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PRELUDE

“Vadim, I don’t think this is a good idea.” Valya must have told her brother that a dozen times as they made their way through San Francisco. They now stood in front of a grand mansion in one of the nicest neighborhoods she’d ever seen. It wasn’t an issue of not trusting her brother’s ability to scope out a target for burglary, no. They’d been doing petty crimes since they were kids. Her brother had the same level of talent in their side work as their primary. Unfortunately, it allowed the two of them to barely scrape out enough funds for basic living necessities. Only recently had they regrettably moved into more illegal activities.

“Do you really want to go to bed hungry?” He coaxed her to doing their crimes with a promise of onion rings smothered in nacho cheese. A tactic used since they were children. They crouched behind a row of topiary hedges near the dark, looming mansion. The bushes once groomed into the shape of animals. But the boxwoods along with the rest of the landscape overgrown and neglected. “We’ll never be able to leave the circus if we don’t get more money.”

Valya knew her twin brother was right. He was always right. They were identical in every way except for their genders. Black hair, thick from their mother. Light gray eyes with a hint of blue from their father. Being raised to carry on their family tradition of performing acrobatics, they were lean and athletic. Valya envied women with breasts and asses out of hip-hop videos. Sure, it made her agile and graceful, but not what anyone would call sexy. Considering their current life—being sexy would make things worse.

The two of them were born into the Circus of Night. A flea-bitten, low-budget circus with performers of various degrees of talent. Deformed individuals worked the freak show carnival row of it. Their parents, Vitaly and Valyria Petrov, had come to America as Russian refugees with no money or immigration status. The circus owner “offered” to harbor them if they worked within the performers’ ranks. Their parents had been renowned and talented acrobats in their home country—The Flying Furies. As teens, they’d been part of the Russian Olympic team. They fit easily into the talent pool. Once a well-maintained, famous, and glamourous circus, over time and with the invention of the internet, social media, and cynic disbelief in all things fantastical, it fell on hard times.

Their parents died tragically during a fire when she and Vadim were ten years old. It was then when they learned the true hold the aging owner and his son had on the family. Their parents had been nothing more than indentured servants. A contract signed by their parents when Valyria became pregnant, it added their children to the ownership. Their parents feared deportation, therefore, never attempted to get their U.S. citizenship. A presumed death sentence to leave and deported back to Russia. The owner using threats like a leash to reveal them to the authorities to control them.

The twins had been born in the United States—it was simple for them to gain the status of citizens. But it cost money to proceed legally through the immigration system, and Vadim refused to become homeless and broke. Valya countered it couldn’t be any worse than their existence now. Walter Barker Jr. was as shrewd as his father. The pitiful pay awarded to the performers amounted to very little once food, lodging, and “other benefits” were deducted. If she and her brother missed a performance, such as when Valya sprained her ankle dismounting the high-wire, they owed the circus for the “expected” ticket loss. It made no sense. The circus didn’t advertise nor inform the people at the gate buying tickets, who or what would be presented inside the tattered big top tent. The elder owner had the ruthless gall to deduct from their parents’ pay when their mother couldn’t perform during the last months of her pregnancy. A debt gone unpaid even when Vitaly worked double jobs as performer and laborer. When Valyria worked in the concession stand with her newborn infants close by in milk crates.

All to attempt to break free from debt and what they shamefully were forced to call home. The twins had grown witnessing that shame. And sensing their father’s rage under the pressure of believing freeing them was his duty as a man, husband, and father.

It was one Valya knew her brother carried as a sad inheritance. Their housing consisted of a tent with floors made of wooden pallets. Their bathrooms the porta-potties utilized by the rest of the circus and the public for performances. Those weren’t maintained by any company. The task of cleaning them a form of punishment by Barker—one everyone fervently wished to avoid. They cleaned up in the same water tank the skinny and abused animals drank from. Nothing thrilled Valya more than when the circus camped close to a running creek, river, or a lake. She’d gleefully skinny dip and use it as a long-overdue and welcome bath. They had no kitchen. They ate in the mess tent with the others. The meals were often scant and disgusting. But it was better than being homeless, Vadim stated. Barely, but still. Having a sad, soul-crushing something had to be better than nothing. Valya often wondered if her brother was wrong.

The honor agreement the owners made with their performers to leave their position with the circus was a joke. Threats to call the law for stealing and reporting them as thieves. The rest of the performers held no higher rung in luck or life than the twins. Take the Bearded Woman, Layla, for example. She was a transgender transitioning from male to female. The owners had offered Layla a job after finding her at a homeless shelter. She had worked toward paying for the hormones and surgeries to become the person she needed to be. But a botched breast surgery for implants brought Layla to death’s door due to infections from the Mexican clinic. Unable to work her position as a call center team lead due to weeks off recovering, she lost her job and apartment. Rejection by her family landing her in the shelter. No hormones, her beard returned. And the owners found an opportunity easily obtained out of Layla’s desperation. Barker threatened kicking her out, removing the only haven Layla felt she had and revealing where she was to her family—one that considered her an abomination.

If any of them dared to leave without paying the debt, the Barkers threatened to send his paid heavies to hurt them. Gleefully informed them they would do nothing to stop the men from killing them.

The twins felt sure his threats wouldn’t be carried out. And if they were, they’d fall as flat as the circus’ cheap balloons. But neither wanted to take the chance. The man demanded an impossible amount of money. One they had no chance of saving to fund. Hence the turn to crimes to hoard the cash within the carefully cut pockets with the folds of their sleeping bags.

“Look, I’ve been coming here every night this past week after performances. The old lady is alone. I never see her leave and she has no hired staff that I’ve seen. She paces in front of the windows talking to herself. She’s nuts. I bet she won’t even notice a few things are missing.” Vadim pointed to the expanse of windows in front of the home where Valya could make out a form moving behind the thin curtains. “There she is. See? Walking and talking to herself.” He brought his focus back to Valya. “And do I need to remind you that we’re leaving San Francisco after the final performance tomorrow night?”

The circus always packed up and left in the middle of the night. A few times they moved before the crowd had left the circus on its rented lot of land. Valya wasn’t exactly sure why but it wouldn’t be a difficult guess—the owners most likely never paid the ground fees. They didn’t bother to obtain the proper permits or faulted payment to contracted food carts. They left each city in the dark of night and slunk to the next quietly. Gone before the debts came due to the vendors the next morning or authorities appearing to reinforce broken laws.

Her brother was right. If they were going to do this, it must be tonight. Maybe this job would produce enough to finally leave. “Okay. But remember, we don’t hurt the woman.” She didn’t need to tell her brother that, but she always did. They both vowed to the other they would never harm anyone in their crimes. So far, luck hadn’t put them in the situation to break the vow.

Handspringing over the hedges, they moved silently across the expanse of overgrown lawn to the back door. Valya kept watch as Vadim began to pick the lock only to find it unlocked. Exchanging glances, both stepped inside the dim interior and quietly pushed the door closed behind them. The interior showed more neglect on the inside than the outside. Trash cluttered the floor, unwashed dishes in the sink with shards of busted china on the floor. Scribbles of illegible words scratched into the fine wallpaper. They moved quietly. Careful not to crunch the pieces with their shoes.

Crouching by the kitchen door, they could see the woman pacing. Her hair wild and her pajamas grimy from poor hygiene. Vadim must be right. The woman appeared to have completely lost her mind. Valya felt sorry for her and a bitter taste of guilt for what she and Vadim were about to do.

The woman talked to herself—some language Valya didn’t recognize but the woman was clearly of Asian descent, so maybe Chinese or Japanese? Didn’t matter. They would do this and go quickly. Vadim nodded and waited as the woman turned her back to them in her pacing. They ran to the stairs and climbed fast to the next floor.

Valya paused at one bedroom. Obviously a teenager’s room. But the walls were scrawled with Asian letters. The bed covering ripped into and destroyed. The mirror over the dresser shattered, streaked with dried blood. God, she hoped whatever kid inhabited that room vacated before the old woman’s descent into madness. Gone and safe. Maybe that’s what sent the old woman into insanity.

“Valya. Come on.”

Glancing down the hall to where Vadim stood in a second doorway, she nodded and joined him. Stepping into the large master bedroom, she found the mirrors shattered in here and the master bathroom beyond like the rest.

Vadim began to toss the dresser drawers and she moved to a large jewelry armoire in the corner. When she opened the door, found a mess of bundled chains. She stepped back to see most of the items tossed to the floor. Pausing when her footstep landed on something, she found a bracelet able to glitter through the dust and debris on the floor. She picked it up and wondered if it belonged to the girl. She shoved it in her pocket as she squatted down to go through the rest of the jewelry on the floor.

“Shh, she’s coming.”

At Vadim’s warning, they both ducked on the opposite side of the bed a second before the old woman entered the room. She tore at her hair with thin fingers and continued to talk to herself as before. She seemed tormented. Valya felt a deeper sense of sorrow for her.

They tracked the woman as she approached the two French doors and opened them to a balcony beyond. Vadim stood and took Valya’s hand. They’d move downstairs to search for valuables there.

The moment they stood, Vadim suddenly jerked Valya back down next to the bed. She went to question why when something else moved into the room. Something… not a person. Not a pet nor a trick of the eye with shadows. But… something alive.

It looked like a cloud of fog. But that watery vapor wasn’t green. Nor making a hissing sound as it floated through the air. It almost sounded like whispered words but Valya couldn’t decipher the sounds any more than the scribbling on the walls or the woman’s words. Valya dared a glance at Vadim. He appeared just as shocked and confused as she.

The strange mist moved across the room to circle around the woman. The hissing became louder. The woman in turn appeared to beg and plead with it, her words broken with sobs. She then did a dizzying verbal switch and started ranting. She batted her hands at the fog as if it was a solid mass. As if she could choke it as her fingers clawed at it.

“We should help her,” Valya whispered and began to push up to stand. And once again, Vadim jerked her down. She turned her head to glare at him. He was not this heartless. But his focus stared past her at the door.

Swiveling her head in puzzlement, Valya covered her mouth as a second fog entered the room. Its color comprised of dozens of hues mixed—shifting and swirling as it moved. It made Valya think of an oil slick on water. She always thought those cheerful, like a rainbow—not the case with this new entity. She found it more horrifying than the green one.

The green one reacted to it with a louder, sharper hiss. It bunched up to coil and face the approaching second mist being. The rainbow one let out a loud growl and lunged in a striking motion. Stopping short within inches. The green one snapped with a threatening crackling sound before it disappeared in a rush over the balcony rail. The multi-colored one followed.

Valya let out a long, held breath and met her brother’s horrified confused look with one of her own. “We need to go,” he said. This time it was he that pulled her up to stand.

“No. We can at least bring her back into the house,” Valya replied as she released his hand to approach the balcony where the old woman stood in the chilled night air.

He grabbed her wrist. “Didn’t you see those things? Those were real or we both wouldn’t have seen them! Whatever is in this place is evil. You had to feel that too!”

Valya swung her eyes back to the woman. “But they left. We need to help her.”

Vadim let out a “fuck” through his teeth but gave her a nod.

Valya touched his cheek in gratitude as she carefully navigated the destroyed room. She was close. Only a few yards remained when the woman became more frantically agitated. Did she realize she had intruders? No. She faced the city and the night beyond.

She then climbed up on the balcony rail.

Both Valya and Vadim ran to intervene in the woman’s plan.

They were too late. The woman let out a sigh, sounding relieved and let herself fall.

Reaching the rail, they both looked to the ground to see the woman lying akimbo on the curved driveway. Her limbs and body twisted in an unnatural angle when she hit. The blood pooled under her body and left them no doubt the impact killed her.

Valya covered her mouth and a sob broke through.

Vadim stepped back and tugged on her arm. “Valya…”

She pivoted toward him to leave to see what he’d seen.

The rainbow mist hovered in the air outside the balcony a few feet from them. Valya could have sworn it stared at them. Its strange hissing grew in volume. And then...

And oh my God, did it smile?

Horror replaced the shock of the woman’s tragic suicide. She and Vadim rushed out of the room and hurried down the stairs. Neither of them bothered with being stealthy in exiting the mansion. Nor did they slow down once they had.

Valya felt a strange, icy breath on the back of her neck.

She dared a panicked look back.

No one was there.
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Ladies and gentlemen! We must remind you that this is not a circus for the faint of heart or the squeamish. Nor for the little ones. This is a feast for the eyes and your desires. We will quicken your hearts. Heat your blood and whet your appetites and other more intimate parts. But remember, we tailor our performances for an adult audience above the age of eighteen years of age. And while we won’t stop you from bringing your children, we won’t be held liable for their nightmares and corruption of their souls. Welcome to the Circus of Night!

 

“Do you think anyone really buys that bullshit anymore?” Valya glanced from the loudspeaker overhead to her brother Vadim.

He shrugged. “Does it matter? Is there anyone out there to hear it?” V, as he liked being called, peeked through the flap of the worn and grimy tent. “Actually, there’s a decent crowd. Most likely Barker had to give half the tickets away, but so far San Fran is paying off.”

Valya blew out a sigh of relief. “Good, because after the other night, I don’t want to do any more houses.” She’d lost count of how many they had pulled off since their teens after becoming circus orphans owned by Winston Barker. But this last one… “I can’t get it out of my head, V. Those things. The woman. What were those fog things?”

Vadim snorted and turned to face her. “Seriously, Val? You are going to bring that up again? It was nothing. A trick of the light. The old lady obviously committed suicide. The newspapers said so. They said her family was all gone. Her granddaughter had gone missing and was presumed dead. It was tragic. She cracked. She tossed herself off a balcony.” He laughed sarcastically. “We can’t all stick the landing like you, little sister.”

Her brother would be correct—she had catlike reflexes when it came to their performances. He had the strength of a lion, and her agility of a smaller, swift feline. Combined, they could perform acrobatic feats rivaling any other act in the industry. No nets. No wires. All trust in each other. Vadim believed being trained since toddlers made it possible. She, on the other hand, not as sure.

“Let’s hope I always stick the landing, V,” she replied, but he would have to be deaf to not hear the pain tainting each word. Apparently his hearing worked perfectly as always. He stepped over to cup her face in his rosin smooth, strong hands.

“Stop. It was that one time.”

She knew that fact too. Her parents only missed a grab once. Technically, the missed catch and landing wasn’t what killed them. The impact of hitting the burning floor below took care of that.
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Fifteen Years Ago

“You told us we could go! When we gave you the funds! You said we were free to leave!”

Valyria moved to stand next to Vitaly in the small circus office. They’d left Chicago in the dark hours of the night and set up for shows tomorrow in Louisville. It was a Sunday. The one day of the week when the crew of the circus were given a day off to rest and relax. The rest of the days made up of one daytime show, and two more in the evening. One day to recover? Barely enough.

That stopped today—or so Valyria and Vitaly thought.

Winston Barker sat smugly behind his cheap wooden desk. A large envelope of cash held under his fat hand while the opposite held a lit cigarette between nicotine-stained fingers. “I wasn’t lying. You two can go. But now you have two brats. They were born in my circus. Which means they belong to me.” He sat back and gave them a smarmy, smug smile. “It’s twice the price for them. But you two can go. Or they can go. But all four of you? No. That’s not how commerce works in the good ole US of A.”

Vitaly rose quickly to his feet and slammed a fist on the edge of the wobbly desk. “You would take our children? Here with you like stray puppies given to a new owner?” Vitaly’s lips curled over his teeth as his rage climbed at the suggestion. “Do you honestly think we’d leave them?”

Valyria stood and placed a hand on his arm in an attempt to calm him. “No, love, he knows we wouldn’t.” She lifted her chin proudly, but he found tears shimmering in her eyes when her gaze caught his. Borne from frustration of the never-ending slavery situation. One that now had ensnared their children. One he’d not been able to free his family from. “We stay. We will find a way to pay you for Valya and Vadim. We go as a family. And we stay as a family.”

Vitaly took her hand and exhaled through his nostrils with anger but never at her. Not at his heart. “Fine. I shall do as my wife has said.” He brought his focus back to the bastard. “But mark my words, Barker. Take them as a vow I plan on keeping until I take my last breath.” His fist came down to slam against the desk and he leaned across it to sneer, “My children will be free. They will live the dream we came to this country to live. Do not doubt me.”

Valyria gripped her husband’s bicep in her hands and tugged firmly. “We both vow. Come. We have a performance to prepare for.”
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Valya’s mind traveled to the night of her parents’ last performance. Her father came back to their tent angrily cursing about Mr. Barker. Something Vitaly did often for as long as she could remember. She overheard her mother tell him something would work out. To calm down and focus on the routine that night. Barker loved to have a twisted thrill in all the performances. Lighting the ring on fire for some while adding sharped spikes during the acrobatic part of the circus. With them and their parents before them, it was doing their trapeze act without a net. For that performance, Barker would create what he gleefully described as a lake of fire in the main ring. A huge pool of a flammable liquid set on fire with zero concern for the fumes. Whatever it took to “thrill” the audience. Valya remained convinced that the smoke billowing above must have caused her parents’ disorientation, which led to their fall and death.

Vadim began to demand a net for all performances since they became skilled enough to perform an act at the age of fifteen—but Barker refused. If Vadim threatened there would be no act or performance, Barker would shrug and say he would call immigration. That stopped the bargaining attempt—half the circus were illegal immigrants and remained the only family of friends the twins had. Now they were twenty-four years old and many of the circus members, much like the glamour of the circus, were gone or dead. Little kept them figuratively anchored to the worn, patched-up tents and the only surviving animal the circus owned. An old tiger named Stripes, and he was no longer a threat—if he ever had been. Unless the geriatric big cat somehow found the energy if given the opportunity to gum someone to death.

“Sis.” V snapped his fingers in front of her face and pulled Valya free from the depressing memories. “It’s time. Come on. We’re up. Time to polish this turd of a circus.”
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“I’m sorry, Keeper, is there anywhere else you need to be right now?”

Reno’s head snapped up, and he blinked at Bounce standing with Evan at the front of the conference room. The answer to The Grid Leader’s question was yes, in fact, there was indeed somewhere else he needed to be. The same place he slipped away to several times a week making him late for patrols. Where he went caused him to be an hour or two delayed getting home. To make up excuses to cover and hating that he’d have to lie. God, he hated lying to Witch. Every time the fear she saw through his deceit gnawed at him. But over the span of the time of the deception, he became better at it. He’d impressed Sundown with his new finely honed ability of dishonesty.

When he came up with the brilliant decision to keep Epsilon hidden from Grid, it seemed both plausible and easy. He planned where and how for weeks. Possibly for months in his mind since the bastard’s last attack against those he cared about. It logically justified him to use the opportunity for payback and revenge. Who could blame him?

Well, Bounce. Evan. Witch. Everyone. Yeah, Reno felt fairly sure that everyone would have smacked him upside the head for being an idiot.

Nah, they won’t. They won’t even be surprised. When aren’t you an idiot? Even in your sleep, your fucking dreams are stupid, therefore there is zero time you’re not an idiot. Who the hell dreams about dancing with a living Twinkie in heels?

Reno rubbed his fingers along his brow and mumbled under his breath, “It’s the creamy center. It’s irresistible. And shut up.”

“I’m sorry, were you saying something?” This time it was Evan who inquired. Damn his friend for doing it too. The man held an amused smirk because he knew just like everrryoonnee else Reno spoke to his dark side out loud more than he didn’t. Evan could be a dick like that sometimes.

Bounce, Evan, and everyone stared at him. He flashed a huge smile and shook his head—maybe a little too fast. “Nope. I’m good. Focusing. Got it. All here.” He paid more attention to the pre-patrol briefing and did his best not to check the time on the wall clock over Bounce’s head.
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“Well, you did your usual stellar job in there.”

Reno felt Kenzie walking behind him before she stated her snarky comment. The strange connection between them still remained, thanks to their powers being a thing eons ago. He glanced back at her to find Marcus with her. He exhaled through his nostrils in frustration and ran a hand to comb through his hair. “I have a ton of errands before patrol.” He turned to walk backward to face them with his arms out to the side. “You know, husband, father, wife about to have twins. That kind of stuff keeps a guy busy. Throw in a homeless shelter I almost am never at to run, I have zero spare time.”

Marcus snorted and rolled his eyes. “You’ve seemed to have quite a lot of errands for a while now. And I think we are both tired of covering for you.” The Keeper of Murder narrowed his eyes and pointed. “Murder would also like to know where Madness has been. He has not sensed your dark power for weeks now. Why do you keep your power locked away? Did he chew on another human? Again?”

Go ahead, tell him that Madness sucks at keeping secrets. Add to the fact you got him so fat with darkness beating and torturing Epsilon, that the fool makes zero sense. Go ahead, oh by the way. Trash can.

“What—” But Reno figured out what Sundown meant a split second later when he flipped over a trash can behind him. He landed ass to floor as the can fell over. “Damn it,” grumbled as scrambled back to his feet. Marcus stood there with a raised eyebrow and smugly amused. Kenzie didn’t bother with subtlety and broke out in laughter.

“Oh please do that again.” She cackled and pulled her cell phone out. “I want to get that epicness on video to show Lana. And upload it to The Grid web server, of course.”

Reno smirked as he rose to his feet. “Ha-ha, no. It was a one-time event.”

Marcus snorted. “Today. It will undoubtedly happen again. Tomorrow. Possibly the day after.”

“Want to make a bet how soon, big guy?” Kenzie chuckled as she elbowed Marcus in the side. “And I’m talking with real money, boys. I have a baby mama to care for now.” Her expression flooded with prideful love for her heartbeat Lana and their beautiful baby girl. It’d been wondrous to witness how the baby changed the former street smart, hardcore badass Kenzie into a gushing, as Lana insisted on calling her Mommy Two. Yeah, Reno and Marcus made so many jokes about her being the poop parent. Which led to them being punched or stabbed. Funny how quickly she reminded them not to forget the Kenzie of old.

As Marcus and Kenzie decided on the terms of the bet, Reno pulled out his phone to see a text from Witch. They were two months from her due date and just when Reno thought they had everything two babies at once would need, Witch saw a commercial, read an article, found someone on Amazon or, heck, he didn’t have an idea at times, and something else would be added to the growing inventory. This text showed a photo of a double-seat stroller on sale at Costco she wanted him to stop and pick up. Smiling, he sent a text back:

Let me guess? Already paid for it and I’ll be taking back the other one?

Yes, Candyman. Baby brain made me do it. It’s twice as bad this pregnancy. 😉

He laughed at her terrible joke. She took every opportunity to spin anything she could to be a twin. Then I guess I can do it. For you. Anything, really. I miss you. I know, it’s only been three hours but I always miss you. The moment I step out the door. A lot, a lot.

He smiled at the series of hearts before her text. Me too, Reno. I love you. Please be safe. Now go kill lots of bad guys and hurry home to your Witch.

That last one summed up achingly what Reno wanted most to do. Which led his brain guiltily back to the reason he’d be late again and couldn’t.

He hadn’t ‘visited’ Epsilon in a week. Not that the son of Lucifer could starve to death or die of dehydration. Sure, the guy’s current state was that of a scraggly bearded, scrawny god in a tattered, bloodied, and grimy designer suit but dead? Nope. And as long as Reno took precautions not to let the guy bleed out or decapitate him, Epsilon continued to live an immortal existence.

He winced and let out a soft swear, he replied back: I might be late. But I’ll be there as soon as I can. I love you.
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Valya always kept her eyes closed when she performed the solo opening at the beginning of their act. Vadim waited on the launch bar in the dark. The audience kept in a pitch-black oblivion thirty-feet below her in the sixty-foot tall main tent. Music filled the area. She was unsure of the title, but it always reminded her of the type of soundtrack one would hear in a science fiction movie. Tonight she wore the leotard covered with strips of mirror-like plastic. It bounced reflections of the only light in the space—a spotlight directed at her as she moved. Vadim joked by calling her a living disco ball. She liked to imagine herself as a comet soaring through the universe to escape the earth’s gravity and all its bad held inside of its bubble.

When she reached the moment when Vadim’s trapeze arched over to meet hers, her eyes only opened after she felt the air stirred by his sweeping past her. And she would let go and drop. The audience would gasp. Sometimes the faint of heart few would cry out. Most were too deep in their cheap watered-down beer and gave no notice at all.

But her brother always caught her. Confident that his strong hand would wrap around her wrist to swing her upward. Again, sent airborne as she twisted and his arm encircled her waist to bring her up to his trapeze in the same moment he let go and caught hers. Her eyes closed once more when she flew alone and swung through the air. As if his touch grounded her enough to allow reality to settle in—because he would be there to help her survive it. She believed that their bond as twins made their art what it was, not training. A closeness only developed between two people who developed in the same space. Two souls meshed together as the two siblings hugged in the watery haven of their mother’s body.

Two comets in a singular orbit within a vast universe.

When Valya launched once more, Vadim’s firm grasp took her ankle. She hung downward and arched her back and arms. When her eyes opened at his touch, something had strangely changed. The audience screamed—not from shock of the performance because no one looked upward to see it as the spotlight moved with the twins. It must be from something else. She looked up at Vadim to see if he had heard it and it was clear on his features he had.

The spotlight went out abruptly and the calliope of noise from below grew louder, drowning out the music. Thuds of objects, clattering of chairs and running footsteps. More hysterical screaming. All within the tent’s thick darkness.

Suddenly a loud pop rang out, and Valya free fell once again. But this drop was not part of the routine. Vadim fell with her into the darkness below. Their hands frantically reached out for each other.

The last thought crossing Valya’s mind—when comets fall to shatter into nothing more—it’s strange how the final second felt like forever.


[image: ]



“I did not fail you, Father! I did as you asked. Yet, you leave me here!” Epsilon repeated the same pleas in various forms screamed at the stone ceiling over his head. Ironic considering the Devil lived below and Epsilon felt sure that Omega nor Heaven listened to anything he had to say.

The earsplitting shrieking once vibrated off the glass walls of his cell but an insulation of dried, dark blue blood muffled the noise. And excrement. Fissures and scratches marred the no longer smooth surface. He’d given up throwing himself against the walls—the defects indicated a level of weakening but six or more inches of ballistic glass did not surrender easily. Neither would he. He was the fucking Prince of Hell. Disowned and disavowed but still royalty.

“Father! I demand you show yourself!” He pivoted in the middle of the destruction of the meager contents of his prison—shattered cot. A ripped mattress. Shredded books and their ripped pages fluttered about him as his movements became more frenzied. “Goddamn it! By the Omega’s power, I will make you pay for this, Father!”

He’s not listening. He doesn’t care. Why would he? Look at you? Pitiful. Desperate. A waste of flesh. If I could, I’d choose anyone but you. I do wish you would die so I could. But I also wouldn’t wish to miss the moment of your demise. What a happy day that will be. Because it will happen. Perhaps that’s what you wish for now. As I said, pitiful.

Laughter filled Epsilon’s head. He would have grabbed at the roots in an attempt to pull the voice out with the hair, but he had little of the pure white strands to tug. His scalp a patchwork of raw patches from the hair he’d jerked out. Greed, the dark power infecting him since boyhood, starved and therefore fed on its host. Its twisted cannibalism did nothing to ease the gnawing insane hunger. In that current moment, Epsilon was more of a meal for Madness than Greed. Perhaps Murder if he could only get his hands on the one who kept him locked away like a sewer rat.

But then again… Madness had been feeding on you already, hadn’t he?
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Epsilon knew whenever it was Madness doing the visit. Greed shrunk deeper as if to hide. For all the bravado his power showed, they had both developed a fearful respect for what Madness could do. Would do. To him.

First, a high shrill giggling drifted down the hallway leading to the cell. Next, the screeching sound of claws trailing down the stone as the power approached. Finally, when Madness reached the cell door, it would say his name in a singsong way. Its tone full of pleasure and joy for the activities it was about to partake in.

Epsilon would scamper to the farthest corner of the cell when the door opened. Self-loathing would bubble for a beat—he truly was a rat rather than a guard. And Madness the cat gloating at the play. “Please, Madness. Must we do this again?”

Instantly, Madness shoved him back against the wall. The power came in close, in control of its host and bared his fangs. Epsilon watched in horror as the sharpened points lengthened within a predatorial smile. “Yes, us must.” Epsilon tried not to scream when the claws swung up and sank into his shoulder. He fought the dark power in the beginning—he’d learned that only fueled the torture more. Madness came within inches of his face. “You tortured us friends. You hurt us family. Us must make you hurt too.”
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Epsilon cursed when Greed brought the last visit from Madness to the forefront of his mind. He screamed in manic frustration and pounded his fists on the wall.

“Screaming? Haven’t you realized that’s a waste of your time and energy? But then again, what else do you have to do, right?”

Epsilon turned to see the freak, Reno Sundown, Keeper of Madness and now him, stood on the opposite side of the glass. Epsilon curled his lips from his fangs as he threw himself at the glass and screeched to be set free. He knew the effort was useless. But yet, he did it once more.

“Where have you been, Freak?” The slot below him in the door opened and he clutched the bundle, scurried like the vermin he felt himself to be and took it to the corner. He ripped open the paper and found a fresh sandwich. Sitting on his haunches, he tore into the food, his eyes tracked three bottles of water as they fell through the slot. Next followed what he assumed were clean clothes in a shopping bag. The latter had been offered before but he refused to wear anything but a fine suit—even if the one he wore was no longer fine. The Tom Ford suit soiled, ruined, tattered, and destroyed. However, it was all he had left of who he used to be. He feared losing himself altogether and even the sad reminder of the suit a buoy his frazzled mind clung to.

“It was longer this time. Tell me, how long do you believe you can continue this farce of justice? Until you’re found out.” Epsilon sneered as he spoke around the mouthfuls of food. Reaching out to drag one of the bottles of water toward him, he cracked it open to swallow gulps of the liquid down. He drained it in seconds. Wiping his mouth with a hand, he rose to his feet. The food and drink had given him some much-needed strength. The rage of seeing the freak fueled it further. The saying how far the mighty had fallen had a certain real clarity of understanding
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