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      Lucietta’s knife glinted evilly in the glare from the lights above them in the rigging.

      Missy was half-crouched, her skintight UV leotard glowing strangely in the dim space high above the Jolly Knight Carnival’s Winter Spectacular show. She was still buzzing from the surge of magic that had stormed through her body during the performance. Ever since her father had left, their powers had been resurfacing, and this show—despite the drama that was unfolding—had become a powerhouse of energy.

      She gave herself a small shake, a reminder to concentrate. Lucietta would pounce at any moment.

      “Come closer, pretty little trapeze girl,” said Lucietta, her smile wide. “I want to cut you up.” The reflection of the fire flickered over her face, making her look like the caricature of a villain from a comic book.

      “No thanks, old lady.” The heightened power still flowed through Missy’s veins. She had to move now to disarm Lucietta—the older woman had crazy on her side.

      Leaping high, Missy grabbed a pole over their heads, kicking down at Lucietta’s shoulder. Luci grunted in pain but didn’t let go of the knife. Recovering quickly, Luci took a swipe at Missy where she was still dangling, only narrowly missing her foot.

      Missy curled up and over the bar, climbing nimbly to a position just above Lucietta’s head but out of her reach.

      Luci glanced up through the smoke that was now hanging around them. “I’ve changed my mind. You’re not that much of a prize, little girl. Convincing your father to destroy the Carnival was much more of a coup. I have other things to do tonight.” She glanced over to where Maddy was crouched on the tiny trapeze platform.

      Missy’s heart leaped at Lucietta’s words. She wanted to question the mention of her father, to demand answers, but she knew Lucietta’s intentions toward Maddy were a more immediate problem.

      She swung out, holding her body lean and long, feeling the gentle hand of the magic pulling her along. She landed lightly behind Lucietta and wound one arm around her neck, trying to block her airways.

      Luci grabbed at Missy’s arm with one hand, fingers surprisingly strong. She swung her knife hand backward, trying to stab Missy. The awkward angle worked in Missy’s favor and she leaped back, the blade swishing through air.

      Looking up into Luci’s face, Missy saw the hatred etched into the lines there.

      “What did I ever do to you?” she blurted, appalled at the woman’s expression.

      “You’re just like all of them. Thinking you’re better than me, more bound to the Carnival. More powerful. More special. This time, you’ll learn who’s more.” Luci snarled, thrusting forward with her knife, spinning unexpectedly to one side and making a jab toward Missy’s chest.

      Leaping to the side, Missy grabbed at Lucietta’s wrist, trying to make her drop the knife. They struggled against each other for a moment, their arms straining, and then Luci slammed her knee into Missy’s stomach.

      Missy gasped and stepped back, the air leaving her lungs in a rush. Lucietta attacked again, trying to slam the knife into Missy’s chest.

      Long practice sessions with Garth kicked in, and Missy raised her arm in a defensive block, holding her at bay for a moment and then pushing her away.

      Lucietta stepped back, panting heavily.

      Wiping at the sweat on her brow, Missy tried not to breathe in too much of the smoke curling between them.

      Lucietta surged forward, kicking out. Her foot connected with Missy’s side. Missy stumbled back, her feet slipping on the narrow pole. Taking several steps backward to correct the balance, Missy felt the magic surging to help.

      Anyone else would have fallen, and Lucietta growled, slashing her knife in front of her in frustration.

      Lucietta moved forward again, and Missy blocked her with two hands. Their arms locked together in a battle of strength, the knife in the middle the prize.

      Movement just above distracted Missy for a moment, and Lucietta’s triumphant yell was cut off by a rush of foam to the face—from the fire extinguisher held by Maddy just over their heads.

      Lucietta stumbled backward, trying to shake off the foam. Without hesitation, Missy swept one foot low and wide, knocking the other woman’s feet out from under her.

      Lucietta tipped to one side and fell from the rigging.

      Lucietta screamed, and there was a communal gasp from the audience. It settled into a relieved sigh as she grabbed a bar about five meters down, hooking her elbows over the metal pole. She clung there, looking dazed from the heavy landing, unable to see through the foam still coating her face.

      Maddy climbed down from where she’d been hiding just above them. “You okay?” she asked.

      Relief flowing through her body, Missy nodded. The fight had been too close. “Thanks. I can keep her in line from here.”

      Maddy smiled then headed back the other way, toward Garth and Hugo.

      Climbing quickly down, Missy landed close to where the older woman dangled. “If you want me to help you up, you’ll have to promise to give up,” she said, knowing what the answer would be.

      “You won’t let me fall. You’re all too goody-two-shoes around here. I think I’ll take my chances without any promises.”

      Missy nodded, although Lucietta couldn’t see her through the coating of foam she couldn’t quite remove while she dangled from the bar.

      Kneeling one leg on the beam, Missy put one hand out to grasp Lucietta’s arm and pull her up. Luci’s smug smile was almost enough to make Missy drop her again, but as if she’d sensed it, Lucietta grabbed on with her second hand and made it impossible.

      As soon as she was standing securely on the bar, Lucietta launched herself at Missy. She blocked it, then punched Lucietta square in the face. Magic fuelled her aim, and it was a powerhouse blow. She felt bones break in Luci’s nose, and the woman spun backward.

      Missy leaped forward and grabbed her just before she fell, hauling the now-unconscious Luci over her shoulders.

      She glanced around. The only thing she could do to help would be to distract the audience somehow. Lucietta was fairly light, and an idea came to Missy. She moved nimbly along the beam and then climbed to the high wire. Dumping Lucietta’s still unconscious body up on the platform, she followed her up, and then dragged Lucietta into her arms. She glanced down to the hard ice below. The net was broken and useless; there was no room for error.

      Missy took a deep breath and focused down into the very core of her being, where she shared space with the Carnival that both ruled and saved their lives. She needed to find the power and skill to somehow walk across the wire, balancing Lucietta in her arms, and make this whole fiasco look like it was part of the act.

      Placing one careful foot out on the wire, Missy kept her eyes on the other end. She felt rather than saw the spotlight that appeared over them. She didn’t hear or see anything else, simply felt the roar of energy flowing through her veins, keeping her in place.

      One foot after the other, she crossed the wire, trying not to think too closely about what she was doing.

      It seemed like both years and seconds, but she eventually reached the other side.

      Her final step onto the other platform was hurried, and she stumbled. Her heart thundered in her chest as she steadied herself. She wouldn’t let herself fall now. Leaning Lucietta’s unconscious form against the back pole as if she were awake, Missy sat next to her and waved out at the audience.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, give a round of applause to our daredevil high-wire walkers, Missy and Lucietta!” Rilla’s Ringmaster voice filtered up through the tent, calming Missy’s panic and making everything seem more possible. Missy clasped Lucietta’s limp hand in her own, and lifted them both high in a gesture of achievement. The crowd went wild, delighted to learn it had all been a stunt.

      She was vaguely aware of Maddy and Garth doing a stunt on the other ropes, and then all around them, the audience was on its feet, clapping and stomping over what they thought was some kind of new performance theatre show.

      Missy slumped where she sat, all her energy completely drained. They’d made it. Ever since she’d seen Lucietta with the knife, she’d been running on adrenaline.

      But now it was over, and she wondered how she was going to make it down the steps to ground. Lethargy filled her, her eyes closed to halfway, and she let out a small sigh.

      A small movement beside her made her open her eyes, and only her sharp reflexes allowed her to block the attack from Lucietta. Her brain took a few moments to catch up. Lucietta was awake and, against all odds, still had her knife. She must have tucked it away before Missy made it down to rescue her.

      Missy scrambled back, grasping at a pole behind her, trying to push back on Lucietta at the same time. Blood caked Lucietta’s face, and her eyes were wild with a fury directed solely at Missy. All Missy could do was block Luci’s frenzied attack and try not to fall from the small platform.

      Lucietta took a breath, holding the knife high over her head. “Try to avoid this, you bitch,” she said and slammed the knife down hard towards Missy’s face.

      It was only Lucietta’s warning that saved Missy. She stepped back away from the swipe, grabbing Lucietta’s hands as they swung past her, trying to twist the knife out of her grip.

      Lucietta growled. “That’s mine,” she said, putting her other hand over Missy’s. She jerked the knife back toward herself, blade first.

      The sharp knife-edge sank into Lucietta’s chest, sliding neatly between the ribs. It happened so fast; Missy didn’t register what had happened at first. Lucietta glanced down in surprise, her eyes wide. A gurgling sound emerged from her throat, and she fell to her knees, Missy still holding the knife.

      A noise behind Missy made her turn. Henry stood at the top of the ladder, taking in the knife, the blood, and Lucietta dying beside her.
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      TWO MONTHS LATER…

      Zeph Jolly stood at the arrivals area of L.A. airport and looked around.

      He could barely keep his eyes open he was so tired. His body ached all over, and his leg felt like his motorbike accident had only just happened yesterday. His boss’s final words to him were still ringing in his ears.

      Sorry, Zeph, we can’t keep you on anymore. If you can’t do your old act, you’re useless to us.

      His heavy bag smashed against his bad leg, and he swore. All he wanted to do was curl up in a nice warm bed and go to sleep. Preferably for several days.

      But his ride was nowhere to be seen. In fact, she was more than an hour late.

      Maybe parking had been lousy. Maybe she was waiting at the wrong terminal.

      Or maybe his mother had forgotten.

      His heart dropped, and all he could think about was how it had felt when he was a kid and his father and sister had left him. His mother had been the only one who’d cared, who had stayed with him through the hospital stays and the doctor visits.

      He knew logically that his mother was more likely to cling to him like a limpet than leave him, but he wasn’t feeling very logical at the moment.

      He hurt all over, and he was tired, dammit.

      He took a deep breath and picked up his luggage. He’d have to get a taxi. He just hoped he had enough money in the bank to pay for it.

      Two hours later, after a long taxi journey on traffic-clogged freeways and roads, he wasn’t so sure home was where he wanted to be.

      “Come on, Mom. Where are you?” He banged on the front door for a third time, trying not to scream with frustration.

      He’d already done one painful loop of the house and discovered it was a mess. The lawn was overgrown, the gutters were blocked, and there was a layer of debris on the drive that needed to be swept away.

      The longer he looked around, the more he became convinced his mother hadn’t been at the house for some time. It had a deserted air about it, a loneliness that sent chills down his spine.

      Where the hell was she?

      It had been five long months since his accident, and the only time he’d actually talked to his mother was one crackling phone call early on when he’d been half out of his mind on pain meds.

      Mom had always been a bit hazy about communication. She refused to get a mobile phone, didn’t like to email more than a couple lines, and often didn’t even reply. They’d always managed to stay in touch through long-distance calls on her landline, usually with Zeph phoning her. All this meant when she hadn’t replied to his email about coming home, he hadn’t been too concerned. She’d always been there to pick him up in the past.

      But when he thought back, he realized he hadn’t talked to her in at least four months.

      He’d been lying in a hospital bed that whole time, half out of his mind with the drugs, so he hadn’t noticed. His pulse started to pound, and he walked a little faster back around to the front.

      “She’s not been here for months.” The voice creaked up at Zeph as if being pulled forcefully out of a mouth.

      Zeph turned.

      And blinked.

      He thought he knew all his mother’s neighbors, but this wizened old woman was a new one. “Uh, okay, thanks. Do you know where she went?” His thoughts were spinning even as he stared at the woman in front of him. Hair rollers, housecoat, and slippers—all in matching fluorescent pink.

      “Sorry, sonny. Just saw a couple strangely dressed folk visiting. All bright clothes and too much makeup. She left with them a couple hours later and hasn’t been back since. Didn’t tell me what she was doing.” There was a note of censure in the old woman’s voice.

      “Strangely dressed? How?” A chill went down Zeph’s spine.

      It could mean only one thing.

      “They looked like they were from the circus or something. Not how normal people dress.”

      Zeph clenched his hands.

      The damn Jolly Carnival.

      Mom had always warned him they would never let go, that they’d be back one day to claim them both. He’d thought it was her usual paranoia. But she’d been right.

      He nodded his thanks to the old woman and then raced across the road to the only neighbor who’d been any use to him when he’d been growing up. He banged on the door of Ralph’s house and waited impatiently while he listened to the old man shuffling to the door.

      “Zeph!” Ralph grinned in surprise, his lined face lighting up. “I didn’t know you were coming home.” He was dressed in his usual trousers, shirt, and sweater, all in various shades of brown. Blue rabbit slippers adorned his feet.

      “Hey, Ralph. I got discharged.” He hugged his old friend and smiled at the familiar glimpse of seventies retro wallpaper in the dark hallway behind him.

      “You been sick?” Ralph pulled back and looked him over.

      “Mom didn’t tell you? I was in an accident.” Zeph paused. “On my bike during a show.”

      Ralph winced. “How’d your Mom take that?”

      “I don’t really know. I haven’t talked to her properly since it happened.”

      “Well, I’m sure she took it as badly as you might expect.” Ralph smiled. “Come on in, son. Don’t hang about the door like a salesman.” He stepped aside to let Zeph in, waving him on down the hallway to the kitchen.

      “Some lady across the road said Mom hasn’t been around for a while?” asked Zeph. A little bit of outside confirmation wouldn’t hurt.

      “Bright-pink dressing gown?” Ralph’s expression said what he thought of her.

      “Yeah.” Zeph laughed. “So was she right?”

      Ralph nodded, shuffling up the hallway. “She left about three or four months ago. With some strange folk, even for her.”

      “Did you talk to her?” Zeph led Ralph into the bright kitchen area. Yellow and red flower-patterned curtains hung at the windows, and a pot of coffee was brewing on the stove.

      Zeph took a deep breath; it finally smelled like home.

      “She came over to say good-bye. Told me it was for the best.” Ralph frowned. “I’m not sure what she was on about, but she seemed happy enough. I didn’t figure it was my place to be fighting her on it.” Ralph looked at Zeph, a question in his eyes.

      Zeph thought of his mother, with her paranoia and her strange quirks. She wouldn’t have left unless she was forced to. “I think it’s my father and his Carnival. Mom always said they would come and get us, but I didn’t believe her.” He struggled to dampen the bitterness that infused his words. “I have to get her back.”

      Ralph put one hand on Zeph’s shoulders. “I know, son. It’s a hard pill to swallow when your own father doesn’t give a damn.”

      The old hurt pushed to the surface, and Zeph ruthlessly shoved it back down. He didn’t care about his so-called father and the ragtag bunch of losers who followed him at the Carnival. He just needed to get his mother away from there before they used her up and threw her away again.

      “She didn’t seem opposed to the idea of going with these people,” Ralph added musingly. “If it had been your father, I’d have thought she’d fight tooth and nail, the way she talks about him.”

      Zeph shrugged. “The only circus people my Mom knows are from the Jolly Carnival. Who else could it be?” He paused, words trembling on the tip of his tongue.

      “Out with it,” said Ralph.

      Zeph sighed. “You’re not going to like it.”

      “Since when were you anything but trouble for me?” The humour in his eyes softened his harsh comment.

      Zeph grinned. Ralph was right. “I need to borrow your bike.”

      Ralph’s immediate shake of his head was just what Zeph expected.

      Zeph leaned forward. “Look, Ralph, I wouldn’t ask you unless I was desperate.”

      “Can’t you hire something? A car? Why do you need my bike in particular?”

      Zeph sighed. “I don’t have any money. It’s all tied up in hospital bills. I was expecting Mom to be here so I could borrow a bit off her until the insurance money comes through.” He rubbed his leg where he now had a huge scar. It was going to hurt like a bitch, but he had no choice.

      “I can’t loan you any money, lad.” Ralph’s voice was quiet.

      Zeph shook his head impatiently. “I don’t want your money, Ralph. I just need a ride out to the Carnival. I’ll bring it back in pristine condition. I promise.”

      Ralph narrowed his eyes up at Zeph. “You break it, you buy me another one, just the same. Same year and everything.”

      Zeph grinned, relieved. “Of course, Ralph. You know I will.” He hugged the old man hard, grateful something was going his way at last.

      An hour later, Zeph was on the motorbike he’d learned on as a kid: a pristine-condition black-and-chrome 1969 Harley Davidson, complete with sidecar.

      As he cruised along the open road, heading away from L.A. and toward deepest, darkest Midwest, he wondered if he was doing the right thing.

      One thing he was sure of: his leg did hurt like a bitch.
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      Missy walked into the bar, still fuming.

      Who the hell did they think they were?

      She knew just as much as they did about what worked in the ring. More, in fact. The latest styles in circus acts were down and dirty, more ‘sexy cabaret’ than ‘family fun’. She’d been to see a few on her latest trip to L.A., where she’d earned the damn Carnival a bunch of cash to pay off some more of the debt Abba had lumped them with.

      And now they were telling her it was too much?

      That she had to go back to the boring old style of circus?

      Be more traditional?

      She’d damn well do what she wanted. They couldn’t tell her what she could and couldn’t do. She was the star of the show—she’d do what she liked.

      Her breath hitched and a little sob worked its way up her diaphragm.

      Slamming her bag down on the bar, she scowled over at the bartender. He was a handsome guy and seemed kind of familiar.

      She stared at him, trying to recall where she’d seen him before.

      There were a lot of people like that in Madison. She’d grown up around here and had gone to school in the off-season. But she’d never quite managed to get to know people enough to remember their names. She’d always been too busy. Her focus had always been on the Carnival, learning everything she needed to be perfect up in the air. Learning to fly.

      It had always been everything she needed—until now.

      Missy swallowed down the lump in her throat that was making her eyes tear up. She would not cry.

      “Hey.” She cleared her throat. “Can I have… uh…?” What the hell should she drink? She wasn’t used to drinking in general. “Can I have a cocktail please?”

      “What kind of cocktail?” The bartender gave her a friendly smile. Like he knew her.

      Missy blinked. “I don’t actually know. Something with juice in it? Not too sweet?”

      “Sure, Missy, coming right up.” He moved off to get her order.

      Missy winced. He did know who she was. She’d probably sat next to him in algebra or something equally stupid.

      She glanced around the bar. The place was kind of old and seedy and smelled of alcohol. Despite the lateness in the evening, there were a lot of people around.

      The bar was attached to the local hotel, the closest place to the Compound with alcohol, which was why she’d picked it. Easier to get home in a taxi once she’d drunk herself into a stupor.

      She didn’t usually drink, but sometimes it just made the most sense. She needed to blunt the edge of her anger, and sitting around in the Compound wasn’t going to do that.

      Neither was working on an act Rilla had vetoed.

      The bartender came back with a large pale-yellow drink in a tall curved glass with a piece of pineapple and an umbrella perched on one side. He grinned at her. “I figured you’d want the full treatment. It’s a Piña Colada.”

      Missy raised her eyebrows at him and then looked down at the drink.

      It didn’t quite match her mood—maybe she should have ordered a Bloody Mary.

      She took a sip, then another. It tasted good. “Thanks. Just what I needed.” She smiled at the bartender and turned around, surveying the bar. The only table left was by the door, presumably because of the cold breeze every time someone opened it.

      Missy shrugged. She was wearing a thick leather jacket that would keep her warm.

      She sat down and was afforded a lovely view of the parking lot at night. Taking another sip of her drink, Missy wondered who owned all the different cars and what their lives were like.

      Were they being treated like a child?

      Did they have to fight tooth and nail for every little concession?

      One thing was for sure—they didn’t have the Carnival, and they survived perfectly well.

      But then, they didn’t know what they were missing.

      Missy slumped back in her seat and took another sip of the sweet drink.

      Rilla and Jack had been so dismissive. That was the most distressing part. She knew they were busy, and things weren’t going to plan with the payments they still owed the bank, but she’d expected more when she’d shown them her new act.

      She’d been working on it for the last couple months since the Winter Spectacular. It had seemed like the perfect way to get her mind off everything that had been happening lately.

      When they’d sent her to L.A. to do the shows—a couple of celebrity birthday parties and some corporate events—the other circus acts she’d visited had been a revelation, making her realize she’d not been pushing the boundaries enough.

      She’d been doing the same old shows her mother before her, and her grandmother before that, had been doing. It was time to bring the show into the next century.

      But Rilla had totally disagreed.

      We’re teetering on the edge as it is, Missy. We need to stay solidly in the space where we excel. Traditional circus.

      Entertainment for families, people coming to the circus for the same experience they’ve always had, the experience they expect, only better. Not some far-out experimental show they don’t understand.

      They need to be inspired, not confused.

      The sound of a motorbike interrupted her thoughts, and Missy blinked. She took a sip of her cocktail as she peered out the window. A big, old Harley Davidson—with a sidecar no less—pulled into the lot, the chrome glinting beneath the overhead lights.

      Her interest perked up.

      She’d always liked bikes. She’d followed Viktor’s son Henry around for a couple years when they were teenagers, watching everything he did on his old bike. He’d let her do it too, which said more about Henry’s patience than what she’d actually managed to learn.

      At one point, she’d even planned to convince Viktor to have her on the Thrills crew. But she’d never really been a natural at it, not like she was up on the high wire, and her obsession had passed.

      Mostly.

      The man outside climbed off the Harley and stretched.

      He was tall and rangy, and a muscled stomach showed under his leather jacket as he lifted his arms high. He pulled off his helmet, and she saw straight black hair in a longish California-style cut.

      Pulling a bag out of the sidecar, he limped toward the front of the hotel, his face showing clearly that he was in pain.

      He disappeared inside, and Missy forgot about him—mostly—and continued to examine the large bike. It was pretty impressive. She was contemplating going outside to take a closer look when the side door of the bar slammed.

      The guy from outside appeared in the bar, his gaze searching the room like he was looking for someone.

      Missy looked away, and continued to contemplate the old Harley bike. She bet that guy didn’t have people ordering him around. He looked like he could take care of himself. He probably got that limp while telling someone they could go⁠—

      “Mind if I sit down?”

      Missy jumped.

      The guy who owned the bike was standing next to her table, his long black hair down to his cheeks, a glass filled with ice and some kind of alcohol in his hand.

      Missy stared at him, trying to decide what to say. The last thing she wanted right now was company. “There are a couple empty seats over there.” She pointed to the other side of the crowded room.

      He didn’t give up. “Look, I’ve just had a long, hard ride, and I was hoping for a bit of conversation. I figured we could talk about our drinks or something. Maybe you could give me a couple local tips?”

      “How do you know I’m from around here?”

      “The bartender said he went to school with you.”

      Missy started guiltily and glanced over at the bartender. He didn’t look any more familiar than before.

      “You don’t remember him, do you?” said the stranger. “You were probably one of those cool kids who didn’t notice half your classmates.”

      Frowning, she shook her head emphatically. “I just had other things to think about. He… uh… didn’t say anything else, did he?”

      “He didn’t seem too bothered by it, so I figured you probably didn’t date him, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Missy let out a relieved breath but didn’t say anything. The silence stretched for a moment. It wasn’t until the stranger looked like he was about to leave when she finally relented. “You can sit there if you like. Just until you finish your drink.”

      He tipped his glass at her and sat down, close enough that Missy could smell his cologne mixed with the scent of sweat and coffee.

      Something stirred inside, and she checked him out under her lashes. A long fringe partially hid his eyes, stubble covered his chin, and his muscular frame was hidden under jeans and a crinkled black shirt. He’d ditched the leather jacket since he’d come inside.

      Missy swallowed over a suddenly dry throat.

      He turned and caught her staring. She couldn’t look away—his electric-blue eyes caught and kept her attention, for some reason familiar to her.

      Tingles erupted in her stomach and she took a sip of her drink to cover her nerves.

      “So what’s a nice girl like you doing in a joint like this?” he said with an amused sparkle in those already hypnotic eyes.

      Missy’s breath caught in her chest. She was suddenly not sure this was a good idea after all. What was she going to talk about?

      A sob story about how her parents had left her all alone?

      How she’d had to kill someone who’d pulled a knife on her during a performance?

      How she was part of a circus and did contortionist work?

      That last one usually ensured a gleam in their eyes, as they imagined what she could do in bed.

      Missy sighed. “Trying to relax,” she said pointedly.

      She just wasn’t up for it tonight; all she wanted to do was rant. She wished Garth wasn’t miles away. She wouldn’t be in this situation if he were here. But he and his girlfriend Maddy had gone to visit her parents. She didn’t envy Garth that experience. They sounded like they were going to disapprove of everything about the Carnival, including Garth.

      “You from around here?” he asked, ignoring her hint.

      She nodded, not looking in his direction. “You?”

      “Nope. Just passing through.”

      Missy’s interest rose a little at that. If he wasn’t from around here, then he couldn’t pass on her secrets to the rest of the nosy bastards. She wouldn’t have to look at him six months from now and wonder if she knew him from somewhere.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Missy.”

      “Well, Missy, you look a little pissed off,” he said.

      She rolled her eyes, unable to completely squash the anger spitting around inside her. “I’ve got a stupid boss who thinks she knows everything better than I do. Who doesn’t listen, even when I have a brilliant idea.” She took a breath. It felt better to get out even a small rant.

      He smiled, showing a set of perfect teeth to match that handsome face. It was almost embarrassing how attractive he was. “That sounds like almost every boss I ever had.” He took a sip of his drink. “So what was this great idea you had?”

      Wiping her fingers absently down the side of her ridiculous drink, Missy considered what she should tell him. Not that she was a contortionist and high-wire act in a circus; that was certain. “I thought we should try something different, and my boss thinks we need to keep everything the same. Just because we’re not doing so well at the moment, she doesn’t want to rock the boat. But she doesn’t understand that doing my new…thing…would be what would help us do better. It’d shake things up a little. Move with the times.” Missy took another breath. She shook her head. “Anyway, we just had a massive bust-up, and now I’m trying to figure out what to do.”

      He nodded, his blue eyes melting with sympathy. “Sounds rough.”

      A feeling of familiarity crept over Missy. Had she met this guy before? A panicked flutter escaped her stomach. “Have you ever been to Madison before?” she said.

      He looked surprised, then shook his head. “Not since I was a little kid.”

      Missy smiled. “Good.”

      Amusement made his eyes twinkle. “Why so good? Do you have a reputation around here that I should be worried about?”

      Missy scowled at him, trying to neutralise the effects of his charm. “What’s it matter to you if I have a reputation? You’re just some guy I’m talking to in a bar.”

      He nodded. “Point taken. But what if I want to buy you another cocktail? Will I get beaten up by your weight-lifter husband?”

      Missy sputtered on the sip she’d just taken. “Dear God, no. I’m a risk taker, but I’m not crazy.”

      “How do you take risks if you’re not crazy?”

      Missy lifted a single eyebrow. “Every which way I can.” She grinned.

      He laughed. “You sound like my kind of girl. So what’s it like living around here?” He glanced around the small bar, taking in the locals.

      “It’s okay. Usual small town.”

      He nodded. “I hear there’s a weird circus commune around here somewhere.” He made a silly face, but his eyes showed interest.

      Missy’s heart skipped a beat, but then she remembered she didn’t have to be honest with this guy. He was just passing through. She’d never see him again. “Sure. On the forest side.”

      “You ever see them?”

      “They come into town every now and again. A few shops in town cater to them. Costume design, high wire powder, that kind of thing.”

      Not exactly lying. She took a sip of her drink, determined to be normal for just one night. She cleared her throat, searching for something to say. “So what do you do?”

      “I’m into motorbikes.”

      “A mechanic?” Her childhood obsession made her ask, and she leaned forward a little.

      He hesitated, as if he didn’t want to tell her too much about himself, and then nodded.

      Missy smiled. He was perfect. Not too clingy, not interested in talking about himself, and he’d be gone tomorrow so she wouldn’t see him again.

      She decided she didn’t have to be herself for one night.

      “Where’re you from?” she asked.

      “Outskirts of L.A.”

      Missy nodded, almost to herself, and took another sip of her cocktail. She watched through her lashes as he started to tap one of his fingers on his glass in time to the music from the jukebox and glanced around the packed room.

      His gaze swung abruptly back to hers. “You want to grab something to eat? Is there somewhere good around here?”

      “One condition.”

      He raised his eyebrows.

      “You tell me your name,” said Missy.

      He paused. “Zee. My name’s Zee.”
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      Zeph tried to remember when he’d last had such a good time with a woman.

      The usual groupies on the extreme motorbike circuit were all the same; they just wanted a piece of the fame and fortune, or they wanted a kickback from the adrenaline that was floating so heavily in the air around the riders on tour.

      They would have been fawning all over him by now. And the two women who rode bikes on the tour were his buddies, both already married.

      He looked at Missy as she sat across from him in the booth.

      She’d suggested they stay at the hotel but move to a booth in the restaurant section, and he’d agreed easily. He much preferred to stick close to his hotel.

      Her long, dark hair framed her face while her hazel-flecked eyes watched him with a wariness he tried to decipher. Was it because she’d just met him? Or was she like this with everyone?

      Mostly, he didn’t have to work that hard with women. They just fell into his bed. He was confident in his looks and abilities, and there were plenty of women who appreciated that.

      But Missy was different.

      He didn’t know what was going to happen. Would she follow him back to his room? Or would she smile and say good night?

      He had no idea, and it was a thrill.

      “You folks order the nachos?” The waitress stood over them, holding a large plate in one hand.

      “Yes, that’s us. Thank you.” He smiled at the waitress, and she immediately straightened out of her tired slouch.

      “You let me know if you need anything else, honey.” She smiled back at Zeph and moved away.

      “Wow, does that work on all the ladies?” Missy watched him with a fake impressed expression.

      He shrugged one shoulder and smirked. “You gotta use what you got. Now she’ll look after us a little better.”

      “So the answer is yes, it does work on the ladies, said Missy, making a face. “But it doesn’t mean anything to you.” She popped a corn chip in her mouth and chewed thoughtfully.

      He held is breath and wondered if this was going to be it, the place where she decided she was going to run.

      But then her face cleared and she stayed put. She reached out one hand and snagged another corn chip from the pile in front of her. A piece of stringy cheese attached itself to her chip, and she had to work at getting it to pull away from the rest of the meal.

      He watched, fascinated, as if he’d never seen anyone eat before.

      There was something about her he couldn’t quite work out.

      She’d seemed so self-contained at first, elegant but with a few sharp edges thrown in to make things interesting.

      But now he couldn’t help feeling he could sense an air of vulnerability around her, like the face she presented to the world was just a very clever, tightly woven facade.

      He’d become slightly obsessed with breaking down that facade.

      “So what do you do, Missy?”

      Missy glanced up at him, her mouth full of cheese and her eyes panicked. “I’m… uh… a waitress,” she managed.

      She was lying, and he wanted to be annoyed at her. But he’d let her think he was a mechanic named Zee, so he really didn’t have the moral high ground. He reminded himself he’d be gone tomorrow, as soon as he got his mother back.

      “So what else do you like to do?”

      Missy blinked again, and Zeph figured she was going to try to make up some hobbies as well. “Look, you don’t have to tell me anything if you don’t want to. Just don’t lie.”

      She swallowed and then sighed. “I like to do things that involve being high off the ground,” she said.

      “So you’re an adrenaline junkie?”

      Missy nodded, crunching on another chip.

      “Me too. Dirt bikes mostly.”

      “Anything else?” Missy said, resting her chin on one hand.

      “Sure. Anything that gets the heart pumping, I’m probably into.”

      “So what’s the most hardcore thing you’ve ever done?” Missy asked.

      “Take your pick. I’ve parachuted out over the jungle in South America. I’ve skied black diamond runs. I’ve done free jumping, abseiling, basically climbed and jumped from any number of high places.” He shrugged, trying to show it was no big deal, when sometimes he knew his obsession with adrenaline went too far. It was like he was daring himself to go to greater extremes without really understanding why.

      Missy grinned. “That sounds cool. I’m into heights, but I’ve never done anything like that.”

      Zeph paused, looking at the mixture of anticipation and envy on her face. “I’d offer to take you somewhere high up to jump off, but we’re probably never going to see each other again after tonight.” He rubbed his bad leg.

      He probably couldn’t even do anything like that at the moment anyway.

      Reaching out to take another cheesy nacho, Missy nodded. “You’re right. We’re not going to see each other again. But you’re wrong about not being able to go somewhere high.”

      Zeph blinked and his hand stilled on his thigh. He glanced down at his leg. The ache in his chest was like a rock. He didn’t want to be this guy, someone who couldn’t leap up and do whatever he wanted.

      Missy glanced down toward his leg where it was hidden beneath the table, pity in her eyes. “If you’re not up for it, I’ll understand,” she said.

      Zeph’s hand clenched. The pity in her eyes was more than he could stand at the moment. “Anything you can do, I can do,” he said abruptly. He’d never liked being told he shouldn’t or couldn’t do something.

      She raised her eyebrows. “Is that so?”

      “Yes. I’m so sure about this, I think we should bet on it.” He knew he was pushing it further than he should, but he couldn’t help himself.

      “What kind of bet?” Missy didn’t look worried or intimidated. She looked intrigued.

      Zeph smiled and waved a hand wide. “I don’t know where you’re taking me or what you have in mind, but I figure the one of us who does it better wins. And the person who wins gets a boon from the person who loses.”

      “A boon? What the hell does that mean?”

      “Like a favor, but it can be anything. The winner gets to order the loser to do whatever they want.”

      “I’d question that, except I know I’m going to win, so you’ll be doing whatever I want rather than the other way around.” She gave him a smug smile over the corn chip she was about to put in her mouth.

      “We’ll see about that.” Zeph grinned. This was turning out to be an interesting night.
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      Missy led Zee outside, wondering if she’d lost her mind.

      This wasn’t what normal people did on a Friday night.

      Other people went out to dinner or went to a bar with friends or even spent the evening at home watching television. They didn’t leave a comfortable restaurant to go to the local cliff face in the dark with no safety gear.

      She grinned.

      It had been her idea, and to be honest, she couldn’t think of anything else she’d rather be doing.

      The surge of excitement as she thought about it was enough to make her want to skip a little as they walked in the parking lot.

      She led Zee to his vintage motorbike. “Are you sure you’re okay to drive?”

      Zee nodded. “All good. Only two drinks all evening.”

      “Okay, then let’s go.”

      He nodded, a hint of anticipation on his face. Zee handed her a helmet and she climbed into the sidecar.

      “Just head out of town in that direction,” Missy pointed. “I’ll tap your leg when we need to turn onto Ridge Road. We’re going to Madison Ridge.”

      A zing of anticipation zipped along Missy’s veins. This was more like it—she should have known better than to try to drown her sorrows in the bar. A bit of action was all it took to make her feel better again. “It shouldn’t be too difficult for an adrenaline junkie like you.”

      Zee revved up the engine.

      Missy grabbed the edges of the sidecar, and they were off in a roar of noise. She glanced up at Zee.

      He’d been reluctant at first, but Zee would be fine at Madison Ridge, even with his sore leg. They could both get an adrenaline rush without any hard climbing.

      And she could go farther out on the ledge if she wanted to.

      She was pretty certain she was going to win any kind of competition with him, especially given his leg, but she could make sure he had fun too.

      She grinned into the wind smashing against her face.

      The full moon overhead made the landscape whipping past seem pale and mysterious. Zee was definitely a little bit crazy. She was used to all sorts of crazy, living with the Carnival, but this was something different, a kind of exuberance she hadn’t encountered before.

      A desire to experience life at a full sprint, to let nothing go by without an answer.

      She loved it.

      As they neared the turnoff, Missy tapped his leg. “Turn up ahead.”

      Zee nodded, although Missy doubted he could hear over the noise of the engine and the wind whipping past them. But he slowed the bike and turned off at the correct place, which showed he’d been listening earlier.

      The gravel road was bumpy going, but it didn’t last long and was almost entirely uphill through the forest that covered much of the surrounding landscape. She pointed toward the small clearing in the trees, near the path that would take them to the final part of their journey upward. In the moonlight, it seemed ethereal and otherworldly.

      “We just have a short walk up there,” she said, gesturing toward the path. “I think your leg should be okay.” She glanced up at the walk and then back at Zee, wondering if she was overestimating his abilities.

      “I’ll be fine,” he said, his voice a growl.

      Missy shrugged and started walking up the path between the trees. It had been a while since she’d come up here—they used to make the trip as teenagers, when they felt the need to test themselves and their abilities. Funny how Zee brought that out in her.

      She wasn’t even breathing hard when she broke out of the trees into the rocky outlook she’d been heading to. It was a rugged cliff top looking out over the surrounding forest, the drop made deeper by a large quarry at the base. At one side was a craggy old tree with massive roots clinging to the cliff top and some of its biggest branches unfurling out over the gaping pit below. Missy went and stood at the edge, holding on to a tree branch, and looked down. It was dizzying and breathtaking at the same time. It made her feel alive for the first time in a long while, and Missy took a deep breath, trying to remind herself of what was important.

      “Wow, this is amazing.” Zee had come to stand beside her, taking in the moonlit view. His breath heaved in and out, but he was otherwise focused on the scene in front of them.

      Missy looked out again and realized she was taking the midnight beauty of the valley for granted. For her, it was all about the height and the adrenaline, when actually, the view itself was pretty amazing. “Yeah, it is nice.”

      “So this is it? Your challenge is to stand up here?” said Zee. He lifted one eyebrow at her.

      Missy gazed at him silently for a moment, tempted to be really mean to him in return for that scorn. But she could see the climb up the hill had been hard on him, and he was trying to hide it. “What happened to your leg?” she asked instead.

      He frowned, and for a moment, she thought he wasn’t going to answer her. “I was in an accident,” he said eventually. “It was pretty bad, multiple broken bones, punctured lung, scrapes, and internal bleeding, that kind of thing. I don’t think I was expected to live in the beginning, and then they thought I wouldn’t be able to walk again; I’d crushed my leg so badly.”

      Missy reached out and put a hand on his arm. “I’m so sorry. About the accident, I mean. The fact that you’re walking, that part is pretty cool.”

      He’d been looking out over the view, but he turned his face to hers as she spoke. His eyes were ablaze. “Don’t you dare feel sorry for me, Missy. I worked hard with the rehabilitation and I’m better now. I’m not going to give in.”

      “I didn’t mean…” Missy paused, gathering her thoughts. “I don’t feel sorry for you. I think it’s amazing.” He’d overcome incredible odds to be standing here in such a short time.

      “Well then? What are we waiting for?” he said. He’d lost some of his easygoing charm since the climb, but Missy almost preferred this darker version of him. Shadows marked his eyes, where before he’d seemed so simple to understand.

      She slapped her hand against a tree branch, making it shudder. “We climb out to the branches that go over the quarry.”

      Zee’s eyes went to the massive trunk of the tree and then to where the outermost branches hung precariously over nothing. His eyes narrowed.

      “Out there?” he said, pointing.

      “Exactly.” Missy smiled. That was more the kind of reaction she’d been expecting from him. “I’ll go first, show you the best way. Then you follow.”

      Zee nodded slowly, his eyes still caught on the branches out over the pit. “Anyone ever fall?” he asked.

      Missy didn’t answer his question, instead reaching up her arms and pulling herself up into the tree, feeling a stir of her magic at this small exertion. It wouldn’t hurt for him to be a little worried. It might make him concentrate more.

      As she climbed, she wondered for the first time about the bet they’d placed on this adventure. What would Zee want as a boon if he won? Her first thought was sex, and a shiver worked its way down her spine. Did she want to have sex with Zee? There was definitely some part of her that did, although doing it as a dare seemed… risky. She glanced back and saw him grab the first branch and haul himself up using his powerful arms, all grace and dark focus.

      She swallowed. Somehow, she didn’t think Zee needed to trick women into having sex with him. He was too attractive and oozed too much charm to need help in that area.

      What else might he want from her? She didn’t have money, or at least not in the way most other people had it. She could get anything she wanted through the Carnival and didn’t really need much of her own cash. Maybe he would make her do something even crazier than climbing a tree in the dark over a cliff. He was an adrenaline junkie after all.

      She grinned. Not that she would have to actually worry about it. There was no way he was going to beat her at climbing out here, especially with his recent injuries. She would just have to remember to make sure he didn’t push himself too far just for the sake of the bet. Maybe just keep him close to the trunk where he’d be in no danger of actually falling. She glanced back. As long as he stuck to the main branches, he’d be fine. That’s why they’d always come up here to practice—there was some sense of backup because of the lower branches close to the trunk, despite the huge drop beneath the outer branches.

      She shook her head and reminded herself to concentrate. The other reason they came out here was to focus on their magic, to learn how to bring it forth in any situation.

      She slowed her breathing and centered her attention down into her body, the way she did in a performance. Each hand hold, each movement became part of a carefully calculated dance, guaranteed to garner the required results. Softly, slowly, she felt the magic emerge, rolling along her body like a lover’s hand. She forgot about everything around her, forgot about the dare, and let the swell of power take over her every thought. She was part of the tree, able to flow over the branches like a river spilled downstream. A primeval part of her reveled in the pure physical ecstasy of it, of using her body as it was intended to be used, pushing herself past the limits of the average person’s physical endurance. Every life-giving breath she inhaled intensified her strength; every thought she had
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