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​CHAPTER 1:
Harvey’s Circus
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Seth Gannon, leader of the Seth Gannon Investigators, arrived at Harvey’s Circus for his first day of work. The circus grounds were a buzz of activity - colourful caravans parked haphazardly around the perimeter, the faint sound of distant animal calls, and the mingling scents of sawdust and roasted peanuts. Seth had landed himself a dangerous job, but one that carried a certain allure. He’d be working as part of the trapeze act.

He wouldn’t be performing death-defying somersaults or gravity-defying stunts. His role was to hang, swing, and catch the other performers. A critical job requiring precision timing and unwavering focus. Seth had already impressed the team when they put him up there to test him out.

‘Good,’ said the leader of the high-flyers. A stocky, muscular Romanian man, Fredericko, had a bald head and a neatly trimmed soul patch. He stood with his arms crossed, inspecting Seth with a critical eye. ‘With a little practice, I think you’re the man for the job. You’re strong, you’re fit, and you’ve got good coordination.’

They were inside the big top, its vast space empty except for a few trapeze artists and a lone workman fixing a hinge on the towering wooden entrance doors.

‘He also looks fantastic in tights,’ said one of the females, a brown-eyed brunette in shimmering leotards. Her name was Nadia and she smiled at Seth, a twinkle in her eye. She was very nice and Seth just knew he was going to enjoy hanging out with these people. Both the women on the team were gorgeous. 

‘Normally we would not have a big guy like you on the traps,’ said Jona, a muscular fellow. ‘How tall are you?’

‘Six foot three.’

‘At least he has a long reach.’ 

Seth’s accommodations were modest but serviceable - a small caravan left behind by one of the previous performers. The closet still held clown costumes, and a dressing table was cluttered with makeup boxes and random odds and ends. A pile of oversized clown boots sat in one corner, looking forlorn. Terry Harvey, the circus owner, had promised him the caravan would be cleared out soon.

As Seth unpacked, there came a knock at the door.

It was Nadia and she greeted him with a dazzling smile. ‘Hello! I heard you were here. I thought I might come and see if you’d like me to give you a tour, to help you get settled in.’ 

She was dressed in a short blue skirt - petite, but shapely, with nicely toned legs. 

‘Sure.’ Seth grinned. ‘I’d like that.’

‘Great!’ Her big brown eyes glistened and she delivered him a sexy smile. She took his hand and led him out of the caravan. ‘I am so happy that you got picked for the job. You are in such great shape.’

‘I work out.’

‘Mmmmmm. That is good. In our troop you need to be ready for anything.’ 

Nadia guided him through the maze of caravans towards the animal enclosures. Harvey’s Circus was one of the few remaining that still featured animal acts. There were chimps, lions, horses and a couple of elephants.  

‘We’ve had a lot of people leave recently,’ Nadia said with a sigh. ‘It’s been hard. Mr Harvey has done his best to replace them, but it’s the acts that are the hardest to fill. We even had to cancel the juggling act. Ferdinando was magnificent, but he moved on.’

‘Why?’

Nadia hesitated. She turned and faced him. ‘Mr Harvey did not tell you?’

‘He told me two performers were murdered. Is that why Ferdinando left? Was he afraid he might be next?’

Nadia nodded. ‘Everybody is afraid. You must be very brave coming here to work when all this drama is happening.’

‘Well... I figure I’m not in any real danger at the moment. I haven’t pissed anyone off yet.’

A nearby chimp began hollering and thumping against the bars of its cage, making Nadia flinch. The noise subsided just as quickly, leaving an uneasy silence in its wake.

‘It’s strange...’ Nadia said. ‘One of the men, he was not popular, but the other, he was very popular. Nobody hated him.’

‘He must have made at least one enemy. Unless he just got in the way.’

They approached a large gazebo with a kitchen caravan parked beside it. The scent of spices and sizzling meat wafted from an outdoor cooking area where a greasy-looking cook flipped ingredients in a smoking wok.

‘So what about your trapeze guy?’ Seth asked. ‘What happened to him?’

‘He left. He was afraid too.’

‘Why don’t you leave?’

She shrugged. ‘Because this is my life. I have been doing this since I was a small girl. I cannot leave. These are my family after all. My father, my brothers... my sister.’

Seth nodded. Fredericko was her father, Jona and Stefan, her brothers and Nina, her sister. The only one that wasn’t part of their family was the one who Seth had replaced.

A few burly men in shorts and singlets passed by heading for the gazebo where a crowd was assembling at tables. 

‘So I take it you know nothing about the murders?’ Seth asked. ‘No clues at all?’

‘Nothing. It makes us all nervous, but most of us have no choice but to stay. There is nothing else for us out there.’

She faced Seth and touched his arm. ‘I sometimes think it would be wonderful if some handsome prince came and swept me off my feet and took me away. My family would miss me, but I think they would be happy.’

‘Well you never know, it might still happen, right?’

‘I hope so.’ She grinned and continued to gaze at him. 

Seth’s attention was drawn to a stunning brunette by the drinks station near the gazebo. She had sapphire-blue eyes that sparkled even from a distance, and her radiant smile seemed to light up the area around her. When she saw Seth, she grinned from ear to ear.

‘Wow!’ Seth said, knowing full well who she was but pretending he didn’t. 

Nadia followed his gaze and frowned. ‘Oh. Her. She is the new assistant to the magician. The last one left.’

‘What’s her name?’

‘Her name is Delaney. She is nothing. Don’t concern yourself with her.’

‘I’d love to meet her.’ 

Before Nadia could say anything, Seth walked over. She had the most stunningly gorgeous figure, very shapely and her skin was flawless. As usual. Nadia walked up behind him as he met the goddess before him. ‘Hi! My name’s Seth Carter.’

Delaney’s smile widened as she shook his hand. ‘And I’m Delaney Daniels. So very nice to meet you.’

‘The pleasure’s all mine.’ Seth kissed her hand.

‘Oooooh,’ Delaney said. ‘So charming.’

Seth grinned. ‘I hear you’re the magician’s assistant.’

‘A-ha. The guy’s a bit of a jerk though. Thinks he’s God’s gift.’

‘One of those, huh?’

‘Unfortunately...but speaking of God’s gift. You might just be one.’

Seth grinned. He was about to speak again, but Nadia brushed up next to him. ‘Seth! I’d like you to meet some of the guys.’ She glanced at Delaney with a cold expression and then smiled at him. ‘Come and say hi.’

Seth wanted to remain with Delaney, but he realised that business came before pleasure. 

‘Hey,’ Seth said before he left. ‘Want to meet up for a drink later?’

‘I’d love to.’ Delaney delivered him a glorious smile. 

‘I’ll track you down.’

‘I’m counting on it.’

Seth reluctantly joined Nadia and a group of circus performers under the gazebo who ate at one of the communal tables. 

‘This is Frank Steiner,’ Nadia said, gesturing to a man with an abnormally large nose and a mischievous grin. ‘He’s one of the clowns. You should see him dressed up. He looks like Frankenstein - hence the stage name, Frankensteiner.’

‘Perfect,’ Seth said, shaking Frank’s hand. ‘I like it. How long have you been here, Frank?’

‘Call me Frankensteiner,’ Frank replied with mock seriousness, holding a fork with a small boiled potato on it. ‘That name is far more interesting than Frank. As for my time here? Six years and counting.’

‘You must be hooked.’

‘Well, the pay is pretty crappy, but it’s a good life.’ He popped the potato into his mouth and munched it down. 

‘What do you think of the boss?’

For a second Frankensteiner sneered, but then he grinned. ‘He’s the boss. He pays our wages.’

Seth took note of the brief scowl. Perhaps Frankensteiner didn’t want to badmouth his boss in front of the new guy.

The man sitting next to Frankensteiner also looked rather bizarre. He had bucked teeth and a rather demented looking face, with eyebrows that curved up a little like a Vulcan’s. His ears weren’t pointed but they were quite large. 

‘This is Bucko,’ Nadia said. ‘He’s the main star of the clown show.’

‘I’ve heard about you.’ Seth shook his hand. ‘Nice to meet you.’

‘So you are the new acrobat?’ Bucko said in a rather high tone of voice. ‘I hope you manage to hang around.’ He let out a maniacal laugh.

‘I’ll do my best.’

The next performer introduced himself by launching himself onto the table in full costume. He did a cartwheel across, adeptly avoiding the plates and cups upon it. 
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He landed on his feet and stood with his arms and feet apart. He wore what appeared to be a black tight-fitting Batman costume with mask and pointed ears. He let out a wild laugh, which made him look insane. Perhaps he was a cross between Batman and the Joker.

‘A new man!’ He declared at the top of his voice. ‘A big guy too!’

‘This is Batmaniac.’ Nadia grinned. ‘And he likes to make a grand entrance.’

‘So I see. An acrobat?’ Seth presumed.

‘That’s me!’ Batmaniac said with a crazy smile.

‘Do you have a normal name?’

Batmaniac laughed. ‘That is my normal name. I even changed it by deed poll.’ Without another word, he did a backwards flip off the table and took a seat.

‘Wow...’ Seth chuckled. There was no doubt he was in a circus with guys like these. 

A burly man stepped up. 

‘This must be the circus strong man,’ Seth said.

‘No,’ Nadia said with a frown. ‘Actually, I don’t even know you.’

The burly guy did a mock salute. ‘Warren Atkinson is the name. I’m on the work crew. Started a few days ago.’

Seth smiled and shook his hand. ‘So you’re not a clown then?’

‘No.’ Warren said with a wry smile. 

‘We do have a new one though,’ Nadia said. ‘He started last night.’

Frankensteiner picked up a metal mug of coffee. ‘Did a fucken’ good job. Pete’s his name. Pete Baker or something like that. He used the persona Peto.’

‘So who did he replace?’ Seth asked. 

‘Stonky,’ said Batmaniac. ‘One of the men who faced permanent night.’

‘One of the murder victims,’ Nadia translated.

Seth nodded, wondering if Batmaniac would remove his mask for dinner. ‘Was he very popular?’

‘He had plenty of friends,’ Bucko said. ‘Can’t see why anyone would want to kill him.’

‘How did he die?’

‘Stabbed to death. In his bed.’ Bucko’s eyes widened. ‘Scare you off?’

Seth chuckled. ‘Not at all.’

Bucko raised one of his Vulcan eyebrows. ‘It should. You should go. This place isn’t safe.’

‘A guy has to make a living.’

Bucko spoke in a deeper voice this time. ‘In this circus, you’re liable to end up dead.’

‘Ah, quit it, Bucko!’ Nadia said. ‘You’ll freak the guy out. I for one want him to hang around.’ She grinned at Seth, her hand brushing his arm. ‘The longer the better.’

Seth’s attention moved to another table as Delaney sat down with a cup of coffee in her hand with a couple of older gypsy women. She delivered him a wink.

Warren, the work crew guy, spoke up. ‘Seems like she’s got her eye on you, my man.’

Batmaniac whistled. ‘Wouldn’t mind getting her into the sack.’

‘Yeah,’ said Frankensteiner. ‘What an amazing ass. Phew!’

Seth replied, ‘I’m having a drink with her later.’

‘You’re the man, dude,’ Warren said. ‘I spoke to her earlier. She’s a real sweetie.’

Nadia huffed. ‘Will you guys give it a rest? She’s an airhead bimbo. She’s just there to look pretty on stage. Make Valdo the Great look good.’ She turned to Seth. ‘Actually, I was hoping that we might have a drink together.’

The performers all oohed and aahed, which drew a scowl from Nadia. 

‘Please! Give me a break!’ She turned back to Seth again. ‘So how about it?’ She ran her finger down his arm. ‘I’m sure you would much rather spend your time with a woman with real talent. And I have a lot of talent in many different areas.’ With those words, she turned and glared at the performers as if warning them not to say anything. They didn’t.

Seth smiled, careful not to commit. He didn’t want to burn bridges. ‘How about we continue that tour?’

Her smiled disappeared briefly and for a second her eyes seemed to burn, but then she smiled again. ‘Sure. There’s lots to see yet.’

Nadia continued guiding Seth around the site, introducing him to the colourful cast of circus folk. He did his best to remember names and match them to faces. Some greeted him with warm smiles, others with guarded glances. By the time they reached the edge of the site, the sun had dipped below the horizon, leaving the grounds bathed in a dim, flickering light from the strings of bulbs strung between caravans.

Although Seth kept up polite conversation, his mind drifted to Delaney. He was eager to get with her for a drink and make sure everything was good. He didn’t like the idea of her being on her own in this place. Nadia, however, seemed intent on monopolising his time.

She slowed her pace and stepped closer to him, her shoulder brushing his arm. ‘You know...’ she said, her voice low and inviting, ‘...it’s so refreshing to have a real gentleman around here. Most of the guys here are... well, they’re great in their own way, but they’ve got no clue how to treat a woman properly.’ She placed her hand lightly on his arm, her fingertips brushing against him. ‘I bet you’re different, though. I bet you know how to treat a woman.’

‘I do my best.’

Her eyes gleamed as she leaned in a little closer. ‘I have my own caravan, you know. I’d love to show you it. We can finish off the tour there.’

Seth hesitated. Her proposition was tempting, but Delaney’s face flashed through his mind. ‘Hey, Nadia,’ he said gently. ‘I’d love to spend more time with you, really, but there’s something I need to do tonight.’

Nadia’s smile faltered, replaced by a frown. ‘You want to see that bimbo, don’t you?’

‘She doesn’t seem like a bimbo to me,’ Seth said, keeping his tone neutral.

Nadia crossed her arms, her tone sharpening. ‘You don’t know her.’

‘Do you?’

Nadia huffed. ‘So you’d rather be with her than me?’

‘I didn’t say that. I told her I’d meet her for a drink and I’d like to before it gets too late. Come on. Give me a break. We’ve only just met anyway. Let’s not push things.’

Nadia’s eyes glinted with a mixture of hurt and frustration. ‘Don’t you like me?’

‘Of course I do,’ Seth said carefully. ‘But we’re going to be working together. I don’t want to risk... complications.’

Her expression hardened. For a moment, it seemed like she might lash out with a biting remark, but before she could speak, an ear-piercing scream sent a jolt through the air. Seth spun around in time to see the door of a nearby caravan fly open. Delaney stumbled out, her face pale and frozen in horror.

Seth, as if by reflex, ran over to her as she turned and stared back into the caravan. ‘Delaney! Are you alright?’

‘Someone’s in there!’

Seth clenched his fist. ‘I’ll deal with him!’ He strode into the caravan, ready to pound the stuffing out of anyone who might be in there, but once inside, he looked around and saw no one. It was deserted.

Delaney stepped in behind him. ‘I saw him. Someone crouched down there in the corner in the dark. He scared the hell out of me!’

Seth turned back to see other people assembling around the caravan with looks of concern on their faces.

‘Everything okay in there?’ asked one of them.

‘It’s okay!’ Seth called back.

He walked over to the corner of the caravan. There was a cupboard at the back near the floor, its door slightly ajar. It was big enough for a human to hide in.

Seth crouched, his muscles tensing as he prepared to confront whoever might be inside. Gripping the handle firmly, he yanked the door open. 

The cupboard was empty.

Or so it seemed. As Seth peered closer. The floor had been removed and there was a short drop to the grass below. 

Seth let out a deep breath. ‘It seems you really did have someone hiding in here...’​
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CHAPTER 2:
Signing up
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Two weeks earlier, Seth sat at a dimly lit table in a downtown bar with Terry Harvey and Hugh Collins. The scent of beer and fried food lingered in the air.

Harvey nursed a glass of rum and coke, his hands gripping it tightly as if it might slip away. The ageing, curly-haired man stroked his bushy, dark beard, his brow furrowed. ‘My circus is in deep trouble. I can’t keep running it if I keep losing all my main acts. Twelve performers quit in the last month, not to mention about fifteen workmen. I’m scrambling to replace them, but skilled people are hard to find. I’ve had to hire amateurs, and they’re screwing things up left and right.’

Hugh, the SGI’s sinewy second in command, sat back with a glass of beer. ‘What have the police done so far? Have they gotten any leads on the murders?’ The brown-haired Hugh was one of Seth’s most trusted colleagues, a bond forged since their high school days and solidified during police training. When Seth moved to the US to start his private investigations agency, Hugh had been the first person he called to join him.

‘It’s bizarre,’ Harvey said. ‘They’ve all been killed the same way, in their caravans at night, stabbed to death. The police believe it to be the same person and that this is a serial killing, but they can’t understand why it’s confined to just my circus.’
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