearing the full truth. Anything could help.”
Denae loosened the scarf around her neck. The morning, while still cold, was warming up. “We do understand respecting the dead, but in order to find justice for victims, sometimes that means learning what victims otherwise would’ve wanted hidden.”
Betty Weaver drew herself up straighter.
He rubbed his hands together. “My Betty likes to see herself as a mom to every performer here, but some are special. Penelope was special.” He blew out a breath. “She was like an older sister to our Bunny, you want the truth, and Bunny couldn’t have had a better role model than that young woman. I don’t know who could’ve held anything against that girl, and—”
“Penelope’s death must have been an accident,” Betty rushed to say. “I know it’s odd, what with Dennis and Kyle just after, but—”
“Ma’am, Betty, I’m afraid it was no accident.” Emma kept her tone gentle. She glanced at Denae, and the other woman nodded.
They hadn’t discussed whether to keep the latest forensic findings quiet, but Betty needed to understand Penelope’s death was a homicide. Otherwise, she might not relay as much information as possible.
“Our techs found that Penelope Dowe’s safety lines had been tampered with. They were cut with something sharp, just enough to fray and snap with her weight on them. Her death, and the deaths of Dennis Hamel and Kyle Perkins, are homicides, and we can prove it.”
Betty’s eyes went wide, and Emma almost wished she’d been less abrupt. It seemed cruel to slap away hope.
The woman gave off a group-mom vibe for sure, well-meaning and optimistic. The pull to her lips suggested that, even now, she didn’t want to believe someone would have wished the twenty-six-year-old acrobat harm, let alone kill her.
“If you say so.” Betty’s voice was no more than a murmur.
Billy took her hand. The movement was simple and natural.
Emma found herself wishing she had someone to hold her hand the same way. Her father had been distant, and her mother was a grainy memory she fought to keep alive. She mentally shook her head to clear away the melancholy.
Denae cleared her throat. “How long have you two been together, if you don’t mind me asking?”
“We met in the circus. More than a decade ago now.” Billy patted their joined hands. “Couldn’t separate us now if you tried. I didn’t last but three months with any woman before the two of us met.”
Betty harrumphed as she wiped away her tears. “No other woman’d put up with you, you old fire-breather.”
“That they wouldn’t.” Billy’s smile fell away as he remained focused on his wife for another few seconds before turning back toward Emma and Denae. “I’m sorry to hear that…that Penelope’s death was on purpose. If she wasn’t safe, nobody’s safe. We’ll tell you whatever we can.”
Beside him, his wife nodded. “Yes, like Billy said. We promise we’ll help however we can.”
Billy stroked Betty’s hair. “Kyle and Dennis were a little harder to love than Penelope, but I don’t see how they were worth murdering.”
“How so?” Emma leaned forward on her lawn chair, then sat back as it threatened to tip.
“Dennis was something of a drunk, but he was a good man. People liked him, and he was a seasoned performer. It didn’t make sense to me that he’d mix up a prop and a real firecracker. His system was clear and organized.”
Betty nodded. “That’s true.”
Billy released his wife’s hand and rested his elbows on his knees. “You gotta be smart to work with pyrotechnics on a professional level, and the setups he’d put together for our finales and opening nights were on par with the big-time circuses. He knew his stuff, drunk or not.”
“Did you work with him closely, considering your act?” Denae asked.
Billy gave a noncommittal shrug. “Our act doesn’t need much in the way of supplies. That liquid you saw Betty spit out was SAFEX-Pyrofluid FS, which we order special. Nobody else in the Ruby Red has any use for it. I keep it locked up in our camper just so it doesn’t get mistaken for something else. Stuff’s not exactly cheap. I sometimes use paraffin, which the circus keeps on hand.”
“Why’s that?” Emma asked.
“Different liquids bring on different effects with the fire, but you’d have to ask Reggie if Dennis was the one who bought those things. I don’t know why Dennis would be ordering, though. Reggie’s in charge of supply budgets.”
Betty rubbed her eyes. “Dennis was a good man, like Billy said. I even trusted him to set up an act for Bunny. She had an idea for some fire around the ring for Gray to leap through.”
Billy nodded. “The mare didn’t take to it, or it woulda been a regular part of the show by now.”
“And Kyle?” Emma prompted. “Were you close to him in any way?”
“Kyle was…Kyle.” Betty pressed her lips together, and Emma waited out the silence. “He’d only been with the circus six months, not like Penelope and Dennis. I think he was running from something.”
“Running?” Denae repeated, but Betty was already shaking her head.
“Not running, like, from the law. Nothing so serious as that. I mean, maybe he was running from himself, from a woman, something more domestic in nature. But that’s just the feeling I got. The man kept to himself, but he was a professional. Looked down on folks like Dennis, who got drunk or cared more about fun than some others.”
“So he was hard to get along with?” Emma glanced back and forth between husband and wife, waiting. It was clear neither of them wanted to speak ill of the dead, but this was the first they’d heard something that might speak to motive.
“He was a little bit full of himself. Maybe something of a blowhard who could rub you wrong ’til you got to know him.”
Billy nodded again and gave Betty another glance. He was clearly choosing his words with care, more to avoid offending his wife than the dead, it seemed. “Thought his way was the only way of doing things. Serious and all in, if you know what I mean. Someone you could describe as narcissistic if you were so inclined, but I think he just had a hard shell and a bit of a temper. He mentioned an ex-wife once when I caught him off guard, but that’s about all I know of his past.”
Betty sat straighter in her chair. “He was looking for himself. That’s all. Another year or so with the circus, he would’ve warmed up to everyone.”
Betty’s tone had been definitive, and Emma wasn’t inclined to argue with her. Nevertheless…
“Would you say he was dissatisfied with the status quo? If he was running away from something or—”
“He was dissatisfied with his life, if you ask me.” Betty waved away Emma’s question. “But he was a good man.”
She turned to her husband as if for confirmation, gripping his hand again before looking back to the agents. “So was Dennis. And Penelope was a good woman. I can’t imagine who’d have a vendetta against them or anyone else in the Ruby Red. We’ve got good people here, Agent Last. It’s that simple.”
“Were any of them in relationships that you know of?” Denae nodded to their clasped hands. “Either with people here in the circus or outside of it? Billy, you mentioned Kyle had an ex-wife.”
“Yeah, but I couldn’t tell you her name.” The man sat back, seeming to consider the question. “He didn’t seem all that concerned about her, and I never got any indication there were kids, though I couldn’t tell you for sure.”
Betty tucked a loose strand of brown hair back into her ponytail. “Man like him, I don’t believe he would’ve left a marriage if there were kids involved. I mean, he was good with Bunny, if not so fond of the horse. Like a man who might like kids, not one who regretted abandoning his own.”
“As for Penelope and Dennis…” Billy frowned, seeming to search for the right words. “They’ve had their flings, I guess. They were adults, right? So yeah, of course they did. But I couldn’t tell you who with or when. That’s not the sort of drama I concern myself with.”
Betty’s hand flicked up from her lap, and she quickly patted her husband’s knee. “We’re not exactly the sort to be out fraternizing after hours. But I think I would’ve known if any of them had anything serious going on with one of our own. And I think we’d know if Penelope had been seeing anyone at all. But look, those three people were good eggs. I don’t see how anybody here could’ve intended them harm.”
Emma didn’t see much point in disagreeing. Based on this conversation, she hadn’t caught any red flags. “Okay, and how about the protesters? They don’t seem to be fans.”
Betty Weaver barked out a laugh. “God save us from animal rights protesters. Only animal we have at the circus is Bunny’s horse, and Gray’s treated like royalty. Those protesters don’t know who the people of this circus are.”
Denae frowned. “The protests must’ve caused quite a bit of tension around here, though. Anyone tried talking to them about it? Or lost their temper with them?”
Billy shrugged. “No real lost tempers that I saw. Reggie, the owner of the Ruby Red, tried to talk some sense into them early on. This circus is his life. His passion. Reggie thought he could make ’em understand. He has in other cities, to be sure, but the last time he went over to speak to ’em, one of those idiots threw a bucket of fake blood on him.”
Betty scowled. “Damn near had him in tears.”
“The animosity is real as real can be, I tell you.” Billy leaned in toward them, lowering his voice. “And if anyone did something, I’d say they’re a good place to start. Most of the performers are ready to pack it up and leave for the next town. Mostly because of them, if you ask me. Reggie weren’t so hardheaded, we might’ve left even before Dennis died.”
Emma glanced back at the notes on her iPad. “I was told you don’t have immediate plans to leave.”
“Nah.” Betty seemed to shrink back into her seat. “Reggie’s declared we aren’t going anywhere until someone answers for the deaths. And I understand, but I wish he’d change his mind and find some way to get the cops to let us move on.”
Emma thanked the Weavers for their time. After giving them her card and exchanging some last pleasantries, she and Denae headed away from the concrete pad. “Betty Weaver seems like a house mom to the whole troupe. Or a ‘tent mom’ in her case.” Emma paused to lean against a trailer and typed some notes while they were fresh in her mind.
Denae wrote up some of her own notes beside her. “Billy Weaver just seems like a loving husband. No red flags between them. And Bunny seems so well adjusted that I kind of wish I’d grown up with a circus.”
Strange as that comment was, Emma considered it briefly. Having so many caring, familiar faces around during the formative years sounded nice.
Emma moved her tablet into her shoulder bag and waited for Denae to do the same. Her mind was on the next steps. If the protesters were the real threat, they needed to speak to the only person who had spoken to them. “There might be something to the activists.”
She shivered as if the icy temperatures had dropped twenty more degrees in a split second. The world tightened and shrank around her. Which meant one thing, and it left Emma oddly satisfied. After looking around the circus grounds all morning, she was finally going to see a ghost.
While Denae finished writing her notes, Emma scanned the area.
There.
Beyond Denae, pointing to a trailer marked by a large sign reading Ringmaster was a woman in a bloodied gold leotard with only half of her beautiful face intact. Emma had seen no photos of Penelope’s death, but her wound was consistent with landing on her head from a great height. Her skull had caved in, distorting her features.
She stared at Emma with her one remaining good eye.
The ghost pointed to the very trailer of the last person who’d spoken to the protesters, Ringmaster Reggie O’Rourke.
“What about it?” Emma mouthed to the specter.
Silence.
“Talk to me,” Emma mouthed.
Silence.
Frustrated by Penelope’s lack of communication, Emma stepped forward, almost hypnotized. “We need to speak to Reggie O’Rourke.”
Denae slipped her iPad into her bag and followed Emma’s gaze. Emma knew Denae didn’t see the ghost, but she would see the ringmaster’s trailer clear as day.
“O’Rourke’s not on our list. Leo and Mia must have him. Or the SSA and Vance.”
Emma turned back around and met her gaze. “He’s the leader and owner of this entire production, and a lot of horrible things seem to have happened on his watch. Especially considering his supposed dedication to this circus family of his. He’s the only person to have spoken to the protesters, and I want to talk to him.”
After another moment of examination, Denae gestured for Emma to lead the way. “You’re explaining it to Jacinda, then.”
Emma swallowed down her nerves at the thought of getting on Jacinda’s bad side while they were on the first day of a case, but she didn’t feel like she had much of a choice. Not now.
Penelope waved her forward.
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M ia came to a stop some ten feet from where the sword-swallower stood, unable to tear her eyes away.
His head was tilted back to an unnatural degree, appearing to hyperextend his neck. The man let the tip of his sword enter his mouth…and kept it going. And going.
White-haired and wrinkled enough to be in his sixties—if not older—the man was dressed in an old college sweatshirt and jeans, which only made the scene more surreal.
Nobody else stood observing him, and Mia wondered whether he’d swallowed the sword at just that moment for their benefit or the man was just practicing his act.
Beside her, Leo had also come to a halt, if only to avoid getting separated from her before they’d even questioned a single suspect.
The sword was still moving down this man’s throat, though. What would possess someone to put two feet of steel down their gullet on a regular basis?
“His name’s Jebediah Colmbes.” Leo’s voice was quiet. He was either in awe of the act or didn’t want to startle the man at this delicate moment. “I think he’s on Jacinda and Vance’s list.”
Jebediah paused midswallow and looked sideways at Mia, catching her eye, the weapon stretching his lips wide. There was a glint of amusement in his gaze, and she wondered what expression she wore.
Watching her watching him, the man kept pushing the sword down his throat, inch by inch.
Leo leaned close to Mia’s ear. “He might have been born around the time swords were invented.”
Mia almost giggled but held the emotion in, keeping her serious agent face on. The scene was such an absurd, fascinating, and welcome distraction that she let herself get lost in the act unfolding before her. She wasn’t sure when she’d last felt the urge to get lost in something unrelated to work.
The Richmond BAU had been her whole life. Richmond was her whole life, really. Her brother, Ned, was buried there. It was the place her parents called home. She’d grown up there.
D.C. was supposed to be a fresh start. One she desperately needed. If only she’d known the woman she hated most in this world had been thinking the exact same thing.
What were the odds?
Just as Mia’s transfer request came through, she learned that Agent Sloan Grant had been granted the same relocation. They’d transferred from Richmond to Washington at close to the exact same time.
Sloan Grant. Her late brother’s would-be fiancée…had she said yes. Ned, upset and out of control, crashed his car and died on the way home from his proposal gone wrong. Sloan bore responsibility for that. Mia did not want to see her. Ever again.
The only upside was that Sloan belonged to the Counterterrorism Division. Her office was on a different floor from the Violent Crimes Unit.
So far, Mia had managed to avoid her brother’s ex-girlfriend entirely.
Not the freshest of fresh starts, though.
Then there was Special Agent Vance Jessup. He seemed intent on picking up where they’d left off. She remembered the intense, immediate sparks they’d experienced last July when Mia’s team assisted his team on a case. They’d traded comments, half-jokingly, that they should visit each other in their respective cities while not involved in a case.
Plenty had happened since then, and Mia wasn’t even sure she was the same woman she’d been when the two of them first met.
Special Agent Chris Parker had happened. After she’d fallen for him, Chris had betrayed their team. Knowing he’d been found out, he’d held her hostage but then shot himself in front of her. Mia’s insides turned to lead whenever she thought of Chris or romance for even a moment.
Chris’s last words often kept her up at night. “You’re gonna do great things, Agent Logan. I’m sure of it.”
She was determined to do great things in her work, in her life.
Romance was harder after all of that, though.
Now when she wore her usual smile, it was more a mask than any real sign of her emotions.
No, there was no doubt in her mind that she wasn’t ready for any romantic ventures. Not with Vance. Not with anyone.
All she wanted was for the people she loved to stop dying.
Mia refocused on the sword-swallower pulling the blade from his throat. No blood appeared on the metal, thank goodness.
She nudged Leo with her elbow. “Shall we?”
Leo chuckled. “Something else, isn’t it? But, yeah, time to get to work.”
He took the lead, walking in the direction they’d been heading prior to getting distracted by Jebediah Colmbes.
The time had come for Mia to pull her shit together and move forward, and that was that. Nothing mattered right now except determining who was responsible for three murders.
When they came up on Jamie Hearn’s red-and-brown-striped trailer, they found two young men in their late teens or early twenties sitting outside on its steps. Both held coffee mugs and stood to greet the agents. Leo made the introductions.
The taller one seemed to be the steadier of the two. “Ty Belloise. I’m the knife thrower around here. This is Jamie Hearn, resident contortionist.”
Ty Belloise was farther down on their list. Lucky break. Two birds with one stone.
Jamie nodded and sipped from his cup but didn’t say anything.
Mia watched him for a moment. She traded glances with Leo and noticed the same concern in her partner’s eyes. Jamie seemed awfully young.
“Are you eighteen, Jamie?” If he was a minor, they’d have to seek out his guardian in order to question him, assuming one was available.
He offered a small smile, showing uneven teeth that made him appear even younger. “I’m nineteen as of a few months ago. Just look young.”
Jamie Hearn’s voice was deeper than Mia had expected, suggesting he was likely telling the truth. Or maybe he was hoarse from crying. His eyes were red, his grip a little too tense on his coffee cup, as if he wanted the liquid to steady his nerves rather than wake him up.
Ty punched the shorter man’s arm like a big brother. “You should’ve seen him when he came to the Ruby Red a few years ago. Coulda been mistaken for a choirboy.”
Jamie blushed red but didn’t appear offended.
“I hear you were good friends with Kyle?”
The young man shrugged but didn’t make a move to separate himself from their small circle, seeming content to remain at Ty’s side. “Better friends with Penelope. There’s just been a lot happening lately.”
Ty held up a hand. “Look, we appreciate the FBI’s help in getting justice for Penelope and the guys, but I don’t know what you think you’ll accomplish by asking us a bunch of questions. The problem isn’t inside the Ruby Red. You gotta know that.”
“Who or what do you think the problem is?” Leo asked.
Ty jerked his head in the direction of the protesters, who could still be easily heard from where they stood. “It’s out there. With all that chanting and judging with signs that don’t even make sense. You can’t think there’s a question about who did this.”
Mia wished it were that easy. “We have to come at the case from all angles, and right now, we’re gathering information and figuring out relationships, so we get the whole picture. Is there anything you can tell us about the victims that might help? Any reason they might’ve drawn the protesters’ attention or made themselves a target?”
Jamie leaned into Ty, shaking his head. “I joined the circus three years ago to get away from my parents. My dad…” He peered down at the ground, avoiding Mia’s gaze, and her heart started breaking for him even before he finished. “He wasn’t a nice man. The people in this circus are the first real family I’ve ever had. And now Penelope and Dennis and Kyle…”
His voice broke, and Ty pulled him sideways into a full hug. The taller man wore a deep frown now, and his green eyes had grown clouded with…not quite anger but maybe distaste. Mia couldn’t blame him. She made a note of his expression and the protective nature they were seeing in him.
Jamie wiped at his face. “Reggie works hard to make sure we all work together well. He vets the performers and trains them himself. He makes sure we all get along.”
“He’s a dad to just about everyone here.” Ty released Jamie. “Which makes us all family.”
She was curious how these two might behave on their own without the other to lean on. If the whole of the circus was this codependent, then these interviews might be pointless. The subjects would just lean on each other, swapping answers and muddying individual perspectives.
These two could’ve been mistaken for brothers, the way they acted. Or lovers? She couldn’t tell.
Ty took a deep breath, one hand patting Jamie’s back. “You have to find out who’s responsible and stop them. If this keeps up, we might not ever be able to reopen.”
“That’s what we plan on doing, I promise you.” Leo’s voice was soft and serious, and the solemnity made Mia like him even more. “These questions are just part of the process. Just the beginning.”
Ty’s squared his jaw as he nodded. “It isn’t fair. It just isn’t. We don’t have much in life, but that’s never mattered because we have each other. We don’t deserve to have the people we care about ripped away from us. Especially not like this.”
The words “ripped away from us” echoed in Mia’s mind, followed by Ned’s image once again, with Chris hovering not far behind him. So much loss.
She worked to push down the grief, focusing on controlling herself.
Leo took over the questioning. “Were any of the victims in personal relationships, either with each other or other people?”
Both men shook their heads.
Aside from a remark about Kyle’s ego and Dennis’s fondness for rum, they didn’t have a word of complaint about the dead performers. Certainly nothing to suggest motive.
Mia met Ty’s gaze again as Jamie finished telling a story about a gift Penelope had once made him to jazz up one of the costumes for his act. The pain she saw in his expression, in his emotion-ridden eyes and his pinched frown, struck her almost physically, the emotion was so real.
When Jamie’s voice broke down in another sob, she held Ty’s eye and willed the young man to believe what she told him. “We’ll make this right. As right as we can, since we can’t bring your friends back. But we will get them justice. I promise.”
She shouldn’t make such promises—she knew that—but this was an exception she allowed herself. People ripped from the world deserved justice, so she didn’t regret her pledge.
Mia meant every word she said.
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E mma crossed the long space between the Weavers’ RV and Reggie O’Rourke’s camper with Denae in tow. As she approached, she noted Penelope’s ghost was gone, though she couldn’t be sure exactly when the apparition had vanished from view.
One second, Penelope was there. The next, she was gone. That was how it went with ghosts—the ones who reached out to Emma anyway.
The ringmaster’s camper was newer than most but not by much. The dinge left by traveling up and down highways made the camper more cream-colored than white, with occasional patches of gray. Maybe it had been washed once but not recently.
Emma knocked hard on the metal door and took a step back, waiting for the man to answer.
She gazed around the immediate area. No little sitting area greeted her or spoke of the friendliness they’d experienced at the Weavers’. No trash, either, like she’d seen in front of some of the campers, but one would expect the man to take pride in the fairgrounds since this was his circus.
Emma had hoped Penelope would speak to her. Now it seemed she had neither a ghost nor a ringmaster from whom to garner information. Another few seconds went by in silence, and Emma knocked again.
Behind her, Denae sighed pointedly. “Why don’t we just stick to the list? Somebody will be sure to question O’Rourke, and we won’t ruffle any feathers in the process.”
“I want to talk to him myself. I want to see his face when he answers our questions.” Emma leaned sideways and attempted to peer in the window near the door, but it was curtained off. “Let’s just look around.”
Emma ignored Denae’s concerned gaze as she stepped around the camper.
Still no sign of Penelope or the ringmaster himself.
Turning back and forcing a grin to sway Denae to her side of the debate, Emma waved her hand around the empty area. “Come on. Can’t hurt to look, right?”
Not waiting on a reply, she headed around the camper, peeking in each window. Every glass pane was curtained.
Dammit.
“Emma, we don’t have a search warrant. Jacinda won’t be thrilled with you walking around here like some kind of half-assed Peeping Tom.”
“It’s broad daylight, and we’re federal agents.” Emma paused to examine the remains of what must’ve been a small campfire at the side of the camper. A few logs sat on each side of the fire pit. With nothing else of interest, she circled the camper again, knocking on the windows. Denae followed her.
“Mr. O’Rourke?”
“You’re creeping around like a stalker, not a federal agent. And what’s with you being so dead set on us questioning O’Rourke anyway? Sure, yeah, we gotta interview him, but we have to interview everyone. No one’s more suspicious than anyone else right now, as far as I can see.”
Stall. Stall. Stall. “Just another second.”
Denae stomped her feet, rubbing her gloved hands together. “Also, it’s cold, if you haven’t noticed. I want to go through our list and get back to the office…or at least to somewhere with heat.”
Emma huffed out a breath. The little cloud hovered in a white puff, as if to prove Denae’s point about the weather. Emma looked around again, wondering if Penelope had reappeared. To her shock, she met the eyes of a woman with hair so blond it was almost white. She wore flowing garments and had scarves arranged like a mantle around her shoulders. The woman lingered beside another trailer nearby, beckoning at Emma with an upraised hand.
Was this a ghost or a real person? Emma couldn’t tell for sure. She started forward when Denae stomped her foot behind her. Emma spun around to see her colleague heading back to the front of O’Rourke’s trailer.
“Denae, wait.” Emma shot a glance to where she’d seen the mysterious woman, but nobody was there.
Denae was already rounding the trailer in the other direction. “I’m cold. And we’re going way off book. I’m getting us back to what we’re supposed to be doing.”
Emma came back around to where they’d started and stood facing the camper’s front door. Denae had stopped a few paces away and was waiting for her to catch up.
“You coming, Emma? Or are you still hot to question a POI not assigned to us?”
“O’Rourke just feels suspect to me.”
I sound like an idiot. But it’s not as if I can tell her Penelope Dowe appeared in all her bloody glory and pointed at the man’s camper.
Of course, she was aware there were others to question, and she also understood a ghost’s gesture wasn’t exactly an outright accusation of murder, let alone grounds to grant them a warrant. She only wished the ill-fated ghost had spoken to her, given her a little more to work with.
Denae coughed, the sound a clear ahem.
Emma turned away from the door to face the other agent but instead came face-to-face with SSA Jacinda Hollingsworth.
Vance stood behind the supervisory special agent. His perfectly groomed eyebrows were up near his hairline as he glanced between Emma and the camper’s entrance. “You two snooping without warrants?”
SSA Hollingsworth shook her head. A dark shadow seemed to fall across her face. “Surely not.” The goose bumps forming on Emma’s skin had nothing to do with the weather and everything to do with the chill in Jacinda’s voice. “I’m sure Special Agent Last is aware that the California Supreme Court found motor homes are more akin to homes than vehicles in California v. Carney and do not adhere to the same privacy rules.”
“Sure.” Emma nodded.
“I’m also sure Special Agent Last is aware she needs probable cause to…if I may borrow Agent Jessup’s terminology…snoop.”
Emma swallowed. Ghosts were not probable cause.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Therefore, I’m sure that Special Agent Last understands federal agents can still get in big trouble for snooping without search warrants.”
Emma’s cheeks warmed. “Yes, ma’am.” She straightened her coat to keep her hands busy. She was grateful Denae hadn’t backed away. Emma felt the other agent’s warmth on her left side.
The lie came without thinking. “We…I…thought I heard someone talking behind the trailer. Thought it might’ve been O’Rourke because he didn’t answer the door. We weren’t snooping.”
“Do not lie to me. It’s one thing I won’t tolerate, plus you’re not very good at it. Agent Last, Reggie O’Rourke is on our list of circus employees to be questioned, so I’m not quite sure why you were knocking on his door at all.”
“Well…after speaking with Mr. and Mrs. Weaver, Reggie O’Rourke’s name came up, and I wanted to speak to him. So Jacinda—”
“SSA Hollingsworth now, Agent Last. Until you recognize who is calling the shots.” Hollingsworth stepped closer, coming within a foot of Emma. “You wanted to speak with him yourself?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Even though you knew he was on my list?”
“I didn’t know whose list—”
“Do you not trust your teammates to handle an interview?”
“Of course I do…” Emma’s heart was beating into her rib cage. Her whole world shrunk to SSA Hollingsworth’s dark brown eyes.
“I saved Reggie O’Rourke for my own interview list, Agent Last, because I wanted to be sure that the ranking officer spoke with the owner of the circus. Do you think I can’t handle that interview?”
“No, ma’am.”
“In the future, please trust that when I organize my team and give assignments, I expect my agents to follow those assignments to the letter. Should you discover pertinent information, I expect to be briefed so I can make the most informed decision possible. Understood?”
“Yes, SSA Hollingsworth.”
“Thank you. What did the Weavers say that intrigued you about Mr. O’Rourke?”
“He’s the only one who’s spoken to the protesters.” When she said it out loud, her explanation sounded thin, but it was all she had.
Hollingsworth frowned, as if she knew Emma wasn’t telling the whole truth. But Emma kept her expression steady. She was on thin ice. If she claimed a ghost told her to check out the ringmaster, she would be put on a seventy-two-hour psychiatric hold.
“I appreciate that information. Now I would appreciate you and Agent Monroe continuing your assignment.”
“Yes, SSA Hollingsworth. I apologize for overstepping.”
Something in Hollingsworth’s face relaxed. “I do admire initiative. Go on.”
On that note, Denae started walking away. Emma followed, clutching her shoulder bag against her side. She felt like an idiot.
Once they were a few yards away, all the air in Emma’s lungs whooshed out. She bent over at the waist. Distantly, she heard Hollingsworth knock on the ringmaster’s door.
Denae kicked a rock. “Shit. That woman can be scary. I did not see that coming.”
Without standing up, Emma nodded. “I am so sorry. I didn’t think.”
“Yeah. Maybe try that thinking thing next time.”
Denae had pulled up their list of interviewees, and Emma had just caught her breath, when the camper door cracked open behind them.
Emma glanced back to see an unkempt man with bushy white hair standing in the doorway. He squinted at the two agents in front of him. Reggie O’Rourke had been in his camper the whole time.
“Let’s go.” Denae nudged Emma forward.
Emma shook her head. “I want to hear.”
“You don’t learn for shit.”
“Shhhh.”
The ringmaster raised his sights over Hollingsworth’s shoulder and homed in on Emma and Denae as well. When he spoke, he projected his voice to reach their faraway ears, and Emma had no issue imagining him commanding a crowded circus ring on a better day.
“I’m going to ask you to come back later.” The man leaned on his doorway, clutching his stomach. “I appreciate what you’re doing, but I’m suffering from nervous bowels at the moment.”
O’Rourke coughed, patted his stomach again for what might have been dramatic effect, then shut the door in the other agents’ faces before they could respond.
Emma turned back to Denae, whose mouth hung agape after the odd appearance. She grabbed Denae’s arm and led her away, wanting to be out of sight before the SSA and Vance turned around.
Once they were clear, Emma nudged the other agent with her elbow. “One thing’s for sure. Nervous bowels or not, that man’s full of shit.”
Denae choked on a quiet laugh, and Emma hoped it meant the other agent forgave her for bringing SSA Jacinda Hollingsworth’s wrath upon their heads.
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T hough cringing felt more natural, Leo held onto his smile while Mia promised the young male circus performers the killer would be apprehended.
Ty and Jamie couldn’t have been more grief-stricken, sympathetic, and passionate about the need for justice for their friends—but that didn’t change the situation. His team could bend over backward and embrace all-nighters, but nothing they did would guarantee their unsub would be caught.
“I know this is tough, but we just have a few more questions.” Leo shifted his gaze between each man, preparing to catch even the slightest flinch. “I need to know where you were during the three murders. I can give you the exact dates and times if that would help.”
The questions were meant to draw reactions more than information. Kyle’s murder was the only one that could have been orchestrated in the minutes before his death.
Jamie grimaced. “No need for the reminder. When Penelope died, I was outside the tent stretching with Jebediah, our sword-swallower. We normally go on right after the trapeze artists, but—” His voice broke.
Ty put an arm around his younger friend again. “It’s all right, man.”
Sympathy plucked at Leo’s chest. “Go ahead, take your time. I know this must be rough.”
Jamie nodded and cleared his throat. “I was having a cigarette near the tent in Jeb’s sight line, and I could see the entrance. I usually have one right before my act. Helps my nerves and steadies my hand. Reggie’d kill me if I left the costumes smelling like nicotine, so I usually have one before I change, and always outdoors. I go on about ten minutes after Jebediah.”
Writing the details, Leo had to prod him to keep going. “And then?”
“I heard the screams. It was horrible. Weirdly, I don’t think she screamed. I didn’t hear her voice. Everyone else did. When I ran in, there was already a group of people around her. I didn’t actually see her fall.”
Leo nodded. “And when Dennis died?”
Jamie took a sip of his coffee, gathering himself. “When Dennis died, I was helping Bunny Weaver with Gray. Her act comes after…came after…his. Gray’s a tall mare, so things go easier if someone helps Bunny get the costume tack on.”
“Tack? As in pin tacks?”
Mia chuckled. “Tack as in saddle, bridle, harness.” She elbowed Leo gently in the ribs. “Never been on horseback, I take it?”
He released a small laugh. “Uh, it’s been a while. City boy and all that. Sorry.”
Jamie offered a smile that didn’t meet his sad eyes. “Right. Saddle and bridle and martingale on—”
Leo lifted a hand. “What’s a martingale?”
“A type of harness, you could say. Bunny’s still pretty little, even though she knows how to do all of it, so I’m usually there helping with that part of the prep. That’s when the fireworks blew, and I remember thinking it was too loud. The performance pyrotechnics are quieter, at least to my memory. Gray startled, and I had to grab her reins.”
Mia turned to the other man. “And you, Ty?”
“Where was I when Dennis died?”
“Yes.”
“I was changing out of my costume. The clowns go on after the knife throwing to relieve some pressure in the audience. Viewers get all worked up, thinking I’m gonna throw a knife into someone’s heart, but I’ve never scratched a soul.” He grinned, pride all but leaking out of his pores.
“How about Penelope?”
“I was in the room. I help clear the ring floor before the trapeze artists, so I watch those performances.”
“Can you tell us what happened?” Mia’s dimples disappeared, her expression grave.
“Penelope was mid-flip, reaching out to grab the bar. Everything happened so fast, but it was in slow motion, too, you know?” Ty paled. “I remember thinking she’d over-flipped, done an extra rotation or something, but she missed the catch. Then…she just kept going. She tried to stop spinning, kicking out, but that made her turn face-first. When she landed, she couldn’t even brace herself—”
“Enough.” Jamie’s face had turned a sickly gray. “Ty was right there. He was one of the first to try to…to save her.”
Leo nodded his respect to Ty. “That must’ve been hard.”
The very corners of Ty’s lips tipped up before falling into a deep grimace. “One of the hardest things I’ve ever done.”
“And how about when Kyle died?”
“We were together.” Jamie tilted his head in Ty’s direction. “Outside the breakfast trailer. Didn’t really eat that morning. Esther, the circus’s fortune teller, was hit by grief pretty hard that day, and she kinda got me worked up too. It was a rough morning even before…” The young man dropped his face into his hands.
Voices raised somewhere behind them. Probably the protesters again. Instead of turning, Leo checked the remaining interviewee names.
“Looks like Esther Payne is on Jacinda’s list.”
Mia nodded and remained focused on the circus performers before them. Leo let his iPad hang by his side and took a step closer to avoid further distraction.
A good thing, too, because Ty spoke in a quieter tone when he picked up the story.
“Before Kyle died, he means.” Ty wilted where he sat, all but collapsing against the trailer behind him. “We heard him scream, and we were two of the first people who got there. Wasn’t nothing we could do for him.”
Leo felt for the young men. “You were right there for two of them, Ty. That’s some bad luck.”
“Yeah. My luck isn’t always the best.”
Mia spoke so gently not even a puff of steam appeared in the air. “That must’ve been incredibly tough on the two of you.”
“Yeah.” Ty grunted. “Kyle was twitching. We couldn’t get a grip on him. He was strong in the best of times, but with those seizures, it was like he’d turned into the Hulk—”
Jamie put a hand on Ty’s arm, stopping him. “Agents, if you don’t mind, we don’t need to go into those details, right? You’ve got all that in the police report? I get a little squeamish just thinking about it.”
Leo made the split-second decision that, no, they didn’t need them to go over the bloody death of the strongman again. Not right now, at least.
“Don’t worry about that.” Leo didn’t blame them. “We have access to those police reports, but whatever you can tell us about the victims would—”
“Stop, you! Get back, I said!”
Leo and Mia whirled around.
In the thoroughfare, which had been calm just minutes before, a crowd of protesters surged forward, trying to overwhelm the beleaguered police force. A few cops screamed into their radios as they attempted to push the civilians back, but there just weren’t enough of them to control the situation.
A not-so-good situation was getting worse.
Leo shoved his iPad into his bag and ran forward. Mia broke into a sprint, passing him.
Whoa, she’s fast.
Leo slowed and held out his arms as he approached the large group, coming up in the gap between two of the officers. He added his voice to the chorus, demanding everyone calm down, as a woman broke from the crowd and sprinted past him. One hand went into her coat as if she were reaching for a weapon.
“Freeze. Stop!” Leo lunged sideways, making a grab for her, but missed by a hair. “Dammit!”
He stumbled onto his knees from the inertia of his lunge, shoved himself up from the dirt, and sprinted after her, heading back toward Jamie’s camper. Ty and Jamie had disappeared in the interim, but the woman would find targets easily if he didn’t stop her.
“FBI! Stop and put your hands in the air.” His scream carried, but she didn’t respond.
With his lungs burning and his breath puffing cold, Leo followed the flash of her green coat and hood around the corner of a tent. And he nearly ran into her as she spun around to face him. She shrieked something about saving animals from circus monsters.
She brought up her hand, brandishing something red in the air.
He had his hand near his gun but left it in its holster and took one step forward. This woman wasn’t holding a gun.
A ketchup bottle?
“FBI. You need to—”
“They’re murderers!” The woman wielded the red bottle higher in the air, her eyes wide and panicked as she screamed. “They kill each other, and they kill animals, and they—”
“Stop! Enough. Ma’am, my name is Special Agent Leo Ambrose, and I’m calling on you to put down—”
The woman leapt toward him, hand raised. The plastic bottle squawked in her grip as she squeezed. Red glop splashed onto his face and hair, burning his eyes.
He stumbled sideways, wiping the acidic gunk from his sight. He couldn’t see a damn thing through the burning.
“Dammit, lady, I’m FBI. Put it down!” He swiped at the mucky condiment covering his face, but the move did no good. He only smeared ketchup all over his cheeks.
Meanwhile, the woman continued screaming at him. Clearly, logic wasn’t in her wheelhouse, but he couldn’t arrest her if he couldn’t see her.
He rubbed a knuckle hard against a dry portion of his ketchup-laced jacket and then against his eye, trying to remove the last of the substance from his face.
Only marginally better.
Leo reached for her and caught another squirt of ketchup in the chest. When he swiped one arm out, some ketchup splatted into the palm of his hand. Another squirt caught him in the cheek and made him emit a rare curse word that his grandfather would’ve knocked him sideways for even thinking.
Mia Logan’s raised voice broke through the high pitch of Ketchup Woman’s screams.
Leo squinted through the sting to find the petite agent handcuffing the protester in the dirt.
Bright red ketchup was splattered over the right arm of Mia’s coat, but she smiled when she peered up at Leo. Her dimples seemed particularly deep. Unlike him, she’d missed the brunt of the condiment attack.
Mia turned her head, and Leo followed her gaze back to the thoroughfare. “Ketchup bandits zero, FBI…twelve?”
A covey of protesters was spread-eagled against the back side of a trailer. Two cops collected ketchup bottles and read them their rights. Both officers had ketchup dripping from various parts of their uniforms.
Mia delivered the green-coated woman to the group lined up at the trailer.
Leo took a break from attempting to regain his dignity and stood beside the woman. “What’s your name?”
Her eyes narrowed, and she spat in the dirt before looking back at him. “Asshole.”
“That sounds about right.”
Mia snickered, and the woman gave her a dirty look before turning her face back to the trailer. “My name’s Wynona, asshole. And I’m here to stop the animal murder. How can you stand the butchering that’s happening here? How can you—”
“Shut up, Wynona Asshole. Face the wall. Memorize the paint chips.” Mia wrangled the crazy bitch around, forcing her to look at the siding.
Leo had to admit Mia Logan was quickly becoming one of his favorite people.
The tiny agent smiled at him, obviously having fun. “Bunch of ’em came in with ketchup and pulled similar moves. Soon as you took off after this one, they started in with the fake-blood party.”
Leo finished wiping his hands on his pants, now maybe as ruined as his jacket. He reached up hesitantly to his hair. Gobbed with ketchup, as he’d feared. He swiped away what excess stickiness he could and glared at the woman in Mia’s grip. “That’s assaulting officers. You realize that?”
“Ketchup’s no deadly weapon. Have you seen what they do to elephants here?”
“They don’t have any elephants here, Wynona. They have a single Appaloosa, and she probably has more creature comforts than every performer here.” He glanced at Mia, whose focus had turned to the other detained protesters and annoyed cops near the trailer. “And you’ll be lucky if no one sustained any injuries in all this. Deadly weapon or not, you cannot attack officers of the law. You shouldn’t attack anyone. You understand that?”
“You’re all complicit in the murders of innocent animals.” She broke into sobs.
A glob of ketchup he’d missed crept down his forehead and onto his nose. As he glimpsed Mia biting back a laugh, Leo closed his eyes to count to ten.
On ten, he lifted his jacket and used the inside to swipe the remaining condiment from his face before following Mia away from the wall of cuffed protesters.
Ketchup-covered performers and officers were trading water bottles back and forth, doing what they could to clean themselves off. A middle-aged woman in a flashy black sweater rolled up with a whole wheelbarrow of water bottles, and Leo took one with a grateful nod.
He poured some water into his hand and slicked it through his hair as Vance approached. The other agent bit his lower lip, presumably to hold back a laugh. There was not one drop of ketchup marring him.
Of course the prom king managed to stay ketchup-free. Life isn’t fair.
Vance swept his hand around the scene. “You survive the great ketchup war?”
Leo grunted, taking in the scene again. “Ketchup or not, are they trying to get themselves killed for their cause?”
“You mean you didn’t see the elephants?”
Leo glared sideways at Vance, not appreciating his deadpan comment.
Vance smiled. “I mean, flying elephants, Agent Ambrose, with ears like you wouldn’t believe.” The man whistled a few bars of “When I See an Elephant Fly.”
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E mma couldn’t help it. As soon as Leo plopped down across from her at the cramped table, she gestured with a french fry. “Want some fries with that?”
The other agent half chuckled, half grimaced. The stale smell of dried ketchup wafted from him every time he moved. His normally wild, loose dark curls were clumped together.
“Even after rinsing out most of it, I think you could use my head for dipping.”
He shifted his fried-fish sandwich, making room for the barbecue sauce he’d picked up.
Emma pointed at the brown sauce with her fry. “Brave of you to pick up even more condiments.”
She’d thought Denae might jump into the joking, but the woman remained silent in her seat beside Leo with an expression that told Emma she hadn’t quite forgiven her for the ringmaster antics this morning.
To her surprise, it was SSA Hollingsworth who responded as she sat next to Emma. “He’s nothing if not a risk-taker.”
SSA Hollingsworth dug into her fish-topped salad, which seemed healthy enough. But she picked a few hush puppies from the big basket they shared in the center of the table. Emma felt herself stiffen at the SSA’s sudden presence, even though Hollingsworth didn’t seem at all perturbed.
“Hush puppies with corn? And peppers?” Leo examined the breaded appetizer he’d just bitten into. “That’s new.”
Hollingsworth shook her head. “Best way to make ’em. Corn, spice, bell peppers, extra crispy on the fry.” She caught Leo’s eye. “You spent too long in Miami if you can’t appreciate these things. I ate here a few years ago and couldn’t wait to come back. Just for these little treats.”
She popped another of the breaded apps into her mouth as if for emphasis and smiled in satisfaction, one cheek pouched out like a chipmunk for effect.
Leo laughed in response. Emma did the same, but hers was forced. She should’ve been able to relax here with her own team, but she was still unsteady after her superior had called her out.
The four of them occupied a booth at the kitschy Freddy’s Fried Fish Delish Diner, where the air was saturated with grease. The walls were a glaring mishmash of bright colors and oddities. A cuckoo clock comprised of rotating rainbow trout made splashing sounds every fifteen minutes. Various colorful tackles threatened anyone who leaned too close to the walls. A plastic swordfish in need of dusting dangled from the ceiling.
But the fish there couldn’t be beat if you were looking for a fast meal…or a precursor to a gallstone or heart attack. Emma did rather appreciate the way the diner’s chaotic decor mirrored the atmosphere of the case they were on, and she kept her eyes roving.
Whole world’s a circus if you look at it through the right lens.
She swiped another fry through her ketchup and munched on it, wishing she were hungry enough to enjoy the feast of calories before her.
The morning’s chaos was something she could brush off. A few protesters had been cuffed, but nobody was arrested—all of them sent home instead—and she considered that a small win. Any of those folks would be met with serious pushback if they returned to the circus.
Emma hoped they’d learned their lessons. That meant the agents could work through the afternoon without further distraction, even though the newest guy on the team would smell like ketchup for the day.
No, what bothered Emma most was the rift with Denae.
Normally, Denae spent lunches lightening the mood of a case. She should’ve been the first to tell Leo to swipe his fry through his hair. Instead, she was more serious than SSA Hollingsworth.
Agent Denae Monroe was annoyed with her—maybe even borderline pissed—and she had every right to be.
They’d had no probable cause and no warrant. To make matters worse, Emma couldn’t even explain to Denae why she’d been so sure. Couldn’t mention hauntings to the team. They’d probably drug test her. With cause.
And what if Emma had seen something inside Reggie O’Rourke’s camper? They probably couldn’t have acted on any glimpse of evidence, short of there being an injured person inside.
Emma and Denae were both hoping to make standout first impressions.
I stood out for sure. Talk about shooting myself in the foot. And I put the spotlight on Denae, too, but not in a good way.
Their team was too young for her to be doing anything but showing SSA Jacinda Hollingsworth the utmost respect and following instructions and protocol to the proverbial T.
Emma broke open a hush puppy and crumbled it over what remained of her sandwich, prompting Leo to do the same. She nodded at him, gesturing cheers with her concoction, before taking a massive bite. The richness and crunch brought out even more of the fish’s flavor. If only she could’ve appreciated the meal without distractions.
At least Leo seemed to be fitting in.
Never been good at first impressions. If Leo doesn’t like me, at least he has a better poker face.
“How are the Ravens looking this year for the playoffs, you think?” Leo hooked his thumb toward the game schedule posted nearby on the wall. “I’m a die-hard Dolphins fan, but when in Rome…”
Denae dropped her fork and went into a detailed rundown of what she thought of the Ravens’ chances, finally coming out of the shell she’d constructed around herself.
At least Denae and Leo were hitting it off. That was something. Emma stole a glance at Hollingsworth, who was following the football talk as she picked at her salad’s remains. If not for the snafu that morning, Emma might’ve elbowed her and asked about her own interests, starting up a side conversation. Not now.
Still, Emma guessed from the semi-distant expression her boss wore that she only followed sports talk out of politeness…
Emma wiped her hands on a paper towel. “Well, SSA Hollingsworth, any theories on the killer or motives?”
The SSA shot a meaningful glance around the diner, which was packed even at this late lunch hour. “I’m beginning to get some, but I believe it’d be more appropriate to talk after lunch. Don’t you?”
Dammit, I’m an idiot.
“Right. Of course. I’m batting a thousand today.” Emma picked up another hush puppy to hide how stupid she felt.
“It’s okay. Like I said, I admire initiative. I needed to know you could listen. Call me Jacinda.”
Even though her voice was low, Jacinda seemed warmer now. Maybe it was the food. She chimed into the conversation across their table with some comment about football playoffs, and much of the tension seemed to leave the room.
But whatever warmth Jacinda’s small olive branch offered was almost immediately frozen out as a draft of cold air made Emma shiver. The world felt farther away. Voices hushed.
She glanced around the crowded diner, scanning the crowd.
Near the opposite wall, she spotted a clown in white, purple, and yellow makeup. Bits of brown hair poked through holes in his wig. Curly bright red hair sprang out in all directions where the wig was still intact. The flashy costume sparkled in the early afternoon light drifting through the front window.
Dennis Hamel. His chest was blown open. Ribbons of singed costume dangled around his wounds. The messy hole in his chest from the firework eliminated any levity from his painted-on smile. Blood, red and fresh, leaked from the sizable opening. His muscles and organs were sagging and appeared to be slipping from the cavern. One intestine trailed down, dangling by his knees. The entrail jiggled as the ghost walked toward the door.
From this squared-off angle, Emma saw clear through the hole to the diners along the opposite wall behind him, as if a horror movie director had planned the framing for effect. Dennis Hamel was the bloodiest, most mangled ghost she’d seen yet.
Emma breathed deep once, and again, before finally forcing a small smile onto her face and picking up a hush puppy.
Act normal.
She glanced along the diner’s floor to see if there might be any trail of blood, any remaining evidence.
There wasn’t, of course. Ghosts didn’t leave behind clues.
She glanced back in the clown’s direction and casually met his gaze, wondering if the ghost might say something.
Dennis Hamel, with his clown makeup smeared, his hairline splattered with blood, and his insides leaking out over his polka dots, met her eyes and held a finger to his lips before exiting the diner’s front door.
Why?
What was keeping these particular ghosts silent?
And do I really want to find out?
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M ia picked at her salad, shifting her fish around to soak up more of the dressing. For a fish joint, the vinaigrette could have used more kick. But she guessed most patrons weren’t exactly here for the salads, given the grease soaking into her clothing from the very air.
Across from her, Vance wiped nonexistent sauce from his lips. Of all the agents, he seemed the most unscathed by the morning’s ketchup attack. “Seriously, I’m glad you saw the sword-swallower for yourself. I don’t know how he does it. Can you imagine? Weirdest damn thing I’ve ever seen.”
“Maybe the sword is fake?” Mia asked and nodded along as Vance debated the question. She couldn’t focus, though.
Haven’t heard anyone say they had a really enlightening interview.
But it wasn’t the lack of developments keeping Mia distracted. Not by a long shot.
Vance had taken it for granted they’d sit together, grabbing an open two-seater while she’d still been getting her drink. There’d been no polite way to decline. And it wasn’t as if she didn’t want to hang out with him. Vance was a great guy—handsome, charming, polite, smart—and a member of her team.
Just a member of her team. She had no romantic interest in him, despite the chemistry they’d shared last summer.
Mia needed to find a way to navigate this awkwardness and make sure they remained on good ground with one another. And maybe, possibly, someday far in the future, she’d be ready for something more to develop. Which meant she didn’t want to burn potential romantic bridges.
Assuming I can even be friends without developing feelings. And then I’d probably lose him too.
The thought tightened her resolve. She wasn’t ready to pick up on their previous flirtations, but even if she had been, it would’ve been too dangerous to risk.
She wiped her hands with a paper towel and glanced over to the other table of agents. Leo was still eating—he’d been last in line after taking some time to clean up in the restroom—so they wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon.
Fighting back a sigh, she snagged a hush puppy from the basket and tried to focus on Vance, who’d gone quiet.
“I’m sorry.” She gestured with the breaded appetizer. “What did you just say? Afraid I got distracted.”
“Yeah.” Vance ate his last fry and leaned forward over the table, keeping his green eyes on hers in such a fashion that she couldn’t quite look away. With his perfectly styled hair and perceptive gaze, he was nothing short of intoxicating.
Maybe she should’ve gotten involved with Vance last July, instead of Chris, when her Richmond team had gone north to assist the D.C. unit. They’d met and hit it off right away. If she’d allowed their sparks to turn into a flame back then, maybe things would’ve been different.
She shut down the idea as soon as it came. No use in thinking of what-ifs.
Vance rested his elbows on the table, pushing his meal closer to the appetizer basket to make room. “Mia, I know I’ve been babbling, but the thing is…I just want you to know I’m here. I want to try…to just try…to understand what you’ve been through so I can be here for you. All you have to do is talk to me.”
“Vance…”
She took a deep breath. What could she possibly tell him? What words could she use to describe the sight of the man she thought she’d loved lifting a gun to his head and pulling the trigger?
“I just want to forget it. Please.”
“I get it. But avoiding talking about it…keeping it all inside…can’t be good for you. You need someone to be here for you. I just want you to know I can be that person. I can sense how different you’ve been since the transfer, and I just want to help however I can.”
Oh, man, if I look up at him now, his eyes will be that puppy-dog sweet that’ll either make me cry or run away. I can’t do either. He’s on my team. He’s maybe more on my team than anyone.
The rainbow-trout cuckoo clock over their heads made a gigantic splashing sound.
Mia kept her eyes on the hush puppy in her hands, tapping one French-tipped nail against the fried breading while she avoided the man in front of her.
Vance gulped a swig of water before leaning in closer. “Hey, when was the last time you were truly happy? Can you tell me that?” His voice grew quieter. “When were you the agent I met last July, the one with a real smile, no matter what was happening around her?”
She allowed herself to get angry so she could avoid crying. “I’m still the agent I was last July. Only now I have more painful experiences to work through. You’ll just have to get to know the new, sadder me. It’s not my job to be happy all the time.”
“That’s not what I meant—”
“Now’s not the time or the place. We’re working a case and surrounded by people. Besides that, I have hours of therapy behind me and more, I’m sure, to look forward to at some point. I don’t think speaking to a colleague on a lunch break is going to solve anything, and it’ll probably make me depressed and grouchy for the rest of the day. Let’s talk about football.”
She shoved a whole hush puppy into her mouth.
Vance nodded but didn’t say one word about football or anything else.
A loud laugh caught Mia’s attention, bringing a welcome distraction.
Two of the officers who’d been there during the protester chaos sat at a nearby table.
She sensed Vance homing in on them as well, and she decided to let herself eavesdrop for a few minutes. Disguising her interest, she picked up her fork again and pushed around the remains of her salad.
“Killer has to be one of those crazy-ass protesters.” A brown-haired cop paused to shove a bit of fish into his mouth and continued before he finished chewing. “Always one nutjob taking things too far among any group of well-meaning idiots. Just gotta find that one bad actor.”
The other cop, smaller and with buggy eyes, audibly gulped down some of his drink. Then he barked out a too-loud laugh. “Hell, circuses are a breeding ground for nutjobs in general. You wanna know the truth? The more performers we meet down there, the less I give a shit about finding the killer. Let the Feds spin their wheels, I say. We can hope the so-called talent all kill each other off. Freaks.”
“Bet the next murder is the fat lady crushing the bearded lady in a fight over the sword-swallower.”
Both officers laughed at that. All law enforcement officers developed gallows humor as a way of coping, but this didn’t feel like that.
Across from Mia, Vance grunted disgust that mirrored hers. “Assholes. You want anything else, Mia? I’m gonna refill my drink.”
She smiled and shook her head, leaving Vance to wander back to the drink machine with his cup in hand.
Three murders. Three. Protester or big-top performer or little green man from outer space, talented or old or young or whoever they may be, the murderer needs to be caught. Now.
Mia had to curb the urge to hang the police officers from the bright tackle hooks protruding from the wall.
This case needed to be taken seriously. People were dead.
After wiping her hands one final time, Mia gathered their trash. Even if the other agents weren’t done with their meals, she’d prefer to wait outside. The jeering boys in blue had soured the atmosphere. She glanced over at her colleagues to gauge how close they were to finishing their meals.
On catching Emma’s expression, Mia stopped short.
The other agent was staring across the diner, eyes wide and fixed.
Mia followed Emma’s gaze to the front entrance, expecting something big, like a mobster with a tommy gun.
There was nobody there.
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L eo wanted to pull off all his clothes and stand under a hot shower stream for about four hours. He’d managed to get most of the ketchup off in the sink at Freddy’s Fried Fish Delish Diner, but he still felt sticky.
He’d have to forgo the shower, though. Duty called.
The circus parking lot was still free of protesters when Jacinda pulled her sedan up next to Leo’s truck. Emma climbed out of her Prius where she’d parked behind him. He zipped up the spare jacket Vance had loaned him before opening his own door. The thin jacket did little against the January cold, but it was better than nothing.
Leo met Emma, Denae, and Jacinda in front of the sedan. The small group huddled together.
Still no sign of Mia and Vance, who hadn’t been quite so lucky with the stoplights.
Denae offered him a fast smile as he shivered. “Attack by condiment’ll teach you to carry a spare jacket.”
Jacinda nodded agreement, shivering a bit in her own light jacket. “That it will. For both of us. We’re not in Miami anymore, Leo.”
Got that right. It would be at least seventy degrees in Miami.
Jacinda nodded toward the press gathered across the large parking lot. She straightened her collar beneath her jacket. “I hear Denae’s got a way with the reporters, so she’s going to help me tame the masses. You two track down Reggie O’Rourke first thing.”
“Reggie O’Rourke?” If Emma’s eyebrows shot up any higher, they would’ve been at the top of her scalp. “I thought you wanted the ranking officer to speak to the circus owner.”
Jacinda snorted. “Apparently, I make his bowels nervous. Looks like you get to look him in the eye after all, Emma.” Jacinda looked down the street, probably hunting for Mia and Vance. She ignored the smile taking over Emma’s face. “Vance and Mia can take up the next set of interviews when they catch up.”
“Sounds good.” Leo cut a glance at Emma as he responded. She didn’t appear disappointed to be working with him. “No time to waste, after all.”
“Like he said, Jacinda. Sounds good to me. And I know where Reggie O’Rourke’s trailer is.”
“I know you do. Be sure to knock very loudly this time.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Emma’s expression hid something Leo didn’t quite understand, like an inside joke. But he was excited to work with the agent. Leo was eager to prove himself after the impression he must’ve made when she’d seen him covered in ketchup.
They started off through the circus’s main entrance. Emma took the lead and walked fast. High-Octane Emma indeed.
Leo lengthened his stride to keep up with her. “Mia and I interviewed a Ty Belloise and Jamie Hearn earlier. Performers. Young guys, and both seemed to view O’Rourke as a father figure. Anxious to see if the feeling’s mutual?”
“I’m interested in speaking to Reggie O’Rourke because he’s the hub of the circus.” Emma slowed her step just a touch, one hand swinging up to tuck some flyaways behind her ear. “He’s the only one who spoke to the protesters. He wants help from law enforcement but doesn’t really want to talk to us. He knows all the victims. He has access to all the sabotaged equipment. Even if he’s not the unsub, he probably knows who is.” Emma pointed forward between a row of tents and stands. “It’s this way.”
Leo followed her into the maze of attractions, passing by even fewer circus performers than he’d glimpsed earlier. Either the protesters or the cutting wind had forced people inside. He glanced at the sky, which was already getting grimmer. Sunset might be a few hours off, but the wind and the clouds seemed determined to speed up the process.
A tween girl leading a horse crossed the thruway ahead of them. She paused to wave at Emma. “Hi, Agent Last. Are you looking to talk to Mom and Dad again?”
“That’s not necessary, Bunny.” Emma pointed to a trailer just a few lots down. “We’re actually going to speak to Mr. O’Rourke now.”
The girl pushed her bangs out of her eyes and frowned, absently stroking her horse’s nose as they approached. “Reggie went for a walk a while ago. I haven’t seen him since. We could ask Calliope if he’s around. She might know.”
Leo held out his hand to shake the girl’s. “Bunny, I work with Agent Last. My name’s Leo. It’s nice to meet you. What makes you think this Calliope might know where Mr. O’Rourke is?”
“Nice to meet you, Leo. This is Gray, my partner in the ring.” The girl patted her horse again, smiling up at Leo as she answered. She had such bright eyes. He’d bet they glowed when she performed. “Calliope’s the circus’s makeup artist, and she hangs out with Reggie a lot. Mom says they’re special friends, which means they’re doing it.”
Leo let that information sink in, pondering a delicate way to proceed. He looked over to Emma for guidance, but she was staring at the kid, mouth slightly open.
But Bunny didn’t seem to think anything was strange. “If anyone’d know where to find him, it’d be her.”
He recovered himself. “And where does Calliope live?”
Bunny started to point, then dropped her arm and shrugged. “I can show you. It’s not far, and that’s a lot easier.”
Emma shared a glance with him before gesturing to suggest Bunny take the lead in their little procession. With a quick clicking of her tongue to get her horse started again, the girl did just that.
Leo caught Emma’s elbow, drawing her a few strides sideways from the girl and her horse. He spoke in a low whisper. “Calliope Langley was on my list, but Mia and I didn’t get a chance to question her this morning. She’s only twenty-two years old.”
Emma’s mouth tightened. She took a second before speaking. “What’s a fifty-five-year-old man doing hanging out with a twenty-two-year-old female employee under his supervision?”
Leo didn’t bother answering, knowing they were on the same page, as they sped up to keep step with the tween, who’d apparently been babbling away on the assumption that they were right behind her.
“…know you’ll like Reggie. This circus is his whole life and then some, as Mom would say. And the way he wears his ringmaster costume, you’d think he was born in it. As Mom would say.” Bunny shot a grin over her shoulder.
Leo nodded for her to go on. “Sounds like your mom’s pretty smart.”
“Oh, yeah, Reggie too. He’s über-nice to everyone. I bet he’ll even give you free tickets to the show if you ask nice.” She slowed her step, her smile fading a little. “I mean, when we get started again.”
“I’m sure you’ll be back to performing soon.” He told the lie carefully. The truth was, there was no telling when this girl and her horse would be back to entertaining guests in a ring, but that wasn’t the concern. Nobody else dying before that happened was the priority. “So you know Mr. O’Rourke pretty well?”
“Oh, yeah. He’s so much fun. We have the best times when it’s just me and Reggie.”
Leo’s step hitched. Emma reached out, steadying him. Just the ringmaster and her? He slicked back his hair, taking a breath. “Are you and Mr. O’Rourke alone often?”
“Yep, lots of times. If Mom and Dad are busy, and I’m not with Gray, you can usually find me at Reggie’s. Especially with…” The girl faltered.
“With?” Emma walked side by side with Bunny now.
“With Penelope gone, I mean.”
What the hell are the adult circus owner and this little girl doing spending alone time together?
“Uh…Bunny, what do you and Mr. O’Rourke do together?” The tone of Leo’s voice caught the girl up short.
Bunny glided to a halt, bringing her horse to a slow stop beside her. “What’re you getting at?”
Emma bent down with her hands on her knees, coming more to eye level with the girl. “Honey, what my friend here means is that it’s normal for us to have friends who are close to our own ages. Like Leo and me.”
Bunny squinched her nose, pausing for thought. Then she laughed, as if Emma had made a joke. “Oh, well, yeah, but we’re in the circus. Normal is for normies, as my mom would say.”
As her mom would say, again. Lovely.
Leo forced a laugh to go along with the girl’s. “Okay, makes sense…but you and Mr. O’Rourke can’t have much in common, right? Seriously, what do you talk about? What do you and Reggie do together?” He made his voice more casual, curious, less cynical and detective-like, even calling the man “Reggie.”
The tween shrugged, turning to lead them and the horse toward Calliope’s.
Emma hung back, walking with Leo again.
“I mean, we do whatever. Board games sometimes. And sometimes he helps me groom Gray, or if it’s raining, we might draw pictures. He taught me to juggle and how to throw knives like Ty.”
“Ah, got it.” Though, really, he didn’t get it at all. “My favorite board game was Sorry!
when I was your age. How about you? And do you like to draw pictures of Gray? Or what sorts of pictures are we talking about?”
Bunny threw another smile over her shoulder.
Leo’s gut clenched for the second time in as many minutes but not from the cold. The girl was so happy-go-lucky. Thinking of her being taken advantage of, let alone abused, landed like a stone in his stomach.
“My favorite game used to be Chutes and Ladders. Now I’m older, I prefer Yahtzee. Mom says it’s good for my math skills too. Math’s my least favorite subject. If I went to a normal school, I bet my favorite subject would be art. Reggie’s helping me get better at drawing, so we do a lot more of that. Mostly trees and birds so I can help with the nature backdrops someday. I’m always going to be a trick rider, but it’s fun to help paint props.”
Leo grunted something he hoped sounded like approval.
Emma sped up to walk alongside the tween and her horse again, making some casual remark he didn’t quite hear.
That was fine. He kind of wanted a minute to himself. Nothing in Bunny’s words or voice seemed off, but the idea of a middle-aged man spending alone time with a young girl…
Where Leo lived, in the normie world, that didn’t necessarily pass the smell test. Especially when talking about one solitary eleven-year-old.
No, he needed to meet this guy sooner rather than later. He needed to make sure Reggie O’Rourke wasn’t hurting this girl. To his way of thinking, there was no longer any question that the ringmaster was evading them.
Bunny stopped at a cotton-candy-pink camper that had seen better days. A couple of folding chairs sat just beside the entrance alongside a card table that rattled whenever the wind picked up.
Emma stepped up to knock as Leo thanked Bunny and waved her on her way. That was all the prompting the girl needed to head out. She even began to whistle as she skipped off.
Leo stepped closer to the stoop as Emma raised her fist to knock.
That was when a string of pops, rat-a-tat, followed by the deep boom, boom, boom of an explosion cut through the whistling wind.
He ducked, reaching for his Glock.
Emma crouched down beside him as he crouched at the camper’s side. “What the hell is that? Where’d it come from?”
Both drew their weapons. Another all-encompassing explosion sliced through the air. Where was that coming from?
Across the way, a gray-haired man peeked from his camper door, but Leo gestured him back inside. The door slammed again, leaving a brief, glaring silence.
He was just about to speak when the explosions began booming all over again. Above their heads, a glowing trail of sparks tinted the gray clouds above a smoky blue.
Catching his breath, Leo steadied Emma’s elbow as she rose from the dirt. “Fireworks.”
The explosions continued nonstop on the other side of the circus, tearing apart the afternoon calm with shrieking flags of color and smoke. Somewhere in the distance, people started yelling.
Emma faced him, her face serious. “Last time there were fireworks on the circus grounds, a man died.”
“Let’s go.” Leo jumped off the camper’s stoop and took off at a sprint with Emma right on his heels.
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W rapping the last of the crime-scene tape around the gatepost of the fairgrounds, Emma scanned the area to determine whether she needed another roll. Her flimsy gloves were doing nothing to keep the January air away from her fingers, and she could no longer feel the thin roll in her hand.
Denae approached the gatepost opposite hers with a good amount of ribbon remaining.
Refusing to be silenced after the great ketchup war—as Denae now jokingly referred to it—the protesters had returned en masse to set up a fireworks display, including cardboard cutouts of clowns covered in more ketchup. Several of the protesters went so far as to start chanting, out of sync and off-key, “They kill animals and kill their own,” which just hurt Emma’s ears.
The most vocal and aggressive of the protesters had taken off before the agents reached their staging area.
But some of the braver individuals stuck around to chant their ridiculous messages into the greedy, gossip-happy news cameras. After ignoring the previous warning from law enforcement, those same individuals had been arrested for possessing illegal fireworks and taken to the closest precinct.
Across the parking lot, Mia and Leo approached one another from perhaps thirty yards away as they wrapped their ribbon around a line of decorative dogwood trees. Once they were done, the whole perimeter of the fairgrounds had been roped off.
Police had marked off designated parking areas in the gravel lot. Half the lot had been reserved for their team and local police, with a small patch near the highway allotted for news crews. Signs directing protesters to an approved demonstration area were plastered on trees, fencing, and any flat surface facing the parking area and street.
By the next morning’s bail hearing, a judge would have finished signing restraining orders on everyone involved in the latest chaos, and any remaining protesters would be restricted to a small, cordoned-off section of the parking lot, far enough from the main walkways that they would need a catapult to hit the team with ketchup again.
Though the protestors had been arrested and shunted off to the side, Emma truly wasn’t sure whether that would stop them at this point. Telling them that no animals were killed or harmed hadn’t done the trick either. Logic was not fueling this mob.
Much as the move made sense, Emma also doubted taking the trouble to encircle the circus with crime-scene tape would do much good, but it couldn’t hurt. If nothing else, cordoning off the grounds would make any protesters think twice about intruding again.
Emma pulled her coat tighter against the wind and headed back to her Prius to retrieve her bag, Denae close on her heels.
They’d been told to meet for a briefing once the fairgrounds were secured, and she was anxious to get back to the small space heaters. The sun had officially set on their team’s first day in the field together, and the air grew colder by the minute.
After collecting her bag, she scanned the grounds as she approached their designated tent, offered by the still-elusive ringmaster Reggie O’Rourke. A handful of local police officers had been assigned security duty, and two of them were the only movement on the thoroughfare.
Standing near the heaters, Emma poured herself a tall cup of coffee. The circus cook had brought out a few sets of flatware and mugs before she’d left to join the rest of the crew staying at a nearby budget hotel. Emma curled her numb fingers around the warm ceramic mug. The slight stinging was welcome as blood flowed back into her extremities.
She went to take a sip, but the coffee had stopped steaming. Emma frowned. Once again, she shivered, but this time not from the cold. It was all she could do not to groan in frustration.
Ghosts.
A huge man stood off to the side of the group, hidden by nighttime shadows. Emma knew at a glance it was Kyle Perkins. The guy looked like he could lift fifteen law enforcement officers and not break a sweat. His blank white eyes stared out over the group.
Emma tossed out the lukewarm coffee and poured a new one. Then she moved deeper into the tent, putting some space between her and the heat-sucking manifestation. He’d shown no signs of offering any assistance beyond simply showing up for duty. Maybe he’d give her more after the briefing.
Jacinda was the last to arrive, Detective Griff by her side. The two appeared exhausted, with thin lips and respective jacket and coat pulled tight against the evening wind.
Emma went back to the refreshment table, poured two more mugs of hot coffee, and passed them to Jacinda and Detective Griff as they stepped into the tent.
Jacinda raised her mug in a small salute. “See? Initiative. I like it.”
Emma lifted her own drink. The day had started rough, and the hours had been long, but she and Jacinda seemed to have come to an understanding.
Detective Griff waved for everyone’s attention.
“Thanks for your hard work, everyone. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.” Griff sipped from his coffee, letting out a sigh that came complete with its own cold-weather steam. “SSA Hollingsworth and I have talked it over, and we agree it’s best to call it a day. Everyone on the grounds is overwhelmed. We’ll have a much better shot at thorough, clearheaded interviews tomorrow morning. I’ve positioned officers along the perimeter of the grounds, and we’ll keep that going in shifts all night until we reconvene in the morning. And now that the protesters have been removed, the biggest dangers to the performers may have gone with them.”
Mia muttered under her breath at Emma’s side. “Let’s hope so.”
Jacinda sipped coffee before gesturing to Vance. “Update on your end of the situation?”
Vance faced the group. “Right. We confiscated all remaining fireworks from the circus, which were given to us willingly, I should add. They’ve already been sent to the lab for testing.”
He spoke about the types of fireworks they’d collected as well as their blast power, but Emma couldn’t quite focus on the details. She promised herself she’d look over the notes later or in the morning at the latest, knowing Vance would send them on for everyone’s review.
Shifting back and forth on her feet, she tried to alleviate some of the aching in her soles. What a long, frustrating day. Even aside from her misstep around O’Rourke’s camper and the protesters interrupting her chance to finally interview the man, the best they could say for their efforts was that nobody else had died. Their very presence might’ve scared off the unsub altogether. Though that would mean an end to the danger, such a turn would also make it far harder to catch the killer.
Vance wrapped up his assessment of the fireworks they’d collected by, predictably, letting them know the files would be sent electronically as soon as he had the chance.
“Thanks, Vance.” Jacinda noted something on her tablet and scanned the group. “Tomorrow, a team will question the arrested activists and see if we can’t get a lead on who might be willing to do more than protest in the name of their cause.”
Emma held up a hand to catch Jacinda’s attention before the SSA could dismiss them. “I have a concern.” She paused, feeling Kyle Perkins’s white gaze on her. His presence, however, was what created her concern. “If the unsub is one of the performers, no one in this ring of protection we’ve made is any safer than they were yesterday. We may be forcing all of them to stay in a dangerous situation.”
Vance paused from stowing his tablet into his bag, frowning, but he didn’t voice any disagreement.
Emma chanced a glance at Leo, knowing they were both thinking of their conversation with Bunny from earlier that day. Something wasn’t right there. The lines between adults and children, employees and employer, and family relationships were all mixed up in this circus. Leaving all these people in an enclosed space could be dangerous. “The posted officers could actually serve as a blind for the killer to operate under, right?”
“Agent Last has a valid concern.” Jacinda met Emma’s eyes and nodded. “And I appreciate that. An outward-facing police force could have the knock-on effect of granting our unsub safe haven, if we assume that person is someone on the inside.”
“I have to admit, that’s the most likely answer, but we don’t have anything to really point us at a suspect yet.”
“Right again, Agent Last. And that’s why we’re here. For their part, the police officers will traverse the thoroughfare and the inner area of the circus. We can’t offer individual protective details for everyone within the circle of crime tape, but the officers are keeping an eye out inside the circus and along the perimeter for any suspicious activity.”
Emma didn’t like it, and she regretted saying they didn’t have anything to go on. She and Leo did get a possible lead in their conversation with Bunny Weaver, but that hadn’t been part of an official interrogation. And the girl’s parents hadn’t been present either.
Jacinda closed her tablet and gave a final opportunity for the team to add remarks. “Any additional comments or questions?”
After her gaffe outside O’Rourke’s trailer, Emma was hesitant to admit to more off-book behavior. She checked Leo’s face for signs that he was thinking about what Bunny had said, but he remained focused solely on the SSA.
Jacinda gestured to the parking lot. “All of you, go get some rest. Detective Griff and I will see to it that some officers are posted within the living area as well to make sure there are eyes on anyone moving about tonight. It isn’t enough by way of solving the case, but our investigation is far from over.”
With that reminder, the agents dispersed. Emma wasted no time in heading toward her little white Prius parked on the edge of the lot. On the way, she passed by the ridiculously muscular ghost of Kyle Perkins.
With his bloodied sweats and a grim expression, his very presence demanded an answer.
The best she could offer was a nearly imperceptible shake of her head. Too many of her fellow agents were close by, and Leo in particular seemed keen on observing her behavior. He stood by his truck, watching as she dithered with her keys in hand but left the car door locked.
Kyle’s ghost moved a few steps closer, his tortured face adding weight to Emma’s desire to talk to him. Leo climbed into his truck, still watching her as he closed the door. She waited for his engine to roar to life before addressing the ghost that now stood directly beside her.
“We’ll be back, Mr. Perkins. I promise we’ll be back.”





15

T he Weavers’ RV was quiet and calm. I watched for a little bit before standing, stretching, and slinking behind one of the trees in the campgrounds. The Weavers were good people. I’d looked up to them for so long. The mom, the dad, and the daughter…picture-perfect, complete with a pet horse. Bunny and the mare had warmed more hearts and put smiles on more faces than anything else this shit show of a circus had ever trotted out.
Even though I’d grown up here, I never had a family unit like the Weavers. Hell, Mom hadn’t even stayed to watch me fill my first diaper. Ironic, right? People were supposed to run away and join the circus, not run away from it.
I’d debated about the Weavers as targets, whether any of them should pay the price for what this place had become.
Unlike the other three, I thought the Weavers hadn’t done anything deserving of death. Penelope and her secret abandoned baby. Dennis and the child support he neglected. Kyle and the wife he’d deceived. All three of them had screwed over their real family members and looked for acceptance here.
And they’d found it.
The Weavers already had it, or so I’d thought. But in the end, the truth came out, and it was worse than I’d dreamed. Because of one night, one stupid choice, Betty Weaver’s death would be truly tragic.
And only true tragedy would close this cesspit of false families.
I checked for any nearby cops before moving back into the heart of the circus. The time had nearly come for me to make my next statement, but one more errand demanded attention first.
A little rumor had been going around the circus family, and it was time to check it out. The story couldn’t possibly be true, but I never thought it would be true about Betty either. I was hoping the rumors were just gossip being spread around by people with nothing better to do. But I couldn’t be lazy. Not this late in the game.
Waiting out the Feds hadn’t been a big deal. Hell, the protesters lighting unexpected parking-lot fireworks had made the day fly by. Ha! And one thing was for sure after everything was said and done…the cops and Feds weren’t any closer to answers than when they’d started. Those parking-lot vultures were worth something, after all.
And man, oh man, talk about having it rough. The Ruby Red had gotten its share of bad publicity. All the laugh-tastic protesters would make our little circus the talk of the region, if not the country. I’d have to look up some of the news coverage later on, just for more laughs.
Moving around the opposite side of a small tent, I kept on going. I wasn’t worried about the cops stationed around the fairgrounds. None of them seemed to have a brain to speak of or care how many of us “circus freaks” lived or died. I’d heard them talking about us like we were nothing but weirdos and losers. Whatever. Unlike them, I had a real job to do.
The rumor circulating was that Calliope, the hot young makeup artist, was screwing O’Rourke, the old bastard ringmaster.
I’d had to convince myself that Betty Weaver was the next perfect target for bringing down the circus. But if that rumor were true, I might have another target to hit first.
Calliope was young enough to be O’Rourke’s daughter. I’d paid close attention when she went back to her trailer after chow time. Alone. That had been hours ago now. I’d worried the Feds might try to get that interview with her after all, but they’d been busy dealing with the idiot protesters.
Still, I was careful to stay out of sight as I made my way to Calliope’s camper, just in case those nosy Feds decided to poke around without a search warrant again. I’d overheard their boss chewing them out. Ha ha. But it didn’t mean they’d stuck to by-the-book interviews. I’d overheard them interrogating Bunny without her parents present, so I knew to be careful.
“Better safe than sorry,” I whispered to myself. My breath puffed out, looking like a pale ghost ahead of me. “Calliope wants to paint a fucking target on herself by drawing my attention, far be it for me to interfere. ’Cause if she is with Reggie, that ain’t gonna stand for long.”
Camper walls were thin, and they’d give me my answer.
Calliope’s cotton-candy camper glared brightly despite the night, shining pink in the light from one of the strung-up lanterns and its stoop light. Softer yellow light filtered through the girl’s blue curtains, and I made sure to stand in the shadows along the corner of the building nearest Jebediah’s neighboring camper. That old man went to bed at nine o’clock on non-show nights, so I knew he wouldn’t be popping out to surprise me.
I stood with my back to the camper’s metal siding and placed my ear at an angle to the nearest window. I waited, expecting to hear some stupid commentary from some streamed reality show.
Calliope’s giggle sounded out after maybe five seconds.
After it, a low male voice. A recognizable low male voice. Then kissing. Sloppy, wet kissing.
Fucking whore and that old man are really doing it. I’ll be damned.
I slammed my wrist up against my mouth, holding in a gag.
The chair inside the camper creaked. “Come on, baby. Stop teasing old Reggie. It’s been a long day.”
The man practically whined with lust. Unbelievable.
“Oh, Mr. O’Rourke, you just be patient.” A radio turned on, spouting the kind of soft rock I hated. I remembered seeing Calliope dance around to something similar at a party.
Whore’s giving the old man a lap dance.
Minutes went by. I felt frozen but not by the air. Sure, I’d come to investigate this BS, but I was really hoping it was all a lie.
Inside, O’Rourke commanded Calliope to take off her shirt and sit on his lap. When Calliope’s secondhand armchair started creaking like an old granny’s knees, I bit the inside of my cheek hard enough to taste blood.
I won’t scream. I won’t cry. I won’t show myself. Not now.
The whore and her old man would get what was coming to them. I’d see to it.
Fate had shuffled Betty Weaver to death’s back burner.
My mission had just taken an unexpected turn, that was all, and I’d make sure the new development worked in my favor.
Fuck buddies or not, these two would be fucked when I got done.
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N ot even six hours after he’d left the fairgrounds, Leo pulled back up to the parking-lot gate and rolled down his window to present his ID to the uniformed cop guarding the entrance.
This hadn’t been the plan. He’d had every intention of coming back the next morning once he and everyone else had enjoyed a good hot meal and a decent night’s rest in a warm bed.
Instead, he’d been unable to sleep, with young Bunny’s words running laps in his brain.
“We have the best times when it’s just me and Reggie!”
She hadn’t hesitated to let them know that, yes, she was referencing alone time. Between just the two of them, a man in his fifties and a tween girl.
Leo rubbed at his temple, temporarily easing an ache behind his eyes.
Bunny was eleven. Tweens like her thought crushing on rock stars and having ice cream for dinner and winning the lottery were real-life goals. What did they know about what an adult should—or shouldn’t—be doing with them?
And if she’d been groomed by O’Rourke over the course of her short life…well, that changed things. It changed things quite a bit. She might even have been groomed to say her favorite activity was Yahtzee.
So here Leo was, back at the circus in the middle of the night, getting out of his truck and surveying the silent fairgrounds, waving his badge at another uniform as he entered the circus’s main entrance on foot and passed by the Ruby Red’s big top.
After all, even if Leo didn’t have orders to be back that night, Jacinda hadn’t said they couldn’t come back.
A flash of headlights pulling up next to his truck drew his attention. The lights went off almost immediately.
Leo tucked next to a wooden lemonade stand. Voices of the male and female officers who’d checked his badge drifted through the cold night air. As soon as his eyes adjusted from the headlights, he noticed the white Prius parked next to his Ram.
Looked like he wasn’t the only one having a restless night.
Emma walked through the circus entrance. He got a good look at her as she passed beneath one of the streetlights. She’d changed out of her business-casual clothing and into a pair of dark sweatpants, black-and-white sneakers, and a dark coat. Emma blended in with the shadows.
Leo stepped forward. “Agent Last.”
Emma faced him, seemingly unsurprised at his presence.
Right, my truck.
“What are you doing here, Agent Ambrose?”
“I could ask you the same thing.”
She moved closer, and her volume fell to a whisper. “You could. But I asked you first.”
Leo held a brief internal debate. Tell her? Don’t tell her? He worried she’d think he was overreacting. She might think he was overstepping. But then he realized she was there as well. Something bugged him about this circus. He squared his shoulders. They were new teammates. It was time to trust her.
“I’m worried Bunny is being groomed. I want to make sure she’s okay and that she’s nowhere near Reggie O’Rourke tonight.”
Emma nodded. “Makes sense. I’ll go with you.”
“Whoa, whoa. Not so fast. What are you here for?”
She hesitated. He watched her internal debate as it warred across her expressive face. He hoped she didn’t play poker. “I wanted to see how the circus worked without protesters, in the quiet hours. And I was thinking about what Bunny said about Calliope and O’Rourke.”
She wasn’t telling the whole truth. Maybe she was just working a hunch and didn’t want to sound stupid to her new teammate. Maybe she’d had the same worry eating away at her, so she’d come out to make sure Bunny was safe. He had to admit that getting evidence of O’Rourke and Calliope being together might help their case, providing they could find a way to obtain it that would make it admissible.
He offered her a smile. “Think we’ll get in trouble for checking things out on our own?”
Emma returned the smile. “Jacinda admires initiative…but maybe it’s best if we don’t get caught.”
“Let’s go.”
He started to lead, then realized Emma knew exactly where to go. “You go first. You know the way to the Weaver RV better.”
Emma nodded and moved ahead but drew up short, putting a hand up to halt Leo in his tracks. He waited for her posture to relax before moving to where he could see whatever had caused her to stop.
A shadow detached from between two carnival booths up ahead. The figure was small-statured but bulky, and Leo couldn’t make out if it was a man or woman. As the person passed into the halo of an overhead light, a flash of brightness shined from her head. It was a woman with stark blond hair. She wore several layers of fabric against the chill night air.
Leo leaned closer to Emma to whisper. “That’s the fortune teller, isn’t it?”
Emma simply nodded. They both watched the woman disappear deeper into the circus grounds. Once their path was clear, Leo and Emma made a beeline toward the Weavers’ RV on the edge of the circus.
Maybe Reggie O’Rourke had nothing at all to do with the murders, but if there was something going on with that little girl, Leo would never forgive himself for simply letting the day end without doing anything.
By the time they reached the Weavers’ RV, Leo’s smartwatch read well past midnight. They crouched down near the small seating area. The windows were dark, and he heard nothing coming from the little home.
What did I expect? Cries for help? Screams? A mean old man chasing an innocent little girl around her bed?
He blew into his hands, warming them. Emma did the same.
“Looks quiet to me.” Emma scanned the RV. “What’s the plan?”
There’d been no plan in his head beyond reaching this RV, showing up, and making sure Bunny was safe.
He shrugged. “I—”
A shriek of laughter that cut off after a few seconds drew his gaze into the maze of campers behind them. Had it been a scream and not a laugh at all? The sound hadn’t been a call for help, at least…more like someone laughing after a few drinks before realizing they were being too loud.
The uncertainty wasn’t something Leo could ignore. Not when he was there…and as late as it was, he might as well check out what was happening.
His partner in crime, or rather partner in law, seemed to be thinking along the same lines. “Let’s go see what that was.” Emma shifted away from the Weavers’ RV.
Leo hustled to match her fast strides as they veered into the campground. She stuck to the shadows, keeping them both mostly hidden in the dark.
They soon approached the trailer Bunny had led them to earlier. Its distinctive bright-pink paint job couldn’t be mistaken. Calliope Langley’s residence.
A young woman, wearing nothing but a short silky robe, stood in the open doorway, kissing a much older man.
The man had a bushy white beard. Leo recognized him from circus placards as Ringmaster Reggie O’Rourke himself. Here was the elusive circus owner wrapped in the arms of a woman decades younger than him.
“His bowels don’t seem that nervous anymore.” He couldn’t see Emma’s face, but sarcasm oozed from her voice.
The couple appeared to be saying good night. Leo melted back into the shadows, pulling Emma with him. She didn’t resist. After Calliope’s door shut, the older man began whistling as he headed back in the direction of his own trailer.
Leo sagged against the cold camper as a weight lifted from his shoulders. The laugh they’d heard had been just that, a sharp cry of joy exchanged between lovers. Lovers of vastly different ages, but at least they were legal adults capable of informed consent. “What do you make of that?”
Emma didn’t answer. She was following O’Rourke with her eyes as he disappeared into the labyrinth of trailers. Something seemed to hold her attention.
Leo followed her gaze but didn’t notice anything. He poked her arm. “Emma.”
She jumped. “What?”
“What do you make of that?”
“O’Rourke’s a skeevy old man. But I don’t see anything illegal.”
“Yeah. Still, something’s off, right? I mean, the man either doesn’t want to answer questions, or his timing is unusually convenient. It’s his circus. His employees are being killed. We tried talking to him, and he dodged or stonewalled us. Then we’re called away to deal with protesters, and he made no effort to seek us out. He should be at the front of the line for interviewing.”
Emma still appeared distracted, but she concurred. “I agree. We need to put some pressure on O’Rourke.”
For a moment, Leo considered following after the ringmaster and blindsiding him with questions, but it was after midnight. “I think that should be our priority tomorrow.”
“I think I’ve seen what I needed to see tonight. And Bunny seems safe. Shall we head home?”
Leo wanted to agree, but they had no real proof Bunny wasn’t in danger.
“Let’s circle back to O’Rourke’s trailer. What if he’s just heading off to molest Bunny? I’d never be able to sleep again if I let something like that happen when I could’ve stopped it.”
Emma met his eyes. “Okay. That’s a good call, and I’m with you a hundred percent. But if we do interrupt a scene like that, we’ll have a tough time explaining why we were here to witness it in the first place.”
“But that’s why we’re both here.” Leo set off in pursuit of O’Rourke, following a path toward the owner’s trailer. They drew closer and slowed their movement to a crawl.
Emma sneaked forward, peering through the windows as best she could. The curtains were all still drawn, but the undeniable sounds of heavy snoring almost had the windows rattling in their frames.
Leo breathed a sigh of deep relief then. It wasn’t definitive proof that nothing was happening to Bunny when she was in O’Rourke’s company, but Leo’s primary concern—Bunny’s safety at this moment—had been allayed. Besides, he would be back first thing in the morning with his full team and a fresher head, ready to confirm Bunny truly was safe as a member of this circus.
“To be able to fall asleep that fast…” Leo commented.
“Not just fall asleep but shut off your brain and skip straight to snoring.” Emma twisted her features, and Leo smiled.
They were quiet after that, returning to their vehicles in silence.
He paused after he opened his truck door. “I think we’re going to make a pretty good team.”
Emma smiled over the roof of her Prius. “It’s certainly been a hell of a first day.”
It wasn’t the affirmation he’d hoped for, but at least she’d offered him a smile along with her odd and almost cryptic comment.
Maybe tomorrow would be the day they finally broke the ice.


BACK AT HIS house in the D.C. suburbs, Leo didn’t bother heading toward his bedroom to try to sleep. He also bypassed his comfortable couch and some mindless TV in favor of the kitchen.
Reality was, Leo didn’t cook, at least not for only himself. He did, however, stock snacks.
He set a few cheese-and-nut packets on the counter and poured himself some water. The beer in his fridge was tempting, but he wanted his mind clear for the upcoming work.
Clear as it could be, considering he was looking at six hours of sleep. If that.
Nourishment in hand, Leo kicked off his boots at the edge of the sparsely furnished living room and turned into his spare bedroom, elbowing the light switch on. At the moment, the space didn’t have much in the way of furnishings. It served as a sparsely decorated office.
His diploma for a BA in political science, awarded by the University of Iowa, hung above a modern desk. Surrounding it were a few certificates of commendation he’d been awarded, including recognition from his years in the Marines, but the walls otherwise remained bare.
Beyond his desk, the room held only his overpriced ergonomic desk chair and a few boxes, which he had yet to unpack. Setting down his snacks and water, Leo settled into his chair and thought over his immediate plan.
Before anything else, he opened his laptop and pulled up the Ruby Red’s normal circuit. They’d kept loosely to the same cities for decades. Leo printed out the calendar they followed and jotted down the few towns they’d visited outside those regular stops.
For now, he stuck with the last two decades, figuring he could always go back further if he needed to do so later.
I really need to try to get some sleep tonight. The thought didn’t carry much weight, though. His brain wouldn’t quiet down. His impromptu excursion with Emma had raised more questions.
His desire to investigate O’Rourke was stronger than his need for sleep.
For his next step, he jotted down the county and state of each town. Then he expanded to counties with borders that were within about twenty miles of the circus’s normal camping and performance grounds.
That took some time researching, and he polished off three nut-and-cheese packs.
“Thirty-seven counties stretching over eight states, not counting D.C.,” he muttered after glancing at the clock and seeing it was well past two a.m.
Too many to search tonight.
One of the biggest things popular media got wrong about the FBI was their data access.
Sure, he and any other agent could access whatever records they needed to, but gaining such access wasn’t always fast, and the process took quite a bit more effort and time than typing in a name and twiddling your thumbs for five seconds.
The National Computer Information Center—better known as the NCIC—was only as reliable and up to date as the humans who kept it.
Which was to say, it wasn’t very.
Instead of depending solely on the NCIC, a serious investigator had to look into the criminal records of any county where, realistically, there was reason to think a suspect could have racked up a record. Slow, tedious work…especially when investigating someone like Reginald O’Rourke, who was a nomad, not a homebody.
Stuffing a piece of cheddar into his mouth, Leo began pulling up tabs for the criminal-record databases kept by each county, going alphabetically while first focusing on the counties where the circus made camp. Database after database, Leo hit nothing of interest when he searched O’Rourke’s name. Moving alphabetically through the counties, he got a miraculous hit on his very first county—Androscoggin County in Maine, the Ruby Red’s first of two stops in the state.
Leo gulped down some water as he clicked on the record.
Gotcha.
A statutory rape claim had been filed against O’Rourke a decade ago, back when he was forty-five.
Accused of having sexual relations with a seventeen-year-old girl, O’Rourke had pled not guilty. Case notes detailed that the girl had admitted to claiming she was nineteen. The parents pressed charges, but the girl refused to cooperate. The case had ultimately been dismissed.
Leo sat back in his chair, staring at the record and allowing himself some measure of relief from the fact that a seventeen-year-old who claimed to be even older was very different from an eleven-year-old like Bunny. They were from different universes, in fact.
Most pedophiles had a type, and as terrible as it still was, O’Rourke seemed to prefer older adolescents. Seemed. Did that mean Bunny was safe? No. He could be grooming her so she’d be open to a sexual relationship in a few years.
Leo crumpled a sheet of paper and threw it at a wall. In his mind, the ringmaster was a sick bastard, but…
Focus. What about the murders?
In relation to the murders…there was no relation. Or at least, not an obvious one. Leo was looking at two very separate issues.
Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that the recent ill-fated events at the circus somehow involved the smarmy ringmaster. His gut told him something was seriously off when it came to the relationship this man had with Bunny Weaver.
He just had to figure out what that something was.
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E mma was already awake when her alarm went off at six thirty. She’d been staring at the ceiling, forcing herself to remain still and rest—something that had eluded her all night after her circus adventure with Leo. The only thing she wanted to do was grab Reggie O’Rourke and interview him. Then she wanted to find Calliope Langley and grab her by the shoulders while hollering, “What are you thinking?”
When the alarm gave her permission, she bolted upright.
As always, what caught her gaze as she threw off her covers was the picture on her nightstand. Her mother in a blue dress, one arm cradling Emma as a six-month-old baby. Her mom was laughing at something. The picture pulled her focus every morning, nurturing Emma’s ever-present hope that the keepsake would remind her of even one thing about her mother.
Instead of the woman’s smiling face, what greeted Emma this morning was a face-down photo, its kickstand angled up into the air.
Guess I must’ve knocked it over when I got into bed last night.
She set the picture to rights, taking a moment to stare at the woman who looked so much like her. The same light-brown hair color, but with her locks tied back in a ponytail rather than loose like Emma preferred, and the same bright sky-blue eyes and light complexion as her daughter.
Emma’s only memory was a hazy sense of her mother holding her, dancing, and singing a song Emma couldn’t quite remember.
Of the ghosts who’d begun to haunt her, Emma’s mother had yet to appear. And her mother was the only ghost she longed to see.
Leaving the nostalgia behind, Emma shrugged into a loose sweatshirt and one of her warmer pairs of jogging pants. She completed her workout ensemble with a knit cap pulled low over her ears.
Her neighborhood was safe and quiet, making for the perfect running area. After she stretched for a few minutes in the little grassy area outside her building, allowing her body to get used to the cold, she took off.
Emma sped through her morning run in near-record time, focused only on the plan for that day. Or, rather, her primary goal. Today, Emma would talk to Reggie O’Rourke, even if Armageddon unfolded in the parking lot.
Again.
No chance was he getting off the hook by claiming nervous bowels again. His bowels were clearly controlled enough to sexually satisfy—maybe—a twenty-two-year-old. She’d question him through a porta-potty or bedroom door if she had to.
Last night, she hadn’t exactly lied to Leo. She had wanted to see the workings of the circus. But the ghost of Penelope had pointed to Reggie’s trailer for a reason. Emma very much wanted to know that reason. Her original plan was to find a ghost and speak to them—after all, she’d seen all three victims so far. They wanted her to know something. She’d figured she’d be able to speak to at least one if she went back last night.
But she’d found Leo instead.
After O’Rourke left Calliope’s camper, Penelope had once again appeared, pointing to his retreating figure.
Always O’Rourke.
Back at her apartment, Emma ignored her misbehaving Keurig in favor of a faster morning routine. She hurried in and out of a shower and threw on her work clothes.
Her mind cycled between O’Rourke and the Ruby Red’s quieter-than-death ghosts. It was low-key driving Emma insane that none of the ghosts had spoken to her.
If she hadn’t seen them, fine, but she’d glimpsed the three ghosts in all their gruesome, bloody, mishappen glory. Maybe Penelope’s silence could be chalked up to the woman having only half a mouth—did that affect a ghost’s ability to speak? All three kept their distance and their silence, hovering along the periphery.
Penelope, Dennis, Kyle…none of them appeared to be interested in conversation.
Unlike Mrs. Kellerly. “Is the coffee machine still broken, dear?” That was one ghost who had no problem communicating whatever flitted through her mind.
Heart in her throat, Emma blew out a calming breath. “Still broken, Mrs. Kellerly.” She adjusted her Glock before pulling on her coat and heading out the door. “Have a good day.”
Small miracles, Emma. Small miracles.
Emma hopped into her car, setting down her bag. She focused on the one thing she’d gotten from the ghosts in this case so far.
Penelope pointing.
Maybe more communication was coming, and she just had to be patient.
Dead people talked when they wanted to.
Probably.
She was still fumbling her way along the learning curve of these ramped-up paranormal experiences.
A morning text pinged. Emma looked over at her phone, keeping one eye on the road. Jacinda wanted them to convene at the office before heading to the circus. The drive went fast, offering luck with lights.
Emma soon found herself lingering around the Violent Crime Unit’s glass-walled conference room with a cup of coffee. Thankfully, she didn’t have long to wait.
Mia and Denae, jelly doughnut in hand, wandered in next. She waved it at Emma, and Emma knew just what the agent would say if her mouth weren’t full. Running’s for you, and junk food’s for me. Still, Denae kept fit somehow, so Emma couldn’t fault her metabolism.
More than that, though, the gesture eliminated a pressure that’d been tightening Emma’s nerves since the day before. In fact, Emma nearly sagged in her chair with relief from her jelly-doughnut hello. Any annoyance Denae had felt yesterday now seemed in the past, and they could get back to focusing on the case.
No more missteps.
Mia pulled out the chair beside her and collapsed into it. “Morning.” Her makeup was perfect, her black hair as neat as usual. But Emma still sensed that Mia hadn’t slept well. This was not the time to ask, though, as the other agents were already coming in and taking their seats.
Leo caught her eye as he entered, but his nod gave away nothing. No one would have any idea they’d had an outside conversation, let alone a midnight circus search.
Jacinda stood at the front of the conference room, waiting for everyone to settle. Why Jacinda had wanted them to start at the office, she couldn’t imagine, but that was the SSA’s call. She’d learned Jacinda had reasons for everything she did.
“Morning.” Jacinda shut the door to the conference room and took a seat at the head of the table. “I’ve been alerted that the circus troupe is being visited by medical staff today for their yearly checkups, as well as counseling for their recent losses. An additional team will be visiting the crew staying at the hotel. Reggie O’Rourke sent Detective Griff and me emails about the plan very early this morning, but I didn’t see any reason to bother you with it during off-hours.”
Denae scowled, wiping doughnut crumbs from her fingers with a violent swipe of her napkin. “Is that really necessary? Now? I mean, counseling, yes, absolutely, but—”
Jacinda held a hand up, frowning. “Mr. O’Rourke said it was absolutely necessary. Something about checkups being required for insurance and that they couldn’t reschedule. He’s requested that we hold off on visiting the circus to continue our investigation until noon—”
Emma jumped in. “Of all the backward-ass circus tricks—”
Jacinda raised her voice to cover their protests. “And I’ve agreed.”
Emma sat back in her seat with a huff. She probably looked like a pouting teenager, but she didn’t particularly care.
Leo raised a hand, and Jacinda nodded at him to speak. “We’re all in agreement that O’Rourke’s doing everything he can to delay his own interview, right?”
Emma and the others nodded. Jacinda was just about to speak again when Leo mentioned he had news about the man. Emma raised her eyebrows, surprised. Had Leo gone home and done more work? Was the man a machine?
The room remained silent for a few seconds after Leo finished describing the rape charges leveled at O’Rourke.
Emma took a breath and let it out. “He’s a class-A jerk. I’m going to lose my mind if we don’t question the bastard soon.”
“Something we can agree on.” Jacinda glanced at the clock on the wall. “However, waiting ’til noon to go to the circus doesn’t mean we’re at a total standstill. We’ve got other things to keep us busy this morning.”
Emma nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Vance, I’d like you to check in with forensics since you were already taking point on the fireworks. See if there are developments there on the exact cause of death for Mr. Perkins. After that, you and I’ll keep looking into O’Rourke and see what more we can find.” She slid her finger along her iPad. “Meanwhile, Penelope Dowe’s parents have come down from Pennsylvania and checked into the Marmarot Hotel. Now that their daughter’s death is part of the official investigation, they want to help in any way possible and have agreed to speak to us at ten thirty. Mia and Emma, you head to the Marmarot.”
“How about us?” Leo asked, gesturing between Denae and himself.
“Right. Also around ten thirty, Kyle Perkins’s parents will arrive at Dulles. They’re on a plane from California as we speak. They’ve agreed to be interviewed first thing. Leo and Denae, you’ll go to the airport. Leo, I made sure the Perkinses have your phone number in case they hit any delays or the flight details change. Any questions?”
Emma stood up by way of answer, Mia right beside her.
An acrobat’s parents weren’t exactly the interview she’d been geared up for, but they’d do for now.
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M ia had no trouble picking out Michael and Judy Dowe when she and Emma stepped inside the Marmarot Hotel, a modern blue structure on the outskirts of D.C. Penelope’s parents couldn’t have been more out of place sitting in the metal-accented loveseat in the corner of the hotel lobby. Mia easily imagined them coming from a small town a young girl would’ve longed to escape from. In this case, Penelope joined a long line of runaways by joining a circus.
The couple reminded Mia of her own parents. For a brief second, she’d even thought they were her own parents. The woman wore a conservative cobalt-blue cotton dress with a neat strand of pearls. Her husband sat stiffly in a dark fresh-off-the-discount-rack suit, the kind of suit only bought for weddings or funerals.
No question which, in this case.
Gripping her husband’s arm as if she might drown otherwise, Judy Dowe had the same perfectly formed lips as her daughter and the same straight brown hair. The father had the pinched air of a man who’d not been sleeping much but felt the need to keep up appearances regardless.
Mia’s own father had shared that look after losing her brother, Ned. He still hadn’t gotten his easy smile back. Mia wasn’t sure that would ever happen.
As if to outpace her thoughts, Mia strode toward the couple. Emma kept close on her heels.
Michael Dowe stood first. He waved. “Agents?”
“Mr. and Mrs. Dowe?” Mia shook the man’s hand and was about to shake the woman’s when the brunette wrapped her arms around her, squeezing tight. Mia glanced to Emma for help. The other agent only offered a small shrug. Emma’s blue eyes narrowed in sympathy.
“You’re investigating my daughter’s…my daughter’s…” The woman broke off in a high-pitched sob and hugged Mia tighter as her husband stepped back, running a hand through his hair.
Mia patted the woman on the back, trying to breathe despite Mrs. Dowe’s tight embrace. “Mrs. Dowe, why don’t we take a seat?”
The woman choked off another sob but finally released her. She straightened her dress as she sat down. Her husband nodded at Mia and seated himself beside his wife.
Emma took the lead, grasping Mrs. Dowe’s hand after she’d pulled a seat up across from them. “I’m Special Agent Emma Last, and this is my partner, Special Agent Mia Logan. We’re both incredibly sorry for your loss, Mr. and Mrs. Dowe. I can’t imagine what you’ve been through these last few weeks.”
Emma released Mrs. Dowe’s hand and settled into her seat beside Mia. The grieving couple stayed silent for a moment before the husband cleared his throat.
“Call me Michael.”
He shifted in his chair, his hands going white in the knuckles as he gripped the table edge. Finally, he wrapped both hands around his wife’s. He wasn’t doing much better than she.
“I’m Judy, of course.” The mother pulled a hand away from her husband’s to retrieve some tissues from a pocket hidden in the folds of her skirt. She dabbed her wet cheeks. “Any way we can help, that’s all we want.”
Michael Dowe straightened up, drawing his hands together in front of him as if preparing to address a judge. But instead of the calm words Mia expected from the man, he scowled and all but hissed out his next statement. “We’re glad you’re looking into our girl’s death, you’d better believe. Minute we heard of her passing, I knew there was something off about it.”
He leaned back from the table and let his shoulders droop, the venom leaving his voice as he continued. “Pen was always careful. Sharp as a tack. Her death didn’t feel right, but we took O’Rourke’s word it was an accident. That bastard.”
“What else could we do?” Judy demanded. “We had to! At least, right then. And after that, I suppose we got busy with the funeral, then it just…well, it didn’t seem there was anything else we could do. Penelope was gone. Nothing would change that. We settled back to grieve, thinking we’d just have to…to…”
“Accept it,” her husband finished for her.
She choked, waving a hand in the air to signal she’d go on if they gave her a moment. “Not until we received that call yesterday about Penelope’s lines being tampered with. Then we decided we had to come to see if there was any way we could help.”
Talking had done something to calm the woman. Judy sat back in her chair beside her husband, wrapping her hand around his bicep once again but without the same death grip she’d used earlier. The two of them had probably been married for decades. And Mia guessed their daughter had been their only child.
Undoing the buttons on her suit jacket, Mia leaned in toward the couple and met Judy’s eyes. “How about we start with Penelope’s act? We understand she didn’t normally use a safety net or have operators on her lines. Was that her choice?”
“It was entirely her choice.” Michael stopped short of saying anything more, but the words had been loaded with intention.
Mia glanced back at Judy for an explanation.
“We begged Penelope to use a safety net for her performances. She never mentioned the lines, and we’d never seen her perform. We didn’t know about them until we…” Judy shook her head, her eyes going far away. “It’s almost unheard of in modern circuses for a trapeze artist to perform without a net. But Penelope said her act was one of the biggest draws for the Ruby Red, specifically because there was no net. She wouldn’t listen to reason. And she was so talented…I promise you, she could’ve done better than that ragtag circus if she wanted to. Cirque du Soleil would’ve taken her in a heartbeat. Performing without a net wasn’t ever right.”
“The ringmaster’s fault, I guarantee.” Michael sat straighter in his seat again, making a point of meeting Emma’s eyes and then Mia’s. “Penelope was insanely loyal to that man. Too loyal.” He gripped his wife’s hand. “As a twenty-six-year-old woman, she had to make her own decisions, but me and Judy both had a feeling that…that…”
He trailed off, shaking his head and looking down at his lap.
“Agents.” Judy took a deep breath. “We…Michael and I, that is…we think Penelope was, uh, involved with him.”
Mia waited for the woman to go on before prodding her. “You think she was intimately involved with Reggie O’Rourke?”
Michael nodded once, hard and fast. “It sickened us. She behaved so strangely there for a little while. Secretive. It had to have something to do with O’Rourke. There’s something off about that man. Even if you ignore the age difference between them, it just wouldn’t have been right.”
“What do you think she was being secretive about?”
A small choking sound escaped Judy’s throat. “We think…we think…she might’ve had his baby.”
“She did have a baby.” Michael shifted in his seat. His discomfort was clear. “She took a leave of absence from the circus and stayed with us. When she had the baby, she adopted him out at birth.”
“We only got to see him that one time in the hospital.” Judy was a case study in misery. “He was beautiful. But she wouldn’t tell us who the father was. And she rushed right back to the circus.”
“What makes you think Reggie O’Rourke is the baby’s father?” Mia tried not to think about the web of intrigue between all the circus performers. Perhaps it was less like a real family and more like a family from a low-budget soap opera.
“The way she would shut down whenever we asked about him. Penelope knew he’d taken advantage of her. But she kept on defending him.”
Emma cleared her throat. “I promise we’re looking into Mr. O’Rourke, as well as anyone else who could possibly have played a part in your daughter’s murder.”
Mia was glad Emma took over the questioning. The sadness Mia felt for the Dowes had turned into a lump in her throat. Losing a daughter to an accident was bad enough, but the Dowes had suspected Penelope’s choices had steered her into danger. They’d been powerless to change her circumstances and had been proven right with her death…
The man and woman before her had to be experiencing the special torture of survivor’s guilt.
Emma and Mia asked more questions about Penelope’s act, as well as what the couple knew about the other circus members. Nothing stood out more than their suspicion of the ringmaster’s alleged relationship with their daughter.
When they stood to go, Mia gripped each parent’s hand in turn. “I hope you both can take some comfort in knowing your daughter lived a good life.” She paused, swallowing emotion down into her gut. “From everything we’ve heard, Penelope was a beautiful, talented woman who was loved by all who knew her.”
Emma nodded. “She was like a big sister to the young trick rider who travels with the circus. There’s a lot of sorrow going around over the loss of your daughter.”
Mia let the grieving mother hug her again and gripped her in return.
Grief for her brother had risen in her gut with each word these heartbroken parents had spoken about their daughter’s life and talent being stolen from the world too soon. Their sorrow echoed the sadness Mia pushed down every day.
She only wished there was more she could say. Hell, she wished any words at all could fix the tragedy the couple found themselves living through.
Unfortunately, she knew better. Nothing fixed a tragedy like this.
Not even justice, much as she sometimes liked to pretend otherwise.
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A t the airport, Leo and Denae stopped to let a family of four lumber across their path through the heart of the lobby. Groups of people coming and going crossed in front of them, some hauling what looked like a month’s worth of luggage.
Denae dodged an efficient-looking flight attendant hauling a rolling suitcase. “Are Perkins’s parents planning on getting right back onto a plane or what? Why not just meet us at pickup?”
“Heck if I know.” Leo glanced at his phone again. “Amy Perkins said to meet them at the tavern just this side of security. Said they’ll wait by the hostess stand for us.”
“I see it.” Denae took the lead, her boot heels joining the echoes of the other percussive footsteps of passengers, flight crews, and staff, scattering in different directions. For a Tuesday morning, the airport wasn’t too busy, but Leo would’ve preferred to pick the couple up and drive them to their hotel or just meet them there. Who chose to have a meeting in an airport?
“That must be them,” Denae muttered as they came within sight of the overpriced tavern.
A just-past-middle-aged couple stood waiting near the host stand. Both Mr. and Mrs. Perkins were engrossed in their smartphones rather than focusing on each other or anything else. Their carry-ons partially blocked the main aisle into the tavern, but neither seemed concerned about the other customers and staff being forced to step around the obstruction.
Leo held out his hand to shake and begin the introduction.
Ignoring him, Mrs. Perkins turned to the host and demanded a table for four.
Leo transferred his attention to the man. “Mr. Perkins, I’m Special Agent Leo Ambrose, and this is my partner, Special Agent Denae Monroe.”
The man held out a business card rather than shaking his hand.
“Uh, thank you.” Leo took the card and considered throwing it in the trash. Instead, he pocketed it.
Strange.
“We know who you are, Agent, thank you.” Alcohol steamed from Mr. Perkins’s mouth as he spoke. “If you don’t mind, I need a drink, so let’s do that and get this question stuff over with, all right?”
Without waiting for an answer, he turned away to follow his wife. She jounced her carry-on through the aisles of the tavern.
Denae elbowed Leo’s shoulder. “Not quite grief-stricken, huh?”
“Everybody handles grief different, I guess.”
Denae snorted, picking up on his sarcasm. “Drowning their sorrows?”
Keeping a few steps back, he watched the couple as they followed the host to a booth in the corner. Mr. Perkins all but fell onto the bench while Mrs. Perkins tucked their carry-ons against the wall.
Before Leo and Denae could sit, Mr. Perkins was already ordering a whiskey sour. To her credit, the host didn’t flinch at the midmorning request or tell the man it wasn’t her job to get the drink order. Mr. Perkins also ordered a coffee and water for his wife. The host raised her eyebrows in question at Leo next.
“Just water, thanks.”
Denae gestured to the coffee cup turned down in front of her. “Strong coffee, if you could.”
“Absolutely. We’ll be serving lunch beginning at eleven o’clock.” The host headed off.
Leo brought his attention back to the couple across from him.
Ted Perkins was a balding man sporting a long-sleeved polo shirt and dress slacks. Leo tried to see Kyle the Strongman in his father’s features but couldn’t quite make it happen. Perkins was on the thin side with no discernible biceps. His clothes hung straight, without a bulge or piece of material out of place.
In the photos Leo had seen of Kyle, the weight lifter’s arms had practically popped out of their sleeves. Kyle’s neck had been thick and his shoulders solid. Had he started out thin like Dad?
Amy Perkins wore yoga pants and a blouse that screamed expensive without appearing to be anything special. Her makeup was flawless, and her hair was carefully crafted into a wavy updo, suggesting the styling might’ve taken a lot more time than was reasonable.
Affluent and focused on the menus of overpriced entrées before them, the Perkinses weren’t exactly what he would have pictured if asked to visualize a circus performer’s parents.
Still, the couple had just lost their son. There was no harm in giving them the benefit of the doubt, despite the situation being less than ideal. They’d flown in from California, hadn’t they? That said something about their feelings.
Even if the pair were gazing at their menus as if they had nothing else to worry about.
So much for wanting to get this over with.
“Charge an arm and a leg around here, don’t they?” The man slammed shut the menu and shoved it back into the holder against the wall. After little hesitation, his wife did the same.
“Mr. and Mrs. Perkins, we appreciate your time.” Leo leaned back in his seat to make room for the server dropping off their drinks. He waited for her to get a few steps away before moving on. “What can you tell us about your son’s work at the circus, his relationships—”
“Are you kidding me?” Ted Perkins rolled his eyes. He gulped his water before shooting his wife a sidelong glance. “This is why I needed a drink. Still driving me to drink even after he’s dead, that kid. You hear this guy? Kyle’s fucking relationships.”
Denae drummed her fingers on the table. “I take it you weren’t a fan of Kyle’s job?”
The man’s eyes grew wide, and Leo mentally congratulated Denae for keeping her voice so even. This guy was a piece of work.
Before Perkins could answer her, though, the server came back with his drink. He held up a finger to signal she should wait while he tasted the drink and lifted the glass for a slobbery sip.
When the drink came away from his mouth, he grinned as if he’d just been discussing his golf game rather than his recently deceased son. “Thanks, sweetheart. Keep ’em coming, and we’ll make sure to tip accordingly, all right?”
The woman gave a tight smile communicating anything but goodwill in response.
“Agents…” Perkins tapped his temple.
“Ambrose and Monroe.” Leo handed over his business card, as did Denae.
“Right.” Ted Perkins took a deep swallow of his liquor, ignoring the cards on the table. “You must already know that Kyle was only with that dumbass circus for six months before this bullshit happened.”
Bullshit? That’s one way to describe your son’s murder.
Amy Perkins finished stirring sugar into her coffee and placed one hand on her husband’s arm. “You must understand, Agents, we haven’t seen Kyle in over five years. Not since his wedding day. We were glad to come out here, of course, as things must be taken care of, and he was, after all, our son, but…” She trailed off, shrugging as if there were nothing more to say.
“Five years?” Leo felt Denae’s knee bouncing up and down under the table. He wasn’t the only one on edge. “What kept you all from getting together for such a long time?”
“Geography.” Ted Perkins was halfway through his whiskey sour now. Unfortunately, the drink didn’t seem to be improving his temper. “Kyle and his wife, Marsha, lived on the East Coast. They couldn’t be bothered to visit us, so we couldn’t be bothered to visit them. Understand? Then, this past year, Kyle up and lost his mind. Left Marsha, got divorced, and joined the circus. You want to tell me what kind of a man does that? Child’s fairy tale, that’s what that is.”
“It wasn’t just geography.” Amy Perkins shook her head. “You see, Ted accused Kyle of being a…” her voice dropped, as if she were afraid nearby diners would overhear, “homo.”
Unbelievable.
The emphasis said everything about this couple’s feelings, and openness, toward their son.
Amy sipped her coffee and went on. It took everything Leo had to keep his face neutral. “You see, a bit over five years ago, Ted made it very clear that he knew why our Kyle hadn’t married his longtime girlfriend…his now ex-wife, Marsha, you understand. And just like that, Kyle married her, and they moved away. I hate to say it, but it was…probably to appease his father.”
“Another thing a real man wouldn’t do,” the man in question grumbled.
“Doesn’t seem to have worked anyway,” Denae said. “You—”
Leo jerked his knee, bumping her under the table to stop whatever else she was about to say. Which probably would have ended with “asshole.”
“Excuse me?”
“Nothing, sir.” Leo kept his tone neutral, hating himself for attempting to appease the unappeasable. He needed information, which was something he wouldn’t get if he punched these people in their evil, bigoted faces.
His sympathy for Kyle Perkins grew. Despite his muscles, the son had been defenseless against his father.
Ted Perkins downed the remainder of his drink and gestured to the server. She was there in seconds, another glass in hand.
“Honey, enough.” Amy Perkins caught her husband’s wrist and gripped it, holding him silent. “If you ask me, Kyle just couldn’t keep pretending he wasn’t gay.” A haunted look filled her eyes. “He was living a lie, and that’s why he got a divorce. I would’ve welcomed him home if he’d come, with open arms, but Kyle never even tried to come home.”
Leo let that thought hang in the air and watched as Ted Perkins glared at his wife, as if she’d just suggested the whole circus, horse and all, move in with them rent-free.
It was abundantly clear why Kyle hadn’t tried to reconnect with his mother. Whether she realized it or not, the way she spoke of her son was alienating. And her true allegiance was to her spouse. Her home was toxic.
Denae leaned into the table, her focus on the mother. “So you haven’t had contact with Kyle for five years? How did you know he joined the circus?”
“We didn’t see each other, but we did speak. He or Marsha would call every few months.” Amy Perkins released her husband and reached for her coffee. “Tell us how fine everything was.”
“Amy would speak to him. I spoke to him only once after the divorce.” Ted wagged a finger. “Once. That boy called a few months after he walked out on his wife to tell us he’d joined the circus. And you know he had the nerve to say that their circus ringmaster, whatever the hell his name was—”
Amy grimaced. “Reggie O’Rourke.”
“That’s right!” Ted slapped the table, sloshing his drink. “Reggie O’Rourke’s his name. Kyle had the nerve to say that that man was more of a father figure to him in those few months than I ever was. You believe that? The nerve of that kid. Bullshit’s what it is.”
Beside him, Denae practically vibrated with repressed fury. Leo didn’t even bother to smile. This man wasn’t worth the effort.
Perkins went back to his drink as his wife leaned over the table, both hands wrapped around her coffee. “Maybe it’s him! Where was this Reggie O’Rourke when Kyle was poisoned? My husband is a good man, and for Kyle to say anything less, he must’ve been brainwashed. Don’t you think it must’ve been the ringmaster who killed him?”
“Man supported him being a…a…I can’t even say it.” Perkins lifted his drink like he’d finish it in one swallow but paused with the glass in front of his mouth. He set it down and stared at the table. “I just can’t believe he would choose to be that way. Not when I’d raised him to be a man like me.”
Leo signaled for the server. He was close to done with this conversation, and he dreaded the questions he had to ask next.
“Do you have any idea if Kyle kept in touch with his wife? If their divorce was amicable?”
Amy shrugged. “We exchanged Christmas cards with Marsha. Got a postcard of her and her dog. I called, and she said she’s well. A nice girl. She…didn’t seem broken up.”
“Did she say where she was the day Kyle died?”
Ted Perkins almost choked on the remains of his drink. “You’re asking for alibis? From his ex-wife, the woman he bailed on to go play with the clowns and freaks?”
Not for the first time that morning, Leo was grateful for Denae’s presence. She had a quick save on her lips before he could get out the words brewing behind his own.
“In every investigation, there are ugly questions. It’s our job to ask them, and sometimes that means uncovering an uglier truth. We’re not doing this for fun or to cause more suffering for anyone.”
Ted Perkins harrumphed, sliding a twenty onto the table as the server brought their bills.
“Fine. Ask your ‘ugly questions,’ and maybe I’ll answer them.”
Leo took a gamble. He’d had enough of the man’s bluster. “Subpoenas are real things, Mr. Perkins. If you want to go through the process of getting your lawyer involved, we can go that route. Or you can answer our questions here, and, assuming neither you nor Mrs. Perkins have anything to hide, you can be on your way back to your life in California.”
They sat back from the table, stunned into silence, if their gaping mouths and wide eyes were any indication.
“Ready? Okay, first, I’ll repeat my question from earlier. Did Kyle’s ex-wife, Marsha, mention where she was the day Kyle died?”
Perkins answered first. “You’d have to ask my wife. I didn’t talk to Marsha.”
“Mrs. Perkins?”
“Not specifically, no. But she did say she’d been out running that morning and that she’d stopped by one of those delivery florists to arrange for a sympathy bouquet. She said it would arrive later this week.”
“Okay. We can look into that. And thank you. Now what about you and Mr. Perkins? You were both at home, in California?”
Ted Perkins burst into laughter, loud and mocking. “Yeah. That’s right. California, before we jumped on our private supersonic jet, flew out here, killed our son, and then flew back home in time to catch a flight back here so we could answer your questions. Yeesh, you get paid with my tax dollars, right?”
His wife leaned back with a sound that might’ve been a sigh or a cutoff sob.
“You all have soft spots for that asshole. It’s bullshit. Maybe if Marsha or his mother had demanded he be a man, he would’ve.”
Amy Perkins refrained from defending herself or Marsha to her husband. Instead, she looked at Leo and reached for Denae’s hand.
Leo had to credit the agent for not pulling away.
“We had to come. Ted loved Kyle.” Amy Perkins elbowed her husband as if to remind him of that supposed fact, jerking Denae’s hand in the process. “He did. Parents love their children. They want what’s best for them. You understand that, don’t you? We wanted what was best for Kyle, and Marsha—”
“Was the best thing for him,” Ted Perkins all but growled. The words came off as a rebuke of his wife more than anything.
The spouses were clearly growing more annoyed with each other, angry not so much about Kyle’s murder as about who he’d been. Even Amy Perkins seemed more concerned about convincing them of her love, her duty as a mother, than grief-stricken at the loss of her son. And Ted Perkins had proven himself done with answering any further questions, ugly or otherwise.
Denae freed her hand and slipped some money from her wallet to cover the coffee. Leo added a few more bills, knowing the male counterpart of the so-called grieving couple likely didn’t cover his two whiskeys and his wife’s coffee with a twenty, and he wanted to pad the tip too.
“Why don’t we drop you off at your hotel?” Denae suggested. “Perhaps we can finish this discussion after you’ve had some rest.”
Translation: Once you’ve had a chance to sober up. Assuming you know how.
With the couple’s begrudging agreement, Leo stood and grabbed the handle of Mrs. Perkins’s carry-on. He led the way from the tavern, channeling his irritation into getting out of the damn airport.
Personally, Leo was no longer sure there’d be much point to questioning the couple further, estranged as they’d been from their son, but he’d discuss that with Denae once they made their escape.
Even if Ted Perkins was more concerned about his next drink than his own son, Leo would honor the man who’d had the strength to live life his own way.
Until someone ended it.
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E mma and Mia found Jacinda in the staging tent of the circus.
The SSA sat at a table reviewing interview notes from some of Griff’s officers. Emma wondered how Jacinda always looked so pulled together. Even after hours of working on-site, Jacinda’s red hair was shiny, and not a single frown line appeared on her face. Emma felt as if the cold had permanently frizzed her own light-brown locks.
Vance stood in the background, talking to a group of older men huddled just outside the big top. There was no sign of Leo or Denae.
They’d all had their separate morning duties, with an agreement to meet up after lunch. A slow start to the second day of the investigation, but Emma blamed that entirely on Reggie O’Rourke for making them hold off on returning to the circus until after noon.
His ducking and dodging were over. The man could only hide behind medical checkups and counseling sessions for so long before he started answering some damn questions.
Jacinda swiped her hair back behind her shoulders and greeted Emma and Mia with a wave. “Any earth-shattering insights after meeting Penelope’s parents?”
“Just that her parents thought she was having an affair with O’Rourke.” Mia gave an exaggerated look around the area, as if to ask if either hide or hair had been seen of the man.
“One more finger pointing at the ringmaster.” Jacinda noted some last bit of information on her tablet and stood. “Vance and I kept digging this morning. Found another case that was sealed by the court to protect a minor involved. In addition to O’Rourke’s more recent involvement with a seventeen-year-old who claimed she was nineteen, he knowingly, by his own admission, had intercourse with a sixteen-year-old girl in rural New York. This occurred when he was just twenty-one. We have a pattern, and it’s not one that O’Rourke seems particularly concerned about breaking.”
“What happened with the sixteen-year-old?”
“The parents pushed a lawsuit, and O’Rourke pled guilty. He was convicted of felony statutory rape.”
Emma whistled. “That’s prison time.”
“Two years, served six months.” Jacinda gestured to the notes spread on the table. “Griff’s detectives got here at noon and managed to question some of the carnies who run stands and concessions before they were asked to leave the fairgrounds. I’m going over those notes now.” She waved behind her toward Vance. “He’s talking to the last of them. Nothing we haven’t heard yet. You two up for finally tackling O’Rourke?”
Emma couldn’t help grinning. “You have no idea how ready I am.”
Jacinda chuckled. “Well, you’ve won the lucky draw since you’re first back. You run into any trouble, shout.”
Emma wasted no time leading Mia toward O’Rourke’s. As she traveled the now-familiar terrain of the camper maze, she kept an eye out for Penelope’s ghost. If Penelope had become pregnant and adopted the child away, maybe O’Rourke took that as a slight he couldn’t bear and killed her for it. But that wouldn’t explain Dennis Hamel or Kyle Perkins being killed. Maybe she would see one of them too.
Not that any of the ghosts had been particularly communicative. They seemed to prefer playing charades.
Across from the horse corral, Emma pulled up short.
There was the man himself. With his bushy white hair only partially tamed beneath a stocking cap, he was unmistakable.
O’Rourke carried a trash bag toward the dumpsters at the edge of the fairgrounds. Cardboard boxes sat in a clumsy pile beside the dumpster.
I guess that’s a half-assed attempt at recycling.
The older man scurried forward, occasionally glancing around the surrounding grounds. He couldn’t have appeared guiltier if he’d tried.
When he’d dropped the bag through one of the dumpster windows, he turned back and froze.
Emma and Mia were still a hundred feet behind him but approaching fast. Emma was in the lead. “Mr. O’Rourke. We’d like to speak to you.”
The ringmaster paused, seeming to acknowledge he’d finally been caught out. In a flash, though, he changed his mind and fled, running flat out in the direction of his trailer.
“What the hell?”
Mia started after him. “Stop. Mr. O’Rourke! Federal agents!”
Emma’s instinct was to break into a sprint, but a sudden drop in air pressure sent a sharp pain through her head. A blast of icy air reinforced the ice-cream-headache sensation.
In the open area beside the dumpsters, Penelope, Kyle, and Dennis appeared, all clustered together. White-eyed and flat-faced, the three ghosts pointed at the dumpster in unison, a collage of accusatory gore and death Emma couldn’t ignore.
“Mia, hold up!” Emma beckoned.
Mia skidded to a stop and whirled to face Emma. “Emma! What are you doing? He’s getting away!”
“I know.” Emma swallowed, searching for words. “But he’ll go to his camper. I, uh, Mia, we need to examine that trash. Now.”
Mia gestured in the direction O’Rourke had disappeared. “Seriously? We can search the trash later. It’s trash. It’s not going anywhere.”
Striding toward the dumpster, Emma tried to project confidence. The ghosts disappeared as she approached. Typical. “That trash bag could have the evidence we need to get a search warrant. An arrest warrant, even. If it leaves our sight, someone can claim we picked up the wrong bag.”
Emma reached the dumpster and pulled latex gloves from her shoulder bag. “O’Rourke’s not going anywhere we can’t find him.”
Walking back toward the dumpsters, Mia only shook her head. “Your gut’s a strong, obstinate little thing, huh?”
“You have no idea.” Emma was already reaching into the dumpster, pulling out the bag O’Rourke had dropped.
The white kitchen trash bag stood out among the larger black bags used for concessions and public areas. She grabbed a cardboard box from the side of the dumpster and set it on the ground as a makeshift evidence table. “Video record while I search?”
The other agent pulled out her tablet.
Emma removed her coat, rolled up her sleeves, and crouched to begin the dirty work.
Mia narrated as Emma dug through the trash. “Agent Emma Last investigating the contents of a white garbage bag deposited into a public dumpster by Ruby Red Spectacle Circus ringmaster and owner, Reginald O’Rourke.”
Emma began pulling items out one by one and setting them inside the cardboard box.
“Contents include approximately fifteen aluminum drink cans. Crumpled paper towels with smears of what appear to be condiments. Candy-bar wrappers. Empty popcorn bags.” Mia huffed. “Guy clearly doesn’t believe in recycling or healthy eating.”
Emma pawed through the bag’s contents, opening the bag as wide as she could. She found no bills, no paperwork…
Nothing to explain why the man was so intent on getting rid of this, as if he were a dog ferreting away a bone. Didn’t even smell like garbage, really, beyond the stale sugar of emptied soda cans.
“Maybe just dump it out?” Mia tapped the toe of one boot on the ground, patience slipping. Emma didn’t blame her. This was starting to feel like a waste of time, even to her.
Emma grabbed another cardboard box as the first had become full. She reached in for two more cans when a splash of dark red on bright yellow caught her eye. She pushed her gloved hand between junk food wrappers and napkins, snagging what looked to be a bathing suit.
“Agent Last has removed what appears to be a yellow swimsuit or leotard from the bag. The crotch area appears to be stained.”
It was a leotard. Emma pulled the discarded fabric out and held it up for Mia to capture a clear image.
“Can you hold this while I get another box?”
Mia took the leotard, holding it in front of her tablet’s camera, while Emma retrieved a new box from beside the dumpster. She took a moment to find the cleanest one she could.
With Mia still recording, Emma laid the evidence inside the box before stooping back to the bag, just in case O’Rourke had tried to hide something else. She propped the bag open with her elbow and dug into the contents, gasping when she pulled out a pair of little girls’ underwear. The fabric was decorated with unicorns and rainbows. Blood stained the crotch of the panties as well. Anger welled in her throat as Emma stood, holding the garment in front of Mia’s tablet.
“Agent Last has removed a pair of child-sized undergarments from the bag, and the crotch area is likewise stained with what appears to be blood.”
Emma didn’t need to say anything. Mia’s usual smile had fallen away entirely, her mouth agape.
Goose bumps raised Emma’s flesh—maybe from the cold, or maybe from what they’d found. No ghosts seemed to be present, so her physical reaction wasn’t supernatural. As Mia kept recording, Emma fumbled through her equipment for evidence bags.
“I really hope this isn’t what it looks like, Mia.”
“You mean you think there’s a reasonable explanation for why a fifty-something man has a child’s bloody underwear in his trash?”
“I mean, Bunny Weaver is old enough to have her period. It doesn’t make sense for her clothes to be in his trash, but maybe she just started her cycle and was afraid, so she put the clothes in there without him knowing it.”
“You’re being awfully generous about a guy we know has a thing for younger girls.”
“I know. That’s why I said, ‘I hope.’”
A quickly approaching figure caught Emma’s eye as she sealed the bag with the leotard in it. Leo was striding up with his normal friendly smile. His curls bounced from his quick pace, but he slowed as he came within a few feet and saw the trash strewn about. Then he saw what they were bagging.
Leo’s eyes narrowed. “What the hell is that?”
Emma slid the panties into another bag while Mia recorded the entire process. “O’Rourke’s trash.”
She remembered Leo’s face during their midnight adventure. He’d come all the way out here in the middle of the night to make sure a little girl wasn’t being hurt. And now all his suspicions appeared confirmed. A bright red flush began at his collar and spread to his jawline.
Leo’s lips flattened into a scowl that would’ve scared her if she hadn’t known the man. His expression only confirmed what Emma had suspected, that she always wanted to stay on his good side.
He whirled around and was off at a sprint before she could say that or anything else.
“Shit.” Emma’s stomach tightened as Mia and she recorded, labeled, and stowed away the evidence, both their fingers fumbling as they rushed to finish the chore. They needed to call Jacinda, and more than that, they had to catch up with Leo before mistakes were made.
He was going after O’Rourke.
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D amn the circumstances. I should’ve gone after him last night.
Leo banged on O’Rourke’s camper door again, but this knock had no more effect than the first. “FBI, Mr. O’Rourke. Open up!”
After a four count, Leo gave up on anyone getting inside and jumped down from the stoop, hitting the ground at a run. If the man wasn’t home, maybe he was looking for some afternoon delight with his most recent arm candy, Calliope Langley.
Swerving around the corner of the camper, Leo nearly mowed down a middle-aged couple. He didn’t bother stopping. “Sorry!”
The image of the bloodied yellow leotard haunted his vision like a nightmare, pushing his steps faster. And those little panties…
Calliope’s cotton-candy-pink camper was lit up, bright light shining through the blinds. His fist hit the door before he’d come to a full stop.
“Agent Leo Ambrose, FBI. Open the door now!”
The over-rouged makeup artist opened the door a moment later. Her blue eyes were bloodshot and wide, maybe from a lack of sleep or maybe from crying, but Leo’s focus was already beyond her.
Over her shoulder, leaned back against an old dresser, the white-haired ringmaster was all but trembling.
Good.
Clearly, the old man knew what was coming. He’d barely opened his mouth when Leo lunged past Calliope.
Gripping O’Rourke’s arm, Leo swung him around to face the counter, leaning into him hard and speaking under his breath as he did.
“Reggie O’Rourke, we found what you were hiding in your trash. I’m going to see to it that you pay for whatever evil you’ve done to that little girl.” He pushed him harder into the dresser, enjoying the “ooph” the ringmaster let out as the shove stole the breath from him. “And anyone else.”
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Calliope threw on a V-necked sweater over her crop top. Her voice filled the small space, proof that Leo had already gone too far. But there was no erasing the visual of that leotard and underwear from his mind.
Especially not now, when he finally had O’Rourke dead to rights.
Calm down, Leo, my man.
“I’m Special Agent Leo Ambrose.” He breathed out, forcing himself to at least sound calm. “I’m going to search you for weapons.”
He kicked apart O’Rourke’s feet and leaned one elbow and forearm into the man, forcing him to lean over the dresser. “Do you have any weapons on you? Anything that could be used as a weapon?”
“No. No, there’s nothing on me!” O’Rourke’s whimper suggested he spoke the truth. But Leo ignored the ringmaster as he kept blubbering. “Agent, Agent, I haven’t done anything. I swear. Please, my stomach…”
It was all Leo could do to hold back from punching the ringmaster’s face in. He patted O’Rourke down while Calliope shrieked at him.
“You’ve crossed the line, Agent. Stop it!”
He blocked out her shrill voice, keeping his focus on the ringmaster. There was only one little girl in the circus small enough to fit into that yellow leotard. Only one.
And this rat bastard has a record.
Leo had just finished running his hands over the man’s hips when a bustle of commotion behind them signaled the rest of the team had arrived.
Before he could turn, Calliope turned her anger to the incoming agents. “This is an abuse of power. We have rights!”
O’Rourke heightened his sobs, giving weight to Calliope’s accusations.
Leo cringed as he pulled the man’s shirt back into place. Had he left a bruise on his ribs by pushing the man into the dresser? Maybe.
“I was just detaining Mr. Reginald O’Rourke under suspicion—”
O’Rourke howled, bringing thirty years of ringside experience to bear.
“Agent Ambrose, step away!” SSA Hollingsworth’s command rang through the chaos of the trailer.
Leo took a step away from O’Rourke. But he didn’t want to. “Ma’am, I was just—”
“Outside. Now.”
He followed her to the door, past an open-mouthed Emma.
Back in the trailer, in a much calmer tone than Leo had used, Vance explained to O’Rourke and Calliope that the ringmaster was being detained—not arrested, not yet—and would be taken to the nearest police station for questioning.
Jacinda stalked out of range of the camper. She stopped beside one of the rare oaks decorating the fairgrounds and leaned one arm against its trunk as if to anchor herself.
At first, she didn’t look at him, although Leo had stayed right behind her, more than aware of the seething anger radiating from her every frosty breath.
“What the hell did you think you were doing? No.” She raised a hand, stopping whatever he was going to say. “Never mind. Don’t you dare answer that, because you know better. Agent Ambrose, I know you, and you know better.”
Leo’s heart pounded with adrenaline, but he kept quiet.
Jacinda had brought him with her from Miami, and he’d just embarrassed her—in front of her new team, no less. He could see her fair skin turning bright red beneath her collar.
“Agent Ambrose, you are going to pull your shit together.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“This case is complicated enough without you roughing up suspects. Do you want a potential perpetrator to walk?”
“No, ma’am.”
“Then I expect you to be at the top of your game. If you persist in harassing suspects, you’ll be suspended immediately. Do you understand me?”
“Yes, SSA Hollingsworth, I do.”
“But?”
So she’d heard the hedge in his terse answers after all.
“But there’s a reason I went to his camper to begin with. Reggie O’Rourke has to answer for what he’s done. Someone has to protect that little girl…” He broke off, anger building pressure in his chest. There was no reason to say the unthinkable when his supervisor had to be thinking the same.
“We all want to protect innocents and children, Leo. It goes without saying, or it should. And, yes, I agree that man has to answer for whatever he’s done. Of course. But that’s what the law and the courts are for, if the man is proven guilty of anything. You remember that part of the law, Agent Ambrose? Innocent until proven guilty? Or did I miss the jury trial on his crimes today?”
That bloodied yellow leotard and underwear were so clear in Leo’s mind, as if they were hanging on a laundry line between them.
It killed him that she was right. But she was. “Sorry, SSA Hollingsworth. It won’t happen again.”
She sighed, and he watched the tension in her shoulders release. “Leo, you’re an amazing agent. That’s why I brought you with me from Miami, so that I’d have someone I knew and could trust. And you have great instincts to go with that drive of yours. But I need you to stay in control. You can’t go rushing off like a bull seeing red whenever your savior complex kicks into high gear, not if you want to remain with this team. Tell me you understand.”
Leo made himself nod, acknowledging the responsibility he had to both of them. He’d do better. He had to.
“All right, then. Vance and Denae are going to drive O’Rourke to the nearest station for questioning. You may come, but you will not be participating in the interrogation.”
Without giving him time to reply, Hollingsworth finger-combed her red hair and turned on her heel, heading toward the staging area.
Leo remained ramrod straight for a few breaths more. He should’ve been berating himself for stepping over the line with O’Rourke. He’d endangered his standing with the team. Instead, the ringmaster’s whimpered protests and nonsensical sobs rang on repeat like an obnoxious earworm.
So what if he’d scared the man? No doubt, O’Rourke deserved it.
Still, Leo promised himself he wouldn’t make the same mistake again. He needed to get control of himself if he wanted to remain in a position to help people, to protect them.
This was the Violent Crimes Unit. Bad shit happened…and it happened to good people. Sometimes, he’d be too late to save innocents.
That was the reality of the world they lived in, and he knew it only too well.
He fingered his Saint Jude pendant, given to him by his grandmother after he’d been hired on at the FBI. Patron saint of lost causes. “That won’t be me.”
Leo pressed the pendant back beneath his button-down, shaking off the thought. Maybe his team would get called in after good people got hurt, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t save some.
He could still save Bunny.
His only prayer was that the leotard hadn’t been bloodied that morning, or any time after he and Emma had left O’Rourke last night. If that ended up being the case, Leo wasn’t sure what he’d do.
Despite promises made to the contrary.
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M ia leaned against the wall beside the one-way glass revealing the interrogation room.
Inside, Reggie O’Rourke sat sweating at the little table. In baggy blue jeans held up by suspenders, a t-shirt sporting the Ruby Red’s logo, and a stiff-looking cardigan, the man appeared beaten and scared. Even his normally bushy hair hung limp. Mia doubted anyone who’d seen him perform would’ve been able to recognize him in his current state.
Behind her, Vance posed the essential question. “You okay with heading in and playing the ingenue, Mia? Sounds like the best idea.”
Why can’t Emma be the ingenue to this guy today?
“Yeah, of course, that’s fine.”
The team’s conclusion made sense on the surface. They’d determined she was the most similar to this man’s type—young, pretty, smart, and warm—so she should be the one to question him.
Among the women, she was the one most likely to pass for someone in her early twenties. Even though she was a few years older than Emma, Mia’s dimples belied her to be the younger of the two.
The irony of the situation was lost on everyone except Mia herself. No matter how warm and friendly she appeared, her insides were cold as ice these days.
She hid the darkness that’d been percolating so well, though, that nobody noticed.
And she’d hide the weight of her feelings from O’Rourke too. If being his type was what it took to drag the truth out of this scumbag, she’d welcome the chance to be the nail in his coffin. Bunny Weaver deserved no less.
That little girl’s cherubic face was chained to the bloody underwear Emma had found. Both images lived in Mia’s mind as she considered the interrogation approach.
She reapplied her cherry lipstick, slipped off her blazer so she was down to her long-sleeved button-down, and flashed her colleagues her sweetest smile. “Here I go.”
Vance returned her grin. Denae high-fived her as she slipped out of the room.
In the hallway, Mia added some extra sway to her hips and made sure to step lightly.
When she entered the interrogation room to meet O’Rourke face-to-face over that table, he’d be hard-pressed to see her as FBI, despite the file folder she carried at her side.
“Good afternoon, Mr. O’Rourke.”
The man nodded, sweeping his hands up and through his hair as if to pat the strands into submission. It didn’t work. “And you are?”
She smiled, sat down, and leaned forward. “Mr. O’Rourke, I’m Special Agent Mia Logan. I understand you believe this is all a misunderstanding. We’ll get all that figured out. You’ve been detained on suspicion of child endangerment and obstructing a federal investigation. But it’s the truth we’re after here, okay?”
“O-okay.”
Mia placed her hand on the table, almost close enough to touch him. “Just the truth, whatever that is. And I personally hope that means you’re innocent. In which case, I’m just here to help you.”
The man blinked, taking her in.
Mia remained silent to let her words sink in. She held her lips slightly open, a look engineered to show him she couldn’t wait to hear what he had to say. When he remained silent, she rested her hands loosely together and leaned forward farther.
“I only need you to remain calm, cooperate, and be as helpful as possible. Can you do that, Mr. O’Rourke?”
He squinted. Maybe concentrating, or maybe preparing to lie. “I understand.”
“All right. Let’s start with the matter that brought the FBI to your circus to begin with.” She opened the file to glance inside for a few seconds, acting as if she didn’t have the victims’ names memorized. Nothing wrong with him thinking she was new to the case or unprepared, after all. “The murders of Penelope Dowe, Dennis Hamel, and Kyle Perkins. I understand everyone in your circus is pretty close, so I know this must be hard. Can you take your time and tell me about your relationship with the three victims?”
O’Rourke coughed. Mia read the throat-clearing two ways. Some used it as a prompt to bring up false emotion. Others leaned on the technique to stall, giving them more time to come up with a lie. “I cared for them all like family, Agent Logan. Like family!” He paused, too theatrically. “May I call you Mia? That was it, correct? Mia?”
She forced a soft smile to her lips, just enough to show her dimples. “Of course.”
“Well, Mia, we were all like family. Dennis was a longtime friend and colleague. Trusted each other like brothers, the two of us did. Kyle was newer to our circus family, but I took him under my wing when he needed a new home. Needed a place to welcome him and accept him for who he was. I saw that instinctively. I’ll tell you, he was becoming like a son to me, like so many of the younger performers are.”
“Like a son?”
“Like a son.”
The emphasis with which he’d added that part was interesting. Mia tucked the thought away for a later time. “And Penelope Dowe?”
He swallowed, his facade slipping as his eyes narrowed. He really was a horrible liar. O’Rourke was such an overly dramatic performer that his techniques were probably hypnotizing in the big ring. But the same process didn’t translate in a small room like this one. Everyone on the other side of the glass had to be thinking the same thing.
He tapped one finger on the table, as if searching for an answer. “Penelope was…like a daughter to me.”
“Like a daughter?” Mia folded her hands together, adopting a thoughtful frown to cover her sudden bout of disgust. If he loved Penelope like a daughter, then he shouldn’t have, as Mia suspected, impregnated her. She kept her expression as neutral as she could, surprising herself at how well she managed. “Their deaths must have been a shock.”
“A real shock.” He nodded in agreement, taking his time to answer. But the words were the first ones that rang true to her ear. He might actually be telling the truth about his shock.
“Tell me what happened.”
“I was in the ring when both Penelope and Dennis were killed. As the ringmaster of the Ruby Red, I take a lot of pride in always being front and center for every act. If something goes wrong, which it rarely does, I want to be there to help the performers get back on track and smooth things out for the audience. The show must go on, and all that.”
“But it didn’t go on after Penelope and Dennis were killed, I assume?”
“Oh no!” The man stared at her open-mouthed, visibly stunned at the idea. “On those nights, no, of course not. There was no way to go on after…after…”
“I understand. And what about when Kyle Perkins died? Where were you then?”
“We’d just talked. It’s the damnedest thing. I passed Kyle by after breakfast.” The man leaned back in his chair, shaking his head. As he continued to talk, he appeared less posed and more human. “He was lifting weights behind the kitchen trailer, like he usually did. I told him to look into some new props for his act. We’d talked about adding in some cannonballs to juggle, which would’ve been impressive for the audience. Easy for him, I guarantee. I reminded him to look into what that would take. Where we’d buy them, the costs, so on and so forth.”
“And then?”
O’Rourke shrugged. “I kept walking. I don’t rightly remember where I was headed. Maybe to check on some props, maybe to Calliope’s, or somewhere else. I don’t know. But I heard the commotion before I got to wherever it was and went running back to find Kyle…” The man trailed off there, the color draining from his face.
It wasn’t possible to fake going this pale. O’Rourke’s reaction to the murders felt real.
“It was a bad death.” O’Rourke gripped his hands together on the table, mirroring Mia’s pose. He coughed again, clearing his throat, and this time, the gesture seemed necessary. “Mia, I’m telling you, I couldn’t have killed any of them. I’m rarely alone, so I don’t know how I could have pulled it off, even if I’d wanted to. But I tell you, I…I wouldn’t want to!”
O’Rourke wasn’t crying, but he was close to it.
Mia remained still, observing him. All the deaths had been premeditated. The hours leading up to the victims’ deaths were what mattered most in this case. But O’Rourke said he was rarely alone. From what other performers at the circus had told them, and based on her own observations, it did seem this man kept his hands in something or another.
Or on someone or another, at least.
So maybe not a murderer. But most definitely an abuser.
“Mr. O’Rourke, I can see your pain.” She paused, giving him time to sit straight and try to tame his hair again in a gesture she imagined to be self-calming. “But the victims we’ve just spoken of aren’t the only reason you’re in this room right now.”
She flattened her expression to remove any trace of the young, impressionable woman he’d just been speaking to. Time to knock him off his game.
He recoiled. “Oh?”
“We’re here because of what Agent Last and I found in your trash. A child’s bloodied leotard. Bloody underwear in a child’s size.”
O’Rourke’s eyes went wide but almost immediately narrowed. “I…” He clamped his mouth shut, and Mia would’ve bet money that he was going to lawyer up.
When he didn’t, she moved on.
“This morning, Mr. O’Rourke, you disposed of a white garbage bag in sight of FBI agents. Myself and Agent Last. No question about chain of possession or whether we had a right to search it, so you’re out of luck there. The bloodied items have been taken to forensics and will be tested.” She steeled herself to continue, her voice remaining even as she went on. “We’ll know very soon if it’s Bunny Weaver’s blood, or that of some other young girl.”
“You think I’d hurt Bunny?” O’Rourke drew himself up straighter, breathing hard.
Mia kept going. She wouldn’t give him time to think. “A judge will soon be signing off on a search warrant for your camper and your office. Any minute now. Are they going to find more of Bunny Weaver’s personal belongings? It’s better that you tell us now voluntarily instead of us discovering them.”
Of course, her team didn’t know for sure if those items belonged to the circus’s young trick rider, but Mia felt the fact in her gut. They were Bunny’s, and forensics would prove it.
O’Rourke was as still as a mannequin across from her, but his face had gone red. Sweat dripped from his brow. He leaned forward as far as the table would allow, his eyes staying on hers as he all but snarled. “I would never hurt Bunny Weaver. I’d die first! I’ve got nothing but love for that girl.”
Mia’s stomach roiled. “What kind of love, Mr. O’Rourke? You see, that’s our question. If you’ve done something, best to—”
“No!” His voice boomed around the room. It wasn’t a yell or a scream, but a projection.
She had no problem understanding how he communicated to hundreds of people in the circus tents. Mia refused to flinch before the force of his tone, though.
“I’ve treated her like gold, just like I’ve treated the rest of the troupe and all the Ruby Red’s employees. Bunny Weaver grew up in the circus, for god’s sake!”
“How about you tell me about the other young women in your past?”
He barked out a sudden laugh, shaking his head as his bulbous nose wrinkled in annoyance. “You’ve got to be shitting me.”
“I’m not, Mr. O’Rourke. You were arrested in Maine for having sexual relations with a seventeen-year-old girl—”
“Who claimed to be nineteen. I believed her. That’s not my fault.”
“What about when you were twenty-one and the girl was sixteen? I understand you were aware of her age at the time.”
He scoffed and wiped some sweat from his forehead. “I was young and stupid when that happened. And I served my time. Paid my debt to society.”
Mia leaned back in her chair, assessing him. Like the grief he’d shown earlier, this indignation seemed real. “True.”
O’Rourke’s hands clenched on the table, betraying the extent of his turbulent feelings even as his voice gained more control. “I’m not even on the sex offender list, so there’s no way, no how you’ll paint me out to be a monster based on one stupid decision and some other person’s admitted lie.”
Mia waited, hoping he might hang himself by continuing. He only pulled himself up straighter in his chair and peered back at her, regaining a certain amount of dignity despite his disheveled appearance.
She said nothing, letting silence interrogate him instead.
He threw up his hands. “You can’t tell me you’d equate those instances to a man my age going after a girl Bunny’s age. It’s not the same thing. Someone would have to be a monster to hurt that girl, and I’m no monster.”
“Then tell me how the leotard and panties got into your trash. Help me understand.”
He shook his head so hard that his hair flew out in all directions. “I…” He closed his mouth, and his teeth clicked together.
“Mr. O’Rourke, help me help you.” She softened her voice and her expression. “Why were those items in your trash?”
O’Rourke closed his eyes, taking a deep breath before he sat forward and set his hands flat on the table. “You’re the investigator. You figure it out. I would never hurt Bunny Weaver. End of discussion.”
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B y the time O’Rourke’s words shifted from denials to demands for a lawyer, Leo was itching to punch a wall. Better yet, O’Rourke himself. Leo wanted to rip out every wispy strand of white hair on the man’s head.
Even Vance’s normally unflappable countenance had fallen into an annoyed grimace. He leaned on the wall near the glass, watching Mia’s every move. But observing Mia’s interrogation had become an exercise in futility.
Denae knocked her boot against the wall. “He won’t even acknowledge that Bunny’s things were in his camper.”
“But he doesn’t deny they were.” Leo dug his hands into his pockets and paced back across the small space. “He can’t come up with a defense because he doesn’t have one, which means he has nothing useful to offer except a confession.”
Vance bit out a laugh. “Which he won’t give us.”
Of course, the man had had several run-ins with the law, so he was experienced in these types of interrogations.
Sitting back at the one desk in the room, Jacinda finished sending a text before straightening in her seat. “Vance and Denae, I want the two of you to go back to the fairgrounds.”
“Uh…” Vance turned back to the group, his back to the one-way glass. “Jacinda, if you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to be here to talk to Mia when she gets done with this.”
Leo stopped pacing. “I’ll go. No more steps out of line, Jacinda, I promise.”
Their supervisory agent glanced between Leo and Vance, finally settling her gaze on Leo. “Can’t stand the sight of O’Rourke, can you?”
He snorted. “You have no idea.”
She nodded, more to herself than to the team. If only to occupy him so he didn’t explode with tension, Leo figured, she’d allow him to get back to the fairgrounds.
“Don’t worry, Jacinda.” Denae stood up, brushing imaginary dirt off her hands. “I’ll keep this disheveled puppy here on a leash.”
Jacinda smirked. “He could use a haircut.”
Leo hid his smile with an exaggerated frown. He was in.
Jacinda gave a hurry-up wave toward the door. “All right, the two of you get to the fairgrounds. I need you to speak with Bunny and Calliope. Separately. Bunny’s parents will need to be present, obviously, but otherwise, I want complete privacy for these talks. No bystanders, no overhearing. Understand?”
Leo nodded, one hand already on the door. “Understood.”
“Report in when you’re done, unless you hear from me first.” Jacinda stood and moved over to Denae’s abandoned seat, closer to the glass. “Calliope has an intimate relationship with this man that may prove enlightening. As for Bunny…” She shook her head, her lips in a tight frown. “There’s a lot to speak to Bunny about. Delicately. Denae, I want you to take the lead in the questioning.”


THEY BEGAN by speaking with Bunny.
At first, the girl was open with them. The eleven-year-old wandered around the corral, bundled up against the cold, clear air. Underneath all those layers, she seemed even smaller to Leo than before. Her parents followed at a distance, but within earshot. They’d agreed the agents could speak with their daughter alone, providing they could at least hear what was being said.
Then Denae asked about the yellow leotard.
After that, the conversation did not go smoothly.
Bunny sat down on the asphalt and hugged her arms around her knees. She rocked back against the post of the corral. Her parents rushed over, flanking her. She shook her head. “I don’t want to talk about it.” Tears immediately choked her. “Just go away, okay?”
Leo rubbed the back of his neck, his nerves all but twitching.
The little girl before them rocked with discomfort, her parents helpless beside her.
Even the damn horse was a mess of anxiety, stomping her feet and whinnying from behind the fence, as if to demand they leave her master alone.
Bunny gripped herself tighter, burying her young face deeper into the ball she’d become. Her voice came out muffled. “Please, just leave me alone!”
The horse struck the corral post behind her with a hoof, showing her teeth and whinnying again.
The girl sobbed louder, the horse’s name buried somewhere in her unintelligible words.
Denae nudged Leo with her elbow. “How about you talk to the parents, Ambrose? I’ll stick with Bunny and call you back if she’s ready to talk.”
Might as well. “Don’t get bitten by the horse.”
“Mr. and Mrs. Weaver? Will you come with me? Denae won’t ask any more questions of Bunny without you. But she’ll stay with her in case she needs anything, okay?” He waved the two adults farther along the edge of the corral as Denae sat down near Bunny, some feet away from the fence. Although Betty seemed reluctant to move from her daughter’s side, she followed Leo and her husband.
Leo stopped at the corner of the corral, far enough away from the others that they wouldn’t be heard.
“Mr. and Mrs. Weaver, you heard my partner ask your daughter about a ruined yellow leotard? And saw the reaction?”
“We did.” Betty clenched her arms tighter over her chest. “And if you don’t tell us why you’re asking and why my girl reacted like that, I might just let that horse have at you.”
Billy Weaver placed one hand on his wife’s shoulder, but his eyes remained focused on Leo. “What my Betty means is, we need to know what’s going on with our daughter. Now.”
Leo lowered his voice again. “Mr. and Mrs. Weaver, this is going to be difficult to hear, but I need you to listen to what I have to say.”
The man and woman nodded. Leo took a breath before continuing.
Neither parent interrupted him as he explained what his team had found in Reggie O’Rourke’s trash. Betty looked as if the news rendered her speechless. Billy squeezed his arm around her tighter, his cheeks growing redder by the moment.
Billy’s arm was tense where it encircled Betty’s shoulder. His other hand was fisted at his side. “I’ll kill the man myself if what you’re saying is true.”
Leo held his tongue, the man’s rage echoing in his own gut. I don’t think O’Rourke would survive the night if we brought him back right now. And maybe that’s fair.
Betty raked a hand through her hair, shaking her head. “No. Not Reggie. He wouldn’t hurt her. You think what you damn well want to, but that man would never hurt our daughter.” She turned to Billy. “You know that.” Her voice broke into a sob that echoed her daughter’s. “Reggie wouldn’t do it, Agent Ambrose.”
Leo tightened his own resolve. “You must understand why we need to speak to Bun—”
“Not today. Please.” Betty’s brown eyes welled with tears, but she stepped away from Billy and faced the two men head-on.
Resolve had straightened her, and for the first time, Leo saw her commanding the attention of a full circus audience. Yeah, he could imagine this woman breathing fire, all right.
“Ma’am, I—”
“Billy, you back me up.”
“Ma’am?”
Betty held up a hand. “You’ll come back in the morning. That’s what you’ll do.” Her gaze flitted past Leo to her daughter before she wiped her eyes and brought her focus back to their small group. “I understand what you’re saying, but my little girl can’t handle any questions right now. And we, as parents, deserve a chance to speak with her alone about what may or may not have happened with Reggie.”
Billy kicked up a cloud of dust with his cowboy boot. “She’s right. And now that you’ve got Reggie, there’s no real hurry, right?”
“We’re keeping O’Rourke overnight. For now, that’s all we can do.”
Billy’s eyes went hard while Betty only nodded, proving she really didn’t think the man was capable of hurting Bunny.
“You can have tonight. But we’ll have to come back tomorrow and speak to Bunny. Fair enough?”
With both parents in agreement, Leo sighed and led their small group back toward Denae, Bunny, and the girl’s very angry horse.
Denae stood to greet them and remained silent when Leo told her what they’d agreed to. Bunny still sobbed into her knees, and the logic of the decision was clear.
“Bunny, we’ll be back tomorrow.”
Leo doubted the girl heard him, but he was almost grateful that she didn’t look up. He had no desire to see her tearstained face staring up at him from the ground. Offering the parents a quick goodbye, he strode away from the corral.
The stressed mare whinnied her own goodbye of sorts, but Leo had an easier time turning his back on the horse.
Denae picked up her pace as they moved toward Calliope’s camper, but they walked in silence. They both knew their destination, and neither of them felt the need to voice their frustration over Bunny’s pain or the scene they’d just left behind.
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W hen Leo knocked on the metal door of the makeup artist’s camper, he shot a quick smile to his partner. “Maybe Calliope’ll be easier.”
“Hope so.” Denae pulled out her ID. “As long as she doesn’t try to shoot our asses with firecrackers. Seems to be the thing around here.”
The door cracked open, and Calliope peered out at them through the five-inch space. Her blue eyes were wide and red-rimmed. A heavy plaid shirt seemed to bury her petite body.
Dressed like this, she appeared maybe sixteen, and Leo hated O’Rourke even more. Calliope’s apparent innocence was the reason O’Rourke had homed in on her. The ringmaster liked them young, all right. Apparently, the boss-employee power dynamic didn’t bother him either.
The man they had in holding was a monster, no matter what he said to the contrary.
“Miss Langley, I’m sorry about how we met before, but we need to speak to you.” Leo used his gentlest voice, but the girl—woman, he self-corrected, reminding himself she was twenty-two even if she looked sixteen—only trembled in the doorway.
Denae stepped in front of Leo, speaking softly. “Could you come outside? Or could we come in?”
Calliope hesitated before pulling open the door and gesturing them inside. “Come in.”
The little camper was cluttered. Makeup boxes and cases covered nearly every surface. Some men’s clothing was slung over the back of an old armchair. But she’d made a cozy space. Cozier than Leo’s barely lived-in home in the suburbs.
“You’re here about Reggie.” Calliope closed the camper door and went over to the small bed. She sat on the edge and fiddled with an open makeup case.
Denae moved to stand across from her, and Calliope gestured for her to sit down.
Remembering how he’d met the makeup artist earlier, Leo stayed near the door, thinking it best to give the two women some space to talk.
Denae leaned forward in the creaky armchair, visibly tense. “You’re in a relationship with Reggie?”
“I am. You think that’s sick, I guess, but age don’t matter to us. Reggie’s a wonderful man.” Calliope turned her gaze to Leo. “I heard the agents talking earlier. Heard what they found. You’re all wrong.”
“How long have you been intimate?”
Calliope snorted. “Intimate? A couple months, I guess.”
“So you know his comings and goings pretty well.” When Calliope looked at Denae as if unsure whether the FBI agent had made a dirty insinuation, Denae clarified. “You know his schedule.”
“Yeah.”
“Does Bunny Weaver come over? Often?”
Calliope picked up a small case of makeup and twirled the plastic between her fingers. “You got him wrong.” Tears leaked from her eyes.
“Calliope, I’m sorry about the way I barged in here earlier.” Leo stepped deeper into the trailer, keeping his voice soft. “But you have to know people generally don’t seem capable of such things as what we’re talking about…until they’re found out. If he’d hurt Bunny or anyone else, there’s a good chance you wouldn’t have known it.”
Denae reached out and rested one hand lightly on Calliope’s hand, causing the younger woman to go still. “A good chance you couldn’t have known about it. By design.”
“Stop it.” Calliope shook off Denae’s hand and crossed her legs beneath her, scooching back to lean on the wall and eye the agents. “Reggie isn’t guilty of anything except loving everyone in this circus more than he should. He cares about everyone here so much, none of you would understand if you tried. He didn’t hurt Bunny. He didn’t hurt anyone. Let alone kill anyone.”
The woman scoffed. Any fear she’d shown earlier gave way to a defensiveness broadcasting from every tense muscle in her body.
“Calliope, I—”
“Uh-uh, Agent Whoever-You-Are.” Calliope pointed to the door. “Go talk to the protesters, all right? You talk to all of them yet?” She rolled her eyes, shaking her head. “Of course you haven’t. Those angry people who were openly attacking the circus are probably out there plotting more bloody murder, and you’re in here talking about Reggie. Get out, both of you.”
Leo met her glare but was already stepping toward the door with Denae. They weren’t going to get anywhere here. “We’re working on it, Calliope. I promise we are. The protesters aren’t being ignored, but we follow all leads where they take us.”
“Get. Out.”
Denae tugged at Leo’s coat sleeve, nudging him toward the door.
As they stepped back into the cold air, his phone buzzed, and he pulled the device out to see a message from Jacinda.
Phone conference in five.
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E mma sat back in her chair at the conference table, waiting while Jacinda pulled down the projector screen.
The blurry faces of Denae and Leo showed ghostlike against the room’s bland beige paint until the screen was all the way down. Even as blurry as they were, the two agents appeared cold through their cell phones. Denae’s lips were pursed together. A cap smashed down Leo’s curls in a way that almost made him look respectable.
Emma didn’t envy them their fairgrounds location any more than she envied them telling Bunny Weaver’s parents what she’d found in O’Rourke’s trash.
Across the table, Mia and Vance spoke quietly.
Emma’s mind remained on the three silent ghosts who’d pointed at O’Rourke and his trash. She struggled to understand why they didn’t say anything specific. It was odd that ghosts should be present yet so secretive. Mrs. Kellerly spoke her mind. And how.
Surely, the ghosts would want justice. If not for Bunny, then for themselves.
If the guidance wasn’t meant to catch the ringmaster, what was she missing?
Even if she discounted Bunny, they had three victims who didn’t appear to have had enemies. The trio seemed to have nothing in common beyond the fact they worked for the same employer. And if she did include Bunny, then she had to ask what a potentially abused child would have to do with three murdered adults who, by all accounts, had been like family to her. Especially Penelope, who’d been the equivalent of a big sister.
Maybe the three murder victims had learned about the abuse and been silenced?
That would only make sense if the murders were covered up. O’Rourke wouldn’t want to draw attention to the deaths. But he’d closed down the circus and called authorities…
Which meant Bunny’s abuse—alleged abuse—wasn’t related to the murders.
How’s that possible?
Emma didn’t subscribe to coincidences, which meant they had to keep digging. Even if O’Rourke refused to answer questions, they’d figure this out.
For now, Emma pushed away the questions spinning in her brain and focused on the front of the room.
Jacinda stood and addressed the team. “To fill everyone in, O’Rourke has admitted to nothing but also provided no defense. He’ll be spending the night in jail, but he has a lawyer friend flying in in the morning. Things will get more complicated tomorrow. We’ll need some sort of official statement from the Weavers, particularly Bunny, to keep him detained past that point. Where are we on that, Denae? Leo?”
Jacinda stopped there, giving the floor to the agents projected on-screen.
Leo tilted the camera toward his face. “We got nothing today. Bunny broke down sobbing when we brought up the topic of the yellow leotard. Her dad’s apoplectic. The mom and Calliope both claim O’Rourke wouldn’t have done it. Say he’s not capable of such evil. The parents wanted time to talk to Bunny alone tonight. We’re hoping the girl will be more able and willing to talk tomorrow. Bunny seemed more shocked we’d brought it up than stubborn about staying quiet.”
Denae nodded along with him, and the screen shifted to center on her face. “Embarrassed, too, which I guess we should’ve expected, considering how close the whole family is and who O’Rourke is to them. I think we’ll have a better shot tomorrow.”
Emma raised her hand, and Jacinda nodded at her to go ahead. “Maybe sharing O’Rourke’s past legal issues will encourage cooperation from his employees. If it’s necessary, that is. Show them he’s capable of bad judgment and taking advantage of younger women.”
Jacinda frowned. “We may have to consult with the Bureau lawyer before we get into that…when it comes to the case that wasn’t prosecuted, at least. His jail time is public record, so I’d say it’s fair game. Regardless, I don’t know if telling everyone that O’Rourke’s an ex-con is in our best interests unless we’re positive he’s guilty of this crime, so let’s hold off as long as we can.”
Vance scuffed his hand across the table in annoyance. “Aren’t we sure now?”
Emma put her elbows on the table and rested her head in her hands. Her brain felt heavy. “I want to agree with you, Vance. But we don’t know whose blood is on the leotard and panties. The best we can suspect about O’Rourke right now is possible abuse. Nothing connects him to the murders.”
“Table the question about certainty of guilt until we have more proof.” Jacinda gazed around the room before staring directly into her camera lens, aiming her next comment at Leo in the fairgrounds. “All of you. At the very least, we’ll have the search warrant we need by morning. For now, I want you to go home, refuel, and meet back at the fairgrounds at seven a.m.”
She started to close her iPad case but paused and refocused her attention on the projected agents’ faces.
“Oh, and there are to be zero overnight missions this evening.” She turned and looked at Emma. “Solo or otherwise. We all work this together. As a team. Understood?”
Emma swallowed hard. Does Jacinda know freakin’ everything?
She echoed her agreement with the other agents but wished Leo were there in person, so she didn’t feel quite so exposed.
Personally, Emma respected Leo all the more for having spent the previous night investigating rather than sleeping. And not just because she’d done the same thing. It meant he was willing to go all the way to protect people. She admired that.
Emma headed to her desk, dodging the SSA as she packed up, retrieving her coat and bag without lingering. She needed whatever peace her apartment could bring, and the sooner she made it home, the better.
Sleep will tell me what I’m missing. What we’re missing. It has to.
Even with the activists off the grounds, and officers posted around the fairgrounds for protection, and Reggie O’Rourke detained, Emma’s gut screamed they were missing something.
She only prayed they’d figure out the missing piece soon.
Before anyone else joined the murdered trio of circus performers in the Other.
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B etty cradled her daughter against her side as the girl’s breathing evened out. Her little trick rider usually went to sleep so easily, so quickly, but not tonight.
When Penelope died, Betty had thought it would be impossible for Bunny to shed more tears. Tonight, she’d been proven wrong.
Bunny had sobbed on and off all evening, even making herself sick from crying.
The last few weeks had just been too much for her. Questions about the yellow leotard had exploded into all-out grief. The situation made Betty question, for the first time, if she’d done right by her daughter, raising her in this life. She’d never questioned that choice before—not once—and doing so now sent such pain through her heart that the ache took her breath away.
So many of Bunny’s anguished words related to Penelope specifically and, to a lesser extent, the murdered men. The leotard was only part of what drove Bunny’s tears. Betty knew her daughter had been pushed over the mental brink.
If Reggie couldn’t or wouldn’t move the circus on soon, Betty and her family would have to take a break, no matter what that meant for their place in the circus.
Bunny was more important.
Maybe I’ll finally spend that rainy-day fund. Take us on a nice beach vacation down in Florida, where it’s warm right now. Or go out west to California. See how far that money’ll take us. Mexico, maybe.
There was Gray to think about, of course…but they’d figure that out.
Gently, Betty disengaged from her daughter. She stood beside the girl’s bed, stretching her muscles as best she could in the cramped trailer.
Looking down at the sleeping child, she found herself picturing Reggie as the handsome younger man he’d once been. He wouldn’t knowingly hurt a child. She’d known him for more than twenty years. Betty probably knew him better than she knew herself.
After all the time they’d spent together, over all these years, all these miles, there was just no way he could’ve done anything to hurt Bunny. Betty wouldn’t believe it. He wouldn’t hurt any child, let alone Bunny. He loved her.
Bending down to her daughter, she brushed the child’s frizzy brown hair out of her face and kissed her forehead. “Good dreams, baby. Only good dreams tonight. I love you.”
Her daughter barely shifted with the pressure of the kiss.
Poor thing exhausted herself. And now we have to survive tomorrow too. Whatever it brings.
Outside, Betty lifted her face to the stars and breathed in the cold, happy for the briskness of the night’s darkness. Nearby, a huffed exhale signaled Billy’s presence, and she headed toward their lawn chairs to join him.
He shifted his cigar from his lips. A habit she disliked but couldn’t fault him for. He rarely indulged except when stress hit him. And he always kept the cigar out of sight of their daughter.
He nodded behind her, toward the trailer door. “Bunny okay?”
“I…don’t know. She didn’t calm down enough to talk.” Betty rubbed her neck. What else was there to say? “Reggie couldn’t have hurt her. He just couldn’t have. You know that, right? We both know that?”
She hated that the words came out as a question. Her throat tightened when Billy didn’t answer right away. I wish I could see his face right now.
Billy grunted out of the darkness, finally, but otherwise kept silent.
“I think…” She stumbled, lost for words. Betty had never felt so trapped in her life as she did right now. “If you’ll keep an ear out for Bunny, I think I’ll take a walk. Clear my head some.”
Billy’s silhouette stiffened in the dim light of the camper’s lantern. “It’s not safe. I—”
“We both agree it’s one of the protesters who’s done the killing round here. Right?”
It took him a few seconds, but he finally sighed. “Agreed.”
“And there are cops around here too. Nobody’s gonna kill this old fire-breather, babe. You can’t escape me that easy.”
He snorted, standing to wrap her in a quick one-armed hug, careful to keep the cigar away so the smoke wouldn’t blow in her face or hair. Bless the man. “Be careful. That’s all. Just be careful.”
He gave her a quick kiss. She pushed her lips harder against his, willing her love into the gesture. Loving him was her center.
“I’ll be fine.” Heading out into the darkness beyond the camper, she willed her eyes to stay clear until she was away. Billy didn’t need to see her breaking down in tears again. They’d all been through enough, and he ought to get a little peace tonight too.
Walking fast through the night, getting a bit of distance between herself and her family, Betty let the tears leak down her cheeks.
This might have been one of the roughest days of her life, if she were honest with herself.
Rough as a fire going down the wrong pipe, and then some.
By the time she reached the giant ruby tent rising against the night sky and stars, her tears had just about dried up. She gazed at it. The tent was bright, even at night. What would her life have been like if she’d never joined the circus? Never met Reginald O’Rourke?
No, I won’t think about that. Not now.
The life she had with Billy and Bunny was perfection—even when it wasn’t. She wouldn’t have any of that life if not for the circus and Reggie. She wouldn’t change a damn thing.
Not one damn thing about this life. Not one.
Her gaze rested on the red of the tent, soaking it in before finding the courage to share her troubles with someone. Reggie wasn’t around, Penelope was gone, and Betty needed an objective confidant now more than ever. As she pivoted in the direction of Calliope’s trailer, a sharp, stinging blast of pressure caught the back of her head.
Betty staggered forward.
Her vision blazed white with the pain, the stabbing throb of agony robbing her of thought and sound. Red rockets colored her eyesight, blending with the nearby red of the tent so that she saw nothing through the pressure of what had hit her. She fell fast, her hands barely catching her weight in the dirt. For a moment, she remained on all fours, gasping for the breath to call for help.
Another hit to her head shot her down the rest of the way, even robbing her of the pain as she fell.
Then, mercifully, her world went black.
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T he rope was already tight against Betty’s wrists, but I doubled the extra length around one more time and tied a second knot to make sure she’d remain secure.
Stubborn woman had almost woken up a few minutes ago as I was getting her into this corner. Forced me to hit her in the damn head again, like some kind of monster.
Third time would be the charm, I hoped.
Truth was, this whole process pained the hell out of me. Betty was great. I didn’t want this to be painful for her. She was like a mom to the whole circus, and I didn’t know anyone who didn’t like her.
Me included.
And this was gonna hurt Bunny a hell of a lot. I wiped away the tears and ignored the burning in my gut. Bunny wouldn’t know it was me. She couldn’t. But she’d still be losing her mom, and I didn’t know what that would do to her.
There were no two ways about it…losing Betty would just about kill Reggie. The way her death would torture him was gonna be fucking priceless.
I had to smile, imagining Reggie doubled over, crying into the dirt when he found out. My tears stopped, and I got back to work.
Down at Betty’s feet, I tightened the ropes until her blue jeans puckered beneath them. She wouldn’t be going anywhere, even if she did wake up.
Now that I’d gotten her where I wanted her, I wound the rope a final time, tying her feet to one of the tie-down holes bolted into the trailer’s flooring. Even if she got her hands loose, there was no way she’d ever wriggle free in time.
“You won’t be getting out of here without a knife, Mrs. Weaver. I’m not leaving you that. No, ma’am, I am not. Sorry about that. But Reggie’s gotta pay.”
Petting down her brown hair, which she was so particular about, my fingers came away bloody. Hopefully, she wouldn’t feel her death. I didn’t mind giving her that mercy.
It was Reggie who needed to suffer.
I wiped my hand on her jeans—couldn’t get her blood on my clothes, after all—and leaned in closer to her. “I don’t really want to do this, but I have no choice. Your death will pierce old Reginald O’Rourke right down to his selfish, dirty heart. Thank you for that.”
As a final precaution, I straightened the duct tape over her mouth—just in case she woke and tried to work a scream from that flame-breather’s throat of hers. I stood to examine my handiwork.
Betty Weaver was beautiful. I saw an old picture of her somewhere, and she hadn’t aged much. She was almost as striking as Penelope Dowe.
All these years of fire-breathing hadn’t done her any harm. Just made her glow brighter in some ways.
Reggie had taken Penelope’s death hard, as expected, but not hard enough to stay away from Calliope. This death would tear the lecherous bastard a new one.
All the same, I couldn’t help the sigh that escaped my chest, seeing Betty Weaver like this. It really was a shame.
I scanned the gas cans in the fuel trailer. All stacked up neat, as usual. “Safety first, Reggie always says.” The man had even insisted this trailer be parked far away from the others, in the name of safety.
Ironic that he’d lost three performers, regardless of his special measures.
And he was about to lose another.
I deeply hoped she’d sleep through it, though. Maybe that last knock on the head had done her good. She really was a kind woman.
“Maybe we’ll just sit here a while, huh? The winter sky is gorgeous tonight, Mrs. Weaver. Bet that’s why you were out walking by your lonesome, huh?”
The trailer was outfitted with a single window.
Out here, on the edge of the city, the stars shined brilliantly. A reminder of how Betty liked to sing “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” to Bunny, even though the girl was now eleven years old.
Maybe it was silly to think so, but the song might be a comfort to this woman. I started humming the tune, taking it slow and steady, like Betty would have for her daughter. At the song’s end, I patted her on the shoulder and gave her a quick squeeze.
“I’ll take care of Bunny for you. Don’t you worry about that. Just sleep your way on over to the other side, and I’ll make things right for all of us.”
Betty didn’t stir. Good.
I hated what had to come next, but it had to be done. Maybe Betty would hear me sighing and understand how pained I was over it, somewhere down deep.
I went to grab the canister, picking it up by the trailer door and glancing out one last time. Nobody was in the area, and I would’ve seen them, what with those gorgeous stars lighting up the night. So I stepped out of the trailer and started backing away from the entrance, drawing a long line of gasoline with me.
When the can was near empty, tears burned my eyes.
If anyone had been with me, I’d have claimed they were from the fumes, but Betty would’ve seen the lie.
She was such a good woman.
Had been such a good woman.
I lit a match, breathed deep, and dropped the flame at the end of the line of gas. It caught, and the fire moved like a flash.
The heat, so familiar to Betty, surrounded her.
Throughout the years, I’d watched flames cross her lips, burn down her throat, and singe her hair. No one knew fire the way Betty Weaver did. As the flames grew larger, I knew she couldn’t swallow this. It’d be like swallowing the sun.
Goodbye, Betty.
Time to run.
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E mma pulled her spare comforter tighter around her shoulders, blowing on her hands to warm them. She’d seated herself outside on her small balcony to enjoy the night air, but it was cold. The stars were rarely so bright above her apartment, given the light pollution of D.C. proper, but the night was too pretty not to enjoy it, cold or no cold.
With the temperature keeping her so awake, she didn’t put off this task any longer.
With her laptop balanced on a pillow settled in her lap, she typed I see ghosts into the search bar then scanned the results.
A Psychology Now article explained that she just might have an open-type personality or late-onset schizophrenia.
Those are my choices?
There was a link to The Sixth Sense movie site.
Another site offered other possibilities for her ability, including stress, lack of sleep, demon possession, and a vitamin deficiency or overdose.
She sighed. Turned out, it was hard to investigate a situation where she was the only eyewitness and had no physical evidence.
Taking control of her ability, no longer denying it, was the only option at this point. Over the past few weeks, her power had intensified. Emma felt off kilter. She couldn’t focus with the phantasmic apparitions distracting her.
She had to learn about it, control it, and use it to her advantage. Appearances from the Other wouldn’t keep dictating her life. Plus, she was sick of wishing for communication that didn’t come. One way or another, she needed to regain control.
If knowing about the ghosts helped her solve cases, great. If it didn’t…well, at least she’d be able to integrate the knowledge into her life. Hopefully. If worse came to worst, maybe she’d at least school herself on how not to look impulsive or like a zoned-out fool in front of her colleagues.
Mia talking to me about how strong my gut is. Right.
But I’m a stammering fool because of it.
“If I’m pulling this stuff from the inside out, maybe I should work on it from the outside in.”
She sounded like a lunatic, even to herself. But she kept thinking out loud. “What’s something that involves the body and ghosts? Or spirits?”
An exorcism was out of the question. Acupuncture? Psychotherapy? Please. What would I even say? Reiki? That’s some kind of energy healing thingamabob. She’d heard of tuning fork therapy. But all these things took time and required a lot of sitting or lying still. Not her thing. Yoga?
“Yoga. Yoga’s a better choice.”
From everything she’d heard, yoga was an established practice that helped people center themselves and improve their concentration, as well as their health. It seemed like a good starting point. And it was a physical activity—right up her alley. Since she couldn’t go anywhere without tripping over a yoga studio in D.C., maybe the universe was directing her.
She replaced I see ghosts with yoga studios nearby.
The results of her search showed more than a dozen yoga studios within a twenty-mile radius of her home, all of them with plenty of four- and five-star ratings.
Her eyes caught one located on a street she passed by every day when leaving her apartment.
The Yoga Map. Well, a map is what I need, right?
She pulled up the website, which was plain and professional. Simple, too, which suited her. Didn’t seem like a studio focused on fitness should be turning somersaults to bring in business with a fancy website.
Clicking on the About page, she found a variety of class descriptions and a link to the studio owner’s bio. A man named Oren Werling. Handsome, thirty-two years old, brown-haired and blue-eyed…he looked like someone confident in his own skin. Fit, too, as someone in his position should be.
No harm in learning self-mastery while looking at a pretty face. Time to pull the trigger, girl.
Without giving herself time to change her mind, she signed up for an early morning beginners’ class, paying in full rather than taking the one-lesson-for-free option the site offered. She wasn’t going to give herself the chance to back out. Better to pay now and feel compelled to go so she’d get her money’s worth.
And if this Oren Werling was a shitty teacher, she’d at least enjoy the view before finding another studio.
Closing her laptop, Emma took a deep breath of the cold night air. She debated getting a piece of the frozen cheesecake in her freezer to congratulate herself on taking this step…but celebrating signing up for a fitness class with a fatty dessert felt way too middle-aged. She was only twenty-eight, dammit.
So what if she was alone and ready for bed at half past ten, and had no relationships and few friends? And so what if her biggest personal risk over that last year was taking a class at a new yoga studio?
Little steps. She’d take little steps, she’d get her life in order, and she’d have more fun while doing so. Emma didn’t want to be living for her job three decades down the line.
Assuming, of course, the job didn’t kill her before then.
Or the ghosts.
Emma shivered, colder than she should be—even outside on a January night.
She waved across the street to the balcony facing hers.
Madeline Luse sat observing her. The twenty-nine-year-old ghost had died last month of a sudden, shocking stroke. Madeline’s widower and two young children still lived in the apartment. The woman liked to watch over them. She and Emma often exchanged waves and smiles, like now.
The woman had been friendly when she was alive, too, and Emma had grown used to seeing her on the balcony late at night, after her children had been put to bed. She sometimes forgot Madeline was dead now.
Even in the comfort of my own little apartment complex, I have two ghosts who visit me on the regular. Good thing I don’t live in a downtown high-rise.
Inside, Emma changed into her softest pajama pants and a cotton tank top. The expanse of soft pillows and her worn-in blue quilt looked inviting. Aside from the photo of her mother sitting on the nightstand, her expensive mattress was her most prized possession.
Speaking of…
The photo had fallen over again. Emma righted it, making sure the stability flap on the back wasn’t bent or broken. It didn’t wobble, so she didn’t need a new frame. Odd.
Settling back into the bamboo sheets—her favorite ones, in a calming olive green—she finally let her body relax. A sigh escaped her chest, partly from the satisfaction of her bed’s softness and warmth. But partly due to the question that so often assaulted her mind when she gazed at her mother’s picture.
Why didn’t her parents’ ghosts visit her?
The question was followed by the old terror that accompanied it…how would she feel if they did?
Emma closed her eyes, shutting out the questions about her own life as well as the ongoing case. Her breath evened out. She usually fell asleep fast, and tonight was no different.


A FEW HOURS LATER, Emma’s phone buzzed on the nightstand. She blinked away a vague dream involving trees or maybe buildings. Faces had peered out from behind the trunks…or the concrete walls. She shook her head, and the dream was gone.
At least the freaking ghosts can’t use phones.
She pulled herself upright and glanced at the clock. A quarter ’til two in the morning.
She grabbed the phone and looked at the screen.
SSA Jacinda Hollingsworth.
“Jacinda, hi. I’m here.” Emma rubbed at her eyes, working up the gumption to get out of bed. No doubt, if Jacinda was calling, there’d be no more sleeping tonight.
“Emma, the team’s needed at the fairgrounds. The Ruby Red’s fuel trailer was set on fire. Officers called it arson right away because the trail of gasoline made it obvious. Detective Griff is on scene. We just talked. The fire was massive, but they’ve got the flames under control. Nearly out now. They found someone inside the trailer. It’s time for us to come in.”
Already out of bed, Emma pulled on a fresh pair of pants, balancing the phone against her shoulder as she pulled socks out. “Any idea who?”
“I don’t know.” Jacinda’s frustrated sigh leaked through the phone speaker. “Nobody’s been able to find Betty Weaver. There are a few other names that haven’t been accounted for yet. We need the team on-site as soon as possible.”
Emma swallowed down a curse. “I’ll be there. See you soon.”
She wouldn’t have thought anything could wipe the disturbing image of that yellow leotard from her mind. But the grief on Bunny Weaver’s face, should her mom indeed be the latest victim, made quick work of replacing it.
Grabbing an extra sweater to combat the cold night, Emma whirled from her dresser so fast she almost tripped over her nightstand.
And froze.
Her mom’s picture was face down.
Again.
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L eo parked his Dodge Ram a few spots down from Emma’s Prius. Trails of smoke still trickled into the stars, glowing eerily in the patrol cars’ whirling red-and-blue lights. He rubbed his eyes, stinging from the smoky air as he climbed out of his truck. He’d only just managed to fall asleep when Jacinda’s call came in. He was wide awake now.
Somewhere beyond the smoke, a ghostly wail echoed in the cold night.
He spotted Mia, Vance, and Emma zipping up coats and pulling bags from vehicles, but Denae was well on her way toward the base tent. He dropped the strap of his bag twice as he hurried to catch up with her. His nerves were racing.
Every face he passed was grim. Firefighters, officers, agents, and even the rare carny near the Ruby Red’s entrance…they all wore tired frowns. A couple of the firefighters had their eyes closed against the crying coming from somewhere deep in the maze of campers.
Leo couldn’t blame them. The sorrowful keening would break anyone’s heart.
As he caught up with Vance, they had to pause for a couple of techs from the medical examiner’s office to pass by. The two carried a wheeled stretcher and a body bag, along with other equipment.
Vance zipped his coat up tighter, pulling a scarf more firmly around his neck. “One more, huh?”
“I was hoping not.” Leo’s rushing heartbeat didn’t match the casual nature of his words.
All the way over to the fairgrounds, he’d prayed the arson had been a mean-spirited prank—more along the lines of the ketchup war and the firecrackers set off by protesters—as opposed to another murder. Especially considering their leading suspect was detained in a station miles away.
Detective Griff stood with Jacinda by the six-foot-long table edging one side of the base tent. Both their faces showed tense lines.
Griff gave tight nods to the group as they gathered. “I appreciate all of you getting here so fast.”
“Who’s dead?” Denae’s blunt question seemed to freeze the detective for a moment.
After a quick scrub of his face, Griff blew out a breath. “Right. We’re not confirmed yet, but we think it’s Betty Weaver. I’m sorry to say it.”
Leo’s stomach sank as he placed the haunting cries.
Bunny.
“The medical examiner arrived in record time after the fire department found the body. As of now, all we can say for sure is the victim was female.” Griff rubbed at his brow, and soot came away on his fingertips. He must’ve been close to the flames. “The position of her remains indicates that she was bound at the wrists and ankles.”
“What has us thinking it was Betty Weaver?”
“Her husband said she went for a walk.” Jacinda sighed, pulling her hair through the back of a ball cap as she spoke. “Said he didn’t want her to go, but she’d been with their daughter all day and needed some breathing room. They thought it would be safe, with all the officers posted. No offense intended, Detective.”
He’d closed his eyes on that last comment but nodded, offering a slight dig of his own. “None taken. Everyone thought the perpetrator was detained for the night.”
A uniformed officer approached and whispered something to Griff, whose face fell even more as he listened.
“Well, that’s what we all didn’t want to hear, but…a pendant necklace found on the body was just shown to Billy and Bunny Weaver. They’ve confirmed it belonged to the mother, Betty Weaver.”
“Dammit.” Emma knocked her boot into the leg of the nearby table, emphasizing the under-the-breath curse. Leo felt her anger and frustration.
And I thought it was O’Rourke. I was so damn sure.
Mia rested one hand on Emma’s shoulder but addressed Griff and Hollingsworth. “The fairgrounds are sizable, and you’re right…we had a good suspect. Is there any other evidence so far? Or are we starting from scratch?”
“Nothing so far.” Jacinda straightened up, her eyes searching outside the tent. “But that only means we need to expedite the process of interviewing every performer and carny attached to this outfit. Officers have a tight circle around the fairgrounds, and the circus crew are all at a hotel, being awakened as we speak so they can be brought back here for questioning.”
“And O’Rourke’s still behind bars.” Vance hadn’t bothered to leave a question mark on the point.
Jacinda nodded. “O’Rourke’s behind bars, yes. If we weren’t convinced before, this should put the question to rest about it being an inside job, given the security around here. Either that or we’re dealing with a professional assassin.”
“If it wasn’t O’Rourke or the crew, then our killer’s one of the performers.”
“Correct, Agent Ambrose. And they probably haven’t had time to clean up properly or get rid of the evidence, so this is our chance. I want every person associated with the Ruby Red rounded up, ready for questioning. Now.”
Even above Jacinda’s voice, Leo’s ears had latched onto the unearthly loud sobs of the eleven-year-old girl. Her cries were coming from somewhere off to the side of the main tent.
He gritted his teeth. “Even Bunny? After what she’s been through—”
“Even Bunny. Particularly because of what she’s been through.” Jacinda’s expression remained firm, though her eyes had gone a bit softer. “There’s no telling what she knows and can tell us. Not to mention there’s still the question of the clothing in O’Rourke’s trash.”
Emma took a deep breath. Leo turned toward her. Her face was pale but focused.
“Betty Weaver was one of the circus’s two fire-breathers. She was the most well-known one. Her face was on all the posters advertising the Weavers’ act. And she died in a fire she didn’t set.”
A flash of Penelope Dowe’s face on another set of posters shot across Leo’s memory. “And Penelope Dowe fell to her death in the middle of her trapeze act because her safety lines failed her after being cut.”
Emma offered him a tight smile. “Right. And then we’ve got Dennis Hammel, a clown killed by a practical joke? A firecracker. He was clowned, to put it bluntly.”
Denae barked a dark laugh. “You’re onto something, Emma. Strongman Kyle Perkins was taken out by a protein shake meant to make him stronger.”
Leo’s heart beat faster. “The pattern doesn’t give us motive. But it gives us a look into the killer’s psyche. Into his modus operandi.”
Emma nodded, stepping closer to him. Leo could practically hear the gears in her brain turning. “The victims are being taken out by their own talents.”
She was right. He knew it. “The things that are supposed to keep them safe, or make them better at what they do, are being turned against them.”
“Kyle’s nutrition, safety measures like Penelope’s lines, or separating the fuel trailer from the main camp. Even Hamel’s pyrotechnics certification.” Emma could barely stand still. She bounced on the balls of her feet. “Our unsub has to be someone with access to all of those things, and who knew the performers’ daily routines as well as their acts.”
Leo nodded. “O’Rourke would have had that knowledge, but he’s off the hook now. Seems like we can focus primarily on the other performers at this point. People who would have a reason to be that close to the victims.”
Emma started pacing. “But why were these particular members targeted? Why them?”
Griff’s eyes had gone wide. He glanced sideways at Jacinda even as she continued typing furiously on her iPad. “You were right, SSA Hollingsworth. This is an impressive team you’ve collected here.”
Jacinda offered him a small smile as she looked up from her electronic records and focused back on the group. “That’s good thinking, especially considering how little rest you’ve all had. Split up into teams of two. Use the original circus list and start hunting people down. Get moving.”
Bunny’s sobs had grown quieter and raspier, as if the girl just couldn’t create more tears. Leo knew who he wanted to interview first.
“Let’s go, Ambrose.” Emma strode out of the base tent into the freezing night. She didn’t wait for him to catch up. He rushed behind her. They were on the same page.
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L eaning back into the shadows of a game stand, I worked at remaining still and breathing quietly.
The agents started to disperse, the majority of them heading into the big tent. Most of the so-called circus family had already gathered there.
The Feds had come in right on the heels of the fire trucks finishing up. I couldn’t quite believe their speed, honestly.
Since when did government resources get spent on people like us? Only two thirty in the morning, and D.C. authorities had not only drowned my fire, they’d also found and identified Betty Weaver. I could’ve kicked myself for not remembering to remove her necklace. Might’ve slowed down identification if I had.
Not likely, though, with Billy and Bunny screaming up a round of panic.
Still, this had been a lot faster than I’d expected. And their plan to round everyone up for questioning could interfere with everything.
Two more agents passed by, heading to just beyond the big top, where the sounds of Bunny sobbing on Billy’s shoulder howled through the night air.
I remained still. I wasn’t worried about them identifying me yet. After cutting away from the burning fuel storage trailer, I’d showered. My concern was the camper. I’d bagged my clothes, hiding them beneath my sink—but they reeked of gas, and that smell only accumulated.
Can they search the personal campers if they suspect everyone? They can’t…right?
The worry banged around in my head as I backed my way through a crack in the canvases that served as the game booth’s backdrop. The attraction had offered a perfect location for listening in on the Feds’ plans with all its shutters, but I had to get moving, and fast.
If they started taking people, including me, to the police station for questioning, I wouldn’t be able to make my next move…the one that would finally destroy Reggie for good.
Let the ringmaster sleep while he could in his cozy jail cell. Soon, he’d hear about Betty, and his old heart would start cracking open.
Then, when Reggie heard what came after, he’d show himself for the little skeezy worm he’d always been.
But accomplishing that meant moving before the law could corner me.
I kept to the shadows on a path toward Calliope’s trailer.
They’d home in on me eventually. I knew they would. At some point, the facts would come out. They’d search my trailer and find my clothes, along with any number of things that might out me. But that didn’t matter.
That didn’t matter one bit.
What mattered was making that old fucker suffer.
In fact, I figured my imprisonment would be the final nail in the circus’s coffin, ruining Reginald O’Rourke’s legacy forever.
Who wants to go to a circus plagued by a trail of violent deaths, owned by a sleazy man who allowed his family to get murdered one by one by one?
Nobody. That’s who.
The circus would be dead, and I’d be celebrating in a nice warm cell, getting three squares a day and more publicity than old Reggie had ever even dreamed of.
I stopped a grin just as it started to show, but anticipation made the move hard. I clamped it down even as my chest grew warm with excitement. There was so much to look forward to. And I’d see it play out in real life as well as on the news.
But first, I needed to make sure Reggie suffered just a bit more.
Calliope too.
Her cotton-candy-pink trailer was ugly as sin even in the darkness. Who did she think she was? Circus Barbie? Tonight, the gaudy structure was partly silhouetted by the plume of smoke still rising from the charred camper in the distance. I knocked on the door gently before stepping back.
From the surprise in Calliope’s eyes when she peered out from the doorway, I figured she expected the Feds. But she’d done as I’d suggested and stayed hidden. Her expression softened when she saw me. Good ole Calliope. She wiped tears from her eyes, smearing tracks of mascara across her cheeks.
Apparently, Calliope had been doing a lot of crying. She had really liked Betty, just like everyone around the Ruby Red.
“Hey, babe.” She rushed into my arms. Her soft lips brushed mine before she wrapped me in a tight hug. A little sob escaped her throat. “You okay?”
Pulling her close, I worked up some tears. It wasn’t hard. That smoke was coming in handy now that the fire was out, I’d give it that. “Kind of in shock, honestly.”
When I let her go, she slumped against the doorjamb. I’d never seen anyone so destitute. So lost.
Good.
I did a little jig on the inside. Bitch didn’t have a single guard up around me.
Embracing my inner Reggie, I turned on my overly dramatic side. Putting on my best fearful expression, I leaned toward Calliope until my face was only a few inches from hers. “Listen, hon, I know you’re grieving, but we gotta move. I just heard everyone’s about to be arrested. Everyone.”
“What?” She looked so frantic that I almost wanted to laugh. She pulled me inside and slammed the door hard enough to make her little camper rattle. “Why would they arrest everyone?” She glared at me, hugging her arms to her chest. “You’re not making sense. What did you hear?”
Her breath came faster, those gorgeous breasts heaving under that V-neck. But I forced my eyes to stay on hers.
I was her long-term boyfriend, after all. Respecting her and loving her and all that shit.
That was what made it all so much worse. I did love her…but that didn’t change a damn thing.
Not after what the little slut had done.
I gripped her hands, ignoring the stickiness of her snot and tears. “They’re arresting everyone to scare the shit out of ’em and push questions. That’s why I told you to hide. I had to warn you. They think you’re in cahoots with Reggie.”
Calliope gasped and fell back against the dresser. One hand pressed her chest as she gulped for air. “No…”
“You know they arrested Reggie. Now they think you’ve been murdering performers together. They think you’ve been in a relationship with him…” I made my eyes go wide. “Imagine that.”
She clutched her stomach. “I’m going to be sick.”
I gave her a good shake to make her refocus on me. “Now that Betty Weaver…” I made a choking sound and leaned back against her camper door for effect. “Now that she’s…gone…they think it’s confirmation Reggie must’ve had a partner. They’ve landed on you. When they start questioning everyone, asking about how close the two of you were…”
Whore didn’t show any sign of guilt. Only shock.
How would she look if she knew I’d heard her and the old man?
I waved my hand in front of her face, and the bitch didn’t flinch. Good. I had some time, since I’d reached her little camper so fast. Her place was positioned on the outer range of the camper cluster. The Feds would need time to realize she was missing from the group and get over here.
“But I didn’t do anything!” Her voice cracked.
The hell you didn’t.
Snot dripping from her nose, she lunged forward and landed on her knees in front of me, clutching my hands.
Jackpot.
“Please, you have to believe me. I didn’t do anything!”
“I do, babe. Of course you didn’t do anything.” I held her hands, gripping them as tightly as she gripped mine. “That’s why I came. I know you’d never hurt anyone. Babe, I love you. You know that. I had to warn you so you’d have time to get away.”
Her tears came faster. “Where would I go? This is my home. And they know where I live!”
I pulled her up into a hug, forcing myself to take my time. Make her believe I was thinking about what we should do. “Well…hey, what if you go hide in the costume-and-show-supplies trailer? I’ve still got my key, so I can get you in. They won’t be looking for performers there. They don’t have reason to think anyone’ll be hiding from them.”
She sniffled, hugging me tighter as she thought about it, then nodded into my shoulder. “Let me get my shoes on. I owe you, babe. And you’ll stay with me? Please? I don’t…I don’t want to be alone, okay?”
Her big blue eyes were gorgeous, even with her pretty blond hair all messed up and makeup tracked across her face.
“Of course I will. I’m here for you.”
She grabbed her overpriced sneakers from beside the door, jamming them onto her feet as she quieted her sobs. Girl had the common sense to know she’d have to be silent on the way to the costume trailer.
I made a show of searching outside the trailer to make sure the coast was clear. And I didn’t even have to fake that.
The girl trusted me, and her hand clutched mine like a fucking lifeline.
Why wouldn’t she? I’m her boyfriend. She’s supposed to trust me.
Hell, I thought she might even love me…just not enough to avoid screwing Reggie, as it turned out.
Which meant I’d be doing a hell of a lot more than screwing her, this time around.
Time for the finale, motherfuckers.
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E mma had wanted to talk to Bunny Weaver immediately, but the girl and her father were still speaking with the local police after confirming it’d been Betty’s remains in the burned-out trailer. Leo kicked at the ground outside the big tent, sending a spray of dirt and pebbles scattering.
“We should’ve pushed for them to talk last night.”
Leo wasn’t wrong, and Emma had no reply other than a grimace of pain from knowing they might’ve prevented another murder if they’d been more adamant with the Weavers. Then again, with O’Rourke in jail, they’d need to examine everyone who was close to the victims.
“I’d say we should push to talk to them now, but the locals have them both on a psych watch. We can probably rule out Billy as a suspect, unless he’s a really good actor. I heard he fell apart when they showed him the necklace…just crumpled where he stood.”
“And Bunny?”
“She’s eleven, Ambrose. She’s not a killer.”
“Not what I mean, and you know it.”
“You’re right. I’m sorry. This case just keeps getting worse. They talk about being a big family, and one of their own has been taking them out.”
“Who else can we talk to, then?”
Emma checked the interactive list of interviewees on her iPad. Denae’s name appeared on-screen, showing her updating the list. Two more names were crossed out. Emma scrolled through the remaining open names. Three stuck out to her.
Ty Belloise, knife thrower.
Jamie Hearn, contortionist.
Calliope Langley, makeup artist.
Three people no one had laid eyes on since the fire, and all of them involved in the performances.
At Jacinda’s insistence, Griff’s officers had awoken and transported the troupe members housed in the nearby hotel. All but a few stragglers had arrived, grumbling but cooperative as far as Emma could tell. They’d congregated in the big top. Emma and Leo stepped back inside, where small groups huddled together for warmth and comfort. A couple of crew members had fallen asleep on the wooden benches. Several had tears streaking their faces.
News of Betty’s death had reached everyone at this point. The sorrow was palpable.
But nowhere in the huge tent did Emma see those three members of the circus family.
Jamie, Calliope, and Ty. Three of the youngest performers, and all were unaccounted for at the moment.
Emma tapped a name with Leo reading over her shoulder. “You think these three might be in trouble too?”
“Or two of them, at least.” Leo rubbed the back of his head, as if he could stop some niggling thought there. “Somebody here is responsible for the deaths. Maybe all three of them, Ty, Jamie, and Calliope, have something to do with the murders. Maybe they ran, and that’s why we can’t find them.”
Emma shut down her tablet with a sigh and tucked the device into her bag. “Jamie and Ty seemed like brothers when we questioned them, so I’d guess they’re together somewhere.”
Leo looked around the tent, like he expected the two young men to suddenly appear. “We know Calliope’s literally been in bed with O’Rourke. How about we hit her camper first?”
“Good idea. She’s also the farthest out. Maybe we’ll run into the other two on the way.” Emma started off into the starlit night, Leo following on her heels. She set a fast pace, just short of running.
Calliope’s tacky pink trailer stood out, even in the dark.
When Emma knocked, the door swung open. Apparently, it hadn’t been latched. She raised an eyebrow at Leo, asking a silent question. When Leo nodded, she stepped inside.
She hit the lights, so they’d have more than just an alarm clock blinking three o’clock at them.
Makeup cases and samples were scattered on every flat surface, with occasional items of clothing folded over the one armchair and the end of the bed. Otherwise, the space had a neat, fresh feel. The dinette area was devoted to makeup. A fast search of the bathroom, kitchen, and dresser drawers offered nothing that wouldn’t have been expected from a twentysomething makeup artist, circus member or otherwise.
“She’s not a performer, is she?” Emma asked.
Leo pulled up a bench in the dinette, checking for anything beyond makeup, but got nowhere. “She also assists the knife thrower as the target. Whether or not you consider that performing or talent, or just stupid or brave…”
Emma scrunched her nose. “Pretty stupid…”
She caught sight of a tipped-over photograph frame near Calliope’s makeup case. A chill sent goose bumps up her arms. It was face down, like her mother’s photo. Almost without thinking, Emma reached out and set the frame upright.
“Who’s that?”
She turned the frame to face Leo. It was a snapshot of Calliope in a glittery costume that matched Ty Belloise’s…who stood with his arm around her.
“Ty’s unaccounted for too…”
“Based on that photo, it looks like he’s been sidelined for a much older member of the circus family. And he’s definitely classified as a performer.” Leo replaced the second dinette benchtop in its original location.
“We don’t know where either of them is.” She kept her tone light, but Leo had picked up on her meaning. He hunched slightly and did a quick 360 in place, scanning the camper as if he expected to be attacked at any second.
“Best to keep an eye out for knives coming out of the darkness, I guess.”
“Jamie’s camper is closest. Want to hit it next?”
Emma gestured toward the door, and Leo took the lead this time. As she followed, she kept an eye on the shadows, just in case a knife flashed through the air. She pulled out her cell and dialed Jacinda.
“Got something?” Her new supervisor was all business.
“Calliope Langley isn’t in her camper. Leo and I are on the way to Jamie Hearn’s trailer. Ty Belloise may be our unsub, or he may just be hiding out with a girlfriend. Belloise is the knife thrower, so we should probably consider him armed and dangerous.”
“Copy that. We’ll have a BOLO for Belloise, and I’ll have Griff send some uniforms out to his trailer. Let me know if you find anything.”
Outside, she turned left along the aisle of trailers and brought them up to a red-and-brown-striped camper. It appeared a smidge rustier than most of the others they’d passed. Not as tacky as Calliope’s, but most certainly a product of the 1970s.
Emma only hoped the camper wouldn’t be outfitted on the inside with its original shag carpeting.
Knocking produced no answer, and the door swung in easily at Leo’s slight shove. Did no one latch their camper doors around here?
Sure enough, Emma’s flashlight illuminated a fuzzy area rug covering the inside of the space. Although the rug looked relatively clean, at least. The rest of the camper was a mess of scattered clothing and trash.
Matching the throwback feel, a big poster of Elton John in his early days graced the side of the kitchen area’s cabinetry. Somewhere inside, a stereo played classic rock.
“Jamie Hearn? It’s the FBI.”
Leo found the light switch, and overhead lighting popped on, confirming what their flashlights had hinted at. Sparsely furnished and messy.
Emma didn’t even see a bed…until a pile of blankets moved in the corner.
Appearing far too young to be a performer living on his own, a boy who could’ve passed for sixteen poked his head up from the blankets. Severe bedhead spilled around the band of oversize headphones covering his ears. He blinked at them.
For a moment, Emma thought she was seeing a ghost. The boy was so pale and bewildered. Then she realized Leo was staring at the boy as well.
Emma glanced at her partner. “This Jamie?”
Leo nodded.
Flummoxed by being woken, the kid muttered something under his breath as he sat up straighter. “What’s wrong? Why are you in my camper? Did something happen?”
The young performer rubbed one forearm against his eyes and pushed back his headphones. More rock music leaked from within the earpieces. Emma couldn’t see the source of the music but figured a stereo or phone must be buried somewhere in the mess of blankets Jamie had pulled around him like a nest.
Jamie squinted his eyes at them. “Is this a dream?”
“No, it’s not.” Leo moved closer, stepping between fast-food containers and discarded clothing.
The boy uncurled and grabbed a pair of jeans from somewhere in the blankets. He pulled them on while still under the covers and straightened his oversize hoodie. When he stood, he kicked aside the covers, revealing a smartphone and a few paperback books. He gestured to the dinette.
“Uh, wanna sit down? Agent…?”
“Ambrose,” Leo reminded him. “And this is Agent Last.”
“Right, right, I remember you.” The boy swiped clothing and trash from the two benches of the dinette. Emma leaned against the kitchen cabinets instead, but Leo sat down across from the young performer.
Leo reached down and collected the phone, handing it to Jamie.
“Want to turn that down?”
The boy thumbed the screen, tapping out a passcode. The volume decreased, but music continued to trickle from his headphones.
“Jamie, do you know where Ty or Calliope might be?”
“Huh?” He rubbed his eyes with his fist. “Nah, man, of course not. Not since last night. I haven’t seen them for…uh…”
Emma shifted her stance, catching the boy’s eye once she realized his confusion. “It’s a little after three in the morning.”
“Right, so…it’s been a few hours. I saw them around nine, maybe? Ten?” His eyes seemed to come awake for the first time as he inhaled deeply. “Hey, do you two smell smoke?”
Leo sat back in the bench seat, his lips pursed, and Emma decided this would be her job. “Jamie, I’m afraid we have some difficult news. There was a fire, and we believe it was set specifically to kill Betty Weaver. She died a few hours ago.”
Jamie’s mouth dropped open. He curled himself into a ball and backed up against the wall of his camper. The sound that came from his mouth was out of a horror movie. His wail shook the whole camper, drowning the soft rock music still coming from his headphones.
That’s pure pain. Pure, unadulterated pain.
Leo reached across the table to place a hand gently on the boy’s knee.
Emma remained quiet as she observed.
The boy—nineteen, she remembered Leo saying—shook with sobs, so much so that the dinette table rattled against the camper’s wall.
“She was…she was…” The boy’s voice broke off in unintelligible waves of grief, and Leo gripped his knee harder.
“I’m sorry about Betty, Jamie. But it’s very important we find Ty and Calliope.” Leo waited for a moment. After a few seconds, he repeated himself a bit more loudly.
Emma was relieved to hear the boy’s sobs quieting. Grief that profound was difficult to witness.
“Jamie, I know this is hard. Ty and Calliope are the last two performers missing. That’s why we’re here, because we’d found everyone but the three of you.” Emma waited, hoping for a response, but the boy’s head was still buried in his arms. She felt positive he was listening, though. “The murderer is almost certainly a member of the circus troupe, and Ty and Calliope might be in grave danger.”
“No…” the young man wailed. “Not Betty too.”
Leo glanced at Emma. She sensed his hesitation before he pressed. “Or they might be the danger.”
Jamie jolted in his seat, lifting his red eyes up from his knees for the first time since hearing Betty had been killed. “Uh-uh. No way.” He focused on Leo. “Betty Weaver was like…like a mom to all three of us. No way.”
Emma stepped closer to the table, waiting for Jamie to meet her gaze before she spoke. “Be that as it may…does either Calliope or Ty have any reason to be angry with the troupe? Any reason you can think of, recent or not?”
Jamie shook his head, using the edge of his hoodie to rub at his eyes. “You’re on the wrong beat here. No way would my friends hurt anyone in the group. There’s no bad blood at all between anyone…”
The boy’s words trailed off. There was a hiccup in his movement, as if he’d frozen before trying to hide the hesitation.
Emma caught it, and from the narrowing of Leo’s eyes, he had as well.
Leo leaned forward, lowering his voice. “Jamie, whatever it is, you need to tell us. People are dying. Even if your friends didn’t do anything, we need to find them, and anything you tell us could help. What did you just think of?”
The young contortionist jolted in his seat, eyes wide. He shook his head in denial.
“I didn’t mean to say…it’s nothing.”
Emma wanted to shake him but held his gaze instead. “Tell us.”
Jamie ran a sleeve under his nose. “I mean, I don’t think it’s anything. There’s been some rumors that Calliope’s been messing around with Reggie. Behind closed doors, ya know? And Ty and Calliope are kinda supposed to be a thing. So I mean, maybe there’s some friction between Ty and Reggie, yeah. There could be.”
Finally, someone with an ounce of motive.
Jamie sat straighter in his seat, his voice getting stronger as he argued his way forward. “But what would that have to do with the others? Penelope, Dennis, Kyle? No, y’all, even if Ty’s mad at Reggie, he’d have no reason to be pissed at anyone else. He wouldn’t hurt Betty in a million years! Or the others. He’s not a killer. And anyway, I don’t even think he knows about that stupid rumor.”
Emma glanced at Leo, waiting to see if he’d say what ought to be said. She was just getting ready to break the silence herself when Leo opened his mouth.
“Jamie, it’s not a rumor.” Leo waited for the boy to meet his gaze, then went on. “I saw them together with my own eyes, kissing goodbye outside Calliope’s camper.” He indicated Emma. “She was with me. And if we saw them, that means they weren’t being very careful, so it’s likely Ty does know.”
Emma waited a beat, letting that information sink into the white-faced teenager before she stepped forward. “Jamie, I have to ask. Are you sure Ty isn’t capable of murder?”
His brown eyes appeared haunted. Emma watched the innocence being washed away from him by this very discussion.
As Leo had told her before, the young performer seemed sweet. Too sweet to have murderers for friends…but, as she knew, anyone was capable of murder. Her goal was to stop killers.
And that meant asking the tough questions.
She crouched, getting on his level, and watched for a reaction. “Jamie? Do you think Ty could kill a person?”
After what felt like a hundred heartbeats, he broke his gaze from hers and shook his head, staring at his knees. “I don’t think so. I don’t…but I mean, somebody is, right? And you’re saying it’s somebody in the circus. I don’t think he could do it, but…how could I know a thing like that about anyone?”
Emma was about to ask where the boy thought his friends might be—any guess could be useful—when footsteps pounded outside the entrance to the camper door.
Bunny Weaver stood there panting, red-faced and wide-eyed from sobbing. “I heard you. I heard you! But Ty’s innocent. My brother would never hurt anyone!”
As if the words had been poison, the girl hugged one arm around her waist and bent down, leaning against the door as she heaved thick bile from her stomach. The day’s events were too much for her. Bunny probably hadn’t eaten, and she was most likely dehydrated from crying. And the smoke couldn’t have helped.
Emma sat frozen, unable to go help the little girl.
Bunny’s brother? Since when did the girl have a brother?
And if her brother was Ty, who supposedly had no family…
Everything we’ve been thinking is wrong.
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E mma knelt in the doorway of Jamie Hearn’s trailer, going down to Bunny’s level and waiting for her sobs to quiet. When Bunny raised her face, her cheeks were lobster red from the cold and tears.
Emma spoke quietly. “Bunny, where’s your dad? Why are you out here by yourself?”
“He fell asleep. I got tired of crying by myself and came here looking for Jamie because he has a good sleeping spot. He lets me nap here.”
She lifted a finger, pointing inside the camper. Across from Jamie’s nest, a small stuffed pony could just be seen sticking out from beneath a smaller pile of blankets.
Emma looked at Jamie with a question in her eyes.
“Yeah, she comes here sometimes if her mom and dad are running errands and she doesn’t want to be alone. We’re family, like I said. All of us.”
“Okay.” Emma turned back to Bunny. “Sweetheart, is that what you meant when you said Ty is your brother? You’re all family because you’re all in the circus together?”
Bunny gazed past her, over her shoulder, and she sensed Leo standing just behind her. Jamie had gone quiet in the little dinette.
When Bunny took a deep breath, Emma got the sense that the girl’s secret had been a long time coming out. She tried to offer her the most unthreatening gaze she could as she waited.
“Ty told me it’s a secret, but he’s my brother. We’re family, and I love him. He loves me, and he wouldn’t hurt my mom.” She clenched her arms tighter around her middle, shaking her head. Emma used the edge of her coat sleeve to wipe Bunny’s tears. “He wouldn’t hurt anyone.”
Emma stroked the girl’s back and glanced at Jamie. “Can I have a blanket? I don’t think her coat’s enough.”
She kept her attention on the eleven-year-old as Jamie collected a blanket from the pile Bunny used for naps. As Emma wrapped the material around Bunny’s shoulders, the girl’s sobs subsided.
Gently, Leo helped her to her feet and inside the trailer, settling her across from Jamie, who’d returned to the table.
Emma sat down beside Jamie on his side of the table, to better see Bunny’s face as they talked. “Is it possible he didn’t mean you were blood siblings? The circus is a type of family, though not a biological one.”
The girl shook her head, frowning at Emma as if she were the child. “I’m not stupid. We’re brother and sister.”
Leo held up a hand. “Bunny, you said my mom instead of our mom…does that mean you have different mothers but the same father?”
Bunny bit her lip, ranging her gaze around the group. Her thoughts were broadcast to each adult surrounding her. She’d already said too much, and guilt was forcing her to figure out how to backtrack.
Too late for that, I’m afraid.
“Bunny, listen to me.” Emma leaned forward, taking Bunny’s hands in hers. “We’re federal agents who only want to help people. Sometimes, that means we need to hear secrets. You understand that?”
She nodded. Her hands were chilly against Emma’s palms. “Yeah.”
“Okay. It sounds to me like what Ty told you was a big secret, right?”
Bunny nodded. Probably for the first time that night, the eleven-year-old was focused on something besides her enormous loss. “I’m never supposed to tell. Ever.”
“You’re very trustworthy, and you’re a good person. Do you know why it needed to stay a secret? Did Ty ever tell you what would happen if the secret was told?”
The child shook her head. “Just that we’d get in trouble.”
Jamie leaned forward, his arm pressing against Emma’s as he reached across the table. “Bunny, it’s okay, sweetheart. Your mom would want you to tell these agents whatever you know. They’re just searching for the people who’ve killed the people we love. Right, Agent Last?”
From Jamie’s nervous expression, he wasn’t sure whether he’d done the right thing.
Emma nodded, giving the younger man a grateful smile. “Bunny, do you know who your dad is?”
“Billy Weaver’s my dad.” The girl didn’t sound sure, and her gaze darted around the inside of Jamie’s trailer rather than meeting Emma’s.
Emma studied the child, trying to make all this make sense. Bunny’s green eyes were almost feverishly bright. Could they trust anything the little girl told them? Could they…
The answer came at her like a jolt.
Forcing a relaxed smile, she raised her eyebrows at Leo. “Can I talk to you for a sec?” She stroked Bunny’s back. “This will only take a few minutes.”
Standing on adrenaline-fueled legs, she picked her way through the discarded clothes and trash to the back of the trailer. Leo was on her heels.
At the bathroom alcove, she turned to face him and whispered. “Bunny’s eyes are that same green as Ty’s.”
Her pretty, bright-green eyes.
“Her parents’ eyes are brown.” Leo’s voice was pitched as soft as her own. “It’s not impossible, genetically, that she’d have green eyes and they’d both have brown.”
He was right, but still…
“Less than twenty percent, I think.” She squeezed his arm. “But think about who else has green eyes.”
She watched Leo search his mental file, his eyes widening when he found it. “Reggie O’Rourke.”
Emma straightened beside him, nodding to herself. That was it. She knew it. “We on the same page?”
“Yeah, I think so.”
Inhaling deeply, Emma led the way back across the small space and stopped beside the dinette.
Jamie’s face was blank. He’d come fully awake but had gone numb with shock. Across from him, Bunny’s lips trembled. That was something. She was still focused on her secret, hadn’t dived into the deep well of despair. Not yet.
“Bunny, we—”
“Ty doesn’t have parents,” Jamie blurted, so loud that Emma and Bunny both jumped. “He’s been in the circus since he was a baby.”
Emma took a careful seat beside Bunny, keeping her focus on Jamie. “Who’s Ty’s mother?”
The teen shrugged. “I don’t know. Ty told me she left him with the circus when he was a baby. He’s been raised by the Ruby Red. We told you, we’re family.”
Emma pressed her fingertips together, willing her hands to steady. “Is it possible that Ty’s mother didn’t abandon him to the circus? Did she leave Ty with his father?”
And did Ty’s mother really leave of her own accord? That was a question for another day.
Jamie frowned. “No. Ty never told me that.”
Because Ty didn’t know Reggie was his father? Or because Reggie refused to acknowledge his own child?
And if the abandoned child learned that his father was screwing his girlfriend?
That would be enough to mess with anyone’s mind…
Emma needed to be careful. Needed to remember that she was speaking to a little girl.
“Have you ever noticed that Ty and Reggie have the same eye color as yours, Bunny? A bright, beautiful green?”
Bunny whimpered and covered her eyes with both hands. “Do you think Reggie’s my father?”
“We’re just talking, sweetheart. No one knows anything for sure right now. It’s just talk. If you think of anything, speak up, okay?”
The girl dropped her face into her arms, but she nodded the slightest bit.
Leo set a careful hand on her shoulder, trading glances with Emma before refocusing on Jamie. “Jamie, has Reggie ever called Ty his son? To your knowledge?”
Jamie shrugged but appeared uncomfortable. “Nah, not that I’ve heard. He did, uh…” The young man closed his eyes with a grimace. He breathed out a curse.
Emma stared at him, waiting, and finally decided to press. “This is important. Have you heard Reggie call Ty his son?”
“Dammit, I don’t know…it probably doesn’t matter, but…”
Emma shifted in her seat. “But?”
“But I did…I did hear Reggie say once that Kyle Perkins was like the son he’d never had. Ty was with me when he said it.”
Emma had to stop a curse. There’s our motive for Ty killing Kyle.
The old ringmaster truly was a piece of work.
Leo met Emma’s gaze. She understood they shared the same thought. The two agents were synchronized.
Leaning back against the cheap plastic of the bench seat, Emma took a deep breath. She needed oxygen to the brain. She examined the two kids at the table and worked to find the missing piece in all this.
Even if O’Rourke was both Bunny and Ty’s father, and even if Ty had serious reason to be jealous of Kyle, where did that get them…aside from Ty being in a pretty messy headspace?
She leaned forward again and rubbed Bunny’s hair. She waited until the child lifted her head. “Remember, we’re just talking, right? I’m not accusing anyone of anything.” Bunny and Jamie both looked so damn young when they nodded that it almost took Emma’s breath away. “Is there anything in Penelope’s or Dennis’s histories that would make Ty jealous or upset? Any other secrets?”
Bunny shrugged. The blanket slipped from her narrow shoulders, and Leo corrected it.
“Penelope gave up a baby for adoption.” Jamie whispered the information. “There were rumors it was Reggie’s.”
“Shut up.” Bunny sounded fierce. “Penelope wasn’t ready.”
“She confided in you?” Emma asked Bunny, keeping her voice low and calm.
Bunny nodded meekly but kept her lips pressed tight together, as if to stop any other secrets from slipping out.
“How about Dennis?” Leo stared at Jamie with an intensity Emma could feel like white-hot waves.
“I don’t know. Dennis was a drunk. He wasn’t related to Reggie or anyone I know. His family lives in Poughkeepsie. He hasn’t seen them for years.”
The penny dropped for Emma. “He abandoned his family.” Her gut twisted. Ty fit. He had motives for everyone except Betty.
Bunny’s big green eyes shone with new tears waiting to be shed, but she appeared about as stable as any eleven-year-old facing tragedy. More so, maybe.
Staring into the girl’s eyes, Emma thought again about Ty’s motives. Betty was his sister’s mom, but she wasn’t married to or living with the girl’s biological father. The image of the Weaver family came to Emma, and she saw it marred with a lie that had, until now, been kept quiet and safe.
Until Ty Belloise had discovered it.
“Bunny, do you have any idea where Ty would go if he was upset?” Emma watched her, searching for some sign of another kept secret. Nothing but open concern showed in her tense frame.
Leo gave another option. “Or where he might’ve gone if he didn’t want to be with the crowd in the tent? Did he have a place like you have here in Jamie’s trailer? Somewhere Ty would go if he wanted to be by himself?”
The girl bit her lip. Her eyes sought out Jamie’s, but the teen seemed too shell-shocked to notice. She shifted in her seat and wrapped one little hand over Leo’s shoulder, pressing down in a way as to suggest she wanted to appear adult for this conversation.
Emma would have laughed if the situation hadn’t been so heartbreaking.
“Agent Leo, you have to promise you won’t hurt Ty.” She looked over and found Emma’s gaze, taking her other arm from around her knees to point at Emma. “You, too, Agent Emma.”
Emma couldn’t make promises, but she offered what she could. “I promise we’ll do our best not to hurt Ty. We want to help him and make sure everyone at the circus stays safe from here on out.”
The girl wilted.
For a moment, Emma thought she’d press her for a more definite promise, but Bunny pulled her hand away from Leo’s shoulder and wrapped her arms around her raised knees once again. “Sometimes, me and Ty go to the costume trailer when there’s lots of people everywhere. It’s quiet there. Ty lets me put clown makeup on him there sometimes too. I can take you.”
Across the table from her, Jamie jerked back in the bench seat and knocked his head into the wall with a hollow thud. His eyes were clenched shut, his fists tight in front of him and showing white knuckles.
“Just try not to hurt him,” he whispered.
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C alliope huddled in the corner of the costume trailer, cushioned by a pile of costumes that’d been set aside for mending or repurposing. Ty had led her to the nest and told her to relax while he took care of a few things for them, and she’d agreed.
There was something oddly comforting about the darkened costume trailer. The sound of Ty rummaging around on the other side of the space let her know she wasn’t alone.
How many times had she come into this very same storage trailer with Betty, examining old costumes and brainstorming new ones as they talked over makeup effects?
I can’t believe she’s gone. Not Betty.
She pulled a quiltlike cape from nearby and wrapped herself in it, hoping to combat the shivers shooting through her nerves. Goose bumps rose on her skin. From grief, from the cold, from anxiety…whatever the cause, she’d been unable to stop shuddering since leaving her own camper.
Would the Feds tear her home apart, searching for something to label her a murderer? They’d speak to everyone and discover her relationship with Reggie. Would that be enough to arrest her? Had Reggie done these horrible things? And would Ty still want to be with her, knowing her secret, if Reggie was, in fact, their killer?
Shaking off the questions, Calliope tried to peer toward the other side of the trailer. What was keeping Ty? The racks of costumes and discarded boxes of props prevented her from seeing anything other than his shadow. All the electrical lanterns hung on the other end of the trailer, making his shadow stretch and bend unnaturally.
“What are you doing, babe? I need you. Let’s just get some sleep, okay?”
Part of her wanted to add that the situation would look better in the morning, but she didn’t believe that. Not anymore. How was it possible to be optimistic when someone as sweet as Betty had been killed? Who would’ve thought to kill her?
Ty’s voice interrupted her cycling thoughts, but it was muffled by the piles of material. He didn’t sound like himself. “Come here.”
She blinked. He sounded so serious…so not like Ty, who’d been so comforting on the walk over.
Climbing to her feet, Calliope wrapped the thick fabric of the cape tighter around her body. She moved around the racks, sliding silently past the trailer’s main door as she did.
A piece of fabric hung across the door—to keep light from leaking out and alerting the agents to their presence, Ty had told her. She was careful not to move the material.
The door’s window remained carefully covered over.
Ty stood with his back to her, lit by the electric lanterns in the cluttered space.
That was when Calliope came to a sudden stop.
Against the back wall of the trailer, he’d set up the giant wheel they used for their act. In what seemed like a distant past, they would set the wheel, lit by fairy lights, in the center of the big ruby tent. Calliope would’ve been in a skimpy, glamorous costume, a target for Ty’s knives. The audience would shriek and ooh and aah.
Seemed like a world away now.
Without its lights flashing, the throwing wheel appeared sad and dated. Painted like a blue-and-white bull’s-eye, the set piece normally made her smile.
Not today. The wheel was utterly out of place among the colorful costumes racked in the surrounding space. Yet…it looked dangerous, lit by the dim lanterns Ty had strung up.
“Ty…what’s that doing here? It’s supposed to be in storage right now.”
Turning around, Ty smiled. But the way his lips pulled back over his teeth, his expression amounted more to a threatening sneer.
“Ty?”
“Get over here. Against the wheel.”
His voice was dark, like nothing she’d heard from him before, but she walked forward before she thought to stop.
Their act—and her safety—depended on her following his every command without question or delay. They’d perfected their trust and responses to each other over the years. She obeyed him naturally, without thinking.
Until she made it to within a foot of him and saw his knives were laid out on a stand beside him. The metal gleamed wickedly in the lantern light.
She gulped, the cape falling from her numb hands as she searched for words.
“Against the wheel, Calliope. Now.”
Trying to understand, she stumbled on the dropped fabric and fell to the ground. Her hip hit the floor, sending little shocks of pain down her leg.
Ty had to be joking—he had to be—but as he loomed over her, the rage in his eyes made her cry out loud.
“Ty…babe, what are you doing?”
She pulled herself to her knees, holding her hands out between them.
This wasn’t her Ty. This wasn’t right.
He stepped closer, gesturing with a throwing knife already in his hand. “Against the wheel.”
Ty’s words were a threat, dark and dangerous.
Her heart pounded hard, and she realized she didn’t even feel cold anymore. Just scared.
She rose and stepped back to keep space between them.
The move sent her closer to the bull’s-eye.
“Babe, I don’t want to practice right now. There’s too much going on.”
“This isn’t practice.” Ty lifted his hand and flourished the knife. He danced the blade along his arm, performing for her as he would have in the ring, but without any expression on his face. “You get against the wheel, Calliope, just like you do for the shows, or I’ll gut you where you stand.”
She sought to find any joke in Ty’s words, but he only stood there glaring at her. She’d never been afraid of Ty’s knives before now.
Never once had his aim gone astray. She’d never been nicked, let alone truly hurt.
But now? Now she could so easily imagine one of those knives lodging deep into her breast, her stomach, her leg, her arm…her heart and every other organ.
A sudden image of the very knife he held lodging itself in her eye caught her breath in her lungs. Calliope whimpered.
I sound more like a cat than myself. I’m so afraid.
And he’s going to kill me anyway, no matter how pitiful I sound.
He’s really going to kill me.
Ty gestured again with the knife, and she saw the threat.
Turning slowly, she walked up to what the circus advertised as the Wheel of Death. Or, for variety, the Bull’s-Eye of Blood or the Circle of Screams.
Sometimes, she dressed like an audience member and came from the crowd. They’d play down the fright of the act until she was actually attached to the thing. Other times, she came out in glamour and glitz as Ty’s assistant, and they upped the fear as high as they could.
She didn’t need any of Reggie’s theatrics to make her feel like a shaking target today.
Maybe if I play along, he’ll come back to himself. Maybe this is all a trick, a sick test, and if I just play along, we’ll both laugh about this stupid prank and go to sleep.
If I just play along.
Turning her back to the wheel, Calliope forced herself to breathe deeply and spread her arms and legs, just as she would have for a show. She willed every positive emotion she’d ever felt for Ty to glow from her face and hide her fear.
“Babe…Ty…you wouldn’t really hurt me? You love me, right? I know you do?” She hated the questions.
Ty stepped up to her. Calliope didn’t flinch. His free hand petted her hair. “I do love you. I just want to practice.”
He tucked the knife between his teeth. She knew from experience he had mad skills with the knife, so there was no point in trying to run. He began to attach her to the wheel.
He caught each of her wrists in the upper leather cuffs. She’d always thought of the restraints as a way to increase the terror for the crowd. Tonight, she thought of them as imprisonment. When he bent to attach her ankles to the lower cuffs, she tugged on her wrists.
The leather was pulled and latched tighter than ever. There was no give at all, and by the time Ty had backed away from her to examine his handiwork, her fingertips were numb.
She forced a gentle smile to her lips. “Just practice, then, babe? That’s all? You know I love you?”
The laugh, his response, made her start trying to wrestle free from the cuffs. Then, he answered her in the mocking voice he used when talking about dumb marks at the game booths.
“Calliope. Lovely, sweet, naive, sexy Calliope. I do love you.” He stood inches from her and ran the knife blade against the V-neck of her sweater, making her shiver. “But so does Reggie, and that man needs to suffer.” Her breath hitched in her throat. “I saw you, you know. I heard you and him together. I do love you, Calliope, but you’re a disgusting slut. Giving yourself to that old man? How could you?”
Calliope’s breath came faster, feeling like thin threads in her throat. They should’ve been more careful, but she always found herself caught up in the moments. In Reggie. Who didn’t? “Ty, babe—”
“Shut up.”
He walked backward, his gaze on her until his back touched the other wall of the trailer. Standing near the little table of knives, he straightened into his throwing stance.
“I’m taking everything away from that son of a bitch. His circus. His performers. His sweet little family. I’m going to take it all from him piece by piece. By your own choosing, you are a very valuable piece.”
Calliope pulled at the cuffs holding her wrists, unable to look at Ty anymore. He’d lost his mind. The darkness in his face, the rage in his glowing green eyes…she’d never seen anything like it.
Think!
She met his gaze again. “I love you, Ty.” She knew he wouldn’t believe her. Her hands were tingling from loss of blood flow. She sounded as terrified and weak as she felt.
“You love me, and you betrayed me for that old, sick asshole?”
Tears blurred Calliope’s vision, coming so fast she couldn’t focus on the man who thought he was her boyfriend. “It’s not what you think, Ty. It’s not, I promise.”
Ty laughed at her. He raised his arms to each side of himself in a Y and mimicked her. “It’s not what you think, Ty.” He dropped his arms. “It’s exactly what I think, Calliope. And you’re a bad fucking liar. Now, you do exactly what I tell you. Be a good girl and hold very still.”
Ty raised his first knife, aimed at the wheel—at her—and she screamed as he hurled the blade.
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C alliope was nearly hyperventilating, but I couldn’t quite find it in myself to care.
Against the blue-and-white bull’s-eye, every bit of this evil woman shivered like a baby chick trying to break out of a cement egg.
There was no going anywhere for her.
My second knife impaled less than an inch from her left ear. The blade cut through her loose blond hair. I’d been throwing knives for a long time.
“All you’re doing is hurting yourself.” I twirled my third knife, wondering if she was even listening. Spots of blood speckled the paint around her wrists from the bindings. My first throw had just nicked her shoulder, but in all her struggling against the leather, she was doing the most damage to herself. At least, for now.
Hope she doesn’t wriggle around too much more.
She might accidentally place herself in the way of a knife.
“You made your bed quite a few times with Reggie, seems to me. I’m just helping you lie in it, babe.”
Another little shriek tore its way out of her throat, but she was breathing too hard to give a good yell.
Had she been breathing this hard with Reggie?
She hadn’t gotten this worked up when I first told her I loved her…I knew that.
“You make noise like that again, sweetheart, and this next knife is going straight into your throat. Try to get ahold of yourself, all right?”
A high-pitched whimper answered me. Bitch sounded more like a dog in heat than the girl I’d been messing around with all these months.
I let another knife fly. It thunked right between her legs. Right close to what I figured was Reggie’s favorite part of her.
Somehow, though, I hadn’t been able to make myself kill her yet. Taunting her was just so much more satisfying than I thought it would be.
“Just let me go, Ty, please.” As if the words had stripped her of all her strength, Calliope hung limp against the board.
I almost wanted her to start fighting again. Pulling at those cuffs like she gave a shit that her life was ending.
Our lives, for that matter.
Perhaps that was the real reason I was taking my time. Once Calliope was dead, I’d be caught, and the grand finale would be over. I wanted the sensation to linger a little longer.
I wondered if I’d admire her more if she kept fighting.
She appeared pitiful the way she was now, but still…
“I do love you, Calliope.”
Hope bloomed in her eyes. “I won’t tell anyone, Ty. Just let me go.”
Seriously?
I rolled my eyes like my little sister would have. Bunny didn’t buy into ridiculousness either. Very practical, that kid.
A fourth knife swirled through the air, snagging a thread on Calliope’s sweater, sinking in just a handful of inches left of her traitorous heart. She probably felt the wind on that one.
Turning away, I selected my next knife.
The only sound she made was a heavy exhale.
I tried to focus on myself and forget her for a moment. This shouldn’t have been so hard. I knew what I had to do. I turned back, nodding at her, and the girl’s blue eyes nearly popped out of her head. Holding back a laugh, I grinned as I twirled my knife in one hand.
“Reggie O’Rourke is my father.”
Calliope’s mouth dropped. She looked like a fish mounted to a wall.
I stepped closer, making a show of dancing the knife along my bicep. “And the reason you didn’t know that is because dear ole Daddy never laid claim to me, even though I grew up in his damn circus like an orphan. Little Orphan Andy, that’s me. Reggie drove my mother away, then ignored me like I wasn’t the innocent in all of it.”
I stepped closer and played my blade through Calliope’s curls. Even matted down from sweat and tears, they were kind of pretty. Not as pretty as Mom’s were, though.
“You should’ve seen my mom. She was beautiful. Even prettier than you, and you are so pretty. I’ve never lied about that.” I cut off a few more curls and, leaning in to smell her perfume, caught a trace of the orange blossom she favored. “Mom was Reggie’s assistant. Until the asshole knocked her up and told her she wasn’t pretty enough for the job anymore.”
I poked the tip of the knife into Calliope’s left breast, not deep, but threatening enough to make her squeal.
“He tried to do the same thing with Penelope. But she gave her kid up and came back to the damn circus.”
Calliope’s blue eyes popped open wider, comically so, and I couldn’t hold in a loud laugh. Screw being quiet, when the costume trailer was so well insulated.
“You’re not special, Calliope.” My voice had grown quiet, but she heard me. She’d given up arguing. That, at least, made me happy. “Plenty have come and gone from Reggie’s dick before you. My mom, for one. More recently, Penelope.”
“Ty…”
I shrugged. “It’s what he would’ve done to you too. Knock you up. Make you have a baby you don’t want. My mom didn’t deserve that.”
I took a deep breath and slid the knife down Calliope’s exposed skin—very lightly.
“Her name was Deidra. Deidra Belloise. Reggie drove her off and took everything that mattered to me in the process. Sure, he’s let me live out my life here, letting the circus family raise me, but that’s about the barest of bare minimums, wouldn’t you say?”
I turned away from her. I’d managed to do what I needed. I’d turned her into one of Reggie’s playthings in my own mind.
She was just a poor man’s Deidra and nothing more. I should’ve seen that fact sooner.
When I reached the knives, I set down the one I’d selected earlier. I edged one of my favorite blades out of its loop and brushed the point along my finger. The balance was perfect, and the blade was sharp. Some blood came up, but I didn’t feel any pain.
Calliope’s panting breaths squeaked from between her lips. Her makeup had long since been cried off. She stared at me with tears leaking down her cheeks as I turned back to her.
Really, the girl has no dignity.
Her breath started coming faster again, but I could only shake my head as I played with my knife, dancing the weapon along my arm once more. “Babe, Reggie must’ve been screwing Penelope at the same time he was screwing you. You should’ve fucking smelled her on him.”
Calliope shut her eyes, tensing against the wheel and pulling at her cuffs once more.
Ah, there’s the struggle I was looking for. Good girl, Calliope. Fight me and watch me win anyway.
Moving closer, I poked my knife against her breast again, just hard enough to draw her attention. “Penelope’s death was a dagger to his heart…one of my daggers…because he was fucking her behind closed doors. Dennis abandoned his family the same way Reggie abandoned me. Two fucking clowns.”
“Why…” Calliope choked out. “Why Kyle?”
“Why? You have a thing for him too?”
Calliope shook her head, her eyes going desperate and wide again in a way that made me giggle like my little sister. “N-no. He was gay, anyway, Ty. We all knew that!”
“That’s right, and Reggie showed Kyle more fatherly affection in six months than he did to me over twenty-one years. Fuck Kyle.”
Calliope inhaled a deep breath. “And Betty? Betty loved you. She loved all of us.”
That one still stung.
“She was another one of Reggie’s lovers. Betty was special to him. He knocked her up even though she was a married woman.”
“Bunny?” Calliope’s voice came out in a whisper. “Bunny’s…his?”
A pound of adrenaline shot through my heart when she said it out loud. Hearing anyone say that. Knowing it for myself was one thing. Understanding the world would now know was another.
Everyone loved Bunny just like everyone loved Reggie. Not me.
That’s fine, though. I’m ruining him and his legacy, and that’s worth a hell of a lot more.
“That’s why he’s so interested in her upbringing, don’t ya know? She’s his dear little daughter, and yeah, he loves her for it. I could go on naming names, but I think I’ve hit the highlights on Reggie’s roster for you. How special do you feel now?”
Calliope trembled like a freaking rabbit. “I’m sorry, Ty. I’m sorry Reggie wasn’t good to you. I’m sorry I…did what I did with him. But please don’t kill me. Please.”
Her begging was getting old faster than Reggie himself.
Moving back to the wall, I turned and took my stance.
She saw it. She knew.
Good.
“No! Ty, no!”
This was going to be the nail in the circus’s coffin and the final stab, right in the center of Reggie’s heart.
Aiming, I raised the tip of the knife just slightly—I didn’t have the room I had in the ring and had to adjust—and breathed in deep, ready to exhale on the throw.
Then I heard the doorknob turn. A second later, the squeak of it opening echoed in my ears like a cannon.
No! Reggie and I are the only ones who have the key. But Reggie might’ve given one to—
Bunny’s scream contained more anger and confusion than any eleven-year-old should possess.
“No!”
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T he second Emma opened the door, Bunny ran forward, slinking out from behind Leo and dodging around Emma with lightning speed, taking full advantage of her size and acrobatic skills. She drew aside the thick curtain blocking their entrance and shrieked before hollering “No!” at the top of her lungs. Emma surged forward to yank the girl back. Bunny clawed at the curtain, and it tore away in her hands, opening up Emma’s view and path more fully.
Leo was there in a flash to sweep Bunny away.
Emma drew her Glock and stepped into the trailer even as Ty lunged toward Calliope.
He landed with his body partially blocked by the wheel and touched a knife to the terrified woman’s neck.
As Emma witnessed the scene inside the costume trailer in slow motion, she realized exactly what they’d interrupted.
Ty poked the knife harder against Calliope’s skin. His trembling hand drew the barest trickle of blood. “Go away. Go away now. All of you!”
“We can’t do that, Ty.” Emma kept her weapon up.
Calliope struggled against the bonds holding her to the wheel, but Emma focused on Ty.
She blocked out the desperate screams of the eleven-year-old being held back by her partner outside.
Emma chanced a small step closer. The lantern light cast long shadows, making it tricky to determine what was moving and what was still. “Ty, put the knife down. You don’t want to do this. Not with Bunny right outside. You’re not that cruel.”
“You don’t know anything about me.” Ty’s hand shook where he’d braced his arm around the wheel, pressing against Calliope’s bicep. Tight enough to cut off circulation. Calliope’s fingertips were blue, and her fingers were slowly changing color too.
His voice remained hard, but his eyes kept glancing over Emma’s shoulder, toward the doorway. Toward the sound of Bunny yelling his name.
Keep yelling, Bunny. Let him know you’re there.
Emma breathed deeply, almost like she was taking her last breath. She held her grip steady.
A blast of cold air swept through the trailer. Sweat froze against the skin of her back. The air chilled her lungs. Her fingers went numb against the hard polymer of her Glock.
Glittering gold caught her attention. Penelope, pale as the death that was her reality, stood in the corner of the trailer. “He’s mad because everyone chooses someone else.”
The ghost’s words trickled into Emma’s mind, sounding far away. Finally, she speaks.
“I know you don’t want to hurt Bunny. I know you didn’t mean for her to see this.” Emma took another step closer. Seven feet between them now. She paused. She could make this shot, but she didn’t want to. “And I know the one you really want to hurt isn’t even Calliope.”
Ty’s lips parted in an angry sneer, and he spat on the ground, but the knife remained steady. “Calliope’s getting what she asked for. She’s the one who—”
“Chose someone else?”
“Everyone chooses someone else over me!” The knife thrower screamed, almost crying. His blade’s tip nicked Calliope’s neck again. “Everyone!”
Penelope’s thready voice, like a distant whisper, leaked out of her destroyed face. “Not everyone. Not Jamie. Not Betty. Not Bunny. Even his mother brought him here so his life would be better.”
Emma took a gamble and repeated Penelope’s words. “That’s not true, Ty. Jamie hasn’t chosen anyone over you. Betty didn’t. Bunny is still outside, waiting for you. Even your mother tried to give you a better life.”
He shook his head, but the knife’s point fluttered a centimeter backward so that the blade no longer pressed into Calliope’s skin.
The makeup artist didn’t look as if she noticed the change, but Emma did. Progress by distraction.
“Reggie, my fucking father, chose everyone over me,” Ty all but growled at her, his face going red. “And you don’t know the first thing about my mother.”
“I know everything.” Emma steadied her gun, seeing the panic in the young man’s face. She hoped Leo was far enough outside to not overhear. “Penelope told me.”
Ty jerked as if electricity had shot through him. “Penelope’s dead, you bitch.”
“I need hand powder.” Penelope stood right beside Emma, but Emma kept her eyes on the target. Penelope grew more insistent. “I need hand powder! I need hand powder! I need hand powder!”
“I know she’s dead.” Emma smiled tightly and readied herself to move. “But she’s still right here. Right…there.” Emma nodded at the dead acrobat who lingered in the corner of the trailer, poised and pretty for someone with half her skull crushed in and all bloody.
Emma didn’t intend to disappoint the ghost.
“You’re a liar.”
“I swear I’m not.” In a quick decision, trusting the shrieking ghost, she said, “I need hand powder.”
He jerked, the knife dropping another centimeter as he looked into the corner shadows of the trailer. His eyes and mouth were wide with fear, focused on the shadows instead of Emma.
“How do you know that?”
Emma took a step closer. “I need hand powder.” She felt ridiculous, but the effect on Ty was nothing short of stunning.
He was trembling from head to toe, spinning and searching.
Emma imitated Penelope’s intensity. “I need hand powder! I need hand powder! I need hand powder!” She charged, holstering her weapon in the same movement.
Transfixed by her haunting words, Ty didn’t resist when she grabbed his knife-wielding hand and forced his arm above the wheel.
He pivoted and landed hard against the trailer wall with Emma against him. She twisted his arm upward, leveraging the pressure points in his forearm, forcing him to release his weapon.
The knife clattered to the trailer floor as Ty panted, not quite able to catch his breath.
“How did…how did you know her last words?”
“Emma!” Leo launched into the trailer.
A loud convergence of people scrambled beyond the open door. Bunny still screamed Ty’s name. Emma thought she heard Denae out there, trying to calm the girl down. And Jacinda barking orders to police officers.
All of that was blocked out as Ty shrieked his rage into the small space.
She had his arm locked and guided him to the ground.
“Ty Belloise, you’re under arrest for the murders of Penelope Dowe, Dennis Hamel, Kyle Perkins, and Betty Weaver, as well as the imprisonment and attempted murder of Calliope Langley.”
Ty tried to rear backward against her grip, but Emma had the leverage, and she held him still. “Keep struggling and you’re going to break your arm. It’s time for you to stop hurting people, Ty. And for you and your father to answer for what you’ve done.”
Behind her, she sensed Leo’s approach. She looked up. He handed her his cuffs and moved to the wheel, releasing Calliope’s bonds.
The other woman’s skin was raw where the leather had held her, but she seemed mostly unharmed. Tearing her sweater in the effort to get away from the wheel, the young artist all but collapsed against Leo, sobbing.
Emma locked the handcuffs around Ty’s wrists with a satisfying click.
She looked over at the glittering young ghost, Ty Belloise’s first known victim. Silently, Emma thought the words she felt Penelope must be waiting to hear. “We’ve got him.”
The ghost seemed to stare beyond Emma, but there was a wavering of movement, almost a nod, and then Penelope was gone.
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M ia held her hand on Calliope’s knee, keeping contact between them. The girl was hunched in the back of an ambulance, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. Stars warred with the ambulance’s flashers to light the night, but Mia had long since become accustomed to the eerie lighting of the fairgrounds.
Paramedics had already bandaged the nicks on Calliope’s shoulder and neck, as well as applied salve and bandaging to her wrists, which were raw from trying to break free from her leather restraints. Her ankles had barely been abraded by the cuffs, protected by her jeans.
The makeup artist had also received coffee to warm her up, but she hadn’t calmed enough to drink it before the liquid went cold. Mia guessed they were nearing five in the morning now, but the circus was just as busy with activity as when the team had arrived.
“It’s going to be okay.” The words were mostly empty repetitions at this point, but Calliope nodded anyway. She wasn’t shaking from the cold. Mia offered a small smile. “You’ll see. Once the sun comes up, and once you’ve gotten some sleep, you’ll feel better. You’re going to be okay.”
Calliope’s lips quivered. Her tears had dried, but the whites of her eyes were bloodshot. “That’s sweet of you to say, but I don’t think so. I’ve made some mistakes, and one of them was definitely getting involved with Reggie, but at least I knew who Reggie was when I got mixed up with him. Ty? I had no idea…”
“I get it. Believe me, I do.” An image of Chris Parker came to Mia’s mind. His blue eyes, once so warm, had turned icy in his last moments. He’d always seemed so focused on himself until he’d turned that intense focus on Mia, becoming so loving and concerned with how she was doing. But Chris betrayed all of them—his team, his love, himself.
Mia closed her eyes and inhaled. When she opened them again, she willed herself to see only the young woman in front of her.
She patted Calliope on her uninjured shoulder, using extra pressure so the poor girl felt her presence through the blanket. “But you’re not responsible for what he did—”
“But how could I not know? How could I have spent so much time with Ty, dating him, and not understood how angry and full of hate he was?” The girl hunched tighter into herself and gripped Mia’s hand.
You and me both, Calliope.
“Sometimes, we only see what we want to see.”
Numbness settled in Mia’s heart. The coldness of the night’s events leaked into her. Beside Calliope, searching for some way to comfort her, Mia only wished she could take her own words to heart. “We focus on the good because we want to believe that’s who the person truly is.”
Calliope looked at her, still trembling. “I don’t know.”
Mia wrapped her arm tighter around the young woman. “No matter what, you continue to focus on the good. On the good you see in people and the good you represent. Okay? Because that’s who you are. I know it. And that’s what matters.”
A paramedic had been standing nearby, waiting for an opportune moment. When Mia nodded to him, he approached with a tentative smile. “You ready to go over to the hospital, Calliope? Think we should get you checked out, just in case.”
Calliope let the man gently disengage her grip from Mia. He helped her settle back onto the ambulance cot. Blank-eyed and trembling as she was, she appeared every part the victim. But her shock had given way to grief over the relationship she’d thought she’d had with Ty. That was something, and it spoke to the girl’s strength.
Mia believed what she’d told Calliope, that the young makeup artist would get over this and be just fine. With time.
And now maybe it’s time I took my own advice, huh?
She turned toward the agents’ staging tent, just beyond the circus gates. The man she sought was already moving to meet her halfway.
Vance appeared as tired and wired as she felt—as they all felt, she supposed—but he had a smile on his face. “She gonna be okay?”
“Yeah, I think she is.” Mia straightened, focusing on the moment. “I’m guessing we’ve got an update on things now, too, long as I spent with her?”
Vance nodded, turning to walk side by side with her toward the staging tent. “Detective Griff’s decided to put up the rest of the performers and carnies, including the newly released O’Rourke, at the same hotel until we get this all sorted out.”
“They let him out? What about the leotard and panties?”
“Griff didn’t say, but he was satisfied O’Rourke wasn’t a pedophile. They must’ve gotten something out of him.”
“So he’ll be off-site, pending further investigation? Hope they have someone watching him. Or at least let every young woman know not to wander the hotel hallways without an escort.”
“Griff said he’ll have officers posted for privacy and safety. Now we just have to process Belloise’s trailer for any evidence.”
“That’s not the only place they’re looking, is it?”
“No, but they’re starting there. Jacinda thinks the whole fairgrounds should be considered a crime scene. Forensics will start to comb through in the next couple hours.”
“Probably for the best. The Ruby Red is a mess. It’s going to take a while to straighten everything out.”
“You said it.”
Vance took a breath as if to say something else, but Mia held up a hand to stop him. The only moment she had was now. She shouldn’t be focusing on Chris or past mistakes. Now was all that mattered.
“Say, Vance, I want to ask before we get back to the others…” She licked her dry lips. “What d’you say, maybe…after all the chaos here is wrapped up…I mean, well, what would you think of us going out?”
Vance’s step faltered beside her. “On a date?”
She winced at the word. It sounded so normal.
Then she bit her lip, willing herself to answer. “Yeah, I think so. On a date.”
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L ike the rest of the performers, Billy and Bunny Weaver were about to be driven over to the hotel, but Leo hoped they could hold up this particular transport just briefly. He and Emma reached the patrol car at the same time as the Weavers.
He focused on Billy, whose lips were set in a frown that suggested he already knew what was coming. Leo nodded to the girl at his side. “You mind if we have a word with your daughter?”
He’d used the word on purpose. This was the man’s daughter in every way that mattered.
Billy Weaver held onto Bunny’s shoulder for another few seconds, about to reject the request, but the young trick rider looked up at him and nodded. “It’s okay, Dad. I’m okay.”
“You’re not. But I’ll let you talk to them.” He looked at Leo. “Please stay with her. She’s a flight risk. I’m gonna grab a few more things from the camper.” After smoothing his hand down his daughter’s hair, Billy left at a fast walk.
Leo opened the back door for Bunny and let her perch on the seat, facing him and Emma. “I know it’s been a rough night. We’re gonna let you go with your dad and get some sleep soon. But I need you to be very honest with me about one more thing. It’s really important. You understand?”
She pursed her lips. He noticed they were newly chapped from the cold night. “I understand.”
Leo offered her a small smile of reassurance. “Emma?”
Emma crouched in front of her. “Mr. O’Rourke could be in a lot of trouble, so we just need to know the truth, okay? Why was your clothing in his trailer? That yellow leotard we asked you about before?”
“I…I…” Bunny bit her lip, and for a moment, Leo thought she might start crying again.
Emma placed a hand on her shoulder. “Bunny, listen to me, honey. Whatever it is, you can tell us. You’re not in trouble, but there was blood on the leotard and your undergarments.” Her voice had gone softer, gentle and coaxing.
Leo was glad for her presence. Personally, he wasn’t sure he’d have been able to get the necessary words out.
Bunny pulled the oversize coat tighter around her body. Just when Leo didn’t think the child would answer, her little face crumbled.
“I got my period.” Honest embarrassment poured from her red cheeks and tightly closed eyes.
Her period.
A mountain of tension drained from Leo’s shoulders, and he had to bite his tongue to keep from laughing in relief. Beside him, Emma sighed, and he guessed she’d just had to curb the same urge.
If what she was saying was true, puberty had reared its head, and the girl had only gotten her period.
Bunny glanced up at Emma, before she turned her face back down to the ground. “I didn’t know what to do. I mean, I kind of knew what was happening, but it was still scary. Mom and Dad had gone into town, and I couldn’t tell Jamie, so I went to Reggie…he helped me.”
“Oh, honey.” Emma pulled her into a shaking hug. “That’s perfectly normal.”
Bunny pulled back. “I was embarrassed, and there was so much blood. And Reggie always told me that if I needed his help with absolutely anything, I could go to him. He said he’d always be there for me. And with Penelope gone, well, I went and found him. My mom was at the store, and he called her and told her, and she brought…she brought what I needed…”
Emma stroked her hair. “Why didn’t you tell me? I’m a girl. I understand.”
Bunny kicked her feet into the dirt. “I didn’t tell Dad. He doesn’t know. So when you were asking before, at the corral, I didn’t know what to do.”
Almost weak-kneed with relief, Leo leaned against the car while Emma comforted the girl, promising her that her father wouldn’t be angry she’d kept this secret from him.
Understanding what had happened, and how absurdly innocent it all was, had released a tightness in Leo’s chest he’d barely realized was still there.
O’Rourke hadn’t hurt this child. He’d only been trying to be there for her and be a father to her.
Billy Weaver would have a lot to process.
Gazing out at the circus in the gray morning light, Leo wondered if Ty hadn’t won after all. Likely enough, the entire circus would come to a close after all this chaos. The lives of everyone involved were in the process of changing drastically.
And this father and child?
Glancing up, Leo spotted Billy Weaver heading back their way, a large rucksack hefted over his shoulder. Leo met him some distance from the car, where they wouldn’t be overheard.
“Mr. Weaver, Reggie didn’t hurt her. Bunny got her period. That’s what the blood was. She was just too embarrassed to tell you.”
The fire-breather’s entire body relaxed. “Agent Ambrose, I…I don’t know what to say. Thank you. The things I had in my mind…I have to thank you and the rest of your team for trying so hard to protect Bunny. You’re a good man.”
You’re a good man. Leo hoped he was. Tears unexpectedly pricked his eyelids.
“I only wish we could have done more faster.” Leo held out his hand to shake Billy’s, and the man gripped it. “If we could have saved more lives…saved Betty…but I promise you we did what we could.”
Billy nodded and shook Leo’s hand once more before letting go. “No one can save everyone. Nobody can.”
Leo watched Billy head over to the car where his daughter waited. “I can still try.”
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A s the sun rose, Emma strolled through the fairgrounds, heading back to her Prius. Her mind was primarily focused on a few good hours of sleep when Penelope’s ghost popped into view once more, this time near the corner of a trailer.
Having said her goodbyes to the performers, Emma hadn’t expected to say goodbye to the ghosts as well, but she wouldn’t refuse the invitation.
Maybe she’d even get some answers now that the ghost was beckoning her over rather than pointing at clues before vanishing.
Glancing around to make sure she was alone, Emma tucked her neck deeper into her coat and shifted direction. She followed the dead acrobat around the corner. They stood together in the little alley between trailers. The ghost smiled with the remaining half of her face.
Emma struggled to smile back. The ghost’s teeth were red with blood, and her white eyes shined disturbingly. The blood on her gold leotard looked fresh and wet, too, which didn’t help. But, then again, maybe Penelope knew none of that. Who could tell how she saw herself with those eyes?
“Thank you, Agent Last.” Maybe because of her injury, Penelope’s voice, as before, seemed to come from somewhere else, but goodwill radiated from her face even with her white-eyed gaze. Her one cheek actually looked flush with life.
“You’re welcome, Penelope.”
Emma thought that would be it, but the ghost stepped closer to her, until they were only a foot away. Had the woman been alive, Emma would’ve smelled her perfume.
“It’s easier to be here, in the Other, knowing the person who decided my fate will have to surrender his own.”
“Why didn’t you say more before? Or say anything that might’ve helped us find Ty faster? We could’ve saved Betty.”
Penelope’s white eyes stared into Emma’s, sightless but seeing. “I wanted to. We all did. But it isn’t safe.”
Emma needed to understand. “Not safe for who?”
“It isn’t safe for you. So many in the Other don’t like you. Don’t like what you’re capable of. It’s better to keep the worlds as separate as possible. I shouldn’t be saying anything now…but I owed you a thank-you. As well as this warning. Please, stay out of the Other.”
Emma found herself staring at blank air. Her heart raced in her chest, pounding beyond even what she’d experienced when taking down Ty.
Whatever she’d expected the ghost woman to say, it hadn’t been that.
And how the hell was she supposed to stay out of a place she’d never tried to visit?
We’re way beyond what yoga classes can help with, Emma girl. Way beyond.
Willing her heart to slow down, Emma left the alley and headed toward the circus’s entrance.
Leo was strolling in her direction. Had he been looking for her? Or checking on something at the costume trailer again?
“It was a stroke of genius, you know.” He squeezed her shoulder. “With that Penelope Dowe bit. Great job there. You threw Ty completely off his game.”
Shit. He heard.
Emma froze, briefly, then choked out a laugh. “Thanks.”
Her voice sounded weak, but the other agent didn’t seem to notice. He was already walking away.
She wondered what he’d think if she told him Penelope really had been there in that costume trailer. Well, no, she didn’t have to wonder. She knew the answer.
He’d think she was cuckoo, sure enough.
She hurried toward the entrance, more anxious than ever to be away from the circus.
A flurry of movement off to her right caught her attention, and she couldn’t help slowing her step when a middle-aged woman in a brightly colored bohemian gown came hurrying toward her.
“Agent, please wait!” The woman lifted her skirt and sped up. When she reached Emma, she placed her hand on Emma’s arm as if for support and panted out her introduction. “I’m Esther Payne.”
“You’re the fortune teller for the circus.”
“Yes, I’m sorry we didn’t get a chance to speak before. I spoke with your supervisor, I believe. A woman named Jacinda.”
“Supervisory Special Agent Hollingsworth. That’s correct. Was there something you needed to tell her?”
“No, my dear. No, it was you I wanted to speak with.”
“Why’s that, Ms. Payne?”
“Mrs. Payne, actually, but my husband and I…well, it isn’t important. Tell me your name, dear. Please?”
Emma forced a smile, blowing out a stream of white air as she stepped away from the woman’s touch. “Special Agent Emma Last, FBI.”
She’d been careful to avoid Esther like the plague, and running into her now, alone, wasn’t exactly on Emma’s list of desired outcomes.
Exaggerating how the cold was affecting her, she rubbed her hands together and ducked her head against the wind. Maybe Esther would take the hint and leave her be.
Esther came closer again but kept her hands to herself this time.
No such luck, it seems.
“Emma, my dear, I had a vision of you while you were sleeping—”
While I was sleeping?
Emma took a step back. “I’m sure it was just a dream—”
“Oh, no…no, it wasn’t.”
The woman gripped Emma’s arm now. Esther’s white-blond hair practically glowed in the early morning air, the lines on her face deep with worry. Her serious blue eyes suggested she knew exactly what she was speaking of.
“Mrs. Payne, please let go of me. I don’t know what you—”
“Please don’t pretend, dear.” Esther shook her head violently. But her voice was soft. The fortune teller gazed around to ensure their privacy before focusing back on Emma. “Don’t pretend you don’t know that there’s much more to this world than most can see.”
Protests died on Emma’s lips. She didn’t have the heart to deny the existence of the Other, where apparently all the ghosts hung out. Not with the truth shining out of the woman’s eyes and right into hers.
“What do you want?”
“Agent Last, forces are gathering around you. And if you’re very quiet, very still, you will sense them coming.” Esther rested her other hand on Emma’s shoulder, her gaze remaining unblinking on Emma’s. “The path to the wolf is covered in innocent blood, and that is the path you must take.”
The woman went silent and released her grip on Emma. She smiled gently and was turning to walk away when Emma found her voice again.
“Wait. Wait, Esther. What do you mean? About the wolf, and innocent blood, and…and the path I need to take?”
Esther shrugged.
“I don’t know, dear. I don’t know.” And the woman turned and walked away.
It was maddening.
Behind her, Emma remained still and alone in the middle of the circus’s thoroughfare, unable to move or even think.
One ghost had told her to stay out of a space she’d never attempted to enter.
And a living, breathing woman had just spoken of a wolf, blood, and what seemed to be Emma’s personal destiny.
Dear Fortune Teller, if you don’t know what you’re talking about…how am I supposed to?
The question burned in her mind, speeding her steps. Her car felt like the only safe space in the world.
Emma worked hard to keep her walk from turning into a run.
The End
To be continued…
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